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Story So Far

 

Ryun and Zach arrived in the Infinite Realm years ago, and have both made lives for themselves in the new world. That was all threatened when the Dome was opened, and its forces unleashed on the world. 

Both were part of the team sent to kill the Dome Leader, Hastur. 

They succeeded, but not without paying a price. The Empire is gone, its people fleeing north toward the Settled Territories. While those who fought against Hastur follow behind them. Zach had spent thousands of years inside a mental prison, a time that had changed him. Ryun lost his life in the fight against Hastur and is patiently waiting for his immortality to bring him back to life. But while Hastur is dead, some of his armies remain and plague the core. 

Chapter One — Carer



The  endless  desert  stretched  before  them,  the  scorching  sun  bathing the sand dunes. Naha was unaccustomed to it—the heat, the dry air. Her body was  resilient  enough  that  she  didn’t  have  any  real  trouble,  but  it  was…  She did  not  enjoy  the  experience.  It  was  not  truly  an  endless  desert,  of  course. 

They  were  close  to  the  end,  to  the  northern  borders  of  the  Empire  and  the lands of grass and forests, of mountains. She couldn’t wait to leave the desert behind.  Her  homeworld  had  no  deserts,  only  sprawling  jungles  and  high mountains. 

She  barely  remembered  that  time;  she  seldom  thought  about  the distant past. It was like snapshots of emotion and memorable moments. Her first hunt, the day she received her first spear directly from her father’s hand

—she  remembered  his  pride  and  her  love.  The  day  she  learned  how  to  care for  her  claws  from  her  mother—knowledge  that  she  no  longer  needed  with her  body  and  powers,  and  yet  she  still  practiced,  for  the  memory  of  her mother’s kind eyes. 

The  day  the  Framework  arrived—the  confusion  and  death.  The  day her  village  died—her  Class,  the  fighting,  people  cheering  her  name,  loving her, the hope in their eyes, and the gratitude. She had lived in that world, in that life, for decades, and now… What she remembered was barely a couple of minutes when it was all put together. 

Today, she was over five hundred years old. 

It  made  her  understand  Zach,  how  he  could’ve  forgotten.  Five thousand years was so much more time. 

They had taken their time as they traveled, tried to save people as they pushed north—finding groups that were left behind, the weak and the injured. 

They rarely arrived in time to do anything good, and when they did, people were not so trusting, not in these times. They helped them, and walked with them until they felt safe, then they left them and continued on. The lands they had passed through had a few monsters remaining, though the main force was

further north, and even that was weakened, less than it was, if the stories were to be trusted. 

And  yet,  those  numbers  had  broken  the  Empire,  forced  its  people  to flee. The sacrifice of the Emperor had taken out the monster’s claws, but they could still bite. The taken were the worst—seeing people, or what had used to be  people,  doing  such  terrible  things...  They  had  spoken  with  some,  Zach holding  them  down,  asking  questions  and  getting  evil  answers.  Even  with Hastur dead, their minds… They didn’t think right. She could hardly stand to look  at  them,  to  listen  to  them.  Their  words…  It  reminded  her  too  much  of her own past. 

Naha  had  a  lot  to  make  up  for.  She  had  done  things  just  as  terrible, back  when  she  was  someone  else—The  Night  Horror.  Oh,  how  she  wept when she knew no one could see. She knew what she had done: it was a gift that  Zach  had  given  her  when  he  helped  remove  her  Cultivation,  when  he helped  her  fight  her  madness,  and  yet  it  was  a  curse.  She  knew  now  how twisted she had become, and the worst part were the urges that still showed their claws, though they bothered her less and less. But when they came…she felt  good.  They  filled  her  stomach  and  mind  and  whispered  that  it  was  all good and great. They whispered of pleasure and power, and when the episode passed,  it  left  only  the  knowledge  that  it  was  wrong.  She  felt  sick  to  her stomach,  and  tried  so  hard  to  resist—for  Zach,  for  herself,  for  all  those  that had died at her hands. 

To do good, to be better today than she was yesterday: that was what they had decided. It was why they had come on the mission to kill the Dome Leader—to do good, to seek power to enable them to do more. She couldn’t have  refused,  no  matter  her  insecurity,  her  questioning.  She  knew  that  she had to atone for her sins. Once, she had been hailed as a savior, beloved by her  people.  She  couldn’t  let  those  whom  she  had  failed,  those  who  had believed in her, down, sullying their faith with her evil. 

And  now…now,  she  was  left  without  her  pillar  to  lean  on  and  hold close when the receding madness tried to pull her along. 

She  glanced  at  Zach,  sitting  with  Hiro,  talking  in  low  voices, 

explaining how a Class worked. The poor child had little opportunity to learn. 

His  family  was  poor,  from  what  Naha  understood,  and  the  basics  that  the Empire  taught  were  solid  in  some  ways,  but  the  war  had  come  before  the child could learn more. 

Zach  had  taken  it  upon  himself  to  finish  his  education.  The  young man’s Class was Survivor: a simple Class, and one that was earned. It would grow, she knew. She saw how Zach looked at the child. He wouldn’t let him go. He took responsibility for him more than any others that they had saved. 

Those others were many, groups, who had people to rely on, people who had power of their own. To them, Zach had been only a helping hand. Hiro was different; the boy had no chance on his own. 

How much this man was like the Zach she had used to know, and how different at the same time. He didn’t know how she struggled, didn’t see it in her  the  same  way  he  could  before.  She  had  been  left  to  fight  it  on  her  own now.  Instead  of  him  supporting  her,  she  was  the  one  supporting  him.  How their  roles  had  changed,  and  how  much  she  needed  to  endure.  She  couldn’t fail him—couldn’t fail his faith in her. 

Like  the  Skinwalkers,  the  old  gods  of  her  people,  she  had  to  change and be what was required of her. She had to be strong and steadfast, to endure and resist. She had to be a carer, a mother, and a lover. 

She  had  learned  quickly  that  Zach,  for  all  his  power,  had  lost  much. 

He  would  often  forget  to  eat,  to  drink,  as  thirst  and  hunger  barely  bothered him. Pain barely affected him. She knew why, as he had spoken about it—in that  wretched  world  that  Hastur  had  thrown  him  into,  there  was  no  death. 

Hunger and thirst did nothing but cause him agony, and he was used to them. 

She  had  to  care  for  him,  to  remind  him  when  to  eat  and  when  to  drink,  to watch him and tell him what all the things around them were. 

And yet, in his ages of false life—no, it was real to him, and that was all that mattered—he had been granted a kind of knowledge.  Theories. Yes, that  was  a  better  word  for  it.  He  had  all  the  time  in  the  world  to  think,  to theorize and toy with the world that Hastur had created, a false world, though it had been built to be like the real one. Essence fascinated him, she saw, and

he  had  some  insights  into  its  nature,  though  from  his  skills  or  his  long  life, she didn’t quite know. 

He  was  different,  and  he  was  the  same.  So,  she  sat  beside  him  and listened as he taught, and explained, trying to suppress the desire to bite and tear them both. She held on to his words and voice, held on to him—because without her, he would forget to eat and forget to drink. It was her turn to be the pillar, and she couldn’t fail him. 




*  *  *

 

Two years? Likely more. She wasn’t quite certain, as she hadn’t kept track  of  time—a  mistake  on  her  part,  and  she  cursed  herself  for  it.  She  had forgotten that their stay in the Empire, their preparation for the mission, had been so long ago. They had spent months training in their time chambers. It had been more than five years since he had taken the elixir, she was sure. 

Nevertheless, two years was how long it took for them to finally reach the  end  of  the  Empire’s  territories  from  the  place  where  they  had  killed Hastur. 

Now, a forest spread before them, a valley with a large river splitting it in half. She sat under the moonlight, near the fire, looking in the distance over  the  cliff  where  they  were  camped.  The  enemy  was  on  the  other  side. 

Their back line was made up of a couple thousand of monsters and taken. She could tell that they were pushing north and east, toward the core, though she didn’t  know  why.  Beyond  them,  far  to  the  north,  was  where  most  of  the others  had  gone—to  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect.  Naha  and  Zach  hadn’t  yet decided where to go, but they had been leaning toward the same destination. 

Zach wanted to talk with Ryun, to learn from him what past they shared. 

But now? Their plans didn’t matter. 

Zach was what mattered. He had gained so much power, had changed. 

Having lived for so long—and that had masked it from her, she hadn’t seen it

—there was a madness there. 

The elixir had granted him five years of safety, five years of holding off  the  madness,  and  that  time  had  passed.  Yet,  it  couldn’t  have  been  more than a month, two, a handful at most since it had expired. It was too soon. He shouldn’t have been…like this. 

She  watched  him  staring  at  the  fire,  muttering  to  himself.  It  came  in these  moments,  when  he  had  the  time  to  think,  when  things  were  silent.  He stared at the fire and she knew what he was doing: studying it, thinking on all things related to the Aspect of Fire. His madness wasn’t bad yet, but it came from his desire to learn, from a skill that let him perceive flaws and one that dealt with time. They synergized with his Class and the need to rule aspects, to know and understand them. 

She didn’t know in what manner it could turn bad, but she knew that it would, eventually. They didn’t have the time. They needed to find for him the same thing that he had found for her—and she knew only one person that could help her. 

East,  then,  she  decided,  away  from  the  monsters  and  the  fleeing Empire, away from the sects. 




*  *  *

 

The  storm  raged  in  the  distance,  thunder  roaring  and  lightning flashing. 

Zach  stared  at  it  intently,  with  unblinking  eyes.  “It  sings  to  me,”  he whispered. 

She  saw  him  raise  his  hand,  which  turned  into  a  blade.  Then, Lightning  Qi  flashed  along  it,  pulsing  in  time  with  the  lightning  in  the distance. 

“Light  and  power.  More?  What  is  it  made  out  of,  I  wonder,”  he murmured to himself. 

She  wanted  to  speak,  to  try  and  break  him  out  of  his  trance,  but decided against it. She wished she had a way to help him further. 

 


*  *  *

 

She  woke  up  to  a  touch  on  her  face.  She  looked  up,  and  saw  Zach above  her,  his  hand  on  her  cheek,  his  eyes  staring  intently.  She  was…

surprised.  The  intimacy  between  them  had  disappeared  since  his  change. 

Love  and  passion,  those  things  were  not  with  him,  not  yet  at  least.  She  had been heartened when she understood what his remembering her name meant, after all those years. She had hoped that this would…

She noticed his eyes looking at—well, not hers. He was staring at her cheek,  his  finger  trailing  a  line  over  her  jaw  line,  touching  the  few  errant scales that framed her face. He was muttering to himself, low, but she could hear him. 

“Changing Essence? How? It is flesh, and bone, scale, and skin, but it can change,” he whispered, and her heart froze. 

“Zach?” she whispered, but he didn’t respond. 

He tilted his head, raised his other hand, and touched her face again. 

“How  does  it  change?  Flesh  to  bone  at  will?  Is  it  all  Mind  Essence, still?” 

She  tried  to  move  but  he  pressed,  his  strength  keeping  her  pinned. 

“Zach!” she said, louder. 

“Are you real?” he whispered. “Is this Flesh or Mind?” 

“Zach!”  She  reached  up  with  her  hands,  grabbing  his  wrists,  but  he didn’t move. His fingers pinched her skin and pulled, hard. “You’re hurting me.” 

He blinked, stopped. His eyes clearing, he pulled back and let her go. 

He shook his head and looked at her, then at his hands. “I… I…” 

She rubbed her cheek for a moment, glanced to the side, and saw Hiro sleeping. He hadn’t heard them. She stood and walked over to him, then; like her  people’s  gods,  she  had  changed,  even  though  she  was  afraid  she  was becoming someone she was not. Someone who was a strong pillar. 

“Zach?” 

He  raised  his  head  and  met  her  eyes.  “I’m  sorry,”  he  whispered,  but there  was  confusion  in  his  eyes.  “I…I  don’t  know  what  came  over  me. 

This…this  isn’t  like  before,  how  I  lost  my  mind  in  the  prison.  I…  It  was me?” 

The  way  he  said  that  last  part,  there  was  disbelief  there.  She  didn’t know  what  to  say,  but  she  remembered  how  it  was  for  her.  You  don’t  lose yourself. You become something else, and each step seems logical at the time. 

“It’s  okay,  we’ll  be  there  soon.  We’ll  find  a  way  to  help  you,  I promise,” she whispered. 

She hoped she wasn’t lying to him. 




*  *  *

 

She  watched  him  stand  before  a  group  of  people:  kreacean  and human, with a few ravzor, all sitting on the ground. All were young, as young as  Hiro  was,  who  was  sitting  at  the  edge  of  the  group.  All  of  them  were looking at Zach with wide eyes, with awe. He was a hero, the same as a High Ranker,  perhaps  even  more  than  they.  They  knew  his  name—it  was  on  the notification that all the world had seen. 

And here he was, standing in front of them, talking and explaining. 

“Earth  Essence  is  not  just  one  type!  It  is  an  amalgamation  of  many different types of Essences: crystals and dirt and minerals and more.” He bent and  scooped  up  the  earth  with  his  palm.  His  strength  was  high  enough  that the  ground  of  this  territory  parted  easily.  “Earth  is  one  of  those  Essences where they do not mix properly, do not turn into something else completely. 

It is a jumble, a chaotic mess. That is why it has so many different types! And why it has so many flaws. It is not all same tier of Essence. If you want to get through Earth efficiently, drilling and digging can be enhanced with targeted application of force on the weakest parts of Earth Essence—” 

She  turned  her  head.  It  was  hard  for  her  to  look  at  him  like  this.  He

seemed  good,  like  an  excited  teacher,  but  she  knew  just  how  easily  his fascination could turn to something else. Obsession. That was at the core of his madness. 

“Do you see it, sir?” Naha asked. 

The tall kreacean met her eyes for a moment, then nodded. Gemheart turned his gaze back to Zach, and studied him for a while more. 

She  had  turned  them  east  as  soon  as  they  had  reached  the  frontier, straight for Gemheart’s home, and the territories held by his company. 

They were lucky to find a teleporter that worked. The situation in the core  had  changed;  the  wars  had  run  their  course,  the  strong  survived  and conquered, whereas the weak were conquered or dead. A few wars still raged, she knew, but much of the core was again stable. The taken had made their move, it appeared, along with the monsters in the inner core, but that was a worry  only  for  those  who  were  near  them.  Even  after  everything,  the  core remained so self involved. The Dome Leader was dead, and what did the rest of the Settled Territories care that a piece of the core had fallen? The Settled Territories  spanned  ten  times  the  size  of  what  the  monsters  had  taken,  with unknown  billions  of  people  who  had  never  even  seen  a  taken  or  a  dome monster.  No,  they  cared  about  the  enemies  that  they  knew,  not  some  threat that they couldn’t even see. 

She had come to the one place where she knew she had allies, where she hoped to find Gemheart. She had been lucky enough to find him, lucky enough that he wasn’t like the others, and that he was in his home, preparing for what he thought was coming. 

“How long?” Gemheart asked. 

Naha  grimaced.  “It’s  been  a  few  months  since  the  elixir  stopped working.  It  is  happening  too  fast,”  she  added.  Madness  came  over  years, decades even. Zach was spiraling too quickly. 

“He is highly imbalanced. One focus pushed to the end, another more than half, and his Cultivation…” 

“I know,” Naha said. “Can you help us? I know that it is too much to

ask, but—” 

“You’ve  done  what  we’ve  asked  of  you.  You  have  killed  the  Dome Leader. I would help, if I had any means. I have no elixir to give, and I have no way of getting another.” 

Naha bowed her head and closed her eyes tightly. She had put a lot of her  hopes  on  this.  She  had  rushed  them  here  as  fast  as  she  could,  knowing that every day he was getting worse. Nonetheless, she hoped. “There must be something?” 

Gemheart  didn’t  respond  immediately,  and  so  she  opened  her  eyes and  found  him  looking  at  her.  “I  know  of  two  people  who  had  a  Focus-removing  Elixir;  both  are  dead,  or  close  enough  that  the  difference  doesn’t matter. Still…” He shook his head and folded his four arms across his chest. 

“Elar Treekeeper, the ruler of the World Tree Kingdom in the far north, had one two hundred years ago, if he didn’t use or barter it away by now. He had ignored  my  messages  when  I  was  trying  to  purchase  one  for  you.  But  his kingdom was at war last I heard, and I have heard no news from his lands. No teleporters have turned back on, and messages are hard to carry these days,” 

Gemheart said. “The other was Yirrel Annsi, your Warden Commander. She had  one  in  her  vaults,  keeping  it  for  someone  she—it  doesn’t  matter  who now. She is dead, and a monster wears her flesh. The elixir might be in her vault still, but the taken rule there.” 

Naha  wondered  if  she  could  sneak  in,  shape  change  into  the  taken. 

Could she fool one of them? She still had her warden’s badge—perhaps she could gain entry to the vaults. 

“No,”  Gemheart  said.  “Your  best  chance  would  be  to  seek  out  an alchemist who could make it for you. One of the great ones.” 

“Do you know where I could find one?” Naha asked, trying not to get her hopes up. 

“The  wars  have  changed  many  things,  but  the  sects  would  be  your best option, I think. Their wars had been as many as in the rest of the core, though  theirs  were  less  violent.  Twisted  honor  they  might  follow,  but  it makes for easier wars nonetheless. They have lost the fewest people. Even if

some  wars  still  go  on,  you  will  not  be  in  as  much  danger  there,  and  their alchemists  are  some  of  the  best  in  the  world.  The  Dragon  Heart  Sect  still stands,  and  the  head  of  one  of  their  branch  families  is  lauded  as  a  great alchemist. You might find what you seek there.” 

The  Dragon  Heart  Sect.  They  had  passed  so  close  to  their  lands  on their  way  here,  and  yet…  She  had  a  way,  something  that  might  not  be suicide. 

She glanced at Zach, then nodded to herself. “The Dragon Heart Sect, then.” 

Chapter Two — Stories



Ryun  brought  down  the  hammer  on  the  piece  of  dark  blue  metal  on the anvil, then raised his hand and repeated the motion. Over and over he did this, his mind clear of everything but him and the metal that he was working. 

It was coming together; how quick, he didn’t know. He had abandoned trying to keep track of time—it was pointless—but it did feel like it had been a long time. 

Finally,  as  his  hammer  came  down  once  more,  he  felt  that  it  was done. He stood, and walked over to the forge that blazed with the fire of the stars. He took a glance at the blade and then threw it in. The fire flashed, and the metal turned to a liquid that was swallowed up by the pure white embers. 

It wasn’t real, as nothing around him was, proven by the fact that he saw the colors as his eyes once could. But he hoped that perhaps it could become real one day. 

He was inside Bright Star’s realm, a mental world in a way—a place inside his soul, where his awakened forge lay. He had many discussions with Bright Star   over his plans. He didn’t know if it would work, but they would try. 

“Not  bad,”  Bright  Star’s  voice  came  from  the  hammer  in  Ryun’s hand. 

“Not good enough, either,” Ryun said. 

His  connection  to  his  awakened  forged  had  been  repaired  as  he  had healed,  and  since  then  Bright  Star  and  he  had  grown  a  lot  closer.  Being  the only  other   being  with  which  Ryun  could  talk  and  alleviate  the  boredom meant that they were talking a lot. 

Still, Ryun didn’t know how long he had been recovering. Time was hard to tell. He spent his time cycling, or he had been at least. He had cycled through  his  core  fully  several  times,  too  many  to  count—his  core  had deepened and his Qi reserves increased. But, as he had come to realize, few things  came  without  a  price.  Focusing  on  cycling,  using  his  will  to  push  Qi

from  around  him  into  his  core,  had  a  side-effect  of  slowing  down  his recovery. The more time he spent cycling, the slower his body recovered. So he had to take breaks, during which he spent his time in this starscape. 

He  had  fed  many  items  to  Bright  Star,  and  their  bond  was  deep enough  that  he  could  use  this  mental  forge.  He  could  practice  with  any material  that  Bright  Star  was  familiar,  that  he  had  fed  to  it  or  that  Ryun himself  had  used  before  with  the  forge.  It  gave  him  the  time  to  practice,  to hone  his  craft.  He  would  never  be  a  great  smith;  he  would  never  create wonders,  invent  new  alloys.  He  had  no  skills  or  perks  that  could  grant  him great  insight  or  give  his  works  incredible  power.  But  with  Bright  Star  he could copy, could create works that were at least average. 

“Hey,”  Ryun  said  slowly,  deciding  to  ask  about  something  that  had been on his mind for a while. One had a lot of time to think while hanging in between  life  and  death.  “Can  you  forge  other  types  of  Essence?  Other  than metal I mean.” 

“Of  course  you  can,”  Bright  Star  answered.  “Forcing  Essence  into different forms is easy. You do it every day.” 

“I do?” 

“What do you think you do when you create those walls of Void?” 

Ryun  blinked.  “Ah.”  He  understood.  He  crystallized  the  Void  Qi, changing its form. 

“How  do  you  think  that  all  those  fancy  items  get  their  effects?  You can  carve  formations,  true—that  allows  the  item  to  manipulate  Essence  in many  different  ways.  Or,  if  you  want  a  fire  sword,  you  forge  fire  into  it. 

Simple.” 

Perhaps it was just that: simple. Bright Star had gotten more and more knowledgeable about the forging process as their bond increased. Their bond was  much  different  than  how  it’d  used  to  be—he  was  even  teaching  Ryun. 

Still, the forge was still greedy, and remained pestering Ryun to get it more items. 

He walked over to the racks and looked at the items stored there. He

had  copies  of  the  four  mythic  items  that  the  Empire  had  crafted  for  him,  as well as the original. He had worn one of the copies, as he always did for his important  items.  There  was  no  need  to  risk  losing  the  originals  when  the copies  were  exactly  the  same  when  used  by  him.  The  rest  of  his  five  slots were  taken  by  a  few  weapons:  javelins  and  two  swords  that  he  rarely  used. 

Each item could have twelve copies now, which meant that he had a couple dozen javelins to throw. 

That  had  seemed  smart  to  him  before,  but  in  reality,  having  had  the chance to use them… Perhaps against weaker opponents it remained so, but he had already come to the conclusion that he had to change things. He had spent a great deal of the time thinking about everything. He had a few ideas for his techniques, even. 

He just needed to heal in order to try them out. 




*  *  *

 

He could feel it, closer and closer, nearly there. His body had nearly recovered. 

He  waited  patiently,  not  doing  anything  to  slow  it  down.  It  had already  taken  so  long  that  he  was  beyond  bored,  even  with  Bright  Star  as company. 

And  then  it  was  done.  He  felt  himself  pushed  from  the  Void  around him, almost ejecting him. It didn’t hurt him; his body was now equal to it, as it had been for a while. The Void felt almost as if it was joined with his body, as he was a part of it. 

Then, he was out, the sky and the ground spreading before him as he was falling toward it. He had dropped from the Void above the sky, and he closed  his  eyes,  focusing.  Taking  in  a  deep  breath,  he  opened  his  eyes  and looked  at  all  the  different  Essence  as  he  fell  down  to  the  earth,  naked  and with  arms  spread  wide.  The  feeling  of  the  air  on  his  skin,  the  scent  of  the world around him, the heat of the sun. He had missed it. 

The first thing that snapped into place was the bond in his mind, the link he had with Selia. She felt far away, very far. 

 “Ryun!?”  she asked, her tone relieved. 

 “Selia,”  Ryun answered.  “We won, then?” 

 “Wha… Oh, yes, we won.” 

 “How long was I out?” 

 “Around three years. Ryun, there are things that you need to know.” 

 “Where are you?” 

 “Consequence.” 

 “I’ll head back soon,”  Ryun said. He lessened the pull of gravity on him  and  bled  his  momentum  to  slow  down.  He  pulled  out  his  robes  from Bright Star and equipped them. He traveled down slowly, and saw where he was. The same place where he had died:   the Dome Leader’s black city. 

 “Ryun, the world… A lot has changed. Where are you?” 

 “The same place I died,”  Ryun answered. 

 “Oh, it is going to take you so long… Maybe we can send an airship or something to get you.” 

 “Probably not as long as you think. I can get to the Empire in days. I can’t fly, but I can move very fast when I want to.”  Ryun smiled to himself. 

He could lessen the pull of gravity on himself, leap across the sky faster than some could fly. He could hit some pretty high speeds when he had the time and  room  to  achieve  them—faster  than  the  airships  that  carried  them  to  the Empire from their borders. 

 “Ryun, we… I… I’m glad that you are all right.” 

 “And I am glad that you are all right, too. What about the others?” 

 “All from our team survived the battle. Some split off, but our people are safe. We are all in Twilight Melody Sect.” She paused.   “The Empire fell, Ryun. Our trip to Hastur took us three years.” 

 “Ah,”  Ryun  said  simply—there  wasn’t  much  to  say.  “My  sect  is safe?” 

 “It  is.  Anrosh  is  still  here,  and  Tali.  We’ve  arrived  only  a  couple  of months ago. The trip was hard. Hastur’s monsters are still everywhere; they are  pushing  north.  We  had  to  go  around  them,  and  they  will  reach  the frontier in several months. A year at most.” 

Ryun  blinked,  then  nodded  to  himself.  The  others  didn’t  really  have many  ways  of  moving  that  fast,  and  with  the  distance…  He  could  see  it taking  years,  especially  if  the  Empire  fell  and  the  monsters  were  still  active without a Dome Leader. 

 “Is there anything that I should know that can’t wait until I am back home?” 

 “I have your rewards and your storage rings, as well as the few other items that survived your death. Other than that? There’s nothing you can do anything about now.” 

Ryun nodded.  “Thank you. I’ll be on my way.” 

 “Be safe.” 

 “You too,”  Ryun said.  “Tell the others that I am coming.” 

 “I will.” 

It was going to be a long way down, so he pulled out the notifications in the corner of his eyes, and started to read. 




*  *  *

 

He  landed  on  the  stone  of  the  square,  the  signs  of  their  battle  still here. The corpse of the Dome Leader was still here, too. A tower rose in the center  of  the  square,  with  a  glowing  portal  at  the  base.  He  looked  around, then walked over to the corpse. 

The city was empty. His sense scanned everything and sensed nothing living or moving at all. 

The corpse itself had been cut in half, from top to bottom. The edges of the wounds were somehow frayed, unlike anything that he had ever seen

before. It was as if he had started to decompose at the wound and then it just stopped  a  bit  away.  Ryun  looked  closely,  walking  around  the  corpse;  aside from the main wound, the rest didn’t seem to have decayed at all. He saw the places  where  his  attacks  had  injured  it,  where  Selia’s  techniques  had  blown holes in its skin. There was no smell of death, just strange flesh, even to his eyes. 

He walked over to one of the tendrils, and knelt next to one to study the  talons,  claws,  and  hooks  that  grew  out  of  it.  He  touched  one,  it  didn’t seem like it was any kind of bone, but it was tough, and he remembered them piercing his flesh. He placed a hand on one and pushed out a low void beam, slowly  cutting  through  and  taking  the  entire  thing,  storing  it  in  his  Void Storage.  His  most  precious  items  were  still  in  there,  secured  safely—he hadn’t lost anything of real worth. 

After  taking  a  few  more  samples  from  the  corpse,  materials  for crafting or sale, he turned around. He walked over to the tower in the middle, looked at the portal that shone with Spatial Essence for a bit. The notification did mention a gate, and this looked like it had to be it. He walked around the tower, saw images carved into the stone. They were clear even to his eyes—

the Essence of the tower, even the city, didn’t interact much with any other Essence, which made it easier to distinguish. 

The  images  were  of  eldritch  monsters,  like  Hastur  had  been: abominations of different shapes and sizes, one of which, he was certain, was Hastur.  Then,  Ryun  came  to  an  image  that  was  somehow  familiar:  it  was  a monster, tall, with tendrils on the face and wings rising behind it. 

He frowned, memories of Earth coming back to him slowly…

“Cthulhu?” he whispered to himself, and then it clicked. He had never been  a  big  fan  of  Lovecraftian  monsters,  or  horror  in  general,  so  he  hadn’t made the connection before. Now…

He pulled up his notification and read through it again. He was pretty sure  that  R’lyeh  was  the  city  where  Cthulhu  slept.  He  raised  his  head  and looked  at  the  tower,  at  the  other  monsters.  He  realized  what  it  meant.  The monsters of this dome had been based on stories from his world. 

He didn’t know what that meant just yet, but it was information, and that was never unwelcome. 

He looked back at the wall and saw that the carvings were a story. He walked  around  the  tower  again,  and  saw  it  for  what  it  was—the  story  of eldritch monsters, of their births. 

After a while, he turned and looked back at the corpse. This being was birthed from the stories of humanity, of his world. Ryun closed his eyes and let his sense sharpen on the city. It was empty, but it…it was large, filled with buildings and rooms, with tunnels beneath it. It was telling a story in itself. A city  of  a  monster  created  on  a  whim,  to  do…what?  As  a  test?  That  was  the only thing that Ryun could think of. 

He  walked  through  the  city,  looking  at  the  elaborate  carvings  on  the walls,  scanning  everything  with  his  sense.  Hastur  had  ended,  but  Ryun wanted to know this story, to witness what it was before the end. 

It  was  interesting;  it  felt  good,  walking  around  and  looking, witnessing  everything.  It  felt  right.  Hastur  was  dead,  but  Ryun  would remember the monster that could reach into your mind and make you dream. 

He  didn’t  remember  what  Hastur  put  him  through,  but  it  hadn’t  felt  bad. 

Hastur  had  been  trying  to  do  something  to  him.  He  had  failed,  but  Ryun didn’t feel like it had been evil—the word tasted strange to his thoughts. He had  thought  that  such  concepts  were  beyond  him,  but…  No,  Hastur  had wanted  something,  to  show  him  something  that  was   alien.  The  more  he walked, the more certain of that he became. The city itself was a twisted lie. 

It looked like a real city, but it was not. It was wrong. 

The  art  carved  into  its  walls  elicited  a  feeling  of  “the  other”  in  him. 

The city's very layout made his mind hurt. He hadn’t noticed that during the fight,  but  perhaps  that,  too,  had  impacted  him.  The  wrongness  made  him want to leave the city, to get as far away from it as fast as he could. He nearly did,  until  something  caught  his  attention:  one  of  the  tunnels  led  to  the underground  chamber  that  was  bare  save  for  a  single  slab  of  stone,  with something  placed  on  top  of  it.  He  frowned;  his  sense  was  having  trouble actually touching whatever it was. 

Intrigued, he fought the sense of wrongness and walked toward it. He found the entrance to the tunnel and walked down the stairs into the darkness that mattered nothing to him. He walked for a while, until he finally reached his destination. 

His eyes saw what his sense could not. The slab of stone was in the center of the room, and a body was placed on it, as if it were in an honored place.  Ryun  walked  over,  and  saw  the  dead  drake.  His  body  had  been destroyed,  but  preserved—like  Hastur’s,  only  differently.  He  could  feel  the power of it, even though the drake was dead. 

He knew him, of course. 

Zenker’s  eyes  were  closed,  his  expression  peaceful.  He  was  wearing pieces  of  damaged  armor,  clearly  no  longer  functional,  though  it  was  well made. 

 “Eternal  items,”  Bright  Star  said.  Ryun  had  already  assumed  as much. 

“You  died,”  Ryun  spoke.  They  had  all  feared  that,  but  here  was confirmation.  Ryun  knew  now  where  the  scars  on  Hastur  came  from—even after  all  the  years  since  Zenker  went  through  the  portal,  Hastur  had  been weakened  by  him.  Ryun  had  studied  that  battle  in  his  memories  for  a  long time  while  recovering,  and  there  was  no  doubt  in  his  mind.  They  won because of him, his sacrifice. 

Hastur  had  brought  his  body  here  for  some  reason,  though.  Ryun looked around, and saw carvings around the room. They were different than everything  else.  These  were  formations,  carved  by  a  master,  not  part  of  the city. They weren’t active; or, rather, they were damaged somehow. He could still see traces of Essence in them, though, the Essence of the Ethereal Realm. 

Hastur  had  been  trying  something  with  the  body,  something  that involved the Ethereal Realm. He had either failed or had shelved the project. 

It didn’t matter, in the end, but it did add to the story. The end of the Zenker, a  High  Ranker,  a  drake,  someone  who  Ryun  wished  he  could  have  called  a true  friend.  Time…  If  only  they’d  had  more  of  it.  He  shook  his  head.  All things  had  an  end,  but  he  would  remember  this  drake  who  had  helped  a

stranger next to a fire when he hadn’t needed to. 

Ryun returned his eyes to the drake, and then slowly and respectfully removed the armor from the body. After that, he took the storage items from his fingers. He looked inside, and saw…a treasure. 

“Yessss,” Bright Star hissed in his head, greed dripping from his tone. 

“I doubt that Zenker would mind my taking this,” Ryun said, then he pulled out a large cloak from one of the rings. He gently wrapped Zenker in it, then placed the body in his Void Storage. 

With one last glance at the room, he turned and left it, along with the city that felt like it was grating on his mind. 

Chapter Three — Improvement



It  took  him  seven  days  to  reach  the  Empire’s  border,  or  at  least  the first ruins of a village. He had nothing impeding his way as he ran across the sky,  following  his  bond  with  Selia.  They  had  spoken  every  night  since  he returned,  and  she  told  him  how  long  it  had  taken  them—around  two  and  a half years, though that was with them traveling on foot, taking a twisting path that led them to the ruin of the Empire’s capital and then north to the sea, all while avoiding large groups of monsters. If Ryun was right, it wouldn’t take him more than a month, two at most, and that was with him taking breaks. Of course, that also assumed that he didn’t run into anything that forced him to go around. 

He  sat  on  top  of  a  platform,  high  in  the  sky,  holding  his  Stillness Aspect orb in his lap. He was pulling in the Essence, pushing it into his core, deepening its size. He had been cycling and drawing in Void for all the time he  had  been  dead .   Now  he  added  Stillness,  preparing  his  core  for  the  next Realm.  He  already  could  advance;  his  core  was  full,  and  the  next  Realm accessible  to  him.  He  didn’t  take  that  last  step,  though,  as  there  were  still things that he could do in this Realm. 

He  opened  his  eyes  and  stopped  drawing  in  Essence.  He  took  short breaks  every  day,  taking  the  time  to  draw  and  prepare  himself  for  the  next step. But that wasn’t all that he was doing—with the Essence draw-in portion of his break done, he turned his mind to his techniques. 

He had given them a lot of thought while he had been inside the Void plane,  recovering.  One  thing  had  occurred  to  him  during  those  years, regarding  technique  names.  The  Framework  named  things  on  its  own,  and yet, he had the option of naming things that he himself had newly created. He had wondered why that wasn’t the case with the techniques as well. He had an idea about that, though he hadn’t been able to test it out just yet. 

He  focused  on  his  main  path’s  base  technique, {Empowering  Null Mantle}.  That  technique  had  started  out  as  a  simple  {Empower},  which  he

was  able  to  use  on  any  part  of  his  body  and  on  objects  he  was  holding.  He still  could  empower  just  a  part  of  his  body,  but  he  had  moved  away  from empowering objects. That was in part because he hadn’t needed to on Earth, as  Kagehime  had  been  nigh  indestructible—even  though  he  hadn’t  been aware  that  he  needed  to  bond  with  her,  no  one  had  been  strong  enough  to destroy a bond-less awakened object on Earth other than him. 

Later, when he gained his aspect, it became even harder. Void did not play well with empowering objects. Its nature didn’t lend itself to it. Stillness, on  the  other  hand,  was  a  different  thing  entirely.  Ever  since  he  had experienced the memories of the mad Eternal Realm Cultivator, he had been trying to exert his will on the Essence around him. So far, he had no success with  it.  The  only  thing  that  he  could  do  was  pull  it  inside  him,  through  his conduits and into his core. 

But  something  else  occurred  to  him  a  while  ago,  and  he  had  been trying to accomplish it for days now. He started pulling Essence from the orb in his hands again. Stillness flowed though his palms, through the conduits in his arms, to shoulders and his chest, then toward his core. Before it reached the core, he focused and forced it away, through the conduits leading through the  rest  of  his  body  and  not  his  core.  It  was…hard.  It  required  all  of  his concentration,  and  even  after  days  of  trying  more  than  half  of  the  Essence that was coming into his body was pulled into his core regardless of what he wanted. He struggled to push the Essence through his conduits, and then he tried to shape a technique, a simple {Empower} on his arm. 

He  couldn’t  do  it.  No  matter  how  much  he  tried,  the  moment  he attempted to shape the technique with that Essence, his control slipped and all that Stillness was pulled into his core. 

He  grimaced  as  he  lost  his  grip  again,  though  he  had  managed  to almost start the technique this time. He shook his head, and settled in to try again. 




*  *  *

 

Days  later,  he  still  hadn’t  managed  to  shape  the  technique.  Not  only did it feel harder to shape Essence compared to Qi, it was as if his body was fighting him, too, as if it was so used to Qi or the Void. He didn’t think that that was actually the issue, but he didn’t have any better ideas. The Essence was tier 9, but Essence was not Qi. Qi was…refined Essence: stronger, better, and more importantly, completely under his command. Qi felt as if it was a part of him. Essence was foreign. 

He  sat  there  for  a  few  minutes,  resting  after  another  failed  attempt, and trying to figure out what else he could try. He had tried it with each of his techniques with no success. He took a deep breath for the first time in days, and  then  sighed  in  annoyance.  The  fact  that  his  body  no  longer  needed  to breathe just illustrated the height of his frustration. His body had reacted on impulse, on instinct. 

As he felt the air move in front of him, he froze. His eyes narrowed, and a new idea occurred to him. He calmed himself, and took a breath, and then  settled  into  a  breathing  form.  He  hadn’t  used  one  in  a  long  time. 

Breathing  forms  were  ways  to  teach  a  Cultivator  how  to  utilize  the knowledge  of  techniques  that  the  Framework  granted.  They  weren’t necessary, for some at least. Using techniques without a breathing form was harder, but Ryun had trained himself enough that he didn’t lose anything by not using a form. 

He focused now on an old form, the first one that the Framework had taught him, the most basic one. He pulled in Stillness from the orb, pushed it around  his  core  like  before—still  losing  a  lot  to  the  pull  of  his  core,  but  he had  enough  Essence  in  his  conduits.  Slowly,  he  settled  into  the  breathing form. Air entered his body, and he felt something in his mind click. A deep intake  of  breath,  followed  by  a  slow,  level  exhale,  and  the  Essence  in  his conduits moved by his will. It shaped the technique through the conduits on his  arm.  It  was  difficult,  but  the  Essence  moved.  The  technique  took  shape, and then he felt it snap into place: the empowering of his arm by the Stillness Essence. It was a trickle compared to the amount of Qi he usually used in his techniques, and he could feel that the effect was nowhere near as strong as it

was when he used the technique with his Qi. But he had done it. 

Then, as his attention slipped, the technique went with it. He felt…not exhausted,  per  se,  but  his  conduits  were  strained.  It  seemed  that  by  using Essence instead of Qi he had other factors to consider. Still, he had managed it, and that was what mattered. 

Now, he just needed to practice. 




*  *  *

 

Quickly,  he  realized  why  people  probably  didn’t  do  this,  or  at  least none  he  knew.  The  strength  of  the  technique  using  Essence  was  always  far less than when one was formed with Qi. Not only that, but he needed to stay still  in  order  to  draw  in  Essence  and  then  use  a  breathing  form  to  shape  a technique.  It  wasn’t  useful  in  combat  at  all.  Perhaps  some  Cultivators  on different paths might be able to use this, but it would be hard for Ryun. He was limited not only by the quality of Essence but also his draw-in speed. 

Still, it was another tool in his repertoire, and he did feel like it would help him be able to command unbound Essence around him. He had started using Air and Wind Essences around him and shaping techniques. He could throw weak blasts of Essence when he used his {Void Beam}, though he had only managed to use Essence with the previous iterations of his techniques. It seemed that his current techniques were too advanced for Essence, or perhaps too  dependent  on  the  properties  of  Qi.  Essence  wasn’t  Qi,  and  he  couldn’t manipulate it in the same way. He couldn’t force Air Essence to crystallize, no matter how he tried. So when he tried to create an Essence Wall in front of himself, it was just Air Essence. A bit denser, perhaps, but nothing that would stop anything. 

There  were  secrets  here,  he  suspected,  things  that  he  hadn’t  yet thought of. But he would need time to find them all out. 




*  *  *


 

It  took  him  around  fifteen  days  to  reach  the  Wall.  The  place  he  ran over was still intact, the Wall still whole even though it had been abandoned. 

He  decided  to  take  a  detour.  He  followed  the  wall  toward  the  core  of  the Empire, toward the ruin of their great city. Selia had told him what she knew, the Ornn family had given their account of what happened, and Ryun wanted to see it. He found areas of the Wall that were broken through, leagues of the Wall shattered, and other sections that had fallen with just a few small holes. 

The cities along the Wall were all razed to the ground, but there was no sign of life. No dome monsters, no people. 

It took him four days to reach the heart of the Empire, but he had seen signs of what he expected to find a day out. The sand had turned into glass from heat, and the closer he got, the worse it was—until he reached where the city used to be. He couldn’t quite tell what he was looking at first, even from high up in the sky. What he saw… It nearly boggled the mind. 

It was a deep crater—that was the only word he knew that could even come close to what he was seeing, and even that failed to properly describe it. 

His  eyes  could  see  the  end  of  it,  so  far  into  the  distance,  something  that  he had never been able to do before. Air Essence usually made his sight seem as if he was looking through a fog; the closer something was, the clearer he saw it. But this was different. 

It was as if there was so little Essence in the crater, in the sky above, everywhere, and it was as deep as a mountain inverted. He saw water pooling at the bottom, flowing in from a dozen different sources all around the crater. 

He knew that the Emperor caused this, but he didn’t know how. It was as if Ryun had used his {Staggered End} technique, but on such a scale that it had taken a chunk out of the world itself, as if it had swallowed the Essence and everything around it. 

Such power. 

Ryun  considered  himself  mighty,  but  he  couldn’t  have  done  this,  no matter  how  perfect  the  circumstances,  how  much  stats  he  managed  to  steal. 

The scale of it alone was terrifying. 

He had helped kill Hastur, a being that was greater than anything that Ryun  had  ever  encountered.  He  was  indisputably  in  the  top  echelons  of  the Infinite Realm. But this, it humbled him, showed him that he still had much more room to grow. 




*  *  *

 

Trying  to  change  his  techniques  was  a  tedious  process,  and  a  time-consuming  one—and  he  didn’t  have  a  lot  of  time  to  waste  on  his  trip  back. 

Selia hadn’t outright said it, but there were issues in the sect, things that were better left for an in-person conversation. Still, he took the time to practice, to prepare himself for the advancement to the next Realm. 

He  was  even  trying  to  improve  his  drawing  in  of  Essence,  trying  to master drawing in Essence while moving. It was difficult having to focus on so many different things, but if he ever was going to be able to use techniques with Essence, he would need to be able to move while he drew it in. 

The  improvement  of  his  techniques  so  far  consisted  of  further refinement:  learning  how  to  use  less  Qi  for  the  same  effect,  how  to  shape techniques  faster.  Changing  them  was,  well,  it  wasn’t  really  necessary  in most  cases,  as  far  as  his  main  Cultivation  path  was  concerned  at  least.  And those were the techniques that he focused on now. 

His  techniques  were  very  much  colored  by  his  Void  Aspect.  So,  he was trying to at least alter them so that they could utilize any type of Qi or Essence.  There  were  subtle  differences  that  he  noticed  when  using  different Essences  for  techniques,  slightly  different  ways  in  which  he  had  to  execute techniques. It meant that he had to alter even the breathing forms as he went. 

The one that he struggled with the most was {Void Beam}—that one was the most reliant on Void, as suggested by its name. The Framework named things with a reason, but now he was trying to change the technique, to build it up again  from  the  ground  up.  He  didn’t  know  if  it  was  even  possible,  as  the Framework  was  there  for  a  reason.  It  provided  a  system  that  facilitated growth for everyone. 

It was…strange, in a way. Abilities couldn’t be changed in the same manner.  The  Framework  seemed  far  more  rigid  with  a  Class,  and  it  seemed far  more  relaxed  for  Skill.  Cultivation  was  somewhere  in  between.  Perks were  dependent  on  what  the  Framework  believed  you  deserved,  like  with Classes. But techniques? They could be altered, tweaked, like skills, though that  was  not  necessary;  the  Framework  could  upgrade  them,  just  like  it  did abilities. 

{Void  Beam}  fired  a  concentrated  beam  of  Void  Qi  in  its  natural state.  Void  seemed  to  linger  in  a  place  that  was  somewhere  between  a  gas-like state and a liquid, perhaps something like plasma in the old universe. The more he studied and tried to learn about Essences, the more he realized just how  little  he  knew.  Still,  the  technique  was  simple:  he  pulled  Qi  out  of  his core, compressed it, then released it in a beam. 

But the technique had started with {Qi Burst}, a simple ejection of Qi from  any  part  of  his  body.  He  still  could  do  that,  of  course.  The  current evolution  of  the  technique  was  just  more  refined,  more  sustained,  more  of everything  it  had  been.  He  had  managed  to  use  it  with  Essence  he  drew  in, sending bursts of wind in front of him. He didn’t have the drawing-in speed, nor was he able to keep enough of the Essence that he drew in out of his core to be able to use the current version of the technique. 

That wasn’t what he was worried about, though. Even if he managed it,  if  he  mastered  drawing  in  Essence  while  moving  and  gained  sufficient control  not  to  let  it  enter  his  core,  he  would  never  be  able  to  use  it  with anywhere  near  the  power  that  his  Qi  could  provide.  No,  what  he  was  doing was preparing his techniques for his secondary aspect—Stillness. 

Using  techniques  with  Stillness  Essence  was  strange.  He  couldn’t quite figure out what their ultimate shape would be, since he couldn’t amass enough  Essence  to  use  a  technique  at  full  potential,  nor  was  Essence anywhere near the power of his Qi—for some reason. 

When he fired a Stillness beam, it just fizzled out the moment it left his body. It induced stillness into the air around the exit point, freezing it in place  for  a  few  moments,  but  it  quickly  dissipated.  He  was  trying  to  figure

out  what  applications  that  Qi  could  have.  He  had  decided  on  it  because  he believed  it  to  synergize  well  with  the  Void,  at  least  conceptually.  If  he decided to mix the two aspects, he would get something new, but there was still the possibility of keeping them separate. He hadn’t decided yet what he was going to do. 

He  used  his  technique  a  few  more  times  with  the  Stillness  Essence, trying  to  see  if  he  would  get  some  type  of  insight.  When  nothing  came,  he decided that he had taken a long enough break—figuring this out was going to  take  a  bit  more  time,  it  seemed.  He  stood  up  and  jumped  from  the platform, shaping the steps that he used to run across the sky. 

Following the bond in his mind, he headed home. 

Chapter Four — Forging



Ryun  walked  through  the  abandoned  city.  There  were  more  of  them north  of  the  Empire’s  Wall—some  sacked  and  now  only  ruins,  others  so demolished  that  they  could  only  be  called  a  pile  of  rocks.  And  then  there were  others,  like  this  one,  a  city  that  had  been  abandoned  with  no  signs  of battle. Its people had probably ran before the monsters even came close. And after the pursuing monsters came… Well, they had no use for an empty city. 

It  was  left  whole,  mostly—slightly  ransacked,  but  nothing  like  the destruction  he  had  seen  before.  He  walked  through  the  buildings,  looking around.  In  their  hurry,  people  left  things  behind.  There  was  nothing  truly valuable, but he had gathered trinkets and items of low value, most of which he fed to Bright Star .  Zenker’s storage was…a cave filled with wonders. So many items, so many treasures of all kinds. It was a wealth accumulated over a  thousand  years,  by  someone  who  was  obviously  a  bit  of  a  hoarder.  There was a pile of broken weapons and armor in the corner of the storage, which Ryun had fed to his forge immediately. He was still going through the rest to figure out what he was going to give to Bright Star, though he wouldn’t give him much. He had other plans for the items. 

He  made  his  way  through  the  town,  already  knowing  where  he  was going. His resonance sense told him exactly where he could find what he was looking  for.  The  forges  were  in  the  eastern  part  of  the  city,  in  what  had probably  been  some  kind  of  industrial  area.  He  made  his  way  through  the buildings,  heading  straight  for  the  largest  one.  It  was  a  formidable  forge, larger and better than anything that he had built in the Twilight Melody Sect. 

But it was also lesser, in a way. 

Sect forges utilized formations, tools that conventional Blacksmithing didn’t  use.  This,  on  the  other  hand,  reminded  him  of  forges  on  Earth.  He sensed  no  formations,  but  that  wasn’t  surprising,  as  these  people  were Classers. But there were no arrays, either. He wondered how they could craft anything better than a common or uncommon items here. Perhaps they relied

on  their  perks  much  more.  A  Cultivator  who  was  on  a  Cultivation  path  of Blacksmithing  didn’t  have  that.  A  Cultivating  smith  had  a  body  that  was improved,  made  to  survive  in  the  forge,  made  to  harness  and  impart  all  of their craft into their work. They relied on skills and on formations to achieve greater effects. 

Ryun had studied blacksmithing, and his awakened partner had taught him  more.  But  he  had  no  tools  other  than  his  own  body  and  knowledge. 

Nothing to push his craft beyond. 

 “We are not here for complicated work,”  Bright  Star    said.  “At  least not in that way.” 

Their bond was now on the sixth stage, and it allowed him to store up to relic rarity items, with slight increases to other bonuses. 



Forged in Stars (Bond Perk)

Any item worn by the user gains

+40% to its durability. 





Star Forge-Bright Star

Armory of the Stars

Grants the user the ability to store

up to 9 items in the Star Forge up

to relic rarity. Each item placed in

the forge will be replicated and

stored alongside the original, to a

maximum of 12 copies. The rate

of replication is:



Common rarity: 1 per 30 minutes. 

Uncommon rarity: 1 per 2 hours. 

Rare rarity: 1 per 8 hours. 

Epic rarity: 1 per 24 hours. 

Legendary: 1 per 48 hours. 

Mythic: 1 per 72 hours. 

Relic: 1 per 96 hours. 



Any item stored in the forge is

granted  equip  and  repair while in

use by the user. The item copies

will last for 15 minutes outside of

the forge if they are not used by

the user. 

Star Improvement

Any item placed in the forge for

longer than 7 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. 

Rare rarity: +20 to all stats and

+14% to its durability. 

Epic rarity: +30 to all stats and

+18% to its durability. 

Legendary rarity: +40 to all stats

and +20% to its durability. 

Mythic rarity: +50 to all stats and

+22% to its durability. 

Relic rarity: +100 to all stats and

+24% to its durability

Anvil of Stars

Allows you to pull out the anvil of

stars from the Star Forge scape. 

Items made on the Anvil of the

Stars gain +10% to their

durability and +30 to one stat

based on the materials they are

made out of. 



He  had  already  changed  his  replication  layout  by  putting  a  few  of Zenker’s  Relic  items  in.  The  only  item  that  he  was  actually  wearing  on  his person was an Eternal Ring that hid his screens completely from any power below  tier  9.  The  wording  made  it  seem  like  there  were  some  powers  that could see through it, but he doubted many had anything like that. 

Slowly, Ryun set out to work on igniting the forge and preparing for his work. 




*  *  *

 

He  brought  down  the  black  hammer  on  the  anvil  of  the  stars.  Each strike  against  the  metal  made  both  the  hammer  and  the  anvil  light  up  with starlight. The metal was something that he scavenged from the forge itself—

iron  of  a  higher  tier,  but  nothing  special.  It  was  easy  to  manipulate,  and  it didn’t require a lot to work. Ryun let his mind empty as he focused only on the hammer and the metal. He might not have the skills or perks designed for Blacksmithing, but he did have some things that were even more useful. With his  techniques  he  could  increase  his  strength,  could  increase  the  push  of gravity on himself for greater effect. With his body, he didn’t have to worry about the heat or getting injured. His eyes allowed him to see Essence, and so he  could  see  the  traces  of  foreign  Essence  in  the  iron;  with  precise applications of his other techniques or aura, he could simply eat them away with the Void. His skill allowed him to detect the faintest weaknesses in the iron. 

The  forging  temperature  was  just  right,  his  hammering  form  perfect. 

He held the piece of iron with tongs that he found laying around, but he could tell  that  they  weren’t  going  to  survive  this  session.  Fortunately,  this  wasn’t

going to take much longer. He drew the metal out, forming its shape. Then, while it was still molten, he leaned down and shaped a claw of Void Qi on his finger. With it, he sheared off the edges of the blade, carving in lines to the blade’s spine. Then, before it started to cool, he drew Essence from his core. 

When  he  cycled  the  Essence  out,  it  naturally  changed  into  a  crystal  form—

something about interacting with his core and Qi made it so. Now, he focused on  shaping  that  crystal.  The  Void  Essence  left  through  his  finger,  filling  in the gaps in the blade. He focused on shaping it, but it was hard. He couldn’t shape that Essence as freely as he could his Qi; he had the same issue that he had with unbound Essence around him. Still, it was slightly easier. 

When  he  was  finished,  he  had  a  blade  that  was  metal  filled  in  with crystallized  Void  Essence.  Quickly,  he  raised  the  blade  and  plunged  it  into the bucket next to him, quenching it in an oil mixture. Steam and fire erupted

—and then the bucket burst apart, showering the entire forge in oil. 

Ryun grimaced as he scorched himself, but he quickly regenerated the injuries.  Then,  he  looked  at  what  remained  in  his  hand.  The  Void  Crystals had fractured and consumed parts of the blade, which had then ruptured into pieces. 

 “Hm,”  Bright Star   said. 

“Any  ideas  as  to  why  that  happened?”  Ryun  asked.  He  was  hoping that they could make this work, had hoped that it might make him understand Essence better. 

 “Well, I don’t think that Void plays that well with this material. Iron is simple and weak; the Essence we used was tier 9. That could be the cause. 

 Or it could be something in the oil. I don’t know. This isn’t our forge, and I don’t know what purpose the smith had for all of his tools.” 

Ryun  grimaced  and  nodded.  They  would  need  to  do  some  more experimenting. He did need to get back to his sect, but he felt that this time was important for him. Selia had told him some of what he should expect in the sect, and he knew that once he got back, there would be far less time for him to spend just working on his craft and Cultivation. 



*  *  *



After  relocating  to  a  new  forge,  he  tried  the  same  thing  with  his  Qi, trying to crystallize and somehow bond it with the metal itself. It never lasted for long even after he managed to get it to survive for a bit, and he had spent a  couple  of  days  on  it.  His  Qi  just  broke  apart  after  a  while,  when  he  no longer focused on it, even though the Void was easier for him to manipulate because  of  his  Peak  Evolved  perk.  Bright  Star    was  certain  that  there  was  a way to keep that from happening, but he just didn’t know what it was yet. His knowledge  had  increased  with  their  bond,  but  there  was  still  a  lot  that  he didn’t remember. 

His next attempt was again with Essence. This time, he took Essence from the forge itself. Fire Essence entered his body and he moved it through his conduits. He had found that he couldn’t really change the state of Essence that he drew in, not unless he drew into his core first. Somehow that allowed him to crystallize it. He didn’t want to pollute his core, so he took in just the amount  necessary.  He  pulled  it  out  of  his  core  and  focused  on  shaping  the crystal along the paths that he created in the blade. 

He quenched it after he was done, waiting for it to explode. But then it didn’t. He pulled the blade out and saw orange crystal along the edges and inside the blade, like it was filled with it. He used his Void Claw to shear off the  roughness,  and  to  create  a  sharper  edge,  make  it  resemble  a  real  metal blade.  After  he  was  done  with  that  and  the  blade  cooled,  he  moved  to  the small workstation in the corner of the room where he assembled the hilt and the guard. 

What  he  got  was  a  short  sword  with  a  crystal  edge.  The  Framework asked  him  for  a  name,  but  he  left  it  as  it  was  and  looked  at  what  he  had crafted. 



Lesser Short Sword of Forge’s

+4 to intelligence. 

Fire

+4 to strength. 

+30 to strength. 



This blade deals a small amount

of fire damage with each wound

inflicted. 



A simple weapon, but somehow still Epic rarity—probably because it had such an effect, or because it was made with forged Essence. The 30 stats came  from  his  Star  Improvement  ability,  which  also  told  him  that  the strength  came  from  iron.  Intelligence,  though,  that  could  only  be  from  the Essence. And the name had a hint, too: it was called Forge’s Fire, indicating that  perhaps  the  source  of  Essence  used  in  making  the  weapon  mattered. 

Intent and purpose were important for a lot of things. 

He leaned the weapon against his forearm and cut, but it didn’t pierce his skin. He grimaced; his endurance was too high for him to be cut by such a weak  weapon,  it  seemed.  The  edge  was  made  out  of  fire  from  the  forge, which he estimated to be around tier 4. His body was made out of tier-9 Void, so it did make sense that it couldn’t injure him. Still, he tried again, this time by  stabbing  himself.  After  applying  slowly  increasing  pressure,  the  blade broke  into  his  arm.  The  crystal  shattered  first,  and  the  iron  bent  and  broke apart.  Both  had  been  made  up  out  of  low-tier  Essences,  but  the  crystal shattered first. Of course, this was his first successful attempt at crafting such a weapon. 

He would need to practice a lot more than this. 




*  *  *

 

The silence was deafening. Not just the lack of sound, but the lack of life. No monsters had moved in behind the dome monsters, no people. There was nothing. He sat on the highest tower in the empty city and just took it in. 

He had never truly been this alone. Always, he’d had other life around him, 

even  on  Earth.  Ryun  didn’t  mind  being  alone,  by  himself,  but…  This experience  had  made  him  realize  something:  he  no  longer  enjoyed  it.  He couldn’t  help  but  wish  that  Anrosh,  or  Selia,  or  Erdania,  were  with  him. 

Someone, anyone. 

The  bond  he  had  with  Selia  reminded  him  always  that  he  wasn’t alone, not really. She was always just a thought away. He prepared to reach out to her for their evening talks, and then paused. 

Something, a sensation, intruded on his thoughts. A familiar one. He stood up and tilted his head, turning on instinct to look northwest. Something in the distance was… He hadn’t felt this in a while, not since Ullia Dar Ishi. 

It was the call of True Death that was about to happen—not just any death, but one that was accepted, even welcomed. Someone was about to die. 

Ryun sprang into motion, running across the sky, heading straight for it. 

Chapter Five — Insight



The  closer  he  got  to  the  thing  that  was  drawing  him  in,  the  more  he realized  that  the  area  he  was  heading  to  was  unusual.  The  Empire’s  lands were  mostly  desert,  towns  built  on  stone  ridges,  inside  oases,  on  the riverbanks. A desert wasn’t all sand, there was life here, but what he had seen was  a  land  tamed  by  the  Empire.  Roads  were  everywhere,  connecting  the now  abandoned  or  destroyed  towns  and  castles.  It  had  all  seen  the  touch  of civilization, and it was apparent everywhere. Watchtowers. Fortresses. Walls. 

Trenches. 

Ryun had noticed the pattern: it was all designed as a killing field, one turned  toward  the  core.  The  Empire  had  been  expecting  the  attack  from  the north. Even their Wall, which had held the dome monsters off for years, had been  made  in  mind  with  a  war  with  the  Settled  Territories.  They  had  never gotten  to  use  them  as  they  had  been  intended.  The  war  had  come  to  them from the opposite side. 

But  this  place,  this  area,  was  untouched.  He  could  sense  pretty  far, and he knew about the oasis long before he could see it, and the single living thing inside of it. He approached carefully and as silently as possible. Still, he was certain that the monster somehow knew he was coming despite it having not moved since Ryun had first detected it. 

The oasis wasn’t massive like some that he had seen before, as were those  that  spanned  entire  territories.  No,  this  one  was  the  size  of  a  small, tightly packed village perhaps. Palm trees and other plants filled the area with life, and a small lake took the most of the area’s center, but Ryun’s attention was on something else. 

At  the  edge  of  the  lake  was  a  stone  platform.  Rock  formations  grew out of the ground surrounding it, and on top of the tallest rock were two fruit trees, twined together, wrapping around each other towering above the oasis, at least ten stories high. Each tree had one fruit only, and below them was a monster. 

It  was  large.  A  long  sinuous  tail  and  body  were  wrapped  around  the twined  tree  trunks,  with  the  upper  half  of  its  body  laying  on  top  where  the two tree trunks separated into two distinct canopies forming a V shape at the base. Its front limbs were on top of the two trunks and its head rested on the hands. 

It  had  only  the  two  limbs,  and  the  rest  was  a  body  and  a  tail—that made  it  a  lindwurm,  in  the  same  family  as  wyrms,  wyverns,  drakes,  and dragons. Covered in scales, long spikes grew out of its spine, culminating in two  horns  on  its  head,  curved  to  the  side  then  down  and  forward.  It  was powerful, that much he was certain about. He twisted the ring on his finger, the  one  that  he  had  taken  off  Zenker,  and  he  removed  the  filters  on  his interface. 



Jikharuud: Eyes of Insight (Tier 18)



Strength

10290

Dexterity

10287

Vitality

15982

Endurance

16879

Intelligence

28902

Wisdom

29024



 Capabilities

 Effects

Flame of Laqruud

Exhale the flame of your ancestor’s

soulfire. Deals damage equal to 9x your

intelligence, 9x your wisdom, and 9x

your strength additively. If you have

entered the Legacy of Laqruud, the

final damage is increased by 5x. 

Scales of Laqruud

The power of your bloodline endures. 

Improve the endurance of your scales

by up to 90x your endurance based on

your will. If you have entered the

Legacy of Laqruud, the final effect is

increased by 5x. 

Claws of Insight

Execute a clawed strike through your

target’s defenses. Deals 9x your

strength plus 9x your dexterity as

damage. The damage is doubled if you

have used True Insight on them. 



 Perks

 Effects

Eyes of True Insight

Gaze into the souls of all you lay your

eyes on. You can see into the deepest

depths of their souls and gain great

insight into who and what they are. You

will know the true name of any being

that has one. You will understand all the

parts that make them who they are. 

Bypasses protections, but doesn’t reveal

any power screens. 

Legacy of Laqruud

Call upon the blood of the one who

started your line. His might infuses you

for the next 15 minutes, increasing your

size by 2x. You gain +25% to all stats, 

your wounds rapidly regenerate for the

first five seconds after they had been

inflicted, your senses are improved by

25%, all piercing and slashing damage

you deal is increased by 25%, and your

capabilities have no cooldown. 

Blood of Jikharuud

You have gained great power and

recognition. Your blood sings the story

of your life. It imbues all that you do

and your body with your willpower. 





Zenker’s  ring  gave  him  a  lot  of  insight  into  monsters,  more  than  he had ever seen before—especially on a monster of this rarity and tier. A part of Ryun was cautious; this monster was powerful and could kill him. Its raw stats  were  greater  than  his,  and  while  Ryun  might  be  able  to  match  it,  he wasn’t looking for a fight. He was here for a different reason. 

He  entered  the  oasis  through  the  air,  without  touching  the  ground. 

Immediately he realized the true nature of it as soon as he entered. The oasis was a wild dungeon. That surprised him, but it explained the monster sitting in  the  tree  with  its  eyes  closed.  Why  the  Empire  hadn’t  conquered  it—that was  the  question  now.  He  looked  around,  but  saw  no  other  monsters,  even with his eyes. Some monsters might be able to fool his sense, but there were very few things capable of fooling both his sense and his eyes. So, no hidden enemies that he could detect, no traps that he could see. Just an oasis, water, and  plants—and  the  rock  with  an  eternal  rarity  monster  on  the  18th  tier wrapped around a tree with two fruits. Strange and intriguing. 

As Ryun approached, the monster stirred, and then it opened its eyes to look straight at him. 

“A  visitor?  A  survivor?  No,  the  Empire  is  now  gone,  and…”  The lindwurm  said  in  a  deep  voice  that  carried  across  the  oasis.  The  tone  was slow and almost tired. But there was something in that gaze. He couldn’t see it; to his eyes the monster was just Essence, a sculpture molded out of it, and its eyes were blank orbs. Nonetheless, he could feel that gaze. “You are not from the Empire. The agreement does not apply. If you’ve come to kill me, I will not give you a hard fight. I am already on the way out of this world.” 

Ryun tilted his head. He had met talking monsters before. Some had just  screamed  at  him  and  wanted  only  to  kill  him;  others  had  talked,  were almost  apologetic  in  their  manner,  but  they  too  had  fought  against  him.  He did not feel like this monster wanted to fight him at all. 

“What agreement?” Ryun asked. 

The  lindwurm  raised  his  head  with  a  weariness  and  lethargy  that spoke  of  great  pain  or  tiredness,  but  Ryun  saw  no  wounds  on  the  monster. 

“Haaa…” the monster exhaled. “One last time then. How did you come to be here if you do not know?” 

Ryun  debated  speaking  or  not  for  a  moment,  but  then  decided  that there was no reason not to. “I can sense your death coming.” 

The lindwurm tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. Then Ryun felt something  go  over  him,  a  sensation  that  was  not  unpleasant,  but  certainly intrusive. “Ah…I see.” 

It was its perk, he realized. The monster had just seen who and what Ryun was. Ryun had never really bothered much with secrets and deception, so he wasn’t bothered that the monster had used something like that on him. 

What bothered him was what it had seen. 

“Your perk,” Ryun said slowly. 

The  lindwurm  glanced  at  Ryun’s  hand  and  the  rings  on  his  fingers, then  back  up.  “Yes,  echo  of  True  Death.  It  is…  Haha,”  the  lindwurm chuckled. “I have lived for a long time, and I have never believed in destiny. 

Coincidence or destiny revealed? I remember the stories I heard when I was a young  wurmling  slithering  in  my  sire’s  blood.  They  used  you  to  scare naughty children—be good, or the Reaper will come and hunt you. Be good, or the Scythe will walk in your shadow. And then we grew up, and knew that you are who we all must eventually meet. The only choice granted to us was to  either  go  quietly  into  the  Scythe’s  embrace  or  run  and  feel  the  Reaper’s fangs  on  our  throats.  No  matter…  I  am  grateful,  that  my  end  will  be witnessed by someone who comes from the same place.” 

It  had  seen  something  in  Ryun,  an  insight  it  seemed.  “I  am  not  the

Aspect of True Death. They are gone,” Ryun told it. 

“Foolishness. You do not understand yourself, child, and I… No. You are here. You are not of the Empire, but an exception can be made for the last reading I will ever do, and the last questions I will ever ask. Rules should be observed;  there  is  power  in  such  things.  Let  us  start  from  the  beginning, then.” The lindwurm raised its head and pushed itself upright in the tree, even though  it  was  obviously  hard  for  it.  “You  have  come  to  me  without knowledge  and  without  wisdom.  A  Cultivator,  an  aspect,  a  child,  not  of  the Empire, and unbound. Still, I shall grant you what all others who had come here have received: insight into who you are, and a question at the end, as per the  agreement  made  with  Erakael  Sand-worn,  Duty-burdened,  Survivor, Deluded, Leader of the Abandoned and Exiled, the Unwilling Emperor of the Sands, He Who Walked With Burden. Tell me, who comes before Jikharuud, the Eyes of Insight? Before he who was born in the 936th brood of the line of Laqruud the Wisdom of an Age, in a universe that no longer is.” 

Ryun blinked. That was formal, and he had said Erakael’s name. The agreement  that  it—he—had  mentioned.  This  was  a  dungeon,  but  a  dungeon with a single monster. Erakael had made a deal instead of fighting and killing the monster, and they had set up an agreement for something. 

Ryun  walked  forward,  creating  steps  until  he  was  closer  to  the creature. Then, he shaped a circular plate-like platform and took a seat with his legs crossed. 

“I am Ryun Nacht,” he said simply. 

“You  are  not,  not  only,”  Jikharuud  said.  “That  is  a  name  of  a  child born  in  a  world  that  is  ash  and  dust.  We  will  get  to  who  you  are.  Tell  me, which one are you? Reaper or Scythe?” 

Ryun considered the question for a moment. The echo of the Reaper was gone, he was sure, yet this monster seemed to think… “Reaper.” 

“Yes,  I  see,  the  Wolf  of  the  End.  And  you  say  you  are  not  the  True Death,” Jikharuud said. “I see what you are; many things and one. Ask if and what you want to know.” 

Ryun  remained  silent  for  a  moment,  thinking,  and  then  he  asked, 

“What is this agreement that you had with the Empire?” 

“That  is  not  the  right  question,  but  I  shall  answer.  Long  ago,  we agreed  for  no  death  and  blood  spilled.  I  betrayed  that  for  which  I  was  sent here while keeping the letter of the pact, for which I retained my life. I traded an  easy  existence  in  return  for  my  insight.  They  come  to  my  home  to  learn who they are, to break through the blocks or gain understanding. Some come to  affirm  what  they  already  believe  about  themselves,  and  often  leave  more broken  than  they  were.  Others  come  seeking  to  improve,  to  fix  their  flaws. 

And they come for the reward of this dungeon.” 

“Why were you sent here?” Ryun asked. 

“For the same reason all others like me are sent to places like these. 

To  spill  blood  and  earn  favor  for  our  kind,  to  be  an  obstacle  and  a  worthy challenge, to gain a second chance for our people. The first dome was opened and the leader killed, and so finally I pay the price for ignoring the spirit of the pact. I am dying a true death because I have not fulfilled my part of the deal.” 

“The dome? What does that have to do with it?” Ryun asked. 

“Even if I wanted to say, I cannot. The others of my kind are less kind than I am. They would’ve fulfilled their parts, and my kind will see life again. 

To speak more would violate the old pact fully, and that I will not break.” 

Ryun  remembered  his  talks  with  the  yeti  king,  with  the  molten  king and even the leshy. All had said something along the same lines as Jikharuud. 

Ryun had had an idea about what they were talking for a long time now. The races that were now monsters had once been denizens of a different universe, like  how  Earth  was.  They  had  been  given  the  Framework  as  well,  but  they had  not  been  chosen,  had  not  been  deemed  worthy  of  the  Infinite  Realm. 

Some were turned into monsters. But…perhaps their people had a chance to join the Infinite Realm too, if they fulfilled whatever pact they made. 

Finally  Ryun  decided  that  he  didn’t  want  to  push  this  being  on  the matter. Instead, he asked a different question. “Who am I?” 

“The right question. I have names for you, things that I see, and I have insight.  You  are  the  one  who  once  was  Ryun  Nacht.  You  are  He  Who  Is Feared,  He  Who  Is  Underestimated,  He  Who  Reaches  Beyond, and  He Who Fears Himself. The Liar and The Mad. You are Echo of True Death and Wolf of the End and Harbinger of the Final End, The Witness of the Journey’s  End, the  half  of  one  whole  that  once  was  and  always  will  be,  a law  of  all  things.  You  are  He  Who  Sees  and  He  Who  Knows.  You  are Loved  and  Loving, Honest  and  Deceiving, Enduring  and  Broken, Arrogant Above All.” 

“That doesn’t tell me much that I didn’t already know.” 

“That was the names. Now comes insight,” Jikharuud said. 

“I can see who you are, the soul and heart of you, the facade and the flesh beneath,” Jikharuud continued. “You have no True Name. You are too young  and  unknowing.  You  are  pieces  of  influences  and  traits  that  change still. Cultivation is the path to knowing oneself, and so in time you will learn it  or  not  if  you  do  not  advance.  They  will  fear  you,  for  you  do  not  fear  the same things as they; they will underestimate you, for you do not care for the same  things  as  they.  You  reach  beyond  what  they  know  and  you  fear  what you  could  do,  so  you  set  yourself  apart.  Isolated  and  alone,  even  among others. You lie to them and you lie to yourself; you fear the monster you once were and fooled yourself into accepting. You are true death, the heir to that which cannot be created here but exists nevertheless. Set on the Path by the schemer  and  deal  holder,  how  he  plays  with  us  all…  Did  he  see  what  you could  do?  Do  you  see?  How  he  cleans  up  past  mistakes  by  nudging  and showing wool before one’s eyes. You see and you don’t, you know and you don’t. You love and are loved and fear it. You hide your deceptions behind honesty. The pieces of you that were broken endure. You do not see clearly, for  you  are  arrogant  above  all  and  think  that  you  know  better.  It  is  all  the worse because you are often right, and do know better.” 

Ryun didn’t answer, but instead took Jikharuud’s insight in. He didn’t understand all of it, but he did think on it. He somehow felt that the part of what  the  monster  did  was  done,  and  that  he  shouldn’t  ask  anything  else. 

“Thank you for your insight,” Ryun said to him. 

Jikharuud inclined his large head, and Ryun saw him have a hard time raising it back up. 

“Now  we  come  to  the  end,”  Jikharuud  said.  “Many  have  come  here before me, and all have left with one more thing, the last question. Above me are two fruits. You may choose one to take; which will it be?” He paused and tilted  his  head  as  Ryun  glanced  above  at  the  two  fruits.  He  could  see  the Essence inside of them, filled to the brim with power and…blood? “That was the agreement, at least, but…I will not live for long, and without me they will not  grow  again.  So,  you  may  have  them  both.  One  of  them  will  purify  and improve all aspects of your body, forging it with the blood of my ancestor—it will change you into something more, if you survive that is, increasing your physical  attributes  and  sharpening  your  soul’s  connection  to  it.  The  other  is for  your  mind—it  will  grant  you  the  insight  that  I  can  see,  allowing  you  to face  yourself  and  learn  the  truth  of  you.  These  trees  originally  grew  in  the field where Laqruud—the one who sired my line—died. They hold the power of  my  kind’s  blood,  and  it  is  not  for  those  who  are  weak  of  mind  or  body. 

Few survive them, I was told. One of the Empire once came here to learn and study the tree, and I believe that he had made his own version of the trees. Be very careful if you use mine.” 

Ryun nodded. “Thank you.” 

“It is time,” he said slowly. “Will you do me this last favor?” 

“What?” Ryun asked. 

“The old ones of my home always met their ends with your previous selves guiding them. I will not run, Reaper, but still—give me the feel of your fangs on my neck.” 

The  great  lindwurm  lowered  his  head,  as  if  giving  his  neck  to  him. 

Ryun  didn’t  hesitate.  He  would  need  to  think  a  lot  on  all  that  he  had  heard here.  But  one  thing  he  knew  now:  the  story  of  a  lindwurm  turned  monster, who made deals and kept the letter of them. The story of his life, and now the end witnessed. He did not feel any sudden true death, but only the ones that were accepted and assured. 

He activated his Wolf of the End form and approached on steps made out of the Void. The lindwurm’s eye met Ryun’s. 

“Thank you,” he said as Ryun activated his aura, filling the oasis with red. 

He opened his mouth and then closed it around Jikharuud’s neck. The blood spilled down his throat, and he felt the life leave the lindwurm. 

Notifications filled his mind and flashed in the corner of his eye. 



Oasis of Insight

First to clear the Oasis of

+2% to all stats, 

Insight Dungeon

50,000 Greater

Essence

Chapter Six — Experimenting



The  blood  was  dripping  slowly  now,  but  Ryun  was  patient.  He  kept the  vial  beneath  the  wound,  filling  one  more  with  Jikharuud’s  blood. 

Zenker’s  storage  had  a  lot  of  different  potions,  but  also  reagents,  resources that  Ryun  didn’t  know  anything  about.  Ryun  hadn’t  even  had  the  chance  to look  at  what  potions  Zenker  had  yet,  as  he  had  focused  on  items,  but  there was power in Jikharuud’s blood, he knew. Even after his death, the blood felt like it held something. 

He didn’t know if the blood was going to be useful, but he was taking it anyway. He had ideas in store for it, and he had the wealth to experiment now. Once he filled the last vial, he looked up at the body of the lindwurm. 

He  wondered  what  Jikharuud  would  think  of  him  harvesting  his  body.  The Framework wanted them to think of the monsters as…well, monsters, not to think  about  them  in  the  same  way  as  people.  But  they  were  people—just different,  put  into  a  role  and  given  another  set  of  rules,  just  like  everyone else.  Still,  Ryun  would’ve  done  the  same  to  a  high-tier  Cultivator  if  he  had fought  and  killed  one  too.  The  perks  that  changed  them  gave  their  bodies great power. He didn’t feel like it was disrespectful, as the body was just an empty shell. He knew that the soul was gone. 

He  continued  his  work,  taking  the  scales,  teeth,  bones,  and  horns.  It wasn’t  a  quick  process,  and  he  had  to  use  his  mantle  and  techniques  to  cut through. Even dead, some of the lindwurm’s power remained in its body the same as it did in the blood. 

He  emptied  his  mind,  focusing  on  the  work  and  on  pulling  Essence from  his  surroundings  into  his  conduits,  balancing  using  three  techniques: two with his Void to harvest the body, and one with the Essence that he was pulling in. A burst of air left the back of his neck as he threw the Essence out, practicing. He worked into the night, and then met the next day before he was finished. Once he was done, the rocks and the ground beneath the tree were stained with blood and gore—the parts he hadn’t taken. 

Finished, he turned his eyes to the sky. There were no chest rewards for this dungeon, and from what Jikharuud said the two fruits were the actual rewards.  He  shaped  and  walked  up  the  stairs  of  the  Void,  then  picked  them both from the trees. 



Fruit of Laqruud’s

Consuming this fruit will improve all

Physical Legacy

aspects of your body, granting you bonus

base physical stats based on your current

ones. It will cleanse and forge the Essences

your body is made up of and bring them all

to tier 9. You will undergo physical changes

depending on your body’s compatibility

(death possible) and your race will change. 

The change is violent and painful. 



Fruit of Jikharuud’s

Consuming this fruit will grant you

Insight

heightened mental protection, granting you

bonus base mental stats based on your

current ones, and will allow you greater

insight into yourself. You will enter a

mental scape where you can meet and face

your deepest self (mind break possible). 

Surviving the ordeal will solidify your

truest self. 



Both fruits would provide a great benefit to whoever consumed them. 

Ryun’s  body  was  made  out  of  the  Essence  of  Void,  purified  and concentrated, refined by his core into Qi. He was made out of tier-9 Void Qi. 

He didn’t know if he could even use it, if he was even compatible. He could risk  death  by  using  it,  and  he  didn’t  feel  the  need  to—his  body  was  perfect for  what  he  was  and  what  he  needed.  There  was  no  need  to  complicate  it

further. 

The  other  fruit  was  the  one  that  drew  him.  He  had  tried  not  to  think about  the  things  that  Jikharuud  saw  and  said.  Those  words  and  insights  had not slipped past him without impact. He had believed himself one thing, and now…  Was  it  a  lie?  A  trick?  Should  he  eat  the  fruit  and  find  out?  Those questions bothered him, put him off balance. 

He  shook  his  head  and  put  both  fruits  inside  his  storage.  He  didn’t want  to  think  about  all  of  that  now.  Instead,  he  busied  himself  with  going through the chests filled with potions and elixirs stored in Zenker’s storage. 

Each chest was marked, and it didn’t take him long to realize which ones  were  battle  potions,  which  were  boosting,  which  were  alchemical weapons, and which were those with unique effects. Going through them, he found  a  couple  dozen  potions  that  increased  stats,  each  unique  and  new  to him,  which  meant  that  they  would  work  for  him  and  give  him  stats.  Sadly, there didn’t seem to be enough of them for a full bath. For that, one needed a couple dozen vials of the same potions, repeated for each type of potion one wanted  to  use.  What  he  had  here  might  be  enough  to  fill  a  small  bath  that wouldn’t  be  enough  for  him.  The  quality  of  them,  though…  The  top  three types provided a lot of stats. 



Eternal Grade Elixir of

Drinking the contents will grant +150 to

Titanic Strength

base strength permanently. The elixir

loses effectiveness based on how many

elixirs of the same type have been

previously consumed. 



Masterwork Grade Elixir Drinking the contents will grant +120 to of Giant’s Strength

base strength permanently. The elixir

loses effectiveness based on how many

elixirs of the same type have been

previously consumed. 

Relic Grade Elixir of

Drinking the contents will grant +100 to

Treant’s Strength

base strength permanently. The elixir

loses effectiveness based on how many

elixirs of the same type have been

previously consumed. 



And  he  had  one  for  each  stat.  There  was  only  one  of  each,  but  even that alone would make him so much more powerful. In total, they allowed for an increase of 370 to all his stats, and with the others he could probably gain around 500 per stat. Though there weren’t any extra vials of the same elixirs anywhere; Zenker had probably already used all of those types, so they would be  useless  to  him.  He  just  kept  one  of  each  for  some  purpose  that  Ryun couldn’t know. 

After a few moments of thought, he drank the three types, increasing all his stats by 370. The effects of them were somehow more impactful. He felt stronger, and it wasn’t often that he could actually feel such a change. He pushed the sensation aside and stored the rest of the stat potions, deciding to keep them for now. There was a lot of wealth in Zenker’s storage, but also a lot of things that he could trade. 

He kept looking through the chests, picking up potions that caught his eye.  There  were  a  couple  of  exploding  ones,  a  few  that  seemed  to  be  acid, others  that  froze  anything  they  touched  or  turned  things  to  stone.  It  was  an arsenal of alchemy. Then, he found a couple of additional interesting ones. 



Qi Refinement Elixir

Consuming the elixir will refine and

improve your Qi, increasing its tier

by 3 (max 9). 

Grand Core

Consuming the elixir will add 50%

Reinforcement Elixir

more capacity to the Cultivator’s

core as well as 50% additional Qi

density. 

 

Ryun’s  Qi  was  already  at  the  maximum  tier,  but  there  were  many Cultivators  that  would  pay  fortunes  for  such  an  item,  and  for  a  potion  that could reinforce their core. He remembered how much Selia had paid for one. 

In  this  storage,  Ryun  had  enough  wealth  to  never  have  to  worry  about Essence again. He already hadn’t had many issues with that—his Class was made  to  harvest  Essence—but  now,  he  didn’t  even  need  to  use  it.  The  core one  was  powerful,  and  it  would  give  him  so  much  more  Qi  that  he  could extend his staying power in battles by a great deal. There were a few other, weaker versions too, so he decided that he didn’t need to keep it; but he was also on the cusp of the next Realm, which would increase his core size in the process of advancement. He put the elixir aside for later. 

A lot of the other potions were reagents and ingredients, though they did have effects. 

He  spent  the  rest  of  the  day  looking  through  the  potions,  cataloging them—there were thousands to go through.  As the night came, he raised his head and looked in the distance, in the direction he felt Selia. He should hurry and return, he knew, as his absence was causing issues in the sect. Anrosh in particular was struggling to deal with everything. But… No matter how much he wanted to be around people again, he knew that he wouldn’t have a chance like  this  again  in  a  long  time:  to  be  alone,  to  be  able  to  completely  give himself to training and experimenting. There were things that he wanted to do before he went home and had to deal with other people. 

He  stood  up  and  turned  in  the  opposite  direction,  toward  the abandoned city he had come from. 




*  *  *

 

Ryun  looked  through  the  reagents  in  Zenker’s  storage,  searching, while not quite knowing exactly what for. He’d had many ideas over the last few  days,  but  few  met  with  any  success.  Today,  he  was  going  to  try

something that was different, something that perhaps could work. 

 “Fire again?”  Ryun asked. 

 “The type of fire might be important,”  Bright Star responded. 

Ryun grunted, then pulled out two vials of from the storage. 



Vial of Distilled Greater You can feel the heat and the Fire Elemental Essence

power of the Greater Fire

Elemental in this liquid, which

passively gives off heat, and in the

right circumstances will burst into

fire. 



It  was  a  reagent,  something  that  could  be  further  mixed  with something else to get an effect: an elixir or a potion. The blood that he had taken  from  Jikharuud  was  just  that,  blood—it  didn’t  have  a  Framework window  because  it  wasn’t  distilled,  but  rather  raw.  It  held  power,  but  Ryun didn’t  know  how  to  bring  it  out.  This  vial,  on  the  other  hand,  was  already distilled. 

He  moved  back  into  the  forge,  and  got  to  work.  He  approached  the smelter  and  placed  the  ingot  of  iron  on  top.  As  it  melted,  he  slowly  poured the distilled Essence on top of it. He saw the heat ignite it, melting the iron instantly.  What  he  got,  after  he  went  through  the  process  of  refining,  was  a bright  orange  ingot  streaked  with  gray.  It  had  become  something  else: Firetouched Iron. 

He had been right. 

Ryun spent the next day preparing for the next step. He found the best oil  mixture  in  the  abandoned  forges,  and  then  added  the  second  vial  of Essence to it, mixing it all up. Then, he got to the process of forging the ingot into a blade. 

Even the shaping of it was easier somehow. It responded to heat much better,  and  the  strikes  of  his  hammer  somehow  brought  the  Essence  of  fire

and iron closer, bonding further. He could see it with his eyes. There was a disparity in the quality of the iron and the Essence, but it worked. 

Once he finished roughly shaping it into the blade, he pulled the fire from the forge again. He moved the Essence through his body—not through his core this time, but just in, and then out, and in to his hammer. He focused, and with each hit, he tried to force it into the blade. It wasn’t changing states

—it remained in the state of the fire—but it was going into the Essence of the metal. It was working. It wasn’t bonding fully, as he could tell that what he was doing was keeping it there and that it would just dissipate eventually. He wasn’t done, though. 

Ryun raised the blade and then pushed it into the oil mixture he made, quenching  it.  The  oil  ignited  and  he  watched  as  the  blade  soaked  up  all  the Fire Essence from the oil. It seeped into the blade and tied it all together. 

He  pulled  it  out  and  the  blade  burned.  Orange  flame  surrounded  the blade  all  the  way  through,  burning  intensely.  He  moved  to  the  workstation and as soon as he tried to assemble the hilt and the guard, he realized that he couldn’t.  The  moment  it  touched  the  blade,  it  melted  from  the  flames.  His body was burning, regenerating so fast that he wasn’t even noticing it, but the blade’s fire was powerful. 

He  reached  into  his  storage  and  pulled  out  a  piece  of  bone  he harvested from Jikharuud. With the Void he shaped it and then slid the blade into it as a handle. He could feel the bone heat up, but it didn’t melt, nor did it get  damaged  at  all.  He  then  searched  through  Zenker’s  storage,  looking  for any  other  high-tier  ingredients  that  he  could  use.  He  didn’t  find  any ingredients,  but  he  found  a  mythic  sword  of  fire  resistance,  which  he  took apart before pulling out the leather straps from its hilt. He used them to tie the blade and the bone, and then he bent the guard around on top in a makeshift new  one.  With  the  blade  secured  to  a  hilt,  he  picked  it  up  and  a  prompt appeared in front of him. 

For the first time, he entered a name. 

 “Fire Blade? Really?”  Bright Star complained. 

 “It fits,”  Ryun answered. 

The  blade  was  still  ignited,  and  the  fire  didn’t  seem  to  be  calming down. He pulled up its details. 



Fire Blade

+450 to Intelligence

+100 to Strength

+50 to Wisdom



The blade exudes Forge Fire Essence. Holding it

while in the presence of Forge Fire will increase

that fire’s heat by 50% and provide a slightly

deeper insight into Forge Fire Essence. Provides

20% fire resistance when held. 



So,  the  choice  of  materials  and  sources  did  matter  significantly.  The distilled  Essence  helped  bond  everything,  and  it  probably  made  the  simple iron  much  stronger.  The  metal  wasn’t  on  the  level  of  relic-grade  materials, though,  that  was  for  sure—the  rarity  had  to  have  come  from  the  other materials  he  used.  A  bone  of  an  Eternal  monster,  leather  from  a  mythic sword… The bone was what had increased the rarity this much, as it carried the creation. 

He wondered just how durable the blade was. Would it hold up to the same forces that another relic-grade weapon could endure? Probably not. He had  wasted  the  materials,  for  something  that  he  probably  could’ve  learned without  experimenting.  He  could’ve  found  a  teacher  or  purchased  the information. But…he felt that it was better this way, that it helped his bond with  Bright  Star  for  him  to  have  learned  on  his  own.  The  lindwurm  would probably  call  it  arrogance,  and  perhaps  he  was  right.  He  might’ve  wasted  a powerful reagent, but he had learned more from it. 

After a moment he laid the blade back on the anvil and offered it to Bright Star to consume. 

 “Ah, it is good,”  Bright Star said.   “I see.” 

Then Ryun felt a familiar sensation, the deepening of their bond. He had  fed  him  a  dozen  eternal-,  masterwork-,  and  relic-grade  items  from Zenker’s storage and just as many damaged items. Everything of lower grade he found in the ruins of the Empire, too, had gone to him. 

He pulled out the notifications and saw the changes. 



Star Forge-Bright Star

Armory of the Stars

Grants the user the ability to store up to 9

items into the Star Forge up to masterwork

rarity. Each item placed in the forge will be

replicated and stored alongside the original, 

to a maximum of 12 copies. The rate of

replication is:



Common rarity: 1 per 30 minutes. 

Uncommon rarity: 1 per 2 hours. 

Rare rarity: 1 per 8 hours. 

Epic rarity: 1 per 24 hours. 

Legendary: 1 per 48 hours. 

Mythic: 1 per 72 hours. 

Relic: 1 per 96 hours. 

Masterwork: 1 per 120 hours. 



Any item stored in the forge is granted  equip

and  repair while used by the user. The item

copies will last for 20 minutes outside of the forge if they are not used by the user. 

Star Improvement

Any item placed in the forge for longer than

7 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. 

Rare rarity: +20 to all stats and +14% to its

durability. 

Epic rarity: +30 to all stats and +18% to its

durability. 

Legendary rarity: +40 to all stats and +20%

to its durability. 

Mythic rarity: +50 to all stats and +22% to its

durability. 

Relic rarity: +100 to all stats and +24% to its

durability. 

Masterwork rarity: +200 to all stats and

+26% to its durability. 

Anvil of Stars

Allows you to pull out the anvil of stars from

the Star Forge scape. Items made on the

Anvil of the Stars gain +15% to their

durability and +50 to one stat based on the

materials they are made out of. 



Forged in Stars (Bond Perk)

Any item worn by the user gains

+50% to their durability. 



Again  no  new  abilities  or  perks,  but  he  felt  like  they  were  close  to something  more,  something  greater.  Their  bond  was  now  tier  7,  so  close  to the end. 

“I  know  now  how  to  do  what  we  somehow  managed  here,”  Bright Star said. 

“Good,”  Ryun  said,  and  then  he  turned  back  to  searching  through

Zenker’s  storage.  He  needed  to  find  some  lower-grade  reagents  for  more testing.  He  didn’t  want  to  stay  here  for  much  longer.  A  few  more  days  of experimenting,  and  then  he  would  head  home—back  to  dealing  with problems, other people, and the forces seeking to destroy them all. 

Chapter Seven — Balance



“The  food  production  increase  is  going  according  to  schedule.  We should be able to produce all of our foodstuff needs within the year.” Embesh offered up a piece of paper. 

“That’s  good,”  Anrosh  responded  as  she  picked  the  paper  up  and skimmed over it, the numbers and projections clearly shown through graphs. 

“We can’t sustain purchasing what we need for much longer than that.” 

“Is it really that bad?” Nayra asked. 

Anrosh met Nayra’s eyes. Just having her here after so long had been incredible.  She  had  missed  her  a  lot,  and  if  she  could’ve,  she  would’ve dropped  everything  and  just  spent  months  alone  with  her—but  her responsibilities  meant  that  she  couldn’t  be  away  from  the  sect,  from Consequence, especially not now. 

She had been in every meeting since she’d returned, trying to catch up on  all  sect  matters.  After  a  few  months  of  daily  meetings,  they  had  barely scratched the surface of all the things that the sect dealt with now. It had been years since she had been home. 

“It is,” Embesh said with a sigh. He was a Territory Leader, and had been the leader of their primary food production territory and branch. Anrosh had moved him to Consequence out of necessity, as she needed someone she could trust to be her right hand. He still used his expertise in farming, though now  only  in  the  territory  surrounding  Consequence  while  his  family  took over  his  former  job.  “Our  production  was  never  intended  for  this  many people. We’ve expanded rapidly, taken in dozens of territories over the years, and with all of the refugees from the core and your people… We have almost ten million people spread out across our entire sect, which is too many to feed with  what  we  can  produce.  We’ve  been  forced  to  import  food  from surrounding sects, and we’ve been paying a premium because of all the wars happening everywhere—though, thankfully, sect wars are not like the wars of other factions.” 

The  sect  wars  had  calmed  down,  with  only  a  few  border  clashes remaining.  Sect  wars  rarely  lasted  for  long.  The  strong  demonstrated  their strength  with  as  little  blood  as  possible,  and  the  losing  side  accepted  the defeat.  Few  sect  wars  devolved  into  the  monstrous  butchering  of  the  core factions, and it was always frowned on by the rest. If you were stronger, then you didn’t need to spill that much blood. 

“I  could  ask  my  family,”  Nayra  said  slowly.  “We  have  a  lot.  My father can help you produce—” 

Anrosh shook her head immediately. With the corner of her eyes she glanced at Tali, who was quietly sitting in the corner, not at the main table. 

“No,” she responded. “We cannot get into debt to foreign factions, Nayra. I understand what you mean. But if we do that, I might as well just hand over the  entire  sect  to  your  family,  or  to  the  Zenshuen.  Either  could  help  us,  but they  are  guests.  We  are  already  buying  food  from  your  family;  we  cannot accept help or a gift, or we will show weakness.” 

It  was  so  hard  to  balance  all  these  powerful  people.  Anrosh  herself was nothing compared to some of them, and yet she was in charge. She knew that she held much respect from those who had been part of their core sect—

the Twilight Melody Sect, former Black Viper Sect and The Last Ember Sect, and the smaller sects that they had conquered over the years—but two guest factions had a lot of people, too: Zenshuen and the House of Ornn. 

Either  of  those  factions  could’ve  pushed  and  tried  to  take  over  the sect. The Ornns had the numbers and the strength, whereas Zenshuen had the name  and  influence.  The  only  reason  neither  of  them  had  tried  anything visible was because of Nayra for the Ornns, and Ryun for the Zenshuen. And Tali; she couldn’t forget her, though Anrosh was sure that Tali wouldn’t lift a finger  to  help  Anrosh  keep  the  sect  under  her  control.  Not  out  of  malice  or disloyalty—no,  she  would  see  it  as  a  teaching  moment.  Anrosh  cursed  the day when Tali had decided to give Anrosh her attention. 

Before  Ryun  left,  Tali  had  seen  her  as  a  below  average  Cultivator unworthy  of  her  attentions.  She  had  focused  all  of  her  attention  on  Kri  and probably  only  because  Ryun  had  asked  that  of  her.  Now,  though…  The

woman  was  her  constant  shadow.  She  never  said  her  piece,  she  never  told Anrosh  what  to  do—she  scolded  and  she   advised,  but  never  in  public.  The others saw Tali behind Anrosh and thought that she ruled. 

Her  actions  against  the  Necromancer  had  granted  her  a  lot  of influence  and  respect,  such  that  she  would’ve  been  well  regarded  even  if people didn’t know who she really was. Most didn’t, but those who mattered did. The Ornn family had some history with her, or at least Nayra’s mother did.  The  two  Zenshuen  High  Rankers  knew  of  her,  but  only  in  passing,  as they had been  children when Tali  had supposedly died.  Still, they respected her. 

None of them respected Anrosh. 

And  that  was  one  of  her  biggest  issues.  She  couldn’t  show  even  a trace of weakness. She needed to hold the sect together until Ryun returned. 

She knew that he was on his way, as Selia Ha Jhan had told her that he had contacted  her  through  some  secret  means.  The  woman  was  obviously  not aware of the fact that Anrosh knew about the bond between her and Ryun. He didn’t  keep  secrets  from  her,  but  she  didn’t  tell  the  woman  that,  of  course. 

Knowing that he was coming was enough. 

“Anything else on the list?” Anrosh asked. 

Embesh  glanced  at  Nayra,  then  back  at  her.  He  opened  his  mouth, then  quickly  closed  it.  Then,  he  cleared  his  throat  and  spoke.  “Another incident in the city.” 

Anrosh  closed  her  eyes  and  sighed.  He  didn’t  even  need  to  tell  her what actually happened. She could guess. 

Still, she asked. “What happened?” 

“Two immortals got drunk on one of those new brews, Zenshuen and Ornn.  Words  were  said,  and  it  turned  to  violence.  They  demolished  the tavern,  blew  out  a  wall  and  collapsed  part  of  the  first  floor.  The  owner  has petitioned the sect for punishment and restitution.” 

“Which Ornn?” Nayra asked. 

“Uh…”  Embesh  picked  up  a  piece  of  paper  and  quickly  skimmed

through it. “Fri—dor Ornn? Fridor? Fredor?” 

“Frador,”  Nayra  corrected  as  she  grimaced.  “My  nephew,  my  sister Vanessa’s son.” 

A main house member, then. That could be bad. 

Anrosh turned to Embesh. “And the Zenshuen?” she asked. 

“Villerin  Xi  Jhan,”  Embesh  said.  “One  of  the  sect  warrior  trainers. 

They are both hundreds of years old.” 

And that was the crux of the problem. Those in the sects knew about the Third Iteration, knew that there was a war and that they were exiled. Most believed  them  to  be  dead.  Anrosh  and  her  people  knew  better.  They  didn’t have  any  issues  with  them,  for  their  part;  they  were  people  born  on  the frontier,  young.  They  didn’t  remember  the  war,  and  their  parents  didn’t remember it either. They had no involvement with what happened in the past only stories, no bad blood. 

The  people  from  Zenshuen  and  the  Ornn  family  were  a  different story.  Their  old  immortals  remembered—there  were  no  immortals  in  the people from Zenshuen who had been alive back then, but several of them had parents who had been in the war. They grew up on firsthand accounts. This wasn’t the first time something like this had happened between them. 

And yet… Anrosh glanced at Tali, saw her sitting there and judging. 

Karya Ornn clearly had some kind of a relationship with Tali, and obviously not a hostile one. That confused everyone. The stories, the history, said that the  two  of  them  were  enemies.  The  Third  Iteration  hated  Tali  for  attacking their Citadel, for killing their leader, and the old sect warriors hated Karya for doing  the  same  in  return.  But  the  two  of  them?  They  were  seen  walking through the city together, talking. Granted, if it wasn’t for that, the two sides would’ve  probably  torn  each  other  to  pieces.  Classers  and  Cultivators, Empire and sects, Third Iteration and the rest. 

She  was  thankful  that  most  of  their  people  weren’t  anywhere  near each other. The Zenshuen had taken Wolf’s Grove as their main territory, and their people were spread out in their southern territories, while the Ornns had

taken the northern ones. 

But  each  had  representatives  in  the  capital,  Consequence.  The Twilight  Melody  Sect  had  expanded  a  lot,  both  further  into  the  wild  and along  the  frontier’s  borders.  They  had  absorbed  the  smaller  sects  that  had been surrounding them, and absorbed the refugees from the core—those that had  accepted  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect’s  rule,  at  least.  They  still  had pressures  on  their  eastern  borders,  though  their  neighbors  had  for  the  most part been absorbed by the greater sects that had moved there from the inner sect  territories.  The  losers  of  the  wars,  branches  of  sect  families,  and  those who didn’t want to serve but just moved away, as with the Zenshuen. Often, a single family or just a branch of a main sect family was enough to conquer a small- or mid-sized sect in the frontier. They simply had old people, powerful people. 

The  Twilight  Melody  Sect  was  surrounded  on  all  sides  by  threats. 

People were escaping from the south and the Empire were still coming; some stayed with the Ornns, while others moved further north. She had heard word of an army attacking a sect to the far south. The Third Iteration’s people did not  all  come  to  the  frontier  peacefully,  and  in  fact  of  those  who  hadn’t decided to try and take unclaimed territories, most had not come with peace in mind. 

Anrosh  was  the  one  who  had  to  deal  with  them  all.  She  had  some influence with the sects—not as much as Tali, but she had fought against the necromancer  and  his  armies.  She  was  seen  and  she  had  demonstrated  her power.  Recently,  though,  she  was  always  being  put  against  people  far  older and  stronger  than  her.  She  survived  by  trying  to  balance  them  all,  by appearing bigger than she actually was. 

“I can talk with my mother,” Nayra offered. 

Anrosh  met  her  eyes.  She  loved  her,  and  she  knew  that  she  only wanted to help, that she felt she hadn’t been doing enough as a Sect Leader. 

But this was not something that she could help with. “I’ll talk with her first,” 

Anrosh  said.  “Regarding  the  punishment  of  her  family  member.  This  is  a sect;  he  destroyed  another’s  property  and  engaged  in  unsanctioned  violence

in our capital. You understand that he needs to be punished by us, right?” 

Nayra  nodded  reluctantly,  but  Anrosh  could  see  that  she  was struggling with the fact. 

“Vanessa isn’t going to like that,” Nayra added. 

“She  doesn’t  have  to  like  it.  But…”  Anrosh’s  voice  softened.  “I would appreciate it if you talked with your mother afterward. Something has to be done about this. We can’t have them fighting like this—they are here as guests.” 

Nayra nodded. “I know.” 

Anrosh held her eyes for a moment and then looked to Embesh. “And I will need to speak with Zenshuen. Erdania would be best.” 

The Zenshuen were led by Selia and Erdania, and of the two Anrosh much preferred to talk with Erdania. She was easy going, a warrior at heart, one who understood the order of such things. Selia was…more political. She would have a harder time convincing Selia to allow her to punish one of her own people. She was more interested in appearances than Erdania was. 

“I’ll see what I can do,” Embesh told her. 

“See to it,” Anrosh said and brought the meeting to an end. 

After Embesh left the room, Nayra paused and glanced at her, then at Tali.  Anrosh  waved  her  away  and  after  a  moment  she  walked  out.  Anrosh leaned her head on the back of her chair, closed her eyes, and sighed. 

“Our  vaults  are  nearly  empty,  what  we  salvaged  from  the  monster swarm is gone, and we don’t produce enough to sustain our needs,” she said. 

“And whose fault is that?” Tali asked. 

“I know,” Anrosh answered. 

“You should never have accepted as many people as you have into the sect,” Tali continued. 

“I know.” 

“Too  many  mouths  to  feed,  too  many  people  that  have  no  worth. 

Raising them up, teaching them, it all has costs, Anrosh. But you didn’t think

about that, did you?” 

“I know! But it was either that or fight them and kill them. They were desperate. Those who were left homeless by the Necromancer were starving, would’ve  died  in  weeks.  And  those  who  came  from  the  core,  if  I  refused them, they were desperate enough that they would’ve tried something stupid, like fighting us.” 

When she lowered her head and looked at Tali, she saw her glaring at her. “Your heart is too soft, but I guess there is quality in that, too. You aren’t too bad.” 

It  was  always  like  this  with  her:  compliments  that  she  wasn’t  sure were compliments, disappointment, and lectures. In the end, though, Anrosh did appreciate it. 

“I  could  hire  more  blacksmiths,  or  spare  some  Essence  to  raise  a few,”  Anrosh  said.  Ryun  had  started  a  blacksmithing  industry  in  the  sect, when he had started to learn. He gave Essence and support to the best smiths that their sect had. They weren’t great; the quality of their work was solid, but didn’t  amount  to  anything  amazing.  They  mostly  mass-produced  low-grade weapons and armor, which the sect sold to the surrounding sects and the core factions.  With  their  wars,  even  low-grade  weapons  and  armor  were  needed. 

They  were  making  most  of  their  profits  from  what  they  produced,  plus  the materials that they sold from their Hearthstone Dungeon, as well as the rights for dungeon runs. 

“You could,” Tali said. 

“You  aren’t  going  to  tell  me  if  it’s  a  good  idea,  are  you?”  Anrosh sighed again. 

“No.” 

Anrosh shook her head. A part of her appreciated her teachings even though it was unconventional. Tali didn’t interfere, but she was there to bail her  out.  She  had  done  it  in  the  past,  when  sects  that  were  stronger  than  she could  handle  came  knocking.  She  had  fought  and  defeated  the  would-be conquerors  in  those  cases,  but  she  never  interfered  when  she  thought  that

Anrosh  could  handle  something  on  her  own—and  often  Tali’s  idea  of  what Anrosh could handle exceeded reality. True, it always forced Anrosh to push herself, to grow, for which she was thankful. She knew that it was making her stronger. 

That was Tali’s teaching style, and she did so with all of her students, Kri included. 

“I could take Nayra’s offer,” Anrosh said slowly. 

“Ender  Ornn  could  feed  the  sect.  Within  a  week,  he  could  produce what we might consume in a year,” Tali said. The Ornns had transformed one of the Twilight Melody Sect’s territories into farmland. They were producing their own food, for the most part, and selling the rest to the neighboring sects and to Twilight Melody. “But you know what that will mean.” 

“I  do,”  Anrosh  said.  It  would  tip  the  balance  between  the  Zenshuen and the Ornns. If one side provided more, then the other would feel obligated to do the same. And in the end, Anrosh would just lose her authority to them over  time.  “I  guess  I  need  to  talk  with  them,  then—convince  them  to somehow let me punish their immortals and get them to pay restitution. Joy.” 

“Remember:  project  strength.  You  are  the  acting  Sect  Head  of  the Twilight Melody Sect. We are no longer a small frontier faction. We are on the  cusp  of  being  a  large  sect.  Despite  your  age,  you  have  done  well,  and what you’ve achieved must be respected.” 

Anrosh nodded, then stood and walked out. She needed to prepare for those  meetings,  which  meant  going  into  full  Sect  Head  mode.  Colorful  and quality-spun dresses, an entourage. 

She just couldn’t wait. 

Chapter Eight — Reprimands



She  walked  through  the  corridors  of  the  sect’s  headquarters,  the palace  in  the  heart  of  the  city.  She  had  grown  up  in  sects  that  preferred compounds, homes surrounded by walls. The palace was not a home; it was far colder than that. She didn’t understand why Emberhorn had it built, why he  lived  here,  not  at  the  beginning.  Over  the  years,  though,  she  had  learned from the people who remained, who knew him. 

Emberhorn  was  a  man  who  had  feared  his  own  weakness,  who wanted so badly to be great and just didn’t have what it took. So, he built for himself  a  city  in  the  image  of  the  kingdoms  and  empires  in  the  core,  in  the styles  of  the  people  who  needed  tall  towers  and  castles  to  demonstrate  their greatness, who wanted all who gazed on their homes to believe that they were lesser. 

It had always felt overbearing to Anrosh. She had never seen anything other  than  the  homes  of  the  sects,  of  course,  but  she  had  heard  stories.  The other  factions  liked  to  remind  others  that  they  were  better  by  building  taller and larger, structures that instilled fear or demanded respect. The Cultivators didn’t  do  that.  They  demonstrated  their  greatness  through  art:  the  art  of personal power and skill, the art of the craft and beauty. 

She had never really seen it as it was meant to be seen. The frontier sects  never  had  the  resources,  expertise,  and  time,  to  properly  demonstrate their skills. The Twilight Melody Sect never had the time to do it either, or at least  it  didn’t  use  to.  But  a  lot  had  changed  over  the  years.  They  had  the freedom for people to practice their crafts, not just for advancement, but for the sake of it. 

That was what mattered in the sects—not if you could do something, but how you could do it. A warrior defeating another without drawing blood was considered far more worthy of respect than if he simply killed. Defeating multiple opponents on your own without getting injured, using your skills to create something that would last, or something that was beautiful even for a

moment. A memory that would stick in people’s heads. 

The  outside  of  the  palace  was  cold,  but  they  had  changed  the  inside drastically. 

The  walls  were  covered  with  luxurious  carpets  and  banners.  The dominant  colors  were  violet  and  black,  and  the  corridors  now  holding  more intricate  art.  Compared  to  the  sculptures  and  vases  of  the  previous  owner, Anrosh  had  instead  filled  the  palace  with  woodcarvings.  They  had  a  lot  of forests  around  them,  and  many  of  their  people  knew  how  to  work  it;  few among  them  had  taken  up  the  more  artistic  crafts  alongside  their  jobs.  The second reason for why she chose to make the primary art of the sect carvings was Ryun. He couldn’t see paintings, or at least not well, and it was easier for him to appreciate things that had depth. 

She walked steadily, with Lesamitrius and Nayra following two steps behind  her.  She  wore  a  dress,  not  something  that  she  usually  did,  but  each occasion  was  different.  Her  dress  was  in  the  style  of  a  sect,  of  course, meaning  it  didn’t  reveal  much.  Long,  and  with  wide  sleeves,  its  sash  was tightly woven around her waist. Her white hair was pulled up in an elaborate bun  with  two  red  needles  holding  it  together.  The  dress  looked  more  like  a battle robe, and could of course function in that role—as much as she played at being an administrator, she wasn’t really. No Sect Leaders or Sect Heads were;  they  had  people  who  did  all  the  things  that  she  took  care  of,  and  she had Embesh. But neither of them were made for that role, so they had to help each other. A Sect Leader and a Sect Head had only one job: to be strong, to push the power of the sect’s main paths. 

And they were lacking in that area. Anrosh had ideas, she had plans, but she needed Ryun to enact all of them. So for now, she sat on the throne of the sect, and she played all the roles that she wasn’t supposed to be playing. 

She entered the throne room and walked down the length of it. There were  ten  warriors  wearing  sect  colors  in  the  room,  each  in  the  Heavenly Realm—like  Lesamitrius,  five  on  each  side  in  between  the  pillars.  The Twilight Melody Sect had a couple of Immortal Realm Cultivators, but none of them were technically fully in the sect. They were refugees from the core, 

or the rulers of smaller sects that the Twilight Melody Sect had swallowed up in  their  expansion.  Most  were  autonomous;  Anrosh  ruled,  but  they  were really here because they wanted protection, and the word of Tali’s power had spread far. The core of the Twilight Melody Sect, the former members of the Black  Viper  Sect,  and  the  Last  Ember  Sect,  had  no  immortals  aside  from Anrosh and Nayra. 

The walls behind the pillars were covered with carvings in black and brown  wood,  depicting  important  moments  in  the  sect’s  history.  She  still didn’t  know  how  exactly  to  feel  about  it  all.  She  glanced  at  one  particular piece,  depicting  the  fight  against  the  monster  swarm.  The  city  of  Ven’oran that was no more, still whole on the carving, showed the moment the monster attack had started. Ryun running on steps toward a giant monster in the sky. 

She saw herself on the walls next to Nayra, and Eerv nearby, his spear raised high. It was an amazing carving, full of detail. She could barely believe that it had been made by someone in her sect, but it had. They had talent, they just lacked many of the resources and knowledge that the other, older sects had. 

She walked up the steps and then took a seat on the throne. She had replaced the previous one with one that was significantly more ornate. It was still a backless and wide throne-like chair, but now it was elaborately carved, with vipers coiling on one side, and fire on the other. She had tried to include as much of their sect’s cultures into the art presented in this room. Their sect wasn’t old, but it had a history nonetheless. 

She  settled  on  the  throne,  her  back  straight  and  her  head  held  high. 

Nayra  and  Lesamitrius  walked  over  behind  her,  and  stopped  one  on  either side. Anrosh gestured and one of the warriors at the end of the room moved. 

He left the throne room and she waited for her visitors. 

“Are you sure that Tali shouldn’t be here?” Nayra whispered. 

Anrosh didn’t move her eyes from the doors on the other end of the room. “She gives me looks, when I use her influence to deal with problems.” 

“Still,” Nayra said. 

“I prepared for this,” Anrosh said. 

Nayra didn’t get the chance to say anything else as the doors opened. 

Two  people  walked  in,  escorted  by  one  of  Anrosh’s  assistants,  and  the warrior  who  had  left  before.  The  two  immortals  walked  through  the  long stretch of the throne room, casting glances around them. 

One of them was a Zenshuen Cultivator, a demasi with two horns that grew straight up from his forehead and dark brown hair. His face was that of a  middle-aged  man,  meaning  that  he  had  no  perk  to  revert  his  appearance after  he  gained  immortality.  Judging  by  his  face,  he  had  been  at  least  a hundred  years  old  when  he  became  immortal.  She  didn’t  know  what Cultivation path he was on, but she knew that he was a warrior, and the main Cultivation  paths  of  Zenshuen  were  known.  He  wore  a  combat  robe  with leather armor pieces, as if he expected to go to battle at any moment—which, of course, he did. All people raised in the sects understood that one needed to be ready at all times. 

The other person was a Classer, human, and a servant of House Ornn. 

He was immortal, just like the Cultivator. Compared to the other person, he was…plain.  He  wore  simple  clothes  of  a  style  that  was  strange  to  Anrosh, brown  pants  and  a  tunic.  They  were  simple  looking,  but  well  made,  filled with power. He had red hair, though different from the blood red of Nayra—

more  the  color  of  the  sun’s  light.  He  did  have  green  eyes,  which  Anrosh recognized. She had been surprised when she had learned from Nayra that the man was actually a farmer. But then again, most of the Ornn’s people were in fact farmers. It was what her family was good at. An immortal farming Class, though?  Anrosh  didn’t  want  to  underestimate  anyone,  but  that  would  not have seemed so powerful to her before this incident. 

After reading the report, though, she knew that the man shouldn’t be underestimated.  He  had  fought  with  a  warrior  and  hadn’t  lost.  They  were lucky that people interfered before their fight escalated further. 

Once  they  reached  the  base  steps  in  front  of  the  throne,  their  guide spoke. 

“Sect Leader, I greet you,” he started formally. “With me are Villerin Xi Jhan and Frador of House Ornn. As requested.” 

No  real  titles,  no  respect  given.  She  saw  that  the  Cultivator understood,  and  did  not  like  that.  The  Classer  had  no  idea  about  what  was happening here, though. 

Frador  Ornn  glanced  at  Nayra  and  Anrosh  felt  her  incline  her  head. 

The  man  then  bowed  deeply.  The  Cultivator  grimaced,  but  didn’t  show  any respect. Instead, he glared at Anrosh. 

“I did not come here to be lectured by a child,” he spat. “If your real leader doesn’t want to speak with me, then I will leave this place.” 

Of course. Anrosh had expected this—two immortals, neither one of them  willing  to  show  respect  to  what  they  considered  a  child.  She  was immortal,  but  she  was  younger.  Even  Frador  had  shown  disrespect  to  her, though  he  probably  didn’t  realize  he  had.  The  only  reason  he  bowed  was Nayra,  as  she  commanded  that  respect,  probably  because  of  the  things  she had  accomplished  in  the  Empire.  Anrosh  was  a  stranger  to  them,  her  feats unknown or less impressive than what they themselves had achieved. 

Now she had a choice on how to deal with them, or at least Villerin. 

She  could  fight  and  defeat  him,  as  was  the  quickest  way  to  gain  someone’s respect  in  the  sects.  But  that  would  run  the  risk  of  her  losing,  and  she  very well could. 

She  had  never  really  entertained  the  idea  of  fighting.  She  had prepared. Anrosh leaned in her seat and looked at the man who had spoken. 

“I  am  the  acting  Sect  Head—the  leader  of  this  sect,  as  you  put  it,” 

Anrosh  said.  “The  two  of  you  have  caused  damages  to  the  property  of  my people. You are not here to be lectured at. You are here for punishment.” 

“And I am supposed to take punishment from you?” Villerin laughed. 

Anrosh  waited  for  a  beat,  then  spoke.  “Your  respective  peoples  are guests of my sect. I respect your leaders greatly; we have an understanding. 

You can stay and enjoy our territories and in return we ask only that you hold to  our  rules.  Now,  you  have  broken  those  rules,  and  you  will  give reparations.” 

“And if I refuse?” Villerin asked. 

Anrosh  tilted  her  head.  “As  I  said,  I  am  someone  who  has  a  lot  of respect for your leaders. Do you really think that I would’ve called you here without  their  knowledge  and  agreement?  I  do  not  overstep  my  authority, unlike you.” 

Villerin  Xi  Jhan  blinked,  looking  a  bit  unsure  of  himself  now. 

Bravado  and  arrogance,  looking  down  on  those  you  considered  weaker—

those  were  ingrained  in  the  peoples  of  the  sects,  and  with  good  reason,  as reaching  high  required  ambition.  They  were  in  most  cases  right,  they  were better  than  those  beneath  them.  But  there  was  a  place  for  everything.  The man  had  overstepped,  believing  that  Anrosh  was  not  really  in  charge,  that Tali was the one pulling the strings. Most thought that. It wasn’t the truth. 

Still,  Anrosh  knew  her  own  place.  She  ruled  the  sect,  but  their

“guests”  were  not  ordinary  ones—they  were  not  some  frontier  sect  that  she could  order  around  as  she  wished.  The  respect  that  she  had  from  them  was both  earned  and  freely  given.  She  would  never  overstep  and  try  to  punish their people without them knowing. 

“Every  word  out  of  your  mouth  lowers  your  people  in  my  sect’s eyes,” Anrosh added coolly. 

There were few things that people in the sects truly cared about. But appearances? Those mattered. Losing the respect of your leaders was, well…

Villerin  froze.  Even  Frador  noticed  the  change  in  him,  and  he straightened. 

“The two of you will provide Essence equal to half as much as will be needed  for  repairs.  You  will  deliver  it  personally  to  the  tavern  keeper,  and convey your deepest apologies. Do you understand?” 

Villerin  hesitated  for  a  moment,  and  then  he  got  down  to  his  knees and touch the floor with his head, bowing. Frador looked at him, then got to one  knee  and  bowed  his  head,  too.  A  bit  of  understanding  from  them—the most that she was going to get, she felt. 

“I  expect  this  matter  to  be  settled  within  the  week,”  Anrosh  said. 

“And it will not repeat again.” 

They  grumbled  their  agreements  and  Anrosh  waved  her  hand.  Her assistant  escorted  them  out,  and  she  kept  her  back  straight  until  the  doors closed. Only then she let herself sigh and relax. 

“That  was  good,”  Nayra  said  softly.  “Better  than  what  I  would’ve done.” 

Anrosh  glanced  at  her  and  smiled.  She  wasn’t  that  good  at  this, intimidation  and  demanding  respect.  It  wasn’t  what  she  had  ever  wanted  to do. 

A notification appeared in the corner of her eyes and she blinked, then pulled it forward. She read through the reward slowly. 

“What is it?” Nayra asked. 

“A  new  title,  faction  related,”  Anrosh  said.  “I  need  to  find  Tali  and then go to the archives.” 

A title that she hadn’t seen before—it had to be recorded, as they had done  for  all  new  titles  now.  They  kept  an  archive  of  everything  and  their thoughts on which requirements were fulfilled for it to appear. 

She  stood  up  and  began  walking,  Nayra  and  Lesamitrius  following behind her. 

Chapter Nine — Titles



She sat inside the sect archive room, situated deep beneath the palace, protected  by  warriors  on  constant  guard.  They  even  had  a  few  formations, though they weren’t enough for what was kept here. They were looking into getting more, and making them more powerful—the ones that they currently had were just detection formations, which she knew weren’t powerful enough to prevent someone really high tiered from entering. 

The  truth  was  that  the  archive’s  best  defense  at  the  moment  was  its secrecy. There were only two archives in the sect, and only a small number of people knew about them, and all who did had given oaths, made contracts to keep them a secret. 

One  of  them  was  here,  in  Consequence,  and  the  other  in  Wolf’s Grove.  This  was  where  she  had  stored  all  of  their  sect’s  secrets:  their Cultivation  paths,  their  knowledge  about  focuses  and  titles.  Everything  new they  gained,  they  recorded  here,  along  with  what  they  thought  their requirements  were,  so  that  they  could  guide  their  people  better.  They  had researchers  going  over  everything,  planning,  thinking  ahead,  hypothesizing about where it all could lead. 

The archives also held the main Cultivation paths of the sect, recorded on Path Stones. She had Kri record the path that she had received from Ryun

—not his current path, but what he had given her, of course. The main paths of the sect were the Path of the Final End, the Path of the Unbreakable Wall, and  the  Path  of  the  Venomous  Strike.  They  also  had  a  few  secondary  paths like  the  Path  of  the  Spearman  and  the  Path  of  the  Sword.  She  had  already granted a few people who were worthy the Path Stones for the main paths—

aside  from  one.  But,  in  truth,  it  would  be  years  before  they  had  a  distinct identity as a sect. 

There were too many different Cultivation paths mixing together, and that  was  one  of  the  problems  that  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect  faced.  They weren’t  really  operating  like  a  real  sect,  and  she  knew  that  they  needed  to. 

There  was  a  reason  as  to  why  sects  survived  for  so  long,  why  they  could stand  against  other  factions  even  though  they  were  outnumbered.  They practiced their paths and specialized in them. 

The  Twilight  Melody  Sect  was  just  a  mix  of  too  many  different Cultivation  ideas,  too  many  different  sects.  They  needed  to  change.  Anrosh had  plans  for  that,  things  that  she  had  worked  on  for  years  since  Ryun  left. 

Every warrior in the sect was taught to fight with a spear and sword, even if their  paths  weren’t  combat  ones.  Based  on  their  position  in  the  sect,  they were given information, hints and guides to point them in the right direction for advancement, trying to create some kind of sect identity, because they had none. The people who had been taken into the sect had come because of war, running from the core or from the undead. They stayed because they saw the sect, and probably Tali, as those who could protect them, and they knew that the sect belonged to a High Ranker. They had no real loyalty. 

The  younger  generations,  though,  had  all  been  brought  up  in  one  of the three main Cultivation paths. She had made the decision for the sect, with some  advice  from  Tali,  but  it  was  her  plan,  her  ideas.  The  people  who  had been the original sect, those who had come to Wolf’s Grove—the first ones who had joined Ryun—and their children, those who took Cultivation paths for  the  first  time,  had  been  granted  the  Path  of  the  Unbreakable  Wall.  In particular,  they  had  been  provided  with  the  version  that  she  had  gotten,  the epic rarity of the path. Tali had assured her that the rarity was high enough to be  powerful,  but  not  high  enough  to  fully  brick  their  advancement  if  they weren’t  talented.  The  idea  was  for  most  of  them  to  take  the  Path  of  the Spearman  or  her  Path  of  the  Sword,  and  for  those  who  showed  exceptional talent or those who did a great service to the sect to gain the pick of the other primary Cultivation paths. 

She had opened the Shrine of Absolute Cold for all of them, but she didn’t bar anyone from picking another aspect. The path was what mattered; it  built  a  community,  a  sense  of  belonging,  and  with  Tali  teaching  the children, most of the newer generations were doing very well. 

The  former  members  of  the  Black  Viper  and  the  Last  Ember  Sects

were granted the Path of the Venomous Strike, Eerv’s path—which they, too, had  recorded  at  epic  rarity.  The  aspect  was  again  left  as  a  personal  choice, and  some  had  picked  interesting  Essences  which  had  given  the  path  unique effects. 

The  Path  of  the  Final  End  was  the  only  one  that  she  hadn’t  shared, even though she had the Path Stones for it—the version that Kri had, at least. 

She didn’t know how Ryun would feel about doing so, and if she was being honest that Cultivation path wasn’t nearly as useful for the sect as the others were.  One  was  a  combat  path  that  could  allow  warriors  to  work  together  as teams,  and  the  other  was  a  defensive  path  that  had  some  utility  outside  of combat.  The  Path  of  the  Final  End  was  just  pure  destruction.  She  hadn’t found anyone who she thought was worthy of it yet. 

She  lacked  something,  something  to  bind  the  sect  together,  and  she had an idea about what that was, and how to achieve her goal. She wasn’t yet sure how to go about it, and while she had been working on the solution for a while now, she didn’t expect it to be that easy to solve. 

She  turned  her  attention  to  the  man  in  front  of  her,  the  archivist—

Kiolu.  He  was  a  demasi,  and  had  a  path  that  enhanced  his  mental  faculties, along  with  a  scholarly  Class  of  some  kind.  He  worked  on  storing  and organizing all of the information that their sect possessed. It was the future of their sect. From here, they would guide the sect’s growth. 

Anrosh  looked  through  her  screens,  found  her  new  title,  and  then made it visible. 



Sect Leader:

Demonstrate a

+25 to intelligence and

Commanding

commanding presence strength, 10,000

in your faction. 

Greater Essence





“Interesting. It isn’t specific to our sect,” Kiolu said. “Any ideas what the requirements are?” 

“No,”  Anrosh  said.  “I’ve  done  similar  things  to  what  I  did  today before, and I didn’t get the title until now.” 

“It could be a hundred different things,” Tali chimed in from the side. 

Anrosh  turned  and  looked  at  the  woman,  then  tilted  her  head  in  a questioning manner. 

Tali  waved  her  hand  at  the  tomes  on  the  shelves  behind  Kiolu.  “It isn’t  one  thing  that  you  did  that  gave  you  that—it  could  be  that  it  had prerequisites  such  as  other  titles.  Perhaps  it  even  required  you  to  spend  a certain  amount  of  time  as  a  Sect  Leader.  Obviously  doing  commanding things is a part of it, but… I think that this title is one dependent on outside factors. It is a perception-based title.” 

Anrosh blinked. “A perception-based title?” 

Tali hesitated for a bit, looking as if she wasn’t sure if she wanted to answer the question. Then finally she seemed to come at a decision. “I guess you  have  earned  another  sliver  of  knowledge,”  she  said,  waving  at  Kiolu. 

“Get  another  tome  and  be  ready  to  write.”  The  archivist  hurried  and  did  as she instructed. 

Once he was ready, Tali started speaking. “There are many different types of titles. Most are personal achievements or accomplishments, but that is  not  everything.  You  know  about  ideals—those  can  be  both  personal achievements and perception based, dependent on how you perceive yourself or  how  others  perceive  you,  depending  on  which  pull  is  stronger.  Faction titles can be both, too, being usually rewards for tasks accomplished, or being granted  through  the  perception  of  others  in  your  faction.  But  there  are  titles that  are…”  Her  eyes  got  that  faraway  look  to  them,  as  if  she  was remembering something that happened long ago. “There are titles that come in  the  moments  that  are…in  a  single  word:  grand.  These  are  unique  titles which  can  change  everything,  when  the  Framework  acknowledges  you  and grants  you  a  title  that  grants  you  power;  a  perk,  like  an  ideal,  but  more focused.  Something  tied  to  that  moment.  Moments  when  such  titles  are granted are always…well, grand.” 

“What kind of titles are they?” Anrosh asked. 

Tali  met  her  eyes.  “I’ve  seen  it  only  twice  before,  and  the  first  time was  when  we  had  just  arrived  to  the  Infinite  Realm.  It  happened  to  a  man who was a Classer, a builder. I don’t think anyone who arrived after us, even the Second and the Third Iterations, has any idea just how brutal those times were.  Legends  were  born  every  day,  and  legends  died  just  as  often.  We learned  so  much,  and  we  lost  that  knowledge  when  the  people  who discovered  it  died.  This  man…  Fayien,  that  was  his  name,  yes.  Fayien  was tasked with building our first outposts, the first beacons of safety in a world that  wanted  to  kill  us.  And  so  he  built  us  walls,  and  defenses,  and  then  a monster swarm arrived. It was the first time we had seen one like this, and we huddled  behind  his  walls,  trying  to  survive.  It  wasn’t  enough.  Fayien  was repairing the walls as fast as the monsters tore them down, but we knew that he wouldn’t hold on for long. We fed him Essence, had him level and evolve his Class, we had three healers on him at all times, taking away his pain and fatigue.  He  was  the  highest-level  builder  we  had,  the  only  one  capable  of doing  what  we  needed  in  order  to  survive,  other  builders  helped,  but  none were as powerful as he was. He reached level one hundred and sixty during that  battle,”  Tali  chuckled.  “One  hundred  and  sixty,  a  tier-three  Class.  Can you imagine that? Back then he was one of the most powerful of us.” 

She shook her head with a smile on her face. “We survived for days, grew more powerful with Essence that we earned. But in the end, the swarm was greater. It shattered our defenses, and not even Fayien could repair them in  time.  And  then  it  happened.  It  was…as  if  the  Framework  acknowledged his  work,  his  blood  and  tears  and  effort.  And  it  granted  him  a  title—The Architect of the Last Bastion. And with that title came a perk: For a Day, Fortress Unbroken.” 

Anrosh  tried  to  imagine  that  time  so  long  ago.  She  had  seen  two monster  swarms,  fought  against  them,  and  barely  survived  herself.  But  she struggled to imagine what it was like for them, just having arrived from their home worlds, knowing so little about the world they had been sent to. 

“What  did  it  do?”  Kiolu  asked,  the  piece  of  paper  in  front  of  him almost fully filled with writing. 

“He used it,” Tali said. “And our hastily built defenses turned into a fortress that stretched across the hill. A white bastion of unmarred stone, with towers  and  walls  that  reached  for  the  sky,  with  weapons  that  destroyed  the swarm.” 

“Weapons?” Anrosh asked. 

Tali  nodded.  “Glowing  pillars  made  out  of  glass  that  sent shockwaves, that burst the attacking monsters from inside out. It was quite a sight.” 

“That…  that  perk,  it  sounds  as  powerful  as  an  ideal,”  Anrosh commented. 

Tali nodded. “He could only use it once every eight months, and the fortress lasted only for a day before it crumbled,” she told her. “And yes, it was  exactly  like  an  ideal,  only  it  came  from  that  one  moment  when  he struggled to create something. It came in a moment of great strife, of effort, of  need.  A  grand  moment.  Ideal  perks  were  something  that  was  more  of  a reflection  of  your  being.  These  grand  titles,  they  are  shaped  by  moments  of their creation. They are feats, in a way.” 

She grew silent then. 

“What  happened  to  him?”  Anrosh  asked,  but  she  already  suspected. 

She had never heard of this man. 

Tali’s  face  filled  with  sadness.  “He  died,  as  many  others  had  in  the beginning. We who survived, we weren’t all the strongest, not even the best of us. We were just the lucky ones.” 

Anrosh nodded. That was one of realities of this world. Power did not mean that you could always survive. 

“Anyway…” Tali cleared her throat. “If I am to guess, your new title is one based on others’ perceptions of you. Its requirements are probably tied to gaining the respect of powerful individuals, or their knowing that you hold power.” 

Kiolu  nodded  and  switched  to  another  piece  of  paper,  writing everything down. 

“You have never gained such a title?” he asked. 

“No,” Anatalien answered. “I never had a moment quite like that one. 

My path in life was… I never had any reason to doubt my rise to power, my advancement.  It  made  me  complacent,  in  a  way.  It  wasn’t  until  I  was ambushed  that  I  realized  just  how  much  more  I  could  get  from  this  world. 

The Framework is cruel, but it does reward people.” 

Anrosh nodded. Anrosh had often wondered if she would ever be able to  gain  an  ideal.  She  felt  like  it  wasn’t  at  all  as  easy  as  Ryun  had  made  it seem.  It  was  apparent,  though,  that  there  was  much  that  they  didn’t  know. 

Anrosh studied Tali and wondered just how much more she knew, how much more was she keeping secret, waiting for them to prove themselves worthy of more knowledge. 

A  part  of  Anrosh  wished  she  would  just  tell  them  everything,  but another was glad that she wanted them to grow on their own, at least a little bit. She did not want a sect that was complacent—that thought itself greater than  others  merely  because  they  had  greater  access  to  knowledge.  They would earn their place, and they would reach it on their own. If she managed to  forge  the  bonds  of  the  sect,  and  make  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect  into  a name that was known across the world. That was her goal, her wish, and she wouldn’t stop until she made it truth. 

Chapter Ten — Problems



Anrosh sat in her office looking at her daughter from across her desk, trying not to show her real thoughts. She was saddened. She blinked, and her daughter had turned from this small thing that she had used to cradle into a young woman, already in her twenties. A warrior of her sect. 

A very frustrated warrior, at that. 

“There is no point in it!” Kri said angrily. 

“There is a big point, and you know it,” Anrosh responded, trying to keep her voice calm. 

“You  keep  telling  me  that,  but  I  don’t  see  it.”  Kri  waved  her  hands around. “All I see is everybody else passing me by, while I stay where I am.” 

“That will not last. They are only ahead for now.” 

Anrosh did understand how she was feeling. Kri had been in the Early Lord Realm for a long time now, and she had to be feeling like she should be advancing. 

“I  am  weaker  than  the  people  who  started  on  their  paths  years  after me!” Kri said, venting. Anrosh let her. 

“You are training with someone who is far above anyone else in the sect. You know that this is not where you will stop. Those others, they will not  rise  high.  Some  might  reach  the  Monarch  Realm,  less  than  a  handful might reach the Heavenly Realm. The Immortal Realm? I doubt that any of them will reach that high,” Anrosh said softly. “You are not being kept where you are for no reason, Kri. They want you to reach as high as they are. You understand what that means?” 

“I…” Kri looked away. “I could advance right now,” she added in a whisper. “I’ve cycled more than enough.” 

“It was never about that, Kri,” Anrosh said. 

“All I do is practice the spear and my techniques,” Kri whispered. “I am  better  than  everyone  else  my  age,  and  older.  But  it  doesn’t  matter,  not

when I am of a lower Realm.” 

“You  are  building  your  foundations.  This  is  what  everything  you achieve in the future will be built on,” Anrosh told her. 

“I  know.”  Kri  sighed,  the  anger  leaving  her.  “It’s  just  that  they  all keep looking at me like…I don’t know. Like they expect something.” 

“Ryun gave you his path. He might not have said anything, but for all intents and purposes, you are the heir to his path, and you are being taught by Anatalien. They both have high expectations for you.” 

“And I haven’t advanced in years.” 

“Be  patient.  It  will  happen  soon.  Anatalien  is  waiting  for  Ryun  to return.  They  are  watching  over  your  growth  together,  and  she  will  not overstep without him here. No matter what she says,” Anrosh told her. 

Kri turned her head back to face her. “How long must I wait?” 

“There is no need to rush, daughter.” Anrosh smiled. “You will have decades,  centuries.  A  day  will  come  when  you  will  turn  back  to  this conversation and wonder how you could’ve ever been so impatient.” 

Kri sighed. “I hope so.” 

A knock on the door interrupted them, and then one of her assistants peeked through. 

“Sect Leader, we have a problem.” 




*  *  *

 

Anrosh sat in the saddle of her mount, a large boar, the main animal that the sect used for such purposes. They had been traveling for days without rest, across their territory to their eastern border. Sometimes, Anrosh cursed herself for not having any ways of moving with haste. 

When they arrived, the camp had already been raised by the advance team. The scouts that had gone on ahead, with Tali. 

Anrosh dismounted and headed straight for the big tent, but a warrior

intercepted her. 

“Sect Leader, I’ve been told to show you to the town,” he said. 

“Where is Anatalien?” she asked. 

“At the town. Lady Far Solla bid me escort you to her.” 

Anrosh  nodded  and  let  him  lead  her  away.  They  walked  out  of  the camp,  then  into  the  dark  forest  that  surrounded  it.  The  sky  was  cloudy  and weak rain was falling from the sky. The trees were black and their leaves the color of soot. Everything in this territory was the same: depressing. 

They left the forest and reached the edge of a cliff. In the distance, she could see a town. They made their way down the cliff, a path carved into it led them into the valley below. They followed the road until they got closer to the hill where the town had been built. The closer they got, the more she could see. 

The blackened walls. The crumbled stone. 

They  walked  into  the  ruins  of  the  town.  The  stone  buildings  had fallen, collapsed roof on one, broken wall on another. The roads were filled with rubble, but she immediately saw that the entire scene was strange. She didn’t  comment,  though.  Instead,  she  followed  as  the  warrior  led  her  to  the center  of  the  town,  to  the  large  square  where  Tali  was  standing  with  her wings folded on her back and two of their scouts standing near her. 

Anrosh approached the woman and saw what she was looking at. 

“What happened?” Anrosh asked as soon as she arrived. 

Tali glanced at her, then back at the thing in front of her. “We don’t know yet.” 

Anrosh frowned, then looked around. “Did you clean up the bodies?” 

Tali  turned  her  head  and  raised  an  eyebrow.  “Noticed  that,  did  you? 

No, we didn’t.” 

Which meant that what she had seen was indeed strange. “No blood, anywhere.” 

“And no bodies either,” Tali confirmed. 

“Why? How?” Anrosh asked. 

“We  don’t  know  yet.  Six  towns  are  in  the  same  state:  ruins,  but  no blood, no bodies, no people.” 

“Where?” Anrosh asked and Tali told her. 

“Wait… Those towns, they are all on the border. All these territories used to belong to the Kiming Sect.” 

“Yes,” Tali said. 

The  Kiming  Sect  was  a  small  one.  They  had  joined  the  Twilight Melody  Sect  years  ago,  when  the  wars  in  the  core  cut  off  access  to  easily available food. Their sect owned territories that were rich in ore, but were not so much suitable for food production. They had been forced to import, but as the  war  raised  prices,  they  couldn’t  meet  them.  Then  the  refugees  started coming, increasing the burden on them and their people. They had no choice but to seek a way to survive. 

The  Twilight  Melody  Sect  had  accepted  them,  but  like  with  most sects that they had accepted this way, they didn’t have much…oversight. The Kiming Sect was a mining sect, so they just got a portion of what they mined and in return the Twilight Melody Sect sent them food. They had open trade and borders, and they protected them if they needed protection. 

“The mines?” 

“Empty too,” Tali said. “Though we did find something in them.” 

“What?” 

“Openings to the Under. Not new ones, either,” Tali added. 

Anrosh  blinked.  That  was  beyond  dangerous.  The  Under  was  filled with  dangers,  often  far  more  powerful  than  what  was  above  ground.  The Kiming  Sect  couldn’t  have  been  stupid  enough  to  open  the  ways  into  the Under. 

“Not  new  ones?”  Anrosh  asked.  Tali  obviously  knew  more  than  she had said thus far. 

“They were mining the Under, beyond their own territory’s borders.” 

Anrosh  closed  her  eyes.  A  territory  stretched  above  and  below  its borders,  not  fully  into  the  Under,  but  sometimes  territories  did  include portions of it. 

“So  this  banner,  then.”  Anrosh  gestured  at  the  rod  and  the  piece  of cloth hung on it. 

“Yes,” Tali said. “Scouts found one in every town, and at the entrance of every mine.” 

“This crest…I know it from somewhere,” Anrosh said as she looked at  the  cloth.  A  black  field  with  a  black  circle  in  the  center  surrounded  by orange ring. “That’s the Midnight Reign Sect?” 

“Yes,” Tali confirmed. “Their territories border ours and the Kiming Sect’s.” 

“But why? This doesn’t make any sense.” 

“Why, indeed?” Tali echoed. 

This  was  an  act  of  war,  and  yet  they  hadn’t  done  anything  to  the Midnight  Reign  Sect.  They  had  good  relations;  they  traded  with  them.  The Midnight Reign Sect was small, too, holding only four territories. They, just like  Kiming  Sect,  relied  on  mining  to  survive.  The  difference  was  that  they were  lucky  enough  to  have  some  very  high-tiered  metals  available  to  them. 

They were rich. 

Their  territories,  though,  were  lands  of  eternal  night.  The  sun  didn’t rise  on  their  territories;  the  moon  remained  in  the  sky  always.  That  sect’s people themselves had adapted, having true bodies that made them at home in the  territories  of  eternal  night.  She  tried  to  remember  what  more  she  knew about them, but there were so many sects on their borders now that she barely remembered this much. 

She  did  know  that  they  were  extremely  isolationist,  that  they  very rarely left their territories. 

“You  said  that  the  Kiming  Sect  made  their  way  into  the  Under,” 

Anrosh  said  as  she  remembered  something  more.  “Into  the  Midnight  Reign Sect’s territory. They went for their nodes, didn’t they?” 

Tali nodded. “We assume. I didn’t send our scouts beyond the borders of our territories.” 

“But why this? They could’ve sent someone, talked with us, told us…

Oh, fuck.” 

Tali tilted her head. “You remembered something?” 

“They did send emissaries to us, years ago. I remember because they didn’t want to talk with me—they wanted to speak directly to the Sect Head, to Ryun. And Ryun… Well, he avoids such meetings like the plague. At the time he would have rather spend time in the smithies or cycling.” 

“So,”  Tali  said.  “There  were  people  who  were  part  of  our  sect  and stealing from them. Emissaries sent and ignored? Yes, that would be enough for someone to feel insulted, for them to take action.” 

“Not our people, these were—” 

“No, Anrosh,” Tali interrupted. “We took them in, made them part of our sect. They are our responsibility. We gave our word to protect them, but we are also responsible for what they do.” 

“But this… War?” 

“Sects try to avoid conflicts like these, but sometimes honor demands such action. If the course of events is what we currently believe, and it very well could be something else, then I can see how they would react like this.” 

“What do we do?” Anrosh asked. 

“I don’t know,” Tali said and Anrosh turned to look at her. She saw her calm expression. “You are the Sect Leader, Anrosh—you rule here. It is your decision.” 

Anrosh  grimaced,  opened  her  mouth,  then  closed  it  quickly.  Finally, she just nodded. 

“I guess it is.” 

“There is no guessing,” Tali remarked. 

Anrosh  took  a  deep  breath,  then  turned  to  the  two  scouts  near  them. 

“Send  parties  to  patrol  the  border.  Call  for  reinforcements—I  want  the

entrances  in  the  Under  sealed,  and  watched  closely  before  that  is accomplished.  Send  a  few  parties  to  scour  the  territories  for  any  signs  of people  who  escaped  whatever  happened  here.  And  I  want  word  sent  to Consequence. I want…I need Lesamitrius here as soon as he is able.” 

He was the only one she trusted to send as an emissary. He knew how to be respectful and how to talk with leaders who might hold a grudge. And, he was of the Peak Heavenly Realm, the highest of the core Twilight Melody Sect. “Go,” she told them. 

They  rushed  away  and  Anrosh  glanced  back  at  the  banner.  It  was  a message; she just wasn’t sure what kind. Had they declared war? No, as the interface hadn’t received any messages from them, and they hadn’t sent any emissaries in… She didn’t know how long. She would need to send someone to check the records. Had so much really slipped through her fingers? It had been bound to happen. For now, she just had to hope that they were open to talking. There was no blood on the ground, no dead. That could mean several different things, and she hoped that they had just taken them all and not…

Necromancers and Blood Cultivators could do some terrifying things. 

“We need Ryun back,” Anrosh said. 

“Ha!”  Tali  chuckled,  making  Anrosh  glare  at  her.  “You  think  that anything  would  change  with  him  here?  He  will  be  the  same.  The  burden  of leading  the  sect  is  always  on  Sect  Leaders.  We  Sect  Heads  are  far  more content  just  focusing  on  our  power.  A  Sect  Head’s  role  is  to  project  power, not to deal with everything that happens in the sect. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have time to grow.” 

Anrosh sighed. She knew that, she just wished that Ryun would help, at  least  a  little  bit.  They  needed  more  Sect  Leaders,  they  needed  more Essence  in  their  vaults,  they  needed  more  administrators,  more  food,  more everything.  The  sect  was  buckling  under  the  weight  of  everything  around them, and she was scrambling to hold it together. She needed to deal with this as fast as possible. 

Chapter Eleven — The Midnight Reign The  territories  of  the  Midnight  Reign  Sect  were  eerie,  dark,  and depressing.  The  roads  were  cobbled  stone,  with  a  wooden  fence  running  on both  sides  along  its  length,  and  every  ten  or  so  meters  a  wooden  pole  was placed with a lantern, shining a dim light that barely illuminated anything and only  made  the  shadows  beyond  the  road  look  worse.  The  moon  above  was barely  showing,  and  a  mist  covered  the  ground,  lending  everything  a  red sheen.  He  couldn’t  even  see  the  stars  around  the  moon:  the  crest  of  the Midnight Reign Sect. 

Everything  about  this  place  made  Lesamitrius’s  hairs  stand  up.  He was on top of his mount, his four guards behind him on their own. The dark-furred  boar  beneath  him  was  as  anxious  as  he  was,  though  probably  not because of the atmosphere itself. Their mounts were inching away, trying to avoid  the  mounts  of  their  escorts.  The  Midnight  Reign  Sect’s  escorts  were riding  pale  worm-like  creatures,  with  bulbous  heads  that  had  terrifying-looking  pincers.  Something  about  them  was  upsetting  their  mounts,  which was surprising; the Twilight Melody Sect had hired trainers, and their mounts were reared from a young age to not shy away from battle or monsters. 

The riders themselves were mysterious, being wrapped in black cloth with  large  hoods.  Their  faces  were  wrapped,  too,  and  they  were  wearing gloves,  not  showing  any  skin.  He  assumed  that  most  of  them  were  human, since he couldn’t see any tails or other easily identifiable body parts—though a demasi or a ravzor could easily hide their tail beneath their big cloaks. Not even his scent was giving him anything. All of them smelled the same—like earth and stone, and…something else that he couldn’t quite grasp. 

They  had  been  escorted  through  two  territories,  through  two  towns, each  being  small  with  no  people  anywhere  he  looked.  Perhaps  they  were hiding,  or  perhaps  there  weren’t  any  people  there  in  the  first  place.  The Midnight  Reign  Sect  was  an  enigma,  more  so  than  any  other  he  had  ever known. 

He remembered their emissaries. They had come to the sect, wearing the  same  shrouding  clothes  as  his  escorts  did.  He  had  known  that  their territories  were  those  of  constant  night,  so  that  hadn’t  been  too  strange  to him. 

They had also asked to meet with his Sect Head, had insisted on it—

but  after  the  Tournament,  everyone  had  wanted  to  talk  with  Ryun,  mostly about things that he didn’t care about. Some simply wanted to give him gifts, or to actively curry favor with a High Ranker. Others wanted to try and speak with him to learn about him more, to try and find any advantage or leverage that  they  could  use  against  or  for  him.  It  wasn’t  anything  that  Lesamitrius was unfamiliar with. It was the same with his previous Sect Head; it always went that way with powerful Sect Heads. 

Their mysteriousness was a part of their power. If people didn’t know much  about  them,  they  were  feared  more.  Their  allies  would  tread  lightly, and their enemies would think twice before trying anything. A Sect Head was a  symbol  more  than  a  leader,  a  looming  threat  that  no  one  should  want  to come down on them. Ryun embodied that part of the Sect Head’s job well. 

To him, the Midnight Reign Sect had been just one of the hundreds of sects  that  had  been  seeking  his  Sect  Head’s  attention.  His  job  had  been  to make sure that none of them reached him. Anrosh was the one who dealt with everything regarding the sect, and there wasn’t anything that they could gain from talking with Ryun. Most of the others had probably known that, as most had went on to meet with Anrosh. Perhaps that should’ve been the first clue that something was different. 

When  asked,  the  Midnight  Reign  Sect  would  say  that  the  issue  they wished  to  bring  to  Ryun  related  to  mining.  It  was  not  anything  of  great importance—not  to  him,  and  not  to  Ryun.  They  hadn’t  told  anyone  the specifics,  though,  which  Lesamitrius  had  to  admit  was  to  their  credit.  Now, the  sect  knew  that  people  that  they  had  taken  in  had  been  stealing  from  the Midnight Reign Sect, but they hadn’t declared that to everyone, as doing so could’ve  embarrassed  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect  and  gotten  them  what  they wanted. They were honorable. 

He didn’t know why they had done that, or why they had insisted on speaking with Ryun directly. Still, if he could do things again… He probably would do nothing differently. One sect among hundreds that had asked for his Sect  Head’s  time?  There  was  no  reason  to  believe  that  it  was  something important. 

And  even  now,  what  they  had  done  had  crossed  lines.  The  Twilight Melody Sect was larger than they were, and they had done something to their people. 

Lesamitrius knew the intricacies of sect relationships, so he also knew that any sect could see the power that Twilight Melody Sect held. They were one  of  the  largest  on  the  frontier,  and  they  had  an  Ascended  Realm Cultivator. Their leader was a High Ranker, one who had defeated the Dome Leader. Everyone had seen the notification when it died. 

The Midnight Reign knew that, which made their decision to do this strange, enough so that Lesamitrius had reached out to his father, and asked for all the information that the Green Rain Sect had on them. 

What his father had sent him was alarming. 

The  Midnight  Reign  Sect  was  old—really  old,  and  not  just  frontier old.  They  had  been  there  before  the  Green  Rain  Sect  was  established,  and they had been there when the outer edge of the frontier had ended with their borders. They had always been the same size, and had always traded their ore with  surrounding  sects.  They  never  tried  to  expand  or  encroach  on  the territories  of  others.  While  always  isolationists,  they  were  always  respectful of  others.  They  never  made  war,  never  joined  others’  wars,  and  never  gave cause for one. 

When  war  was  made  on  them…  Well,  their  warriors  defeated  those that  were  sent  to  their  territories,  and  they  never  pushed  beyond  theirs  to punish.  When  sects  abandoned  reason  and  marched  armies  on  them,  those armies were never heard from again. In time, people learned not to interfere with them. 

Lesamitrius  could  understand  how  he  didn’t  know  about  them,  how the  younger  generations  didn’t  know.  The  last  time  someone  had  tried  to

bring war to the Midnight Reign Sect was two hundred years ago, and since they  never  made  problems  for  those  beyond  their  borders,  there  was  no reason  for  people  to  be  wary  of  them.  Traders  that  passed  through  spoke  of small towns, of unimpressive buildings, of holdings in the Under that no one was allowed to enter. Most believed that they were mining the Under. 

Obligation  and  responsibility,  honor  and  respect.  These  were  the things that the sects were built on. From the times of their founding, they had been  built  in  a  way  that  protected  their  people.  Each  sect  was  often  smaller than  the  grand  factions  that  spread  in  the  core,  but  in  the  end,  while  sects might disagree with one another, at the end of the day they were all still sects, all one in the pursuit of survival. That was why their wars didn’t get nearly as bloody as those of other factions. 

Lesamitrius  knew  that  all-out  war  was  unlikely.  That  was  clear  just from the way that the Midnight Sect had acted. He knew that his Sect Leader was  afraid  of  that,  but…she  wasn’t  yet  quite  as  experienced  at  the  dance  of sects as the older leaders were, and if what his father told him was true, the Midnight Reign Sect was one of the oldest ones. No, they didn’t want war—

but  they  did  want  something.  The  mining  stuff,  the  theft…  That  was  all  a ruse. They could’ve dealt with it, but they hadn’t. Lesamitrius suspected that the theft and breach of their borders gave them an excuse, a reason to reach out.  That  was  a  very  old  sect  manner  of  thinking,  ways  that  weren’t  really practiced in the younger sects and in the Frontier overall. 

If Ryun wanted something from another sect, he would just go there and ask. The Green Rain Sect would be a little less direct, like how they sent him  to  conquer  while  never  really  thinking  that  it  would  work—though Lesamitrius knew that if he had succeeded, they wouldn’t be saddened. 

This was a very different situation. If his belief proved to be true, then the Midnight Reign Sect wanted something, and it required them to meet with their Sect Head directly. Ryun had still not returned, and they had to know it. 

They  hadn’t  done  anything  in  years,  so  why  now,  while  Ryun  was still  away?  Something  had  changed,  and  Lesamitrius  needed  to  gather  as much information as possible so as to discern what had. 

As they reached the base of a hill, he could see a town in the distance atop it: the lanterns on the walls lighting a beacon through the mist. He saw caravans moving past the gates, with others on the slope going out—traders. 

Then, when they reached a crossroad, their guides turned them away from the path toward the town. 

Lesamitrius  frowned.  “Are  we  not  headed  to  the  town?”  He  had thought that this place was their seat of power. 

One of the escorts glanced at him and then roughly said, “No.” 

As  if  that  was  a  real  answer.  Still,  he  remained  respectful,  and followed along. They led them down off the road, into the forest, and after a hour on the dirt road they reached a cave opening, one large enough for all of them to fit through. Torches lit the way down, and they started making their way. Lesamitrius wondered if this was one of their mines. 

They  followed  a  winding  corridor  for  what  felt  like  hours,  without encountering another soul. 

Finally,  after  coming  around  another  bend,  he  saw  the  end.  A  wall filled  his  vision;  made  of  smooth  stone,  it  was  carved  with  a  large  opening that  led  deeper.  There  were  two  more  corridors,  as  well,  splitting  on  either side of the gate—but what drew his eyes were the two guards. Both were tall, one demasi, one human. They wore cloth armor that left their arms bare, and he  could  see  bulging  muscle.  Their  skin  was  dark  blue,  almost  purple,  and identical,  which  told  him  that  they  had  the  same  True  Body,  and  their  eyes were  blue  and  glowing.  It  clicked  inside  his  head,  the  scent  that  had  filled these territories: it was death. The two and his escorts, they were all undead. 

They  were  not  the  kind  that  a  Necromancer  might  raise,  but  the  ones  who were born, who chose this path through their True Bodies. That was rare. 

He  was  led  through  the  opening,  and  then  into  a  massive  cavern…a city. 

Lesamitrius  could  barely  believe  his  eyes.  What  he  saw  down  here was a city filled with pyramids, with monoliths, with wide streets and people walking—thousands, tens of thousands. The city was easily several times the size of Consequence. The light was dim, but it illuminated enough. The white

stone,  the  golden  plates,  the  ornate  towers,  and  monoliths  carved  with symbols. 

This was power. 

And then he realized what this place was: a conquered wild dungeon, one turned into a city. How had no one known that it was here? How had they kept it hidden? 

The undead guards led him down into the city. He saw more undead, the  mindless  kind  pulling  carts  or  cleaning  the  streets,  and  the  others—

Cultivators—walking  around.  Not  all  were  undead,  but  many  of  those  he could see were. 

His  escort  led  him  down  the  streets,  not  letting  him  take  the  time  to look  around  much.  They  dismounted  when  they  arrived  at  one  of  the principal  pyramids,  and  were  then  led  on  foot  through  a  giant  entrance.  He walked in, admiring the art hung on the walls. It was mostly mosaics, filled with  colors,  depicting  strange  battles  underground.  They  arrived  at  large ornate doors, wrought out of gold and black metal. 

“Only  you,”  one  of  his  still  shrouded  escorts  said.  Lesamitrius glanced at his people, then nodded. He had expected as much. 

The doors opened and he was let inside. 

The  room  was  long,  and  reminded  him  of  the  throne  room  in Consequence, only far grander. Undead guards stood in between the pillars, holding  halberds  in  their  hands.  Lesamitrius  kept  his  head  down  as  he approached the end, where a large throne sat on top of a dais, with a figure sitting on it. 

He stopped a few steps from the stairs, and one of the guards on either side of the throne spoke. 

“You  are  in  the  presence  of  the  Repesh  Emsis,  Sect  Head  of  the Midnight  Reign  Sect,  Lord  of  All  Under  Night,  Keeper  of  the  Tide,  Great Judge, Holder of the Scepter of Nisha.” 

When the man was done, Lesamitrius immediately dropped down. A bow in the sects had a lot of different meanings, and he made sure to do this

right.  He  dropped  to  his  right  knee,  a  show  of  deep  respect,  but  not  a  full kneel—he  did  not  want  to  present  himself  as  someone  who  had  come  to plead.  He  placed  his  left  hand  over  his  chest,  a  warrior’s  greeting,  to  make them understand why he was here and the possibility of what could happen. 

His right fist he placed on the floor, a show of the strength and dominance of his sect. The Midnight Reign Sect was more than they had believed, but the Twilight Melody Sect was no small frontier sect. They had their own honor to consider. 

“I  am  Lesamitrius  Danos,  Emissary  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect.  I speak with the voice of my Sect Leader, Anrosh Kesh, who sent me here, and I  carry  the  will  of  my  Sect  Head,  Ryun  Nacht, the  Witness  of  Journey’s End, the Undying Void.” 

He said this, then raised his head and looked at the Sect Head of the Midnight Reign Sect. The man was undead, wearing a golden headdress, and golden  robes  that  left  his  arms  bare.  Just  like  the  other  undead,  he  was muscled,  but  he  was  at  least  twice  their  size,  being  almost  a  giant.  His  skin was dark, the color of a bruise, and he had two black armbands on each arm. 

An armored dress decorated what was beneath his waist, and his hands rested on his throne, his blue eyes staring at Lesamitrius from above, without saying a word. 

Then,  only  for  a  moment,  Lesamitrius  felt  him  unveil  his  core.  The power  of  the  man  washed  over  him,  and  he  bowed  his  head.  He  steeled himself, trying to keep any expression from his face. He had been sent to find out  what  had  happened  to  their  people,  but  now…now,  he  had  to  tread lightly. 

The  Sect  Head  of  the  Midnight  Reign  Sect  was  in  the  Ascended Realm. 

Chapter Twelve — Face



“Tell me again how the conversation went,” Anrosh said. 

She  was  sitting  inside  her  office,  Lesamitrius  in  the  chair  in  front  of her desk. Nayra sat on the couch behind him, and Anatalien was leaning on the wall in the corner—listening, but not commenting on anything. 

Lesamitrius had already informed them about everything he had seen, and  everything  he  believed.  The  Midnight  Reign  Sect  was  not  just  some small  insignificant  sect—their  leader  was  an  Ascended  Realm  Cultivator, someone so close to the end of a path that it might not even matter he hadn’t yet reached it. She had never even heard about anyone who was in the Eternal Realm.  She  had  heard  rumors,  stories  that  might  as  well  be  legends,  but  no genuine  account.  Tali  was  the  first  person  she  met  who  was  what  she considered truly powerful, in the ways that she had imagined when she was a child. Ryun was different, though; she had watched him climb, and the effect was not the same. 

“Their  Sect  Head  didn’t  speak  with  me  for  a  week  after  the  initial greeting,  where  he  only  confirmed  that  our  people  were  alive,”  Lesamitrius said slowly. “Then, he said that he would only speak with our Sect Head, or with…Anatalien Far Solla.” 

He glanced behind him at Tali, but quickly looked away. 

“That was his message for you. That was all that he said.” 

Anrosh  grimaced,  a  part  of  her  feeling  insulted.  Another  felt…wary. 

“Thank you, Lesamitrius. You can leave us now.” 

He nodded, stood and bowed to each of them, then left the room. 

After a few moments of silence, Anrosh turned to Tali and spoke. “He asked to see you. Do you know him?” 

Tali  walked  over  and  sat  down  in  the  chair  across  from  her,  then responded. “No.” 

Nayra  cleared  her  throat.  “What  Lesamitrius  said  suggests  that  this

sect is very old—hundreds of years, maybe more.” 

“My answer remains no.” 

Anrosh  continued.  “Why  would  he  want  to  talk  with  you,  then?  He

—” 

“He  is  Ascended,  so  I  should  know  him?”  Tali  interrupted,  then continued  talking.  “I  was  crippled  three  hundred  years  ago,  Anrosh—three hundred  years  of  knowing  nothing  but  what  I  was  allowed  to.  Back  before that I was a Sect Head, I ruled in the Core. I did not concern myself with the backwater  frontiers.  I  had  far  more  important  things  to  do;  keeping  the borders of the sect lands safe meant that we had to show strength to the other factions. At the time, I knew only a handful of Ascended Realm Cultivators of  note.  Three  hundred  years  is  enough  for  another  to  rise.  Perhaps  he  was one of the children running around a sect I once passed through; perhaps he is as old as I am, just smarter. Perhaps he just remembers my name and who I am. Perhaps he simply knows that I am Ascended, and that is enough. In that case, though, why he didn’t reach out when I regained my power years ago, I do not know.” 

“Sorry,”  Anrosh  said.  “But  then  it  is  about  power.  Even  years  ago when  he  first  reached  out  with  his  messengers,  he  only  wanted  to  talk  with Ryun, even though he is in the same Realm I am.” 

Tali shook her head. “Ryun was known across the world. His battles in the tournament were shown and his ability widely recognized. How many Immortal Realm Cultivators do you think there are on the High Ranker list? 

There were not many before the others died, and not many even now. He did not  gain  that  ranking  because  of  his  tournament  battles,  but  because  of  the fight against the dome monsters, and that was not seen by many. Perhaps this man was simply curious and wanted to see if what rumors said was true. You

—” 

“I am not the same. I understand,” Anrosh finished for her. She knew that, yes, but it didn’t sting any less for it. She would never get the respect of someone whose name was known across the world, especially not now, when everyone saw that he was part of the group that had killed the Dome Leader. 

Anatalien’s  name  had  to  have  spread  on  the  frontier.  An  Ascended Realm  Cultivator?  Of  course  it  had,  though  she  didn’t  know  how  far  and wide it could’ve reached. Far enough for a reclusive sect to hear it, a sect that was somehow a lot stronger than anyone knew…

But how and why didn’t matter now. 

“Maybe  you  should  go  and  meet  with  him,”  Anrosh  said,  resigned. 

“There doesn’t seem to be any point in my trying to posture.” 

Tali straightened and then sighed. “It is as if every single thing I try to teach you just slips through that head of yours.” 

Anrosh leaned back, a tiny bit hurt by that. She had thought that they were beyond such things. 

“But,”  Tali  continued,  “perhaps  it  is  my  fault,  too.  The  frontier  is obviously not the right place for you to learn this. Perhaps it is the fault of the way  we  set  everything  up  when  we  first  created  the  sects.  Your  situation  is not one that we anticipated.” 

Anrosh  blinked.  She  had  created  the  sects?  Sometimes,  she  forgot who  Tali  really  was.  She  had  been  around  her  for  so  long,  had  seen  her  in such a vulnerable state, but the woman in front of her was a Ranker, someone who had been here since the beginning, who had seen how the civilizations in this world had started—someone who had helped build them up. 

“Honor, obligation, and respect,” Tali started. “These are the pillars of the sects. Tell me, what do you think they are?” 

Anrosh glanced at Nayra, confused by the question. 

“Don’t look at her,” Tali snapped, making her turn around to face the woman. “She understands less than you. She was not born in the sects. Tell me what you have learned as you grew up, and then tell me what you learned from me.” 

Anrosh  gulped,  then  started  slowly.  “I  don’t  know  how  to  start,  I…

My parents died when I was young, and I joined my sect’s warriors. There I learned that I should always seek to protect the honor of my sect’s name, that I  had  an  obligation  to  my  Sect  Leaders  and  Sect  Head,  that  I  had  to  show

respect to those whose station was greater than mine. After, when I left with my husband and joined the Black Viper Sect, I tried to embody that as best as I could. Fier was not a good leader, but I did my duty and was loyal, as far as I  could.  After  Ryun,  and  you?  I  know  that  I  need  to  project  strength,  that  I need  to  maintain  the  image  of  our  sect,  that  I  should  conduct  myself  with honor.  I  must  show  respect  to  others  of  equal  or  greater  station,  but  also  be aware of how much I myself am worth. I have learned that, by doing this, I keep our sect protected.” 

Tali  sighed.  “We  truly  had  never  considered  this,  back  when  we established the sects. The frontier is where those who feel like they have no place in the core went—some who were adventurous, or those who wanted to look for opportunities to grow powerful. But, in truth, this is where families that felt unable to rise went, and they went alone. All sects here, or most of them  at  least,  are  made  out  of  a  single  family  branch,  with  lesser  families around them. Sects were never intended to be that. There should always be at least three main families, three branches of a mighty tree. They are there to be checks on each other, to keep what happened with Fier from happening in the first place. 

“Honor, obligation, and respect. A sect’s primary concern is growing its people, as well as obtaining more power. A person born in a main family will  have  more  resources  given  to  them  since  birth,  but  they  would  have  a greater  obligation  to  the  sect.  A  person  born  to  a  lesser  family  would  have fewer  resources,  but  also  fewer  obligations.  Their  talents,  or  their  drives,  or their  hard  work,  is  rewarded  by  resources,  by  gaining  station.  By  growth  of power, by demonstration of the craft or fighting capability, a member of the sect rises—they get noticed by schools and get resources invested into them, they  rise,  and  if  they  prove  themselves,  they  get  adopted  into  the  main families. They gain more obligations; they learn what it means to lead a sect. 

Their children are born into the family and know it from birth.” 

She met Anrosh’s eyes. “You did not have that. You know what any person in the lesser family knows, what people in the frontier know. But you were elevated into a position of a main sect family in a sect that doesn’t even

have such things. I was lax. I wanted to teach you by letting you fumble and discover  things  on  your  own.  I  thought  that,  because  Ryun  seemed  to understand, or at least act in the spirit that it was meant, that what we are as a sect didn’t matter. I was wrong.” 

“What is it that I should know, then?” Anrosh asked. 

“You  know  already,  but  you  don’t   know.   You  know  the  words,  the way  of  life,  but  you  don’t  grasp  the  intricacies  behind  them.  Face,  honor, respect, obligation. They are words to you, and you parrot what you had seen as  you  grew  up.  Examples  that  were  not  the  best,”  Tali  answered.  “We created this culture to keep us safe. All parts of sect culture ultimately serve that goal.” 

“Why?” Nayra asked. Anrosh had an idea, but it was obvious that she didn’t  understand  many  of  the  things  that  Tali  took  for  granted.  Sometimes she felt older than she really was. Compared to many, even many of those in her sect, Anrosh was a child. 

Tali glanced at Nayra, then answered her. “Because we are weak.” 

Nayra blinked, and Anrosh did too. She did not expect that. “What do you mean?” 

“On  average,  Cultivators  are  weaker  than  those  who  follow  other focuses.  It’s  just  the  truth.  For  the  same  amount  of  Essence,  a  Classer  will reach higher. They will have more perks, more tools in their arsenal. It’s not the  same  across  the  board,  of  course.  Circumstances  matter.  A  Lord  Realm Cultivator might be able to defeat a Classer on the same tier, but the outcome would depend on many factors: the quality of the Cultivator, how good their techniques are, how much they have cycled, what their aspect is, and so on. 

And even then, they might encounter someone who merely counters them.” 

She  waved  her  hand.  “Of  course,  combat  isn’t  the  only  reason.  We can get stronger if we do things right, just like they can. But we take longer and  need  more  resources  to  reach  that  point.  Our  crafters  need  decades  to become  proficient,  and  even  then  we  can  never  achieve  what  they  can.  A Classer could get a perk that allows them to just create a product, once a day, for  what  might  as  well  be  free.  They  become  useful  much  earlier  in  their

advancement. Our industries could never match those of Classer factions. We cannot produce as much as they can. Look at your father, at your family,” she said,  looking  at  Nayra.  “They  can  grow  an  entire  field  in  a  day,  in  an  hour, doing  it  over  and  over  as  long  as  their  perks  allow  it.  A  Cultivator  doesn’t have the perks that affect things in the same way; we improve ourselves and our bodies. Our techniques might be able to mimic that, but it takes us more time,  more  resources.  Embesh  can  improve  the  soil,  make  the  plants  grow faster, but it takes a dozen just like him to do the same job that a Classer of a similar tier could do. That is why we turned to art, to crafting unique pieces, why it is valued so much for us. The other factions buy it because it is worth more  than  the  cheaply  produced  stuff  that  they  can  create.  We  were  those who wanted to pursue Cultivation, who didn’t want to compromise on that—

and so we made the sects, those of us who saw what was coming, while the rest remained.” 

“I thought that the sects were any factions that are Cultivators,” Nayra said. 

“No.” Tali shook her head. “There are a few Cultivating Kingdoms in the core, made of people who know how to do it properly. But they are small, poor. They don’t have what we have.” 

“And what do we have?” Anrosh asked. 

“We  have  a  culture  that  venerates  advancement,  that  is  focused  on power and the desire to gain more of it, that values protecting your own and overcoming without bloodshed,” Tali answered. “Back then, so long ago that I can barely remember, when our  issues with the Third Iteration began, some of us saw what was going to happen. There were too many different people, too  many  different  ideas.  After  the  war  with  the  Third  Iteration  ended,  we knew. More wars would come. And in such conflicts, we Cultivators would lose. There were fewer of us, and fewer still with any real power. Sure, in a war, we could raise ten thousand Heavenly warriors, but for the same amount of resources they could raise five times as many Classers. Even if they were weaker,  it  didn’t  matter.  They  had  the  numbers.  And  if  we  somehow  won, well, we were left with people who were raised and would need help getting

higher, who might be stuck where they were. A Classer would still be able to advance on their own.” 

Tali  nodded.  “So,  we  went  on  our  own,  separated  ourselves  from them. We split into families, then sects, and we took territories and grew. We weren’t united; there was no way that we could unite so many different ideas. 

Each  Cultivation  path  was  unique,  each  shaping  a  different  mentality.  But, while we trade, we fight, and we war, we never go so far as to fight wars like they  do.  We  cannot  afford  to  lose  our  champions,  those  who  had  reached high, and we cannot afford to lose the potential of those who might reach that high. That is what obligation means; we have an obligation toward all of the sects, every Cultivator, our people, to foster those who are great, those who alone could stand against armies. The other factions are fractured, they have fleeting alliances, but we have always stood together. When a faction beyond our borders tries to make war on a sect, we all answer, no matter the issues between  us.  Because  we  know  that,  if  enough  of  them  unite,  they  could overwhelm us.” 

Anrosh was starting to see it. She had never thought about it that way. 

How could she have? She had grown up in a small territory, a small sect. She had never seen the city the size of Consequence before she had arrived to it. 

The world was a thing she knew about, but didn’t truly grasp. Now, though, now  she  knew.  She  had  seen  the  Tournament  City,  had  seen  the  world  and how terrible it was. 

“Honor,” Tali continued. “That is the agreement between us. Never to cross  lines  that  would  make  us,  all  of  us,  weaker.  Some  of  us  hold  to  that; others try to hide and maneuver in the shadows. Others still are there to keep them  in  check,  which  is  why  face  and  respect  is  so  important.  If  you  have respect, your word is trusted in the other sects. We fight each other when we think that others don’t deserve that respect, or are failing in their obligation—

or at least that is how it is supposed to be. Eerv understood this, which is why he  didn’t  seek  vengeance  for  the  death  of  his  nephew,  and  why  he surrendered to Ryun. His obligation to his people came above all else.” 

Grimacing,  Tali  went  on,  “Emberhorn  was  an  example  of  someone

who failed in his duty—leading people who, just like you, didn’t understand his obligation to carry out that duty. His sect was just like Eerv’s, a sect with a single family, and people loyal only to it, as I have seen most on the frontier to be. But, he was someone who understood how much face mattered beyond his  own  sect.  His  sect  had  more  warriors,  stronger  ones.  Ryun  was  just  one man, and if he wanted to, Emberhorn could’ve attacked our sect and won, if he  had  a  sufficiently  great  reason—which  didn’t  exist.  He  didn’t  attack  that way, because that would have told everyone who he really was. Sect laws do not allow for those kinds of wars. His true betrayal came when the monster swarm  attacked.  If  he  had  succeeded,  if  the  swarm  had  killed  everyone,  he could’ve claimed the territories and survivors in neighboring territories with only  those  loyal  to  him  knowing  his  dishonor.  He  failed,  and  paid  for  his crime. Afterward, people followed Ryun because the sects follow the strong. 

It is the only way we can survive.” 

“I think I understand,” Anrosh said. 

Tali shook her head. “You don’t need to understand—you need to live it.  We  shall  see.  Now,  we  have  an  old  sect,  an  Ascended  Realm  Cultivator, asking to speak with Ryun or me. We know that he had tried to contact Ryun before, and that it was related to the mining, the theft that people we took in

—our people—did. It obviously wasn’t a big deal for them, as they could’ve dealt with it or accepted talking with you years ago. They didn’t, so that tell us  that  the  incident  was  used  as  an  excuse,  then.  Now,  they  have  taken  our people. Perhaps they could no longer wait, the thieves did something stupid, or option three: something else entirely.” 

Anrosh  thought  about  it,  trying  to  take  everything  that  Tali  just  told her  into  account,  as  well  as  everything  that  she  knew.  “He  asked  to  speak with  Ryun  or  you…  He  doesn’t  know  that  Ryun  isn’t  still  here,  or  that  he hasn’t arrived yet from his trip. But he didn’t ask to speak with you before—

of  course,  they  didn’t  know  about  you  then.  If  he  is  Ascended,  if  he  knows you, he might think that you rule the sect when Ryun isn’t around, no matter what I say. It could just be that. Our people stole from them, and even if that wasn’t a big deal, it had been going on for a while. They might just want the

matter  settled  now.”  Anrosh  knew  now  that  war  was  probably  never  on  the table, not with how they had taken everyone. “So, it could just be a matter of respect.  He  believes  that  this  requires  the  leader  of  the  sect  to  rectify  its wrongs. My going would be an insult.” 

“But  you  sending  me  would  be  an  insult  to  you,  and  the  sect.  Ryun put you in charge,” Tali said. “So, what do we do?” 

“My…my  face,  others’  perception  of  me,  is  not  great  enough  for someone like him. He doesn’t consider me worthy of respect,” Anrosh said. 

Tali  leaned  forward,  a  small  smile  on  her  face.  “But  we  are  a  sect,” 

she said. “Our culture is made to push us to be greater. If you don’t go, you will not change his mind. If he learns the truth—that you  do lead—he might think you unworthy of leading a sect like ours, and might think that Ryun is unworthy because he left you in charge and you are not up to par. You cannot protect  your  people,  nor  keep  them  in  line.  They  have  done  something dishonorable, and you failed to punish them, failed to even notice. We might not have wars like other factions, but we do have them. This is how we prune the  tree,  how  we  keep  ourselves  strong  and  remove  weakness.  A  single Ascended could take offense, and he could take this sect from you.” 

Anrosh  saw  her  mistake,  their  mistake,  both  hers  and  Ryun’s.  They had  taken  in  sects  and  people,  but  they  hadn’t  bound  them  to  their  ways. 

They  were  not  a  real  sect,  but  rather  just  a  collection  of  Cultivators,  no different than the factions in the core. But they were not supposed to be that

—they were supposed to be more. 

The  Midnight  Reign  Sect  had  every  right  to  be  angry,  to  call  for  a meeting with Ryun. This wasn’t a small matter; it wasn’t even about the theft. 

It  was  about  leading  a  sect,  and  they  hadn’t  presented  a  good  image  of themselves to others. The face of their sect was not what she thought it was. 

The  sect  hanged  on  Ryun’s  face,  on  his  accomplishments,  even  in  his absence. 

She had failed in her duty. 

“I will go,” Anrosh said. 

Tali smiled at her. 

Anrosh  had  to  keep  the  honor  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect  intact. 

Appearances  mattered.  She  didn’t  know  what  she  was  going  to  do,  but  she knew that she had to do something. 

Chapter Thirteen — Worth



She  couldn’t  sleep.  The  nerves  and  anxiousness  made  it  impossible. 

They  had  sent  a  message  back  to  the  Midnight  Reign  Sect,  informing  them that Anrosh would be arriving in a few weeks to talk. They hadn’t responded, and she would leave for their sect tomorrow. She had felt so confident when she talked with Tali, but now… She shook her head and pulled the cover over her tightly. Nayra grumbled in her sleep, and Anrosh smiled. 

Then  she  froze.  Her  echo  sense  was  alerting  her  that  they  weren’t alone.  She  debated  waking  Nayra  immediately,  but  she  couldn’t  quite  tell where the threat was coming from. Then her sense caught it again. She turned sharply, Kagehime appearing in her hand as she swung, her mouth opening to yell and wake up Nayra. 

Her sword stopped, a hand catching the blade, and her yell died in her throat. 

Ryun  stood  above  her,  one  hand  holding  the  blade  and  the  other gesturing  with  a  finger  over  his  mouth.  He  released  Kagehime  while  she blinked in shock. He turned and walked over to the balcony, his steps silent. 

She  glanced  at  Nayra,  then  dismissed  her  sword.  Carefully,  so  as  to not wake Nayra up, she got out of bed, put some clothes on and walked out. 

She  stepped  up  to  the  railing  and  looked  at  Ryun.  Before  she  could speak,  he  shook  his  head  and  stepped  up  on  the  railing,  shaped  a  Void platform, and gestured for her to get up. Then, he started running through the air, creating more steps and heading out of Consequence. She paused for only a moment and felt the step beneath her tremble. She jumped to the next as it fell  apart,  and  then  started  following  after  him.  He  was  going  slow  enough that  she  could  follow,  the  spacing  between  the  steps  just  enough  that  she could reach them. Still, she barely managed it. She didn’t like the height; she didn’t know how he did this all the time. She ran after him for a few minutes, and  just  as  she  began  to  feel  tired,  they  reached  a  hill  outside  of  the  city, away from any prying eyes. He landed and waited for her to do the same. 

He stood there, just looking at her, and for a few moments she did the same. Then she jumped forward and embraced him, holding him close. For a moment, he didn’t react, but then he relaxed. His arms enveloped her and he leaned  his  head  against  her.  She  had  forgotten  just  how  small  he  was.  She towered  over  him,  but  in  her  memories  he  always  towered  over  everyone else. It had been years since she had seen him, spoken to him. He was such a big  part  of  her  life,  her  family.  She  knew  that  he  had  survived—well,  died, but  still  survived.  She  had  worried,  wondered,  and  even  envied  Selia  her connection with him even though she would never really want something like it. 

“I missed you,” she whispered. 

“And I missed you, too,” Ryun said back. 

They stood there for a while, and then finally she took a step back and looked  down  at  him.  “You  are  back,”  she  said.  “I…  Selia  told  me  that  you were back a while ago, but I…I didn’t expect you back here so soon. It took them years.” 

Ryun shrugged. “I can move faster than they can. And I still took my time.” 

“I’m so glad that you’re back,” Anrosh said, feeling like a weight was being  lifted  from  her  chest.  “We…  There  is  a  lot  to  talk  about,  a  lot  that  I have  to  tell  you.  First,  we  have  a  problem  with  another  sect,  but  now  that you’re here we can—” 

“The Midnight Reign Sect, I know,” he interrupted. 

Anrosh  blinked.  “You  know?”  Immediately,  a  suspicion  appeared  in her mind.  He wouldn’t have…

 “Oh, he definitely would have,”  Kagehime chimed in. 

“I’ve  been  back  for  a  few  days.”  Ryun  looked  away.  “I  was…

listening.” 

“You didn’t come to me,” Anrosh said, and even though she tried, she couldn’t quite mask the hurt in her voice. 

He looked back at her, his eyes boring into hers. “I wanted to see the

state of the sect, of how things were going.” 

“And?” 

He sagged, an expression that should’ve been accompanied by a sigh, yet it wasn’t. That’s when she noticed it—he wasn’t breathing. As he formed his  response,  she  took  the  time  to  look  at  him,  really  look  at  him.  He  had changed—advanced certainly. He was an Evolved Realm Cultivator for sure, she  could  tell.  He  was  what  many  considered  an  unlikely  dream,  and  she knew  that  he  didn’t  plan  on  stopping  there.  How  different  he  was  from everybody  else…  But  then  again,  only  those  like  him  were  the  ones  who reached as far as he had, and as far as he would. 

“I’ve made many mistakes,” Ryun said finally. “I’ve treated this sect as something that it isn’t, not understanding why sects are the way they are. 

Tali was right, in that conversation you had with her. I think I understand it more now. Things will need to change. I will need to change.” 

“We have the time, and I have some ideas that I planned on speaking with  you  about.  But  for  now,  for  right  now,  we  need  to  deal  with  the Midnight  Reign  Sect.  Now  that  you  are  here,  you  can  just  go  and  see  what they want.” 

Ryun  shook  his  head,  a  sad  expression  on  his  face.  “No,  Anrosh,  I can’t. You are the one who will go.” 

She  was  taken  aback  by  that.  “What  do  you  mean?  You  can  clear everything up. They asked for you. We have a debt. Our people were in the wrong and we had ignored them.” 

Ryun looked away. “I understand far more now… It is not my place. I was wiser than I knew when I put you in charge. I was not meant for dealing with  things  like  that.  I  cannot  deal  with  them  even  if  the  theft  is  merely  a pretext  for  conversing  with  me.”  He  shook  his  head.  “I  should’ve  seen  this. 

We grew, our sect became larger, and my name became known. As Tali said, my face holds this sect together, and it attracts those who are more powerful. 

I left it all on your shoulders, and I am sorry for that, but…I need you to be this for me, for us.” 

“Why?”  she  asked  slowly.  She  knew  him  well  enough  to  know  that this wasn’t just a random thought. 

“Because I am not good with words. Because I am who I am. Because I  made  a  vow—I  gave  my  word  to  protect  those  who  are  mine,”  he  said harshly,  his  hand  reaching  to  his  chest,  grasping  at  nothing,  an  intense expression  on  his  face.  “I  can  feel  it  in  here,  the  need  to  go  and  see  to  it myself.  To  protect  them.  The  only  reasons  I  am  not  there  now  is  because  I heard Lesamitrius say that they are unharmed, and because I know that you will go. You are my right hand, Anrosh, the extension of my will. I know that you will deal with it, and that you will deal with it better than I could. I do not lie; when I speak promises, others hear threats. Even to an old Ascended Cultivator, I would tell him to return what is mine or die. I do not live in the world  of  compromises  and  agreements.  I  would  look  for  a  reason  to  bring him to an  end, to witness all that his sect is, and punish him for slights that could be dealt with in other ways. That is why I have you, why I put you in charge of the sect. I didn’t even know back then why I did it, but I understand now.  Even  when  I  didn’t  understand,  I  felt  it,  felt  that  I  needed  someone  to stand  between  me  and  others.  Because  I  cannot  solve  these  problems  any other way. I’ve shaped myself as a monster that doesn’t allow anyone in his way…a monster that keeps his word.” He shook his head and chuckled. 

He paused, then looked as if he were struggling to say something else. 

“I threatened the Empire,” he whispered finally. “And I truly felt like I could hurt  them.  I   knew  that  I  could  do  it.  I  went  into  the  fight  with  the  Dome Leader  knowing  that  I  could  help  kill  it.  And  I…I  failed,  all  of  us  but  two failed. We triumphed, but I…I lost.” 

It  was  a  rare  thing  for  him  to  show  such  emotion.  “How  did  you lose?” 

“The Dome Leader had incredible power over the mind. He captured all of us. I was helpless; I can’t even remember what happened while he was inside my head. I just know that I could do nothing to escape. If Zach hadn’t freed himself, if he hadn’t freed Eratemus… We would’ve all perished there. 

That was the first time in my life, Anrosh, that… I don’t remember it, but I

have that feeling stuck inside of my chest, the certainty that I would’ve lost on my own.” 

Anrosh  walked  over,  and  put  a  hand  on  his  shoulder,  squeezed reassuringly. 

“This  is  about  the  sects,  this  is  about  face  and  respect  and  honor, about  obligation.  You  need  to  be  the  face  of  our  sect,  and  I  can  make  you that.” 

She tilted her head at him. 

“I have gifts for you. But first, I will raise you to the Evolved Realm before you go,” he told her, as if he was saying something so ordinary. 

She  blinked,  opened  her  mouth,  then  hesitated.  When  she  had  asked him to share his inspiration with her, she had known that she would always depend on him to grow. She knew that; she had expected it. It was just…

“Don’t,” he interrupted her. “I know what you want to say.” 

His eyes bored into hers, then he continued. 

“I  have  listened  to  the  people  talking  in  the  city.  I  know  what  some say behind closed doors.” 

She glanced away, feeling…not ashamed, but unworthy, in a way. It did weigh on her mind, especially after her blunders. 

He reached out, grabbed her face, and turned it around. Cupping her cheeks  with  both  hands,  he  forced  her  to  look  at  him.  “Listen  to  me,”  he started. “They know nothing. Those who dare to call you a leech, who dare to say  that  you  are  undeserving  of  what  you  gained,  they  are  ignorant,  little more  than  idiots.  They  are  weak,  jealous  of  what  you  have,  angry  that  they can’t  have  the  same.  Nothing  in  this  life  is  granted  for  free.  Power  doesn’t come  to  those  who  sit  in  small  rooms  and  complain,  whisper  in  the  dark where  they  think  no  one  can  hear.  Fuck  them,  and  fuck  their  moronic opinions.” 

There was such a heat to his words—she had rarely heard him speak with such passion. It warmed her heart that he would speak that way for her. 

“You have never received anything that you didn’t deserve, anything

that you didn’t earn. You have given me more than anyone else in my entire life has given me, Anrosh. You were by my side from the moment I arrived in this world. You are my right hand. You are my family. You are the sister that I never had, are closer to me than my any of my family on Earth, whose faces  I  can’t  even  remember,  ever  were.  You  deserve  all  of  it;  you  deserve everything. Never let them get into your head. You might not have paid for your power with blood, but you paid all the same. You sacrificed your life to be  my  caretaker,  my  family,  to  protect  the  world  from  me.  I  am  sorry  for putting  you  into  this  position,  but  this  is  where  I  need  you.  I  need  you  to stand in between me and the world, to keep me from going too far. I wouldn’t have survived this world without you, and even if I had, I would not be who I am today.” 

He pulled her head down, forced her to bend low enough, and then he rose  and  kissed  her  on  both  cheeks.  Affection  from  him  was…  She  would remember this, always. Tears filled her eyes. 

“I  was  alone  for  so  long,”  Ryun  said.  “And  in  the  Void,  while  I recovered,  I  realized  just  how  much  I  need  people,  how  much  I  miss  them, and miss you. I will never let you go, Anrosh. I love you, sister, and you will come  with  me  to  the  end,  always  by  my  side—to  the  Eternal  Realm  and beyond, through time, until the end of all things. I will not let you die. And, so, I cannot let you go and meet with this sect without giving you everything that  I  can.  Your  name  will  be  known,  spoken  in  the  same  breath  as  mine.  I promise you this, we will make it happen.” 

She tried to find something to say. Thanking him seemed such a small thing, and barely enough. Words failed her, so she just pulled him close, held him as he held her, knowing that she had what she had always wanted. 

A family. 

Chapter Fourteen — Who Are You? 



They  were  sitting  on  the  grass,  the  night  sky  stretching  above  them. 

From  the  hill  she  could  see  the  city  in  the  distance  as  a  beacon  of  light. 

Consequence  looked  like  a  bonfire,  torches  and  glowing  crystals  blazing  in the night. She turned her eyes away, and met Ryun’s. 

“First, I don’t know if this is something that you might want,” Ryun said as he pulled out a vial and offered it to her. 

Slowly she reached out and took it from him, then looked at it. 



Elixir of Great Secondary Drinking this elixir will remove all the Path Removal

knowledge and power of your secondary

Cultivation path if it is not above tier 6. 

Consequences will depend on the second

path’s integration with perks and power. 



Anrosh  blinked  at  it.  “Where  did  you  get  this?  Was  it  a  reward  for killing the Dome Leader?” 

Ryun shook his head. “No, no. I died at the end, I didn’t get to see my rewards, remember? No, Selia has my rewards. This…this was Zenker’s.” 

She  leaned  back,  her  mind  trying  to  connect  what  he  had  just  said with reality. “Zenker’s? But… Oh. You found him?” 

“His  body.”  Ryun  nodded.  “Hastur  kept  him.  He  was  trying  to  do something  with  it,  but…  It  doesn’t  matter  now.  I  got  his  equipment,  his storage, his treasury.” 

“How much?” 

“Wealth  enough  to  make  sure  that  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect  never wants  for  anything.  We  are  going  to  need  to  build  a  real  vault,  Anrosh.  I don’t  want  to  keep  it  with  me  all  the  time;  I  am  holding  it  in  my  Void Storage, but if I die, we lose it all.” 

“What all is in there?” Anrosh asked. 

Ryun smiled. “We’ll get to that later. Do you want to drink that?” 

Anrosh  glanced  back  at  the  potion  in  her  hands.  “I…  It  is  too valuable, I’m sure that someone—” 

“You  don’t  need  to  worry  about  that,”  he  interrupted.  “I  have  two more.” 

“Oh,”  Anrosh  just  said.  “Even  still…  I  don’t  think  that  I  need  it,  or maybe  not  now.  The  Path  of  the  Unbreakable  Wall  is  good  for  me,  for  my style of fighting.” 

She  tried  to  think  about  what  she  would  even  take  instead  of  her current path. 

“Perhaps  in  the  future,  then,”  Ryun  said  as  he  took  the  elixir  back. 

“I’ve been trying to decide if I should take it myself.” 

“Really?” 

“The Path of the Unbreakable Wall is good; it has helped me a lot, but in the end it doesn’t synergize well with my aspect, and even the aspect I plan on taking as my second might be more useful with something else. I shall see. 

I  still  need  to  talk  with  a  few  people.  Today  is  about  you.  Here,  take  these first.” He dropped a small crate filled with stat increase potions. “I don’t have enough  for  a  bath,  but  it  will  still  be  useful.  I’ve  chosen  them  to  help  with your imbalance. You have advanced to Peak immortal?” 

“I have. I cycled as much as I could over the years,” she told him as she looked at the potions. There were dozens of potions, each of a different type, and she saw how there were more of some stats than others. She looked them over, and then with a glance at Ryun, started drinking. 

Once she was finished, he spoke. 

“I have an elixir that could improve your Qi, raising your tier to nine. 

But…I  hesitate  to  give  it  to  you,  as  we  lack  a  source  of  Absolute  Cold  that high, and it will be wasted if you cannot cycle high-tiered Essence. We will need to work on that and find a source, both for you and Kri.” 

Anrosh  nodded  in  understanding.  “Tier  six  is  still  high,  more  than

most ever achieve. Not everyone is a monster like you,” she said, waving it away, even though a part of her that was a Cultivator wished that she could take it. 

He  nodded  in  agreement,  and  then  pulled  out  three  vials  and  placed them in front of her. She picked them up, looking them over. 



Elixir of Great Perk Merge Consuming this elixir will allow you to merge any six perks, while using one

perk as the base for the new one. The

resulting perk will depend on the used

perks’ synchronization and compatibility. 

The effects can be harmful. Only perks

tier 6 and below can be merged. 

Great Core Reinforcement Consuming the elixir will add 25% more Elixir

capacity to the Cultivator’s core as well

as 25% more to its Qi density. 

Great Body Reinforcement Consuming this will reinforce your Elixir

physical body, granting you +3% to all

base stats. 



“Ryun, this is—” 

“Don’t worry, there is a lot more where that came from. I picked these especially for you. I have enough for me, and others.” 

“This is amazing.” 

“Zenker  had  the  wealth  of  an  entire  faction,  of  a  Great  Sect,  an Empire.  He  was  a  faction  all  by  himself…  I  do  not  think  that  we  could’ve defeated the Dome Leader without him. It was injured when we fought it; a scar ran down the Dome Leader’s entire body. And he did it all alone.” Ryun shook his head in amazement. “Show me your screens. I have an idea about which perks you should try and merge.” 

Anrosh did as he asked. 

Together, they went through all of her perks, discussing and making a choice. 

“Yes, that feels right,” Ryun said once they were done. 

“Will it work?” Anrosh asked. 

“I believe that it will,” Ryun answered. 

She looked at the three potions in her hands and drank them, starting with  the  reinforcement  elixirs.  Then,  she  took  her  clothes  off,  not  knowing what  the  effects  were  going  to  be,  and  drank  the  last  potion.  A  prompt appeared in front of her, and she picked the base and then the six perks. The effect was…not exactly unpleasant, but she could feel it happening, changing her  body.  She  felt  a  sharp  pain  in  her  back,  heard  a  creaking  noise  of shattering ice, and she felt cold. 

Once it was done, she felt…different. They had decided on upgrading her body, which was one thing that she was lacking in severely. Her previous choices  hadn’t  been  great;  useful,  but  not  great.  Considering  Ryun  had  said that his Evolved Inspiration had to do with his body…

“Huh,  that  is  interesting,”  Ryun  commented,  looking  her  up  and down. 

She pulled out the notification that appeared and read through it. 



Congratulations! Perk Merge Successful! 



Base Perk: Grand Absolute Cold Transcendent —

100%

Perk 2#: True Body — Enduring Crystal — 87%

Perk 3#: Hardened and Resistant Body — 82%

Perk 4#: Grand Frost Eyes — 57%

Perk 5#: Grand Frost Shields — 78%

Perk 6#: Grand Frost Endurance — 85%

 

Synchronization at 81.5% — Perk Merge

successful

 

 Lesser Frost Jotun: Transcendent of Absolute Cold

— Perk Gained



Anrosh really did feel different. She looked down at her arms, seeing they  were  still  deep  red  in  color,  but  now  there  was  more:  a  web  of  pure white  covered  every  part  of  her  skin.  They  were  cracks,  as  if  her  skin  had parted and was filled with something else, like scars. She studied the patterns closer, and realized that it was an interconnected web of snowflake patterns. 

It made her skin look as much white as it was red. She looked over her chest, her  stomach,  her  legs,  seeing  that  everything  was  covered  in  white.  It  was almost… She raised her eyes and looked at Ryun, at the cracks in his skin. It reminded  her  of  him.  His  inspiration  had  let  her  reach  this  far,  and  she  had always known that everything she achieved would be tinted by that. Hers was far more extreme, but at least it didn’t mist like his did. She pulled at her hair and saw that it was still white. 

Then,  she  felt  something  else,  a  new  sensation,  as  if  she  had additional  parts  that  she  had  never  sensed  before.  She  reached  up  with  her hand,  over  her  shoulder  and  touched…  a  bulge,  smooth  like  ice,  and  cold. 

There were three of them, all on her upper back: two on her shoulder blades and one in the center, near the back of her neck. 

Then, she reached out, feeling as if she was trying to move a limb that she had never moved before, and the three growths obeyed. They slid out of their  slots  in  her  skin  and  into  the  air,  floating  above  her  head  in  a  triangle formation.  She  looked  back,  and  saw  that  they  were  each  diamond  shaped, like  the  shields  that  her  perk  created—smaller,  though,  and  not  moving  on their  own.  She  had  to  control  them  on  her  own  now.  She  pulled  one  down into her hand and saw that it was white, and looked like crystallized Absolute Cold Essence. 

Her  hand  immediately  glanced  at  Ryun’s  fingers,  at  the  crystallized tips of his fingers. 

She  let  the  shield  float  back  behind  her  and  then  pulled  out  her  new perk’s window. 



Lesser Frost Jotun:

Your body is forged for the

Transcendent of Absolute

harshest of frost. Physical changes:

Cold

You have grown three Absolute

Cold shields that you can control

like limbs to a range of two meters. 

Your bones are sheeted in a layer of

ice, increasing their durability. The

Absolute Cold Qi seeps through

your flesh and marks your skin; you

can instill the feelings of frost and

cold in anyone who meets your

eyes. Your body is immune to all

effects of cold temperatures and

Absolute Cold Qi. Your body has

15% resistance to physical damage, 

and any poisons, disease, or toxins, 

that enter your body are subjected

to freezing effects immediately, 

their temperature lowered until they

are neutralized. 

When the temperature around you

is below freezing, your body starts

to influence it, deepening the cold

and increasing its effects by 20%

per minute to a maximum of 60%. 

Any cold-related powers that you

use are 30% more effective in

above zero temperature, while in

sub-zero environments all your

cold-related powers are 60% more

effective and additionally have their

cooldowns reduced by 15%. 

Your body no longer produces heat; 

instead, it produces cold. Effort, 

injuries, pleasure, and any other

activities that previously increased

your body’s temperature will cool

you instead. If a certain point is

reached, the Absolute Cold patterns

on your skin will sheath you in a

layer of ice that is 40% more

resistant to special damage and has

durability equal to 500% your

endurance. You will lose 15% of

your speed and can’t use any

abilities while in this state. 

Gain +60% to endurance, +20% to

strength, and +20% to wisdom. 



She lost some things—vitality, regeneration—but she had gained a lot as well. It was a good perk, and she felt stronger for it. 

“Hm…”  Ryun  said  after  he  read  through  it.  “That  is  something  that we can work with. Ascended Inspiration will require for us to work on your body,  but…  we  have  time  for  that.  Now,  we  can  move  to  the  next  part:  the Evolved Realm.” 

“Wait.”  She  narrowed  her  eyes  at  him.  “You  already  have  your Ascended Inspiration?” 

His  proud  smile  was  the  only  answer  she  got,  and  then  he  gestured with his hand. 

She felt trepidation. She was about to advance again, to reach a realm that was far beyond anything she had ever dreamed she could achieve. 

“But first, tell me, who do you think you are?” 

Anrosh blinked, not quite understanding. “What do you mean?” 

“Exactly  what  I  asked.  Deep  down,  how  do  you  see  yourself?  The person that you are?” 

Anrosh opened her mouth, the words “sect leader” on her tongue, but she  hesitated.  She  thought  about  it  for  a  while.  And  then…she  gave  her answer. 

“A mother,” she said slowly. Then she smiled. “A sister.” 

Ryun  matched  her  smile.  “Keep  that  in  mind  for  this  next  part.  The Evolved Realm is about choice.” 

Anrosh  frowned,  but  didn’t  say  anything,  and  did  as  he  asked.  She trusted him above all others. 

He leaned forward, and extended his hands. She put hers beneath his, not  touching  his  palms  but  waiting.  He  cycled  his  Qi  and  she  did  the  same. 

She  felt  them  enter  the  same  state  that  they  had  once  before.  “Evolved Inspiration is about your understanding of your body, about accepting it. For me, it was about realizing that I am no longer human, that I had no need to breathe, that I had no organs to pump blood. That I was Void. ” 

Anrosh  kept  her  eyes  closed,  and  tried  to  imagine  it.  It  was  not  her inspiration, but she could identify with it. She wasn’t human, either; she had two hearts, her bones were sturdier, she was taller than ordinary humans, and her skin was red. With this new perk that was even more true. She was now a creature of flesh and ice, a being of cold. It wasn’t the same, but it resonated, though it didn’t need to. She was riding Ryun’s inspiration, not her own. She felt it settle inside of her, and then it was done. 

She could advance to the next Realm. 

Chapter Fifteen — Three Gifts



She  looked  at  the  window  in  front  of  her,  hesitating.  Her  core  was filled with Essence, as it had been for a while now. She could advance, could step  into  the  Evolved  Realm.  Yet  a  part  of  her  was  scared  of  it  too.  More power,  as  she  had  learned,  didn’t  always  mean  more  safety—it  meant  that more powerful people now took notice of you. 

She felt Ryun reach out and take her hand, squeezing reassuringly. 

“We will make sure that you become as strong as you possibly can,” 

he told her. 

Anrosh nodded and then advanced before she could change her mind. 

Her  Qi  shifted,  burning  with  cold,  and  turned  into  something  more. 

Her  core  grew,  the  Qi  quality  improved.  In  one  moment,  she  felt  as  if  her whole body was just a hole in the world, filled with Absolute Cold. 

And then the change passed over her, and a notification flashed in the corner of her eye. 



Congratulations, you have reached the Early



Evolved Realm Stage on the Path of the Sword! 





Reward—Evolved Form perk! You have stepped

into the Realm of the Evolved. As such, you now  

begin to manifest the power of your inner self and

soul. You may choose in which way that power

manifests. 



Evolved Form: Wolf of

Assume your Evolved Form, that of the

the Absolute End (Path

Wolf of the Absolute End. Your body

Perk)

turns into a giant wolf made out of your Qi

aspects, your form gaining the properties

of the Qi used (Current-Absolute Cold—

N/A: everything you touch will lose its

heat, lowering its temperature; gain +15%

to wisdom). Gain +80% to all stats. All

techniques cost 40% less and you gain

+30% to technique speed. Your

temperature-affecting powers are 20%

more effective. Gain +15% to endurance

and strength. 

Evolved Form: Great

Assume your Evolved Form, that of the

Jotun (Path Perk)

Great Jotun. You turn into a giant, your

size increasing by 150%, and you gain

+150% to all stats. All powers that scale

off of strength or endurance are 30% more

effective. Gain +15% to endurance and

strength. 

Evolved Form: Shield

Assume your Evolved Form, that of the

Maiden (Path Perk)

Shield Maiden. In this form your senses

are sharpened, your reactions improved, 

and your thoughts quickened by 100%. 

You can anticipate your opponents’

movements. You gain +50% to all stats

and your stamina regenerates 25% faster. 

All defensive powers are 15% more

effective. Gain +10% to strength, vitality, 

and dexterity. 



“The first one is mine,” Ryun said as he read through her choices. 

She  realized  that  she  didn’t  know  what  his  Evolved  powers  even

were.  He  heard  the  question  even  before  she  asked  it,  and  showed  her  his screens. 

He was, as he had always been, amazing. But she could see what he meant.  The  first  choice  she  had  been  offered  was  his  Evolved  Form.  She wasn’t surprised; she followed his inspiration, and their aspects were similar in some ways. It wasn’t her choice that was tied to her Cultivation path, but his. The second was probably because of her new body, and the last was the choice based on her choices, the defensive nature of her perks and style. 

“It is the most powerful of the choices, I think,” Anrosh said. “But I am  a  fighter.  Without  a  sword  and  shield,  I  don’t  think  it  would  even  be useful to me. I can’t use my main path’s techniques with it… No, actually I might  be  able  to.  But  in  it,  I  couldn’t  use  a  sword  and  a  shield,  or  armor.  I don’t think that I should take it. The Shield Maiden or Jotun are the ones for me.” 

“There are ways for armor and weapons to be used even in that form. 

In the end, they could all be powerful picks, yes—but, Anrosh, this isn’t just about you and your power. It is about a statement, about face, the perception of our sect. And it is about you, about who you want to be. This is a choice more  than  any  other  you  have  had  before.  Remember  what  I  asked  you earlier:  Who  are  you?  Think  about  your  choices,  and  think  about  who  you want to be.” 

She  held  his  eyes  for  a  long  minute,  and  then  she  closed  them  and tried  to  do  as  he  had  said.  She  was  a  protector  of  their  sect…  No,  she protected,  but  she  was  more  a  caretaker,  a  guide.  Ryun’s  name  protected them,  Tali  protected  them.  The  people  themselves  protected  them.  She  just stood  in  between  them  and  everybody  else.  But  who  was  she?  The  Shield Maiden  would  make  her  that  protector,  a  shield  and  a  sword.  The  Jotun would  give  her  presence,  something  that  she  felt  like  she  lacked.  And  what would the Wolf of the Absolute End say? It wasn’t tied to anything that she did, it was tied to Ryun. 

But she remembered her answer. 

 I am a mother, a sister. 

She opened her eyes and looked at him. 

 We are family. 

She  could  be  a  lesser  version  of  him;  that  was  fine.  It  would demonstrate to others an image that they would remember. She had no doubt that  Ryun  would  show  himself  in  his  Evolved  Form,  that  his  actions  would instill  fear,  respect,  honor.  And  every  time  someone  came  for  the  sect,  they would meet her. They would see her Evolved Form and remember him. 

Yes,  it  was  about  more  than  usefulness.  It  was  a  message,  a perception.  Face. 

“You  are  right,”  Anrosh  said,  and  she  made  her  choice.  It  settled inside of her, and she met his eyes again. “Can I?” 

Ryun nodded. “Of course.” 

She stood, still not wearing any clothes, and used her perk. 

The  change  came  over  her;  her  body  changed,  her  Qi  surged.  She grew, her hands hit the ground, and her body became covered in fur. Once it was  done,  she  felt  changed,  and  powerful  unlike  anything  she  had  ever  felt before. She looked down, seeing that she truly towered over Ryun—she had to  be  almost  two  stories  tall.  She  looked  at  her  feet,  her  paws  that  were freezing the ground where she stood, saw red fur and white, the same as her skin:  a  red  base  with  white  patterns  all  over  it.  Her  claws  were  white, crystallized Absolute Cold Qi. 

Then,  she  felt  something  else.  Moving  on  instinct,  three  shields moved over her, into her visual field. They were larger than they were in her other  form,  shields  shaped  like  diamonds,  forged  out  of  Qi,  and  floating  in the air, not attached to anything. That was good; it would help her a lot with the lack of weapons and armor. 

She  looked  back  at  Ryun  as  she  felt  a  surge  of  Qi  from  him,  too—

black  and  violet  Qi  surged  out  of  his  body,  enveloped  him,  and  grew.  A moment later, a black wolf that looked like it was made out of mist stood in front of her. She saw the ground cracking, his Void Qi devouring it. The air around  him  crackled,  too,  as  it  touched  his  Qi.  He  was  not  flesh  and  blood

like she was; he was a being made out of the Void, but they were the same nonetheless.  His  claws  and  fangs  were  crystallized  and  violet  Qi,  just  like hers were white. He was taller than her in this form, but not by much. 

“Incredible, isn’t it?” he growled. 

“It is,” Anrosh responded in kind. “Thank you.” 

“We still haven’t reached the end. I have one last gift for you,” Ryun said. He reverted his form, and she followed suit a moment after. 

Once they were both in their usual forms, they moved away from the frozen and consumed ground, near the single tree on the hill. 

Ryun  pulled  out  a  small  box  and  offered  it  to  her.  “The  first,  out  of three,” he said. 

Anrosh frowned and took the box, then opened it. Her eyes widened immediately  as  she  looked  at  the  two  rings.  Each  of  them  was  bone,  she could tell, one white and the other black. 



Ebony Ring of the +3500 to Intelligence

Shrouded Mind



The Ebony Ring of the Shrouded

Mind hides your mind. While

worn, no other non-connected

mind or mental power can find

your mind with its detection. To

reach your mind, they would

need to strike blindly and hope to

find their mark. While worn, it

also increases your mental

defenses by 500%, and any

attempt to touch your mind will

send a counter strike with power

equal to 10x your intelligence. 



Ivory Ring of

+2000 to Intelligence

the Hidden

+1500 to Wisdom

Power



The Ivory Ring of the Hidden

Power hides your advancement. 

While worn, it shrouds your core

and Qi usage, your perk and ability

usage, and your skill usage. 



“Ryun… Eternal rings?” she asked. 

He  nodded.  “I  have  learned  just  how  important  protections  against mind  attacks  are.  Wear  that  one,  at  least,  always.  I  would  suggest  the  other one as well. Smart opponents will know that not being able to read you will mean danger, and the stupid will attack anyway.” 

She  glanced  at  the  two  rings  again.  Each  was  worth  more  than  what their sect had, what it could produce in a decade. A treasure—but then again, Ryun had told her that he had a wealth of an empire. She pulled them out of the box and slipped them on. 

Ryun  nodded  and  then  pulled  out  another  item,  a  shield  this  time.  It was  ocean  green  in  color,  and  looked  rough,  as  if  it  had  been  carved  out  of glass. He offered it to her and she took it from his hands. 



Shard of the

+3200 to Endurance

Lazik Demon



When the Shard of the Red Demon

is worn, it passively increases your

endurance by 15%. Blocking with

this shield fills a meter which, after

sufficiently powerful attacks have

been blocked, acquires charges of

Demon Wrath, to a maximum of 20

charges. The shield possesses

several active abilities:



Shield of Lazik: Spend 5 charges

to create a sphere shield around you

to a size up to 20 meters in

diameter, with durability equal to

25x your endurance. 

Spear of Lazik: Spend 5 charges to

shoot a spear of kinetic energy from

the surface of the shield, with power

equal to 25x your strength. 

Summon Lesser Lazik Demon:

Spend 10 charges to summon 1

lesser Lazik Demon to obey your

commands for 25 minutes or until

vanquished. 

Emerald Field: Spend 15 charges

to unleash a powerful field of

Ocean Essence. Once the Essence

hits solid-state Essence, it will

convert it into a liquid state, 

drowning the target. 



“Heavens.” Anrosh looked at it in amazement. 

“I’ve  tested  it  a  bit,”  Ryun  told  her.  “Lazik  Demons  are  apparently water based. The summon isn’t that powerful, but it can be a distraction, and it  does  have  other  uses.  The  field  will  send  a  blast  of  mist  around  you  that will turn to liquid once it hits something. With you being able to freeze stuff, I think this will be more than useful.” 

“I’m sure,” Anrosh added, not knowing what more to say. 

“Now,  the  last  gift…”  Ryun  hesitated.  “I  picked  all  of  these  from what Zenker had, but this…this is the one that I think will be the most useful to you.” 

He put his hand out, and a moment later a suit of armor appeared. It was  colorful,  and  more  beautiful  than  anything  that  she  had  ever  seen.  It looked  like  it  was  made  out  of  scales  that  constantly  changed  color,  which made  it  look  like  it  was  the  color  of  moving  rainbows.  The  chest  piece  had two  golden  dragons,  coming  down  from  the  shoulders  where  their  tails  met the shoulder pads, to the chest where their heads met, roaring at each other. 

Fine  threads  of  deep  red  connected  the  plates  that  gave  the  armor  extra movement.  It  had  a  small  white  fur  neck  wrap,  and  a  battle  skirt  fanned beneath the waist. The gauntlets were the same: scales up to the elbow, with golden  plates  on  the  hands  and  short  white  claws  at  the  fingertips.  The leggings were cloth, with scale discs attached to it over the thighs, and boots incorporated  the  greaves  that  were  covered  in  scales  and  golden  plates.  The helmet  was  shaped  like  a  dragon’s  head,  and  it  too  was  covered  in  rainbow scales that moved constantly. 

She reached for the set and read its windows. 



Spectrum Celestial

+1500 to Endurance

Dragon Plate (chest)

+1500 to Vitality

+200 to Strength



When worn, your stamina regeneration is

increased by 350%. Every time you spend

stamina by using a power, increase all your

armor pieces durability by +50% to a

maximum of 350%. Adaptive, equip, repair, 

durability. 



Part of the  Suit of Spectrum Set; if all five

pieces are worn, activate  Spectrum

 Survival. 



Spectrum Celestial

+1000 to Endurance

Dragon Gauntlets

+1000 to Vitality

(gauntlets)

+1500 to Strength



When worn, your stamina regeneration is

increased by 250%. Every time you spend

stamina by using a power, you gain +50%

to any physical damage that you deal to a

maximum of 250%. Adaptive, equip, 

repair, durability. 



Part of the  Suit of Spectrum Set; if all five pieces are worn activate  Spectrum

 Survival. 



Spectrum Celestial

+1000 to Endurance

Dragon Helm (helmet) +1000 to Vitality

+1500 to Intelligence



When worn, your mental stamina

regeneration is increased by 250%. Every

time you spend mental stamina by using a

power, you gain -10% to your power

cooldowns, to a maximum of -90%. 

Adaptive, equip, repair, durability. 



Part of the  Suit of Spectrum Set; if all five

pieces are worn activate  Spectrum

 Survival. 



Spectrum Celestial

+1000 to Endurance

Dragon Trousers

+1000 to Vitality

(leggings)

+1500 to Wisdom



When worn, your mental stamina

regeneration is increased by 250%. Every

time you spend mental stamina by using a

power, you gain +50% to any special

damage you deal to a maximum of 250%. 

Adaptive, equip, repair, durability. 



Part of the  Suit of Spectrum Set; if all five pieces are worn activate  Spectrum

 Survival. 



Spectrum Celestial

+1000 to Endurance

Dragon Boots (boots)

+1000 to Vitality

+1500 to Dexterity



When worn, your stamina regeneration is

increased by 250%. Every time you spend

stamina by using a power, you gain +10%

to your physical speed to a maximum of

90%. Adaptive, equip, repair, durability. 



Part of the  Suit of Spectrum Set; if all five pieces are worn activate  Spectrum

 Survival. 



Suit of Spectrum Set:

When all five set pieces of armor are worn, 

 Spectrum Survival

you gain the Spectrum Survival buff. 



Spectrum Survival: Once a day, you may

designate an Essence for your armor to

adapt to. Once chosen, the armor will

change color and you will gain a 95%

resistance to that Essence. Resistance to

hybrid and related Essences will be lesser

depending on the closeness to the Essence

chosen, but never less than 30%. 



“Put it on,” Ryun urged her. 

She  realized  that  she  had  just  been  staring  at  it  for  the  past  few minutes.  eternal  armor.  An  eternal  armor   set.  How  much  power  was  this going to give her? She reached to the armor and used equip. It flashed, and then it was around her. She closed her eyes as she felt the power of it, and felt it ask something of her—an Essence choice. 

“Pick something,” Ryun said. 

She  wondered  what  she  should  pick  for  her  first  try,  and  then  she spoke. “Kinetic,” she said, settling on the simplest—physical damage, or the energy that was transferred on impact. 

The  scales  of  her  armor  froze,  the  colors  stopped  moving,  and  then the scales rippled, changing color. A few moments later, every scale was gray in color. 

Ryun  walked  over  and  punched  her  in  the  chest.  She  was  more shocked from him doing it than from the result: nothing happened. It might as well had been a tap. 

“This is incredible,” Anrosh said. 

“It is yours.” 

“I can’t believe it.” 

Ryun chuckled. 

“What  is  adaptive?”  Anrosh  asked.  She  had  never  seen  that  trait  on armor. 

“Ah, that is another very useful addition,” Ryun said. “Why don’t you try and enter your Evolved Form?” 

Anrosh blinked. “No way.” 

All armor in the Infinite Realm could change shape when it was first put on by a person—but only the armor given by the Framework adapted to its user. Crafted armor had to be made to size. 

She did as Ryun asked, and triggered her perk again. 

She grew, changed, and her armor grew with her, changing form. It fit around her, shrouding her wolf form just as well as it had her ordinary one. 

She looked at it in disbelief. 

“That is so awesome,” Anrosh whispered, and changed back. 

“Yes, it is.” 

“Thank you, for everything,” she told him. 

Ryun put a hand on her shoulder. “You never need to thank me. This is what family does.” 

She agreed. 

Chapter Sixteen — Honor



They  were  led  through  the  territories  that  only  ever  saw  the  light  of the  moon.  Anrosh  kept  her  cloak’s  hood  up,  obscuring  her  features  in  the same  ways  as  their  escorts  did.  Lesamitrius  and  her  other  warriors  had nevertheless  noticed,  of  course,  that  her  red  skin  was  covered  with  white patterns now. All of them were Cultivators and understood what such change meant,  though  they  couldn’t  know  the  specifics.  She  had  told  them  that  she had upgraded her body, and in that she had not lied to them. Regardless, she hadn’t spoken plainly at all. 

That morning after she met with Ryun and he had given her the gifts

—weeks ago now—she had gone back to the city and found Lesamitrius and her  warriors  ready  for  their  trip.  They  had  planned  on  leaving  that  morning already,  and  she  hurried  them  along.  She  only  left  a  few  words  with  the palace guards for Nayra, and then she was off. No one had the chance to even see her change. 

She  wished  that  she  had  spoken  with  Nayra,  at  the  very  least,  but Ryun had asked her not to, saying that there was something that he wanted to see develop, that he wanted to snoop some more. She was alarmed when he told her, but he assured her that the danger was minimal. The only thing that Anrosh could imagine were the relations with either the Zenshuen remnants or  House  Ornn.  She  knew  that  some  of  them  were  having  issues  with following  orders  from  someone  like  her,  that  the  only  reason  they  did  was because Tali was there. Regardless, no one was going to be suspicious about anything; the trip had already been planned. She’d just skipped the goodbyes. 

It wasn’t that she wanted to keep her advancement a secret. It was just that  people  would  ask  questions,  and  then  she  would  have  to  avoid  giving them  answers.  Ryun  wanted  to  sneak  around  the  sect  for  a  bit,  and  those answers would reveal his return. 

There was no hiding anything from Lesamitrius and their warriors, of course. They could see the changes plainly even though she hid herself under

her big coat. She could tell that they were curious, but they had been picked for  this  mission  for  their  loyalty,  and  so  none  of  them  would  say  anything. 

Lesamitrius cast glances her way, but never did he outright ask why she was hiding herself. 

If  she  was  being  honest  with  herself,  she  didn’t  know  the  answer  to that question. Her ring hid her core, her Qi, the sense of her advancement, all in a way that she never could’ve achieved on her own. She was proficient in shrouding  her  core  when  she  was  focusing  on  it,  but  not  otherwise.  Now, though, she appeared as if she were a master, she knew. 

The  ring  was  a  great  gift,  but  it  was  also  a  crutch.  She  understood what  Ryun  told  her  that  night  after  he  tried  to  teach  her  how  to  move naturally in her Evolved Form—these gifts would not make her great. They were tools, and as with any tool, she would need to master them if she wanted to use them to their full potential. 

Perhaps  that  was  a  part  of  it,  then.  Some  small  part  of  her  was…

feeling ashamed, perhaps, at the fortune she had been given. She loved Ryun, and he loved her; they were a family, and she appreciated what he had done. 

After their conversation, she felt better. She did know that she deserved this, that  she  did  a  lot  of  work  for  the  sect,  for  him.  Knowing  something  and feeling something, though, were two different things. 

They were led through the territory, into a cave, and the passage into the  Under.  She  heard  Lesamitrius’  account  of  the  city  below,  but  words didn’t give it justice. It was glorious, the greatest thing that she had ever laid eyes  on.  The  Tournament  City  had  been  grand,  but  it  had  been  a  thing  that was  built  for  a  purpose,  raised  and  razed  based  on  need.  It  was  a  feat  of power, of wealth, of skill, but it was not beautiful. 

This city, though, was truly beautiful. It was everything that she loved about  the  sects:  craft  raised  to  the  point  of  perfection.  She  could  see  what Lesamitrius saw, that the city had once been a dungeon. It was clear from the layout that the pyramids and monoliths were probably remnants of that stage in the city’s life. Now, though, it was all brought together by art. Resplendent plates of gold and black on the walls of buildings, jewels embedded into the

ground—worthless  gems  that  had  been  worked  by  masters,  carved  into shapes  so  that  they  seamlessly  fit  in  between  the  stones.  Mosaics,  tiny colored stones that painted beautiful pictures. 

And the people, too. Undead, mindless but bound, walked the streets, and she tried hard to suppress a shiver. She remembered fighting the horde of undead,  the  necromancer’s  dead  body.  It  had  been  years  ago,  but  she  still couldn’t  get  over  it.  Fighting  the  undead  was  unlike  fighting  anything  else. 

They just never stopped, no matter their injuries. 

Here, at least, they were not like the grotesque and gruesome undead that she had fought before. She saw no zombies with their flesh falling apart. 

These were mostly skeletons, and always fulfilling some task—pulling a cart, working on buildings. But, there were others, too, such as Cultivators on the paths  that  brought  them  to  undeath.  She  could  see  that  their  bodies  looked different,  appeared  more  muscular,  dark  in  color,  but  also  dry  in  a  way,  the skin pulled taut. Tali’s best guess based on what Lesamitrius told them was that their True Bodies turned them into draugr-type undead. From what Tali knew,  draugr  had  incredible  physical  strength,  and  tough  skin,  though  there was no way of knowing what, exactly, their True Bodies granted them. There were countless types of undead, and so countless types of draugr. 

Their  escorts  didn’t  let  them  sightsee  for  long,  as  they  reached  the palace—or what she thought was a palace—in the shape of a large pyramid. 

The  inside  was  equally  as  grand,  being  home  to  tall  ceilings  and  wide corridors.  There  were  countless  images  on  the  walls,  depicting  battles, landscapes,  and  some  that  were  just  abstract  art.  She  admired  them  as  they passed, but as soon as they reached the grand ornate doors, she focused her mind on the task before her. 

One of their escorts turned to her and spoke. 

“Only you,” he told her. 

She  gave  him  a  look,  knowing  that  Lesamitrius  had  been  forced  to enter alone. She wasn’t an emissary, though, and Tali’s teachings had taught her that politics between sects were a dance. 

“I  am  a  Sect  Leader  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect.  I  do  not  go

unaccompanied.” 

The  man  looked  like  he  wanted  to  argue,  but  then  he  tilted  his  head and  waved  her  in.  The  doors  opened  and  she  pulled  down  her  cloak  and stored it, revealing her robes. Her robes were as well made as her sect could craft them, and they had improved a lot over the years. These were black and violet, the sect’s colors, with elaborate embroidery over the hems. She took a deep breath and then stepped inside. 

She  walked  the  long  room,  saw  the  undead  guards  around  the  room much the same as the guards in Consequence’s throne room. At the end of it was their Sect Head, just as Lesamitrius had described him. He was undead, and  was  wearing  a  golden  headdress.  Golden  robe-like  garment  covered  his torso, but he left his arms bare. He was muscled the same as the undead she had seen in the city, but to a greater degree—even sitting she could tell that he was tall, probably taller than her, but not by much. His skin was the color of a bruise, with black armbands around his biceps. An armored dress hung beneath his waist, one hand resting on his throne while the other was on his knee, holding a golden scepter. His blue eye glowed and bored into hers. She didn’t  look  away,  even  though  she  could  feel  the  weight  of  his  eyes  as  if  it was  a  physical  thing.  Whether  that  was  his  Ruler’s  Eyes  or  if  she  was  just imagining it didn’t matter. She walked up to the steps leading to the throne, her  warriors  behind  her.  Once  she  stopped,  one  of  the  guards  next  to  the throne spoke. 

“You  are  in  the  presence  of  the  Repesh  Emsis,  Sect  Head  of  the Midnight  Reign  Sect,  Lord  of  All  Under  Night,  Keeper  of  the  Tide,  Great Judge, Holder of Scepter of Nisha.” 

Anrosh  bowed  while  Lesamitrius  and  the  others  knelt  to  one  knee. 

Her  bow  was  one  of  respect,  of  an  inferior,  but  not  one  coming  in supplication. It was intended to convey her respect for the sect she stood in, while retaining her own honor and the honor of her sect. She held the position for  a  few  seconds,  and  then  straightened.  Lesamitrius  stood  and  stepped  up next to her, then spoke. 

“Arriving,  Anrosh  Kesh,  Sect  Leader,  acting  Sect  Head  of  the

Twilight Melody Sect, she who carries the will of the sect.” 

Short,  and  to  the  point.  She  had  titles,  too,  but  they  had  decided against  using  them.  It  wouldn’t  seem…appropriate  for  him  to  call  her  the Slayer of the Undead in front of a Sect Head that was himself undead. That she  carried  the  will  of  the  sect  was  enough.  Once  she  was  announced,  she stepped forward, and spoke. 

“Great  Sect  Head,  Ascended  Master  Emsis,”  she  started,  her  voice calm and respectful, even though she felt anything but calm inside. “You’ve asked  to  speak  with  the  Sect  Head  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect,  and  here  I am, acting in that capacity. I am here to ask after the fate of my subjects, and their crimes against your sect. I hope we may find a solution, to preserve the respect and honor of both sects.” 

For  a  few  moments,  there  was  no  sound  in  the  throne  room  but  the breathing of her side. The undead didn’t move, didn’t even twitch. Then, just as she felt the overbearing weight of the silence nearly crush her, he spoke. 

“Respect. Honor,” the Sect Head Repesh Emsis said slowly, his voice deep  and  echoing  off  the  walls  of  the  room.  It  sounded  like  a  mountain moving. It sounded like…strength. “You do not know of these things, I asked to speak with your Sect Head, or with Anatalien Far Solla. Not you.” 

Anrosh knew that, but this was about the perception of the sect. And if she was going to rule, to be the face of their sect, they couldn’t let others dictate  who  they  spoke  with.  “Respectfully,  Sect  Head,  you  asked  to  speak with the Sect Head, and I am serving in that capacity. My word is the same as Ryun’s  word.  Anatalien  does  not  involve  herself  in  the  rule  of  our  sect,  no matter what others might believe.” 

She  said  this  slowly,  and  in  his  eyes  she  could  see  his  disbelief.  An Ascended  Realm  Cultivator  taking  orders  from  an  immortal?  It  was laughable.  True,  Tali  didn’t  take  orders,  but  Anrosh  knew  better  than  to  try and give them to her. Tali advised. She didn’t make decisions. 

“You come to my home, uninvited, and tell me in my own home who it is that I should be speaking with?” 

Anrosh suppressed her desire to grimace. Tali had warned her that old Sect  Heads  were  beasts  of  their  own,  that  they  were  used  to  not  just  their power, but the sanctity that they enjoyed in their seats of power. 

He leaned forward, his eyes never blinking. “Does your sect have so little respect for its neighbors that you come here and try to deceive me?” 

“I  do  not  deceive,  and  if  that  is  how  I  am  perceived,  it  is  not  my intention,” Anrosh answered, dipping her head. 

“I  know  of  you.  They  say  you  are  a  raised  immortal,  relying  on another’s strength. The things I have to speak with are for a Sect Head’s ears only. Anatalien Far Solla was an Ascended Realm Cultivator and a Sect Head before  her  death  was  announced  across  the  world.  That  she  is  here,  in  your sect,  is  a  mystery,  but  she  at  least  is  someone  worthy  enough  to  hear  that which I have to say. Your Sect Head’s deeds have spread wide. He stood and held the tide of monsters in the Tournament City until the portal was closed. 

He acted when others saw only to the matters of their greed, and defeated the Dome  Leader.  His  honor  is  undisputed.  Yours,  Anrosh  Kesh,  is  honor  by association, not your own.” 

That made Anrosh angry. Yes, her name wasn’t known, but she didn’t sit behind Ryun and hide. Who was he to decide that she didn’t have honor, deserved  no  respect?  “I  was  there  too,  Sect  Head,”  she  said,  some  of  her scorn seeping into her tone despite her trying to hold herself back. “I fought those  same  monsters  in  the  Tournament  City,  fought  to  give  others  time  to run,  to  escape  their  deaths.  I  died  there  my  first  death,  and  I  fought  for  my sect;  I  protected  her.  Where  were  you  when  the  necromancer  rose  on  the frontier,  when  sects  fell  and  innocents  died?  Where  was  your  honor  then?  I stood at the head of the army that stopped him, while you hid in your palace of gold.” 

She  shouldn’t  have  said  that;  her  anger  had  gotten  the  better  of  her. 

She knew why they hadn’t come, or at least why Tali thought they hadn’t—

because  they  were  undead,  and  a  powerful  necromancer  was  their  greatest weakness.  One  could  never  knew  what  kind  of  perks  a  necromancer  had.  It would  take  only  one  powerful  perk  to  give  him  control  of  an  undead  he

hadn’t raised himself. The Midnight Reign Sect couldn’t have risked it. 

Sect Head Repesh Emsis looked at her without a change in his stony expression. Then he waved his hand, and it took her a moment to realize that it  was  a  gesture  that  meant  he  had  conceded  to  her  point.  Emboldened,  she continued speaking. 

“Sect  Head,”  she  said  calmly,  getting  herself  under  control.  “We’ve found your message, we’ve investigated, and we know what our fellows have done. At least let me see them, confirm that they are safe.” 

“Your  people  are  whole,”  Repesh  told  her.  “They  are  criminals  who have stolen from my sect. Their fate can and will be dealt with when I get to speak with either Anatalien Far Solla or Ryun Nacht.” 

“Anything you wish to say to them, you can say to me.” 

“No.” 

Her  anger  rose  again,  but  this  time  she  didn’t  let  it  out.  Why  was  it always like this? She continued to gain a measure of respect here and there, but never enough. She always failed in some way. She knew that there had to be  words  that  could  get  him  to  speak  with  her,  to  tell  her  what  he  so desperately  wanted  to  tell  them.  But  she  didn’t  know;  Tali  had  taught  her well, and it was not her failing but Anrosh’s. She was not worthy enough, but she wanted to be. 

 Fine,  then,  she  thought  to  herself.  The  Sect  Head  might  not  want  to talk to her about whatever it was that he hid, but she would not leave his city without knowing the fate of her people. She knew that she couldn’t. Ryun’s words echoed in her head. 

 I would look for a reason to bring him to an end. 

It was a part of Ryun that he had sealed inside of himself, the part that always  kept  his  word,  and  he  had  promised  to  protect  his  people.  That  he trusted Anrosh was the only reason why he could stay away. He trusted that she  would  do  everything  in  her  power  to  protect  them  as  he  had  promised. 

But if she failed, if she returned without knowing anything… Repesh would not get his conversation with Ryun. He would get to meet the Undying Void

as he smashed through the earth above their city, as he came for their people. 

Ryun did not compromise. 

That was what he had her for. 

“I  am  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect,”  Anrosh  said  slowly,  her  voice carrying across the room. “You have taken our people, when words could’ve accomplished more. You’ve taken it upon yourself to punish those who were not  yours  to  punish.  You  speak  of  honor  and  respect,  but  you  have  showed none to us. Your emissaries come and demand to speak with our Sect Head as if  they  have  the  right  to  ask  for  such  an  audience.  You  have  overstepped.” 

She could see his expression changing now, the stony blank turning to anger and disbelief. “The Twilight Melody Sect has taken offense. You will show me to my people, and this matter will be settled.” 

His  eyes  narrowed,  and  then  he  spoke,  his  voice  like  the  thunder. 

“You dare to disrespect me in my own home?” 

“I  gave  you  respect  and  you  gave  none  in  return.  You  listened  and assumed,  based  on  what  others  have  told  you.  I  don’t  know  you—I  have never heard of you—and I came here with all the respect that I could muster. 

But all things have limits. I understand that you think this is the way to get what you want, to speak with those you think I answer to. It is not. My Sect Head  would  often  say  something  to  me  that  I  never  quite  understood,  but  I see it now. He says that respect is earned, never given.” 

“Respect is earned…” His eyes looked over her, studying her, and she felt  a  deep  hole  opening  up  inside  her  chest  where  her  two  hearts  started beating faster and faster as an uneasy sensation settled inside her mind. “You want to demand things of an Ascended, in his own home? You, an immortal child?  Very  well.  Your  Sect  Head  might  have  the  right  of  it.  You  will  earn my respect.” 

She felt as if the room was suddenly smaller, as if he was sitting right in front of her, towering and filling her entire vision. 

She had made a mistake. 

“I will meet you in the arena, and we shall see how much respect you

are owed.” 

She closed her eyes, as she realized where she had made her mistake. 

She  had  given  him  a  way  to  take  what  he  wanted,  to  punish  her  without insulting the sect further. It was her own words that had doomed her. 

She opened her eyes and saw the undead Sect Head looking at her, a smile on his face. 

She was fucked. 

Chapter Seventeen — Arena



“Tell  me  there’s  something  that  I  can  do  to  fix  this,”  Anrosh whispered.  They  were  in  a  small  prepping  room,  and  the  smell  of  death, blood, and sweat, was everywhere. The room was beneath the arena; she had overheard  their  escorts  explaining  its  history,  but  she  hadn’t  really  been listening, her mind occupied with trying to find a way out. Still, she did hear enough  to  know  that  the  arena  was  used  both  for  training  and  for  public matches. It was cleaned, of course, but the scents were still there, ingrained in the Essence around her. 

“You all but challenged him yourself,” Lesamitrius responded, “in his seat of power, after our people had stolen from him and his will made clear, at least from his point of view. That he only challenged you and not killed us all on the spot is a testament to his honor. He would’ve been within his right to do so; well, he would have been skirting the edge of the rules.” 

Anrosh  nodded,  then  kept  her  head  bowed.  She  hoped  that Lesamitrius  knew  of  a  way  for  her  to  get  out  of  this.  Fighting  an  Ascended Realm Cultivator was not something that she wanted to do. 

“It  was  a  challenge,  Sect  Leader.  You  can…exercise  your  rights,” 

Lesamitrius suggested in a whisper. “You don’t need to fight him now. You don’t need to fight him at all.” 

Anrosh grimaced. And that there was the heart of the issue. She had been  outmaneuvered.  Repesh  had  made  a  fool  out  of  her,  but  she  had  put herself  in  this  spot.  Sure,  she  didn’t  need  to  fight  him,  and  that  was  the problem. He was the one who had issued the challenge, and that meant that she  could  pick  someone  else  to  fight  in  her  stead,  and  she  could  delay  until she found that someone. But what then? If she called Tali, it would make a mockery  of  their  conversation,  of  her  honor.  She  would’ve  hidden  behind another.  The  same  with  Ryun.  She  remembered  what  Tali  taught  her,  about the importance of face. 

No, she couldn’t back down now, especially since he didn’t know that

she wasn’t just an immortal anymore. She had a… No, she was just fooling herself.  She  had  no  chance.  She  had  seen  the  weight  of  Repesh’s  gaze,  the belief  in  his  own  power,  the  absolute  knowledge  of  it.  That  gaze  was  the same as what she had seen in Ryun’s eyes. 

Even  with  her  advancement,  even  with  her  items,  she  was  going  to lose. That was not in question. 

But bending the knee or running away? That would hurt far more than death. Her sect would lose honor, her people would lose respect in her. And death  was  not  an  option,  the  Sect  Head  had  made  that  clear  by  challenging her.  No,  this  was  about  respect  and  honor.  He  wanted  to  humiliate  her,  to show  her  the  difference  between  them.  If  she  stayed  and  fought,  he  would win  and  prove  his  point,  that  she  wasn’t  in  a  position  to  demand  things  of him.  But  at  least  she  wouldn’t  lose  her  own  honor  or  the  respect  of  her people. They would see her stay and fight, and that would be enough. 

She  wanted  more,  though—she  wanted  to  show  them  that  she  did deserve respect. No one knew about her advancement or her items, and that was going to be her one chance to show them…something. She wasn’t even sure what she could do. 

“No,”  Anrosh  said,  as  she  realized  that  Lesamitrius  was  waiting  for her response. “I can’t walk away now.” 

She was alone with him, the rest of her warriors having been allowed to  sit  in  the  stands,  to  watch  and  witness  the  duel,  along  with  some  of  the Midnight Reign Sect’s people. 

She  stood  up  from  the  bench  where  she  had  been  sitting,  then loosened her robe and opened it a bit. Lesamitrius frowned and looked away, but she stopped before she revealed anything. She made just enough room for the  shields  on  her  back  to  get  out.  They  floated  up  and  stopped  above  her head  in  an  upside-down  V  formation.  Lesamitrius  glanced  back  and  then noticed them in the air. She ignored his inquisitive look, and pulled her robe back  into  place.  Then  she  equipped  her  armor  straight  from  storage.  The Spectrum  Celestial  Dragon  set  appeared  on  her  person,  a  suit  of  rainbow-colored scales. 

Lesamitrius’s  expression  was  now  confused—of  course  he  couldn’t tell that the armor was eternal, but everyone would be able to tell that it was high  tiered.  She  focused  on  the  armor,  then  whispered,  “Death,”  and  the armor’s color changed. 

The ripple of color flashed and then in a wave the entire armor turned black with cold blue streaks, the color of Death Essence. Her opponent was an  undead;  he  wouldn’t  have  been  able  to  gain  that  True  Body  without  a death-related Essence. Now, she didn’t know exactly what aspect he had, but the Death Aspect should be enough to give her protection from anything that he  could  do.  Even  if  it  was  some  distantly  related  aspect,  her  armor  would still  work  against  it.  He  was  Ascended,  and  she  had  no  idea  what  his secondary aspect was, but she assumed that it was something closely related. 

Regardless, Death was the best choice in her opinion. 

She pulled out her shield next, the ocean-green item that looked like it was carved glass appeared on her left arm. Lastly, she pulled out Kagehime. 

 “Finally,”   her  sword  said.  “It’s  been  a  long  time  since  we  fought anyone this interesting.” 

Kagehime’s  main  desire  was  to  fight,  to  be  used  in  combat.  It  was why she and Ryun had ultimately not gotten along. In the years since she’d had her, Anrosh had fought a lot of different opponents. She fought in wars, against monsters, against challengers to her sect. Somehow, Kagehime fought more  with  Anrosh  than  she  ever  had  with  Ryun—and  she  had  confessed  to Anrosh that Ryun’s style of fighting had never really appealed to her. Ryun tended  to  overwhelm  his  opponents  without  relying  on  her.  Anrosh  fit  her better,  as  their  bond  had  proven.  She  had  reached  a  bond  level  with Kagehime that Ryun never had. 

She used her {Arctic Ward} on the sword, placing a layer of Qi over her.  She  did  it  now  because  she  didn’t  want  to  give  away  her  ring  just  yet. 

Repesh couldn’t sense her Qi usage while she wore it. She had prepared her Qi Anchors before they arrived, and she felt like the five techniques she put in were good enough for this fight, so she didn’t touch them again. 

“Sect Leader?” Lesamitrius whispered. 

Anrosh glanced at him, and smiled behind her helmet. “If I am going to fight him, I might as well go all the way.” 

She  really  tried  to  sound  confident,  but  she  could  tell  that  her  voice was  shaking.  An  Ascended  Realm  Cultivator  waited  on  her  behind  those doors, in the arena. She took a deep breath, then walked out of the room and into the arena. 

Lesamitrius  followed  behind  her  as  she  stepped  onto  the  sand.  She glanced around, seeing the stands above the floor. It wasn’t as big as she had thought it would be, but it was still pretty sizable. The arena floor was large enough for several dozen people to spar in comfortably. But there were only two  people  across  from  her,  waiting:  Sect  Head  Repesh  Emsis  and  his second.  She  walked  a  few  steps,  then  stopped.  She  gestured  to  Lesamitrius and he continued, heading to the center to meet with Repesh’s second. 

There wouldn’t be much to talk about, as this duel didn’t involve any material gain. It was about honor and respect. And, just as she assumed, the two didn’t talk for long. Lesamitrius walked back and stopped next to her. 

“They  said  that  all  you  have  to  do  to  stop  the  match  is  get  on  your knees and apologize.” 

“Of  course  they  did,”  Anrosh  whispered  back.  Then  she  tapped Lesamitrius’s shoulder and stepped forward. 

“Good luck, Sect Leader.” 

Anrosh kept her eyes on Repesh as she walked a few steps closer. She stopped  near  the  center,  and  waited  as  his  second  left  the  arena  alongside Lesamitrius. He didn’t wear armor, only the same ornamental clothes that he had worn when they met. He had no weapons in his hands, nothing that even suggested that he was taking this seriously. 

She  used  {Arctic  Onslaught},   increasing  her  stats.  With  her  items, she was more powerful that she had ever been before. She just needed to find the time to use that power. 

She  kept  her  eyes  on  Repesh.  There  was  no  announcement  for  the start  of  the  battle;  they  didn’t  need  that.  They  would  start  when  they  were

ready. She knew that combat between powerful beings didn’t last long. Fights weren’t  the  things  of  stories—they  ended  in  moments,  unless  the  two  were evenly  matched,  their  perks  allowed  them  to  survive  for  longer,  or  one  side was  playing  with  the  other.  She  had  an  advantage,  and  she  hoped  that  she could surprise him enough. After all, anyone could lose to anyone. Surprise played a far more significant role in combat than most people believed. 

“You can still stop this,” he told her from across the arena, his voice deep and cold. “You can save yourself and your sect from humiliation.” 

She raised her shield and adopted a stance as her answer. 

“Items  will  not  save  you,”  he  tried  again,  as  if  he  really  didn’t  want her to be doing this. 

She didn’t answer. 

He closed his eyes and then shook his head. 

This would go one of two ways: he was either going to try and end it quickly, or he would play with her to extend the humiliation. His first strike was  when  she  would  be  able  to  surprise  him  the  most.  The  more  the  fight went on, the more he would realize about her. 

He narrowed his eyes at her, but didn’t move. If he was expecting her to attack first, he was mistaken. But she took the time he gave her to prepare. 

She needed the cold, but she couldn’t use it, not yet. Any visible power use would give away the fact that not only was her core shrouded, but any power use  was  as  well.  So,  she  triggered  as  many  passive  powers  as  she  could, trying  to  trigger  as  many  of  her  armor’s  abilities  by  draining  her  stamina pools. 



Fighter’s  Heart—because  she  couldn’t  let  pain  rob  her  of  an opportunity. 

Fighter’s Strike—to make her next strike stronger. 

Defensive  Stance—because  she  already  planned  on  retaliating  after his first strike. 



She  stood,  and  waited.  Then,  his  form  blurred  as  her  stance anticipated his movement. Her |Greater Threat Sense|  flashed,  and  he  was next to her, tall and moving so fast. Her body moved almost on instinct, her body turned, her shield coming up for a |Greater Block|. 

She  felt  a  flash  of  Qi,  a  technique.  Then  he  struck  with  his  fist,  a punch  at  an  angle.  Even  before  it  hit,  she  felt  the  power  of  that  strike—

stronger  than  anything  that  she  had  ever  been  hit  with  before.  She  got  her shield in place just in time. The air shook around them and the impact made the arena ring with sound. The force of it pushed her back—even with all of her  stats  and  everything  that  was  boosting  her  now,  she  was  driven  into  the ground.  The  force  made  her  entire  arm  vibrate,  her  bones  shook  and  nearly shattered.  The  sand  beneath  her  feet  vibrated  and  exploded  in  a  circle,  into the air, obscuring her vision. Her feet bent, but she didn’t kneel. 

She  felt  the  charges  on  her  shield  fill,  and  was  surprised.  That  one strike had pushed her to five charges. Ryun’s strongest strike had only been able  to  fill  it  up  to  two.  The  man’s  strength  was  monstrous,  and  she  didn’t know how many such strikes she could take. 

He paused, almost as if he was surprised. 

That was when she acted. 

Her Absolute Cold Aura blasted around them, chilling everything. 

Frost  Ring  unleashed  an  expanding  ring  of  frost  across  the  ground, freezing  the  sand  and  the  man’s  feet  as  the  vibration  from  his  strike  buried them in a thin layer. 

She  spent  one  anchor  in  the  same  breath,  using  Glacial  Shaping  on his legs, too, freezing the air and sand around them. 

Before  those  were  even  done,  she  was  moving,   [Frost  Dash]  taking her  two  steps  to  the  right,  her  movement  chilling  the  air  further.  Then  she charged forward with Grand Frost Charge. 

In less than a second, the temperature around them dropped far below zero,  the  bite  of  the  cold  hitting  him  and  making  him  frown.  She  swung Kagehime  with  a  [Frosted  Crescent].  He  was  probably  fast  enough  to

respond,  but  he  didn’t.  He  was  caught  off  guard,  confused;  he  couldn’t  feel anything from her, and none of her abilities or perks were detectable. 

As  her  strike  approached  his  side,  she  triggered  two  more  anchors, unleashing  two  {Arctic  Sword  Storms}  at  once.  Sixteen  swords  came  into being around her and attacked at the same time. Each came near his skin, and stopped.  She  rocked  as  Kagehime  hit  something,  just  a  hand-breadth  away from  his  skin,  as  if  she  hit  some-kind  of  fabric.  For  a  split  second  she  saw something appear, like white threads woven in a pattern, holding her swords away  from  his  skin.  A  moment  later  a  new  pattern  appeared,  and  then—her shields moved, trying to get into place fast enough. It wasn’t enough, though, and  she  was  blasted  away.  She  flew  through  the  air,  her  vision  blurry  even though  she  ignored  the  pain.  Then  her  back  hit  something  and  everything went dark for a second. 

She tried to move, but found it…hard. Then, she realized that she was embedded  in  the  wall  of  the  arena.  With  an  effort,  she  pulled  herself  out  of the wall and crashed on the ground, on her knees. Her chest heaved and she spit out a stream of blood through the gap in her helmet, half of it splattered inside.  For  a  moment  she  looked  at  it,  and  realized  that  her  blood  was  now pale red, almost pink, as it dripped from her helmet. 

 “That was… like you got hit with a mountain,”  Kagehime said. 

There was no Death Essence in that, nothing that her armor could’ve protected her against. It was just pure force. She realized that she had fucked up. She should’ve waited until she knew exactly what Repesh used instead of assuming,  but…  That  wasn’t  any  kind  of  technique,  she  was  sure,  as  she hadn’t felt any Qi. There had been no skill, either, as there was no indication of  willpower.  This  was…an  ability?  It  didn’t  feel  like  it,  but  she  was  pretty sure  that  it  was  connected  to  a  Class.  She  was  pretty  sure  that  she  felt  his Death  Qi  when  he  punched  her,  but  that  was  a  technique  that  empowered him, and the result was purely physical damage. She had made a mistake, but on the other hand, she hadn’t revealed how her armor worked—so, a victory? 

Her  chest  seized  up  and  she  vomited  some  more  blood.  It  was…

misting,  the  coldness  of  her  body  clashing  with  the  temperature  in  the  air. 

After she was done, or thought she was, she tried to get up. Her legs shook, but somehow, she managed to get up to her feet. She disabled her Defensive Stance and shook her body once. Her shield’s charges had filled to full, even though she had barely blocked his counterattack. 

She  looked  up,  and  saw  Repesh  standing  where  she  had  left  him, unmoved. His eyes were glaring at her. 

“That,” he said slowly, his voice filled with disbelief. “That could’ve injured me.” 

She  didn’t  let  him  recover  from  his  surprise.  With  another  Grand Frost Charge, she crossed the distance. His feet were still covered in ice, and as  she  entered  the  area  where  she  had  already  lowered  the  temperature,  she felt her stats rise just before she raised her sword and used Grand Frostfall. 

He raised his hand to block her, but then noticed the giant sword that appeared  above  him,  coming  down.  He  punched  up,  a  technique  moving through his body, and a wave of just pure physical force—that she was pretty sure came just from the strength and speed of his punch and no extra aspect

—blasted  up,  shattering  her  grand  sword.  But  that  left  him  vulnerable,  and she put all of her willpower into a |Crescent Strike|. 

Her  sword  approached  his  abdomen  before  he  managed  to  lower  his arms and block. Again, her attack was stopped by the white threads. Just like the  last  time,  a  pattern  flashed,  but  this  time  she  was  ready.  She  used

|Enhanced Dodge|, her shields already in place. She spent charges and used Shield of Lazik,  too, but it still didn’t matter. The counterattack sent a blast of force at where she used to be; the edge of it still caught her, broke through the  shield,  and  even  though  she  had  her  arm  and  her  other  shields  raised,  it still sent her flying. 

She hit the sand, not as far away as before, and rolled across it. Once she  came  to  a  stop,  she  coughed,  more  blood  spilling  out  of  her.  She  could pull out a potion, but she resisted. The point of this battle wasn’t to prolong it. 

She got up again, on shaking legs, and looked at Repesh. 

“Two,” he whispered. “You cost me two of them.” 

She  frowned,  but  something  in  her  head  made  a  connection.  Those patterns,  the  threads,  they  didn’t  feel  like  something  that  he  used.  They intercepted  her  attacks—not  the  ice  at  his  feet,  though.  They  were protections,  layered  over  him,  protecting  him  from  things  that  he  couldn’t catch. She wondered what or how he placed them, but it was unimportant at the moment. 

She  wondered  if  he  was  going  to  change  his  approach  to  the  battle, summon his armor or weapons, but he didn’t do anything. She saw it in his eyes. To do that would be to accept that she had pushed him to that point. She felt him channeling his Qi, and a lot of it. She didn’t hesitate. 

She triggered her Evolved Form. 

Qi spilled out of her, and her body changed, grew and turned into that of a red-and-white wolf. Her armor adapted to her new body and covered her whole. Then she triggered another of her anchors, and her {Avatar of Frost}

formed next to her. 

She  and  the  avatar  both  drew  on  her  Qi,  abandoning  her  previous technique and preparing {Glacial Shaping}. Her shields floated above her as she ran. 

She  saw  Repesh’s  eyes  widen,  and  then  both  she  and  her  avatar released the technique. The entire area around him was suddenly filled with Absolute Cold Qi. Ice was forming, growing from the ground, freezing the liquid in the air, entombing him in a box of ice. 

She  switched  her  technique  back  to  increase  her  stats  and  raised  a clawed paw to strike at the ice. Then, the world shook and the ice shattered. 

Repesh broke out, and before she could react he was next to her, kicking her in the side and sending her rolling across the arena. Her avatar attacked and he shattered it with a punch. 

She  shook  her  head,  and  stumbled  back  to  her  feet,  shaping  another technique, ready to release her last anchors. 

“Enough,” Repesh said, and she froze. He landed on the ground and

just  looked  at  her.  “Evolved  Realm,  and  items.  That  doesn’t  make  you powerful.  But…you  could’ve  done  worse.  The  duel’s  over,  and  you  have already  cost  me  more  than  you  are  worth.  You  can  take  your  people.”  He waved  his  hand.  “But  while  I  will  grant  you  that  much,  I  will  still  need  to speak with your Sect Head, or Anatalien Far Solla—and this is not meant as a stab at you or your sect, or your honor. It is a necessity.” 

Anrosh ended her Evolved Form, returning back to her usual self. She looked at the man, then nodded. Her legs were shaking, and she wasn’t sure that she could’ve taken another one of his strikes. 

“I’ll send someone for your people,” Repesh said. 

“No,” Anrosh told him. 

He frowned. “No?” 

She  cleared  her  throat,  coughed  up  some  more  blood,  then  spoke. 

“No, they can stay here. They still stole from you. They will stay until they have  repaid  all  that  they  have  taken,”  she  told  him.  “But  I  will  still  want  to see them, and make sure that they are unharmed.” 

He looked at her for a long moment, and then he nodded. Anrosh kept his gaze for a few seconds, and then collapsed on the sand, exhausted and hurt. She heard shouting, but the darkness swallowed her before she could figure out what was said. 

Chapter Eighteen — Talking



Ryun  sat  inside  a  tree,  his  feet  dangling  over  the  edge.  Kilometers away,  Anrosh  was  approaching  the  city  of  Consequence.  Her  trip  had  been successful,  it  seemed,  or  at  least  that  was  what  he  gathered  from  her conversation  with  Lesamitrius.  Good  for  her—he  knew  that  he  could  trust her.  Before  they  had  entered  the  city,  she  did  remind  them  not  to  reveal anything about their advancement to anyone in the sect. Now they had seen her fight, which was enough to know that she was now in the Evolved Realm. 

Her  body’s  changes  could  easily  be  attributed  to  something  else,  of  course, but he did wonder why she was keeping it hidden. He didn’t particularly care, though;  it  was  more  of  a  passing  thought.  She  had  to  have  her  reasons,  and information was valuable. 

He  didn’t  move  from  his  spot  as  Anrosh  made  her  way  through  the city,  her  first  stop  the  training  grounds  where  Nayra  was  training  with  Kri. 

Tali  stood  near  them,  and  he  overheard  their  short  conversation.  Tali  was very much interested in how Anrosh’s body had changed. It was obvious that she  was  suspicious  about  something,  but  she  didn’t  press,  and  instead  left Nayra  and  Anrosh  alone.  She  flew  out  of  the  palace  and  headed  out  of  the city. 

Ryun kept his attention on Nayra and Anrosh. As he listened in on the reunion, he was pretty sure that she would tell Nayra about her advancement this  evening.  He  had  only  asked  her  to  keep  his  return  a  secret  until  she returned. He’d had a few weeks to get a feel for the sect; he had visited all of their territories, and made sure to learn more about their guests. In that time, he had learned a lot. Now that Anrosh was back, they were going to need to come up with ways to deal with all of them. 

He listened for a few more minutes until a person walked toward him, coming near his tree. He didn’t acknowledge her presence; he had known that she was on her way since she headed in his direction. Her wings were folded on her back, and her hands crossed on her chest as she glared up into the tree

where he sat. 

“How long have you been back?” Tali asked. 

Ryun turned his eyes in her direction, then tossed the orb in his hand gently as he tilted his head and thought about it. “A few weeks, I think.” 

He  caught  the  source  of  Stillness  Essence,  and  then  put  it  into  his storage. He had learned how to draw in Essence without having to be focused on only that. 

“You think?” Tali asked as he slid from the branch and floated to the ground. 

He turned and met her eyes. “I didn’t keep track.” 

She  narrowed  her  eyes  at  him,  for  a  moment  looking  confused.  She opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, but then seemingly thought better of it. She looked him up and down, studying his appearance. 

Ryun,  pulled  back  the  hood  of  his  black  cloak  and  his  features shimmered, his body shrinking to its usual height. 

“That is a powerful item. I couldn’t even tell that it was a glamour,” 

Tali said. 

Ryun shrugged, then tilted his head at her. “When did you catch me?” 

She grimaced, but answered, “Three days ago.” 

Ryun felt his lips curve into a small smile. 

“Yeah,  yeah,”  Tali  said.  “Not  everyone  can  sense  people  leagues away.” 

“How?” Ryun asked. 

“You walked through one of the air currents I set up near the palace, where no one should’ve been.” 

“Ah,”  Ryun  just  said.  There  were  a  myriad  of  ways  for  one  to  be detected. He had found a cloak inside Zenker’s storage that could make him look like someone else, and had used it to walk through his territories without being recognized. Still, somehow Tali had known. True, it didn’t obscure his Qi or his core—he had to have slipped up, and she had sensed him. 

“I  assume  you  are  the  reason  why  Anrosh  has  a  new  body?  Why  I can’t sense her core despite her being incompetent at veiling it?” 

Ryun just nodded. 

She sighed. “So, when are you planning on revealing yourself?” Tali asked. 

“Soon,” Ryun answered. “I was actually just about to look for you, as I wanted to talk with you first.” 

“Oh?” 

“Yes.” Ryun gestured and started to walk through the forest. “I have a gift for you.” 

“A gift?” Tali said as she started to walk next to him. 

“To celebrate your return to power,” Ryun told her. 

He felt her face soften at that. “Thank you. Without you, I would’ve still been crippled.” 

He waved his hand. “You’ve done a lot for me, too. Your advice has helped me a great deal.” 

“You don’t follow my advice,” Tali said. 

Ryun  chuckled.  “I  follow  it  more  than  you  think,  but  it  isn’t  just following it that helps. Your insights, your thoughts—they matter more than you think, even if I don’t agree.” 

Tali didn’t respond, but he could tell that she was pensive. 

They reached a small clearing that was somewhat hidden from sight, the place where he had spent most of his time. He took a seat on a stone slab nearby and then gestured for Tali to sit next to him. She climbed on top and mirrored his cross-legged position. 

Ryun pulled out a small chest and placed it between them. 

“Here,” he said. “This is for everything you have done for me.” 

Tali  reached  for  the  chest  and  opened  it.  He  already  knew  what  she would  find  inside;  he  had  picked  three  elixirs  from  Zenker’s  treasures.  He hadn’t  picked  any  stat-increasing  ones,  as  he  believed  that  she  had  already

used  many  of  those  in  her  life.  Instead,  he  had  picked  three  that  he  thought would  help  her  become  stronger.  One  was  a  potion  that  would  improve  her core, another was one that would increase her body’s passive resistances, and the  last  was  supposed  to  sharpen  her  senses.  He  had  taken  the  last  two  as well, and while the effects were small, everything added up. 

The last thing in the box was a ring, an Eternal rarity one. He saw her reach for it, then raise the ornate ring to her eyes. 

“It  is  supposed  to  give  your  soul  additional  protections.”  The  ring boosted soul defenses, and completely nullified the first instance of damage sufficient to critically injure a soul once every three months. It should prevent any kind of ambush to deal enough soul damage to cripple her again. 

She looked at it for a long while, before she raised her eyes and met his. “Thank you,” she said as she slipped it on her finger and put the potions in  her  storage.  “Where  did  you  get  it?  Your  reward  for  the  Dome  Leader kill?” 

“No.” Ryun shook his head. “My reward is with Selia. I died before we  killed  Hastur.  But  I  did  travel  through  the  ruins  of  the  Empire…  I  have scavenged quite a few things.” 

And  he  had.  The  ravaged  cities  had  been  left  in  a  hurry,  and  not  all valuables  had  been  taken  away.  Ryun  had  taken  everything  that  he  found, from  furniture  to  materials,  art  and  clothes.  He  had  filled  six  storage  items with  all  of  it,  plus  some  he  had  put  in  Zenker’s  giant  space.  He  had  even found  several  vaults,  sealed  by  the  people  that  ran  away.  He  hadn’t  even managed  to  get  into  all  of  them.  He  had  items  of  rare,  epic,  legendary,  and mythic rarities, with only a few higher than that, though what he had found paled in comparison to what Zenker had. 

Tali  narrowed  her  eyes  at  him,  but  before  she  could  voice  her skepticism, he spoke. 

“But no,” Ryun said. “That ring came from this.” 

He pulled Zenker’s ring from his Void Storage and showed it to her. 

“It was—” 

“Zenker’s,” Tali whispered as she took it. 

“You recognize it?” 

“Of course,” Tali said as she looked at the ring in awe. “I was there when he got it. A perfect reward for a hoarder like him.” That last sentence had some affection slipping into her tone. 

“I  found  him,  his  body,”  Ryun  said.  “He’s  dead,”  he  added uncomfortably. 

Tali  closed  her  eyes  for  a  few  seconds,  and  then  spoke.  “He  used  to say that we were all insane for trying to… That he would rather explore the world than get himself killed for stupidity.” 

“Hastur was injured—an old injury, probably from their fight,” Ryun voiced  his  belief.  “If  Zenker  hadn’t  fought  him,  I  doubt  that  we  could’ve won.” 

Tali just nodded. 

After  a  few  more  seconds  of  silence,  Ryun  cleared  his  throat  and spoke again. “I have his body. I didn’t think that it would be… I didn’t want to leave it there. If you know what he would have wanted?” 

“It  is  just  a  husk.”  Tali  shrugged.  “If  his  soul  survived,  he  is somewhere  else.  If  not…well.  You  could  sell  it  to  a  necromancer,  though  I don’t know if there is anyone who could afford to buy it. Eratemus, perhaps. 

An  alchemist,  maybe,  as  high-tiered  Essence  is  worth  a  lot  no  matter  the focus. His body will be weaker than an Eternal Cultivator’s, but the passive effects of his skills will remain.” 

Ryun blinked. That hadn’t even occurred to him. Before he could say anything, though, she spoke again. 

“How did you even get into this?” She pointed at the ring. 

Ryun tilted his head. “What do you mean?” 

“This storage has protections. You shouldn’t have been able to access it unless you fit certain conditions,” Tali said. 

“I just picked it up. It was open for me,” Ryun said. 

“Here.”  Tali  handed  it  back.  “You  see  the  small  gem  at  the  bottom? 

Press it for a few seconds.” 

Ryun  frowned,  but  did  as  she  said.  Three  seconds  later,  a  window popped up in his vision. 



Storage Ring Ownership Protection

If the current owner is alive, no one other than the owner can access the storage. 

If the current owner is dead, the new owner will be the first person not aligned with the previous owner’s killer and allied with the owner’s faction. If the current owner has been slain by a monster, the new owner will be the first such person who picks up the ring. 



Ryun  wondered  if  the  Dome  Leader  was  considered  a  faction.  It probably was as otherwise anyone, even Hastur’s taken, could’ve picked it up and used it. He saw that he could change the conditions, but he left that aside. 

He showed the window to Tali, who read through it. 

“Quite  like  him,”  she  just  said.  “You’ve  obtained  what  is  likely  the largest treasury in the world, just from what I know about it.” 

“It does seem like it,” Ryun said. “I am hoping that with all of this we can turn our sect into something powerful.” 

“If used well,” Tali said. 

“I  am  going  to  need  your  help  with  that.  A  lot  of  things  have changed.” Ryun looked away, in the direction of Consequence. “I have many thoughts, many plans, though I don’t know how to implement nearly any of them. My…outlook has changed. I died.” He turned to look back at her. “Did you ever die?” 

Tali nodded. “Once, long ago,” she said. “It does change you.” 

“What did you do after?” 

“I  sequestered  myself  for  fifty  years,  until  I  reached  the  Ascended

Realm.” 

Ryun  couldn’t  quite  understand  that,  how  it  took  some  of  them  so long  to  advance.  He  doubted  that  he  ever  would  really  understand.  “I  think that we made some mistakes, that I made mistakes.” 

“Regarding?” Tali asked. 

“Everything.”  Ryun  chuckled.  “But  one  that  is  the  most  pressing  on my mind is Kri. I wanted her to be… I wanted her to advance far, to advance right. But with the dome monsters, and Hastur, we don’t have the luxury of time.” 

“I  know,”  Tali  agreed,  to  his  surprise.  “It  is  hard—we  want  to  spare them the struggle, to teach them what we had to learn the hard way. And…

yes, many people in our world are raised like that. They are taught right, and they are strong, but they are…they are not monsters like we are.” 

And that was why Ryun liked Tali, why he had trusted her from the moment he came to know her. He could see it in her. She was a monster just like him. “I can advance to the Ascended Realm,” he told her. 

Tali sighed. “Of course you can.” 

“I’m  going  to  do  it  soon,  but  I  need  to  talk  with  Selia  and  Erdania beforehand,  get  my  rewards,”  Ryun  said.  “I’ve  picked  through  Zenker’s treasury and have found some things that might help me. Like this.” 

He showed her the path-removing potion, and told her about his plan with the Stillness Aspect. 

She sighed. “It could be good,” she started. “Your secondary path is defense, though you’ve managed to gain utility and control from it…but you are a regenerator. Those techniques drain too much of your Qi, especially that avatar one. It hampers your ability to heal. Even your main path is a Qi sink. 

People like you don’t rely on defense, not in the traditional sense. You take what would be critical damage for someone else in order to get an advantage, often surprising your opponents.” 

Ryun  agreed  on  all  points.  He  even  had  some  ideas  about  how  to change both path’s techniques, but he was just trying to decide what, exactly, 

to  do.  His  core  was  large,  and  he  did  have  ways  of  effectively  doubling  his capacity by burning Essence. He also had a core that would only get deeper with cycling. 

“Some Cultivators do as you have done, spreading out. If their main path  is  offensive,  they  pick  a  defensive  one  as  their  secondary.  That  you’ve managed  to  get  some  utility  out  of  it  is  impressive.  Others  would  double down, increase their power by taking another offensive path. Both sides have their strengths.” 

“What did you do?” 

“Offense and control, kind of like you.” 

Ryun frowned. “I’ve taken this path far; I think I could take it farther still.” 

“Have  you  decided  if  you  will  merge  your  aspects  or  keep  them separate?” Tali asked. 

“I was thinking about merging them,” Ryun said. 

Tali  became  thoughtful  then.  “Maybe  you  shouldn’t.  Your  Void Aspect  is  already  one  of  the  most  destructive  aspects,  and  it  fits  your  main path. You don’t know what Stillness will do with it, though I suspect that the aspects  are  compatible.  Still,  your  secondary  path,  if  you  chose  to  keep  it, will benefit a lot from just the Stillness Aspect. It is a bit unorthodox for pure defense, but I’m sure you can figure out a way to make it work.” 

Ryun was for the first time in his life, truly undecided. He was going to need to think about it a lot. It was true what she had said—his secondary path allowed him great utility in terms of speed, flight, and control. Without his  secondary  path  he  would’ve  never  made  it  back  in  such  a  short  time. 

There were items that could grant him flight in Zenker’s treasury, and Ryun had  considered  them,  but  he  didn’t  like  to  rely  on  items.  Unless  he  took another similar path that could provide him with flight… But why change it, then?  With  the  way  that  his  body  worked,  he  was  often  far  more maneuverable in the air than all but the most powerful fliers, and he bet that he could do things that not even they could. 

“I’m  going  to  think  about  it,”  Ryun  said  finally.  Now,  he  needed  to make  one  more  stop  before  he  advanced.  “I  have  one  more  thing  for  you,” 

Ryun told her. 

“Another gift? You spoil me.” She smiled, but she didn’t protest. Of course she didn’t—she was a Cultivator. 

“This is just a story, a memory,” Ryun said. “Words that might help you with something.” 

She tilted her head inquisitively. 

“While  in  the  Empire,  I  was  granted  a  payment  for…  It  doesn’t matter. I was given a fruit that allowed me to see another’s memories.” 

Tali frowned. “Whose memories?” 

Ryun smiled. “Those of an Eternal Realm Cultivator, an insane one.” 

Tali’s eyes widened, and he cursed his vision for not letting him read expressions  better,  but  he  thought  that  it  was  both  amazement,  shock,  and incredulity all wrapped up into one expression. “What?” 

“Yes,  and  perhaps  you  can  help  me  find  more  insight  from  them. 

Perhaps, together, we can get a step closer to the Eternal Realm.” 

Chapter Nineteen — Selia



Selia  sat  in  her  and  Erdania’s  rooms,  in  their  home.  The  house  was rustic  by  their  standards,  but  it  was  what  they  had.  Selia  did  feel  somewhat guilty;  their  house  was  in  the  expanded  area  of  the  town  known  as  Wolf’s Grove,  and  what  Zenshuen’s  people  had  erected  outside  of  their  walls  had expanded the city significantly. 

She  had  been…peeved  when  she  learned  about  it.  Her  family  had pressured the others, had made them build it all without the permission of the sect that they were guests in. She knew that her family had ideas about what they should do, that they—and by “they” they meant her—should take over and rule the Twilight Melody Sect. 

The  others  in  her  now-small  group  were  receptive  to  those  kinds  of talks. 

She didn’t quite know what to do about that. She had told them that they  should  be  grateful  to  their  hosts,  but  it  was  hard  for  them  to  look  at  a Sect Leader that was an immortal, barely 40 years of age. Most of those who came  with  her  were  old,  with  their  families,  those  who  thought  in  a  certain way. Ryun they might be able to swallow, but he hadn’t been here for years, and neither had she. 

And her family… They had always been her blind spot. She knew it, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do anything about it. Erdania disliked it, too—they had their biggest fights regarding them—but she had been brought up in the sect as well, and she knew how much family meant, so they mostly ignored them. 

They had overstepped, she knew that, and she worried about Ryun’s reaction.  She  knew  that  he  was  back,  and  with  every  day  that  she  felt  him move around and not come to meet with her she got more and more worried. 

He still talked with her through their bond, but he never spoke about anything related to the sect. They spoke only about advancement and techniques. 

She  felt  him  approach  the  Wolf’s  Grove  again;  only,  this  time  he

entered the city. She stood up as she followed him coming. 

“What is it?” Erdania said from the corner of the room where she was doing a handstand. 

“Ryun is coming…here?” 

He landed on their balcony and Selia walked over, Erdania following close behind. 

On  the  balcony  was  a  cloaked  figure,  and  she  frowned.  The  man  on their balcony didn’t look like Ryun—he was taller, his skin tone darker. But inside her head, she felt him. 

“Selia?” Erdania said slowly. 

Selia tilted her head. “Ryun?” 

He  smiled,  then  pulled  the  hood  back  from  his  head.  His  body shimmered, and then Ryun was standing there. 

“Wow,” Erdania said. “That is useful.” 

“It is,” Ryun agreed. “Hello. It’s been a while.” He smiled at Erdania. 

She returned the smile, but hesitated, and didn’t move. 

He looked around. “This is a nice little house you have here.” 

Selia  grimaced,  she  opened  her  mouth  to  try  and  explain,  somehow. 

“Ryun—” 

“It’s  fine,  Selia,”  Ryun  said.  “I  am  not  here  for  that.  The  sect  stuff will  be  dealt  with  soon.  Today,  I  am  not  here  as  a  Sect  Head,  but  as  a…I don’t even know what to call us. Are we dating? I guess that works, yet we haven’t seen each other in three years. A lot changes in that time.” 

If  she  didn’t  know  better,  she  would’ve  thought  that  he  might  be insecure about their relationship. 

Erdania snorted. “Three years might be long for you. Not so much for us.” 

Ryun  smiled.  “Well,  I  did  miss  you.  I  don’t  think  I  appreciated  just how much I enjoyed both of your company until I was stuck in the Void with nothing to do.” 

“Well.”  Erdania  glanced  back  at  Selia.  “Why  don’t  you  come  in? 

Let’s  celebrate  your  return.  I  got  some  new  spirits  for  us  to  try  out.”  She raised her eyebrows at him. 

Ryun chuckled and stepped forward. 






*  *  *

 

Ryun



They walked through the Twilight Woods, Ryun guiding them away from  everyone  else.  Last  night  had  been…nice.  They  spent  the  evening talking,  drinking,  laughing.  It  had  been  a  long  time  since  he  had  been  so relaxed. But now was the time for something else—for advancement. 

They  stopped  in  a  small  grove,  and  Selia  reached  in  front  of  her.  A moment later, a chest materialized from her storage. 

“Your reward,” she said. 

He looked at it and then knelt. There was a kind of a lock on it—to his sense  it  was  smooth,  but  it  appeared  as  a  black  hole  to  his  eyes,  a  circle  of Void Essence. He placed his hand on it and it clicked open. 

Ryun  glanced  at  Selia  and  Erdania  standing  next  to  him,  and  then looked into the chest, picking up each item in turn. 



Eternal Elixir of Void

Drinking this elixir will boost the

effectiveness of your Void Aspect by 100x

for 1 hour. 

Eternal Elixir of Pure

Drinking this elixir will replenish your

Willpower

willpower to full and increase its

effectiveness by 100x for 1 hour. 

Eternal Drought of Path Drinking this drought will improve a perk of

Perk Upgrade

your choice to a tier equal to your Eternal

tier-nine Cultivation Realm Evolution

choice. 



Ring of Full Reflection +1500 to Endurance

+1500 to Vitality



The Ring of Full Reflection stores the

damage your body has suffered and allows

you to reflect the full extent of the wound

suffered onto a target (the damage will scale

to target). It is able to store three instances

of damage. Each instance can only be used

once every 10 days. 



Inheritance of the Smith Using this item will show you visions of the greatest currently dead Smith of the Infinite

Realm. 

Essence of Sun and

Using this item will allow you to create a

Moon

miniaturized copy of a light source. When

created, you will be able to set the time of a

night and day cycle. The tier of the created

source Essence will depend on the area

where it was created. 



Focus of Indomitable

+1600 to Wisdom

Might

+1600 to Intelligence



This focus allows you to channel

techniques or abilities through it. 

Techniques channeled through the focus will have their effectiveness increased by

300% and their Qi cost reduced by 50%. 

Abilities channeled through the focus will

have their effectiveness increased by 300%

and their cooldowns reduced by 50%. 

Every third instance of focused technique

or ability will have an increased effect. 

Techniques will be 600% more effective

and have their cost reduced by 90%, and

abilities will have their effectiveness

increased by 600% and their cooldown

reduced by 90%. The focus can also fire a

blast of concentrated energy (energy

depends on your highest tiered Essence)

which will deal damage equal to 25% of

your wisdom or intelligence, whichever is

higher. 



There were a few focuses in Zenker’s storage, though this one seemed like it was better suited to him. When he had tried Zenker’s focuses, not all techniques or abilities could be used effectively through them, but most of his could. It was a glove-like attachment, made out of a dark blue coiling metal link  inset  with  a  gem—the  focus—placed  in  the  middle.  Most  of  them  in Zenker’s ring were in the shape of a staff or scepter, but this one was like the ones Erik Ornn had on his palms. 

The  ring  that  he  had  gotten  was  better  in  his  opinion,  a  true  weapon for  someone  like  him.  He  could  survive  damage  that  would  kill  others,  and the  ring  seemed  to  transfer  not  the  damage  but  the  wound.  Could  he  let someone  blow  his  head  off,  then  use  the  ring  to  copy  that  wound,  blowing their head off in return? He was going to need to test it out. 

The elixirs were good, but Zenker had many equally as powerful. The

two other objects were smooth spheres. The smith one was going to be very useful,  as  knowledge  about  smithing  with  Essence  was  priceless  if  he  was going  to  improve  with  Bright  Star.  The  second  one  was  for  his  territory,  he was certain. He had some plans for it, though he hadn’t quite had the chance to enact them yet. He did feel like he had a…space, inside of his soul. It was small,  smaller  than  his  storage,  the  size  of  a  box.  He  did  feel  like  he  could expand  it  if  he  fed  it  something,  and  he  did  have  an  idea  about  what  that something could be. 

He  was  going  to  wait  before  he  used  anything,  though,  until  he advanced. He had a plan. 

“Good rewards,” Erdania commented. 

They were, but he had a wealth of things just as good. 

He  placed  it  all  in  his  storage  and  then  looked  at  the  two  of  them. 

“Before I advance, I have gifts for you.” 

They tilted their heads at the exact same moment, which nearly made him chuckle. “Gifts?” Erdania asked. 

Ryun  nodded  and  pulled  out  a  small  chest  for  her.  Erdania  took  it slowly, then opened it. Inside were three potions, the same as the ones that he had given to Tali. He had debated what else to get her, but he knew that she didn’t  need  much.  There  were  also  three  Essence  Crystals,  each  holding  a significant amount of the tier-9 Essence of Gravity. Then there was an elixir, a  Class-removing  potion,  one  of  two  that  he  had.  They  only  worked  on Classes  that  were  less  than  three  tiers  and  of  rarity  below  legendary,  but  he knew that her Class, just like his, fit into that category. The last item was a pair of gloves—an eternal item—which increased the effects of the wearer’s strength by 500% when worn for non-power use. It didn’t boost the strength at  the  source,  just  the  destination,  and  so  while  her  other  powers  would  not benefit from the boost, her physical attacks without any powers would. They also stored portions of the force inflicted and could then unleash a powerful attack with it. 

Erdania  looked  the  contents  over,  while  Selia  looked  over  her shoulder. 

“Oh,” Erdania said slowly. “This is…” 

“Where did you find this?” Selia asked. 

Ryun explained about Zenker, and his storage ring. 

Both of them were shocked, but before they could say anything more, he pulled out another chest for Selia. 

She got the same three potions as Erdania and Tali had, plus a potion that  increased  willpower  effects,  similar  to  the  one  that  Ryun  had  gotten  as his reward. It was an eternal item, a small circlet that increased the wearer's speed  of  thought  and  boosted  intelligence.  Lastly,  he  gave  her  a  small  fruit: the Fruit of Laqruud’s Physical Legacy. He had thought long about what to do with it, but in the end it would probably do little for him other than mess his  body  up.  He  didn’t  think  that  his  body  was  at  all  compatible  with  it;  he wasn’t  even  closely  related  to  Flesh  Essence.  Selia,  on  the  other  hand,  was still  flesh  and  blood—though  her  blood  was  Sanguine  Silver,  it  was  still blood. 

She  looked  through  everything  and  then  stopped  when  she  reached the fruit. 

“What is this?” She raised her eyes to meet his. 

He explained where he found it, and then said the reasons why he had chosen it for her. 

“It will remake  your body, but  it will also—I  think—help you reach the Ascended Realm.” 

She  blinked  at  that.  “How  would  you  know  that?  You  have  your inspiration, already?” 

Ryun shrugged. “I do. I figured it out while training in the Empire.” 

Both  Selia  and  Erdania  blinked  at  that.  “And  you  didn’t  think  to advance before fighting the Dome Leader?” Selia asked, her eyes narrowed. 

Ryun saw Erdania look away, and he waved his hand. “A mistake, I realize now. I fell victim to the basest Cultivator sins. Arrogance and desire to  become  stronger.  Fighting  the  Dome  Leader  while  in  the  Evolved  Realm would guarantee better choices when I reached the Ascended Realm.” 

Selia closed her eyes and shook her head. “Thank you for this, but…if there  is  only  one,  maybe  Erdania  would  be  a  better  fit.  She  relies  on  her physical body far more than I do; this would help her more than me.” 

Ryun glanced at Erdania, and saw her shake her head slightly, barely enough for anyone to see, but she knew that he would sense it. He gave her a small smile. 

“Erdania, we agreed that there should be no secrets between us. That doesn’t apply only to me and the two of you, but between you two, too.” 

Selia frowned and looked from Ryun to Erdania, then back. And then she realized what they were talking about. 

“You  have  your  Ascended  inspiration  too,”  Selia  whispered.  “How long?” 

Erdania looked away but then forced herself to look back at Selia. “A few decades. I…I don’t want to advance without you.” 

Selia dropped her head. “So instead, you let me hold you back?” she whispered. 

“No,  no,  you  are  not  holding  me  back.  I  just…I  love  advancing together.  I  didn’t  feel  held  back.  It  matters  more  to  me  that  we  are  together than to just go forward by myself.” 

Selia  didn’t  move,  so  then  Erdania  got  closer  and  pulled  her  into  an embrace,  she  whispered  into  her  ear,  telling  her  that  she  was  sorry  and  that she shouldn’t have withheld the information. 

“Both of you,” Selia said as she raised her head and looked at Ryun. 

“I guess that there are some things that the two of you have more in common with each other than you do with me.” 

Ryun  walked  up  to  her  and  put  his  hand  on  her  cheek,  Erdania  still holding her. “Focus on our bond. Do you feel what I feel?” 

Selia  closed  her  eyes;  it  still  didn’t  come  naturally  to  her.  He  could feel her emotions change as she felt his. The three of them were not the same people.  They  each  had  different  things  in  common  with  one  another,  which was  a  reason  why  Ryun  even  believed  that  they  could  work.  He  loved  his

talks  with  Selia,  theorizing  and  speculating.  He  loved  that  Erdania  was  free spirited and did what she wanted when she wanted, just like him. He just…

didn’t know how to put it all into words. He wasn’t good at talking. But he could let Selia feel how he felt, and hope that she understood. 

And she did. 

“Right,” Selia said as she took a step back and composed herself. 

“We’ll  help  you  through  this,”  Ryun  said.  “I  don’t  doubt  you  will figure it out soon, and that fruit will help.” 

She nodded in agreement. “Thank you.” 

“Now, I’d like you to watch over me,” Ryun said as he pulled out the second  fruit  he  picked  from  the  tree.  The  Fruit  of  Jikharuud’s  Insight appeared  in  his  hand.  “There  is  something  that  I  need  to  do  before  I advance.” 

Chapter Twenty — The Mind



“What are you worried about?” Selia asked as he prepared to bite into the fruit. 

“Many things,” Ryun said. “At the top of the list is that it might drive me mad. If it does, I am going to need you to stop me.” 

Both Selia and Erdania nodded and took positions around him. 

He settled on the ground, and then he ate the fruit. 

For a few moments he didn’t feel anything—and then suddenly, as if someone flipped a switch, he was somewhere else. 

He  immediately  knew  that  this  place  wasn’t  real.  The  clues  were obvious: he could see how he’d used to before he received his current eyes. 

He was on a plain. Tall, green grass swayed up to his knees, and above him was a sky filled with colors and stars. There was no sight quite like this in the Infinite Realm, not for anyone who had normal eyes. The sky could change color, but there was no great tapestry like this one. 

His powers didn’t work either, which was another clue. A noise made him turn around and he was met face to face with his deepest self. 

He raised his head to look at the eyes of a wolf, a copy of the Reaper that he had met so long ago back on Earth. But…this couldn’t be the Reaper. 

It had died. He had felt the last of it fade away. What remained was just the perk  and  what  Ryun  believed  to  be  just  the  last  vestiges  of  power  that  the Framework had been unable to bundle up into a perk. 

Yet, he still had the dreams. Less now, but…he dreamed the Reaper’s life. 

“The Reaper is dead,” the wolf said, answering his thoughts. “But did you really think that that was going to be it? That you could inherit a power from the Aspect of True Death and remain unchanged?” 

“You are…my deepest self?” Ryun asked, confused. 

The  wolf  chuckled.  “The  better  question  is,  ‘Who  do  you  think  you

are?’” 

Ryun  opened  his  mouth,  but  then  closed  it.  He  remembered  what Jikharuud had told him, what he had called him. 



 You  are  He  Who  Is  Feared,  He  Who  Is  Underestimated,  He  Who

 Reaches Beyond, and He Who Fears Himself. The Liar and The Mad. You are Echo of True Death and  Wolf  of  the  End  and  Harbinger  of  the  Final

 End, The Witness of the Journey’s End, the half of one whole that once was and always will be, a law of all things. You are He Who Sees and  He  Who

 Knows.  You  are  Loved  and  Loving, Honest  and  Deceiving, Enduring  and

 Broken, Arrogant Above All. 

  

Some of those names he understood. He was feared by some, he was often underestimated, and he did reach beyond. He…didn’t know if he feared himself, though, or why he was the liar and the mad. The True Death and the End  names  seemed  more  clear  now  that  he  could  see  what  his  deepest  self looked like.  He who sees and  he who knows were obvious, as his sense gave him  great  knowledge.  Loved  and  loving?  He  had  a  family  with  people  who loved him and whom he loved in return.  Honest? He didn’t lie and he kept his word.  Deceiving… He didn’t know what that meant. The last three he agreed and knew as well, however. 

So why was his deepest self the wolf? He had put what remained of the Reaper into his technique, had given it autonomy. 

The wolf laughed. 

“You put nothing into that technique,” it—he—said. 

Ryun blinked, but before he could ask the question, the wolf answered it. 

“The Reaper died, but what remained was the Mantle of the Reaper, one part of True Death. You cannot destroy something that was the law of a universe.  The  Reaper  reached  his  end,  and  the  Mantle  that  was  filled  by  a new  one—you.  You  took  all  that  remained,  including  the  memories,  even

though you cannot comprehend them. There is nothing left of what is old. All that remains, all that you think of as a remnant, is just…you. Every time you use  that  technique,  you  pull  me  out,  and  let  me—the  subconscious  part  of your mind—take control of it.” 

He held the Mantle of the Reaper. 

“So,” the wolf started again. “Who do you think you are?” 

Ryun hesitated. Things were starting to occur to him, confusing him. 

If he had assumed that Mantle, just how much of himself was him and how much was what remained of the Reaper? 

His  old  life  on  Earth,  before  the  Framework,  had  always  seemed  so disjointed relative to what had come after. Had he changed from the moment he and Melody walked into that cave, from the moment the Twin Aspects of True Death surrendered their power to them? It had changed his perspective, had made him look back on who he was before that moment and after. He…

he was a loner, a person who had disliked the monotonous life of the world before the Framework. When it had arrived, it had liberated him in a way. It had given him a way to be free of all the systems that people put into place before. After they encountered the Reaper and the Scythe, he had become…

calmer? Happier, for sure. He and Melody had gotten even closer, their bond gaining a substance that had been lacking before. 

He raised his eyes looked at the wolf, and wondered just how much of himself was what remained of the Reaper: his focuses, his path, his power. It was all tied to an end, a finality, and True Death. He had taken the Reaper’s place, and even though the Framework had tried to contain it inside a perk, it didn’t contain everything. He was the Wolf of the End. 

The  things  that  he  put  inside  his  skills,  that  he  locked  in,  even  they were  influenced  by  that.  He  was  a  monster  who  went  through  anyone  who stood  in  his  way—like  the  Reaper  hunting  his  marks,  those  who  ran  from death. He didn’t break his word, like the Aspects of True Death, which had never strayed from their purpose. 

Still,  that  still  left  a  few  of  the  things  that  Jikharuud  called  him unclear to him. 

“Do you want to see?” the wolf asked. 

“See what?” Ryun frowned. 

“Everything.” 

Ryun  was  about  to  ask  for  a  clarification,  but  the  wolf  opened  his mouth  first.  The  wolf’s  jaws  gaped  open,  disjointed  and  unnatural,  until  all that Ryun could see was the darkness inside its maw. 

And then that darkness surged forward, swallowing him whole. 




*  *  *

 

Ryun was the Reaper; or the Reaper was Ryun. It didn’t matter. Who he was didn’t matter. What mattered was simply that he  was. 

In the beginning, they were one, and set apart from the others. After all,  the  one’s  purpose  was  to  be  the  final  destination,  the  end  to  all  things. 

Even  other  aspects  were  meant  to  meet  the  one  at  the  end.  The  one  was, therefore…lonely. Their creators saw this, but cared not for the plight of the one.  The  purpose  of  True  Death  was  not  to  be  happy,  but  to  bring  the  final end to their toys when they decided the time was right. 

The  one  existed  before  all  the  others,  older  than  the  footsteps  of  the ones  who  were  long  since  vanished.  But  the  loneliness  grew,  and  the  one made  a  decision.  The  one  picked  up  their  scythe  and  split  themself  in  half, right down the middle, so that the one might always have a friend. 

Time  surged  and  memories  flashed,  too  grand  and  incomprehensible to the one who was  half.  Ryun, who was the Reaper, and who was one half of the  one,  could  not  grasp,  could  not  comprehend,  his  mind  too  small  to  hold the weight of so much time. 

As his mind buckled under the weight, in pain, seeing only flashes of memories  that  were  grand  enough  to  punch  through  even  the  primitive  and small nature of his mind, another part of his mind understood. 

The dreams he experienced were a release valve, slowly giving to him that  which  he  had  taken  onto  himself  when  he  had  assumed  the  Mantle.  He

had  gained  power,  distilled  through  the  Framework  to  protect  his  fragile mortal  form.  But  the  rest…  The  rest  of  what  made  for  an  Aspect  of  True Death was still there. 

His  perk  had  improved  before,  in  the  Tournament  City.  As  he  grew stronger, more and more of that power slipped by the Framework, and more would come in the future. These memories were too much for him to hold; he couldn’t  understand  any  of  them.  They  were  memories  of  a  being  that  was beyond his comprehension, and yet he could see now, could see how he had been and was being shaped by their weight. 

He  wanted  to  see  the  End  of  All  Things,  to  live  until  that  final moment where True Death was the only thing that remained. 

But just as this Mantle had influenced him, so too had he influenced it. The Aspect of True Death did not cause True Death before its time. It did not pick and choose. Ryun had…done something to it, too. 

The flashes increased, the Reaper hunting down those who struggled against their fate, standing side by side with the Scythe, its other half. Flashes of death and battle. It was all too much. It turned to noise that made his mind hurt, that made everything go white. 

He  was  pretty  sure  that  he  was  screaming,  or  at  least  a  part  of  him was, and then it all went out. 

Ryun was standing in front of the wolf again. For a while, he couldn’t even  think.  Everything  was…slow.  He  couldn’t  tell  how  long  he  had  been stuck in that…whatever that was. 

He looked around, trying to grab onto something, anything that would anchor  him.  Then,  he  noticed  something  in  the  distance:  a  boulder,  with someone  sitting  on  top  of  it.  It  was  too  far  away  for  him  to  see  any  of  the details clearly, but somehow he knew who it was. 

The wolf glanced behind it in the same direction too. 

“The  Scythe,”  he  said  slowly.  “She  has  not  yet  taken  the  Mantle  as fully as you have, but in time, she shall.” 

Selia. He was a bit confused as to why she was here, or even why a

part of her was. This was supposed to be his mental scape. 

“Two  parts  of  one  whole,”  the  wolf  said,  as  if  that  explained everything. And perhaps it did. 

Ryun  closed  his  eyes;  he  had  started  to  feel…  It  was  strange.  That experience had exhausted him. He hadn’t retained any of the memories that had  flashed  through  his  mind,  but…he  did  get  an  impression  of  who  the Reaper  was:  a  hunter,  someone  who  liked  to  stalk  his  prey,  to  listen  before pouncing, who hunted only those who had broken the rules. 

He  realized  just  how  much  the  Reaper’s  Mantle  had  influenced  who he had become. He stalked, moving through the shadows, listening with his skill.  He  punished  only  when  they  crossed  the  line  and  actually  did something.  He  didn’t  punish  others  for  mere  thoughts  about  breaking  the rules. 

But…he  knew  that  he  had  changed  the  Mantle,  too,  and  it  almost broke his heart to know what he had added to it. He had killed or caused the death of an entire world. His time in the Infinite Realm, surrounded by people who were…kind, had made him doubt himself, almost deceive himself. They looked at him and saw someone who was extreme in his actions, but in their eyes,  he  was  good.  And  he  had  almost  believed  it,  too,  that  perhaps  he  had been mad, that perhaps it hadn’t really been his fault. 

The moment he said that to himself, the wolf’s expression changed. It lowered its head further, until its snout was almost touching Ryun. 

“Hey,” the wolf whispered. “I wanna know, if I tell you a secret, will you keep it?” 

But  Ryun  already  knew  it.  Then,  memories  flashed  before  his  eyes. 

The blood, the death, the rage of one part of the Twin Aspect of True Death inside of him, the pain that they had both felt at the death of their other half. 

All of it came back. The memories cleared too, and he saw them all: the faces of  everyone  that  he  killed,  that  he  convinced  himself  he  forgot  in  the  haze, that  they  didn’t  matter.  And  they  hadn’t,  not  to  him.  In  an  instant,  he  lived through  it  all  again.  He  saw  it  through  the  eyes  of  the  wolf,  the  mantle,  the remnant  of  the  Reaper  that  was  inside  of  him.  Ryun  didn’t  remember  their

faces, but the Reaper had. 

“The  voice,  the  madness  in  my  head,  that  I  thought  was  the Reaper…”  Then,  his  voice  came  down  to  a  whisper.  “It  wasn’t  the  Reaper losing  its  mind.  That  was  me—the  pain  and  the  rage,  that  was  the  Reaper crying out in agony for what I made it do. It was all me, just me. I killed them before it was their time, and the Twin Aspect of True Death could no more do  that  than  it  could  change  its  nature.  True  Death  comes  only  when  it  is time. The Dealmaker sealed the Aspect behind the wall inside my head, and still I murdered them by the thousands. That is who I am. A monstrous being that took over the Mantle of a being with rules.” 

Ryun closed his eyes and let himself accept it. 

The first thing he did when he arrived in the Infinite Realm was kill people  who  had  done  nothing  to  him.  Oh,  he  had  done  it  to  protect  Anrosh and  Kri,  but  that…that  was  just  an  excuse.  Or  perhaps…a  release  condition was a better term for it. 

He fought and killed the warriors of the sect. He walked through this world like all of it was his for the taking, because he believed in his might. 

How many times had he wanted to just go…crazy? To murder everything and everyone?  To  bring  them  to  an  End?  And  how  many  times  had  he  stopped himself because of the rules he lived by? 

It  was  clear  to  him  now.  Those  rules  were  not  those  of  who  he  had been  before  the  Aspect  of  True  Death.  The  rules  were  part  of  the  Reaper’s Mantle—perverted by him, but still holding true. Without them, he would’ve done  what  he  had  done  on  Earth,  before  the  Dealmaker  had  taken  a  part  of him away. 

He  remembered  the  rage  he’d  felt  when  Eerv  had  surrendered,  the desire to kill him and the others. But he couldn’t bring himself to, just as how the  Reaper  would  never  hunt  those  who  accepted  their  fate.  Those  who  did went with the Scythe. 

What  would  he  have  done  in  the  Empire  if  they  hadn’t  let  Nayra  go free? His rules give him a strict guideline for when he could act, but if they crossed his lines…

Back  then,  he  hadn’t  given  much  thought  about  how  he  would’ve made true on his promise, but here, in the deepest parts of himself, he knew exactly what he would’ve done. 

He would’ve turned the Empire into another Earth. 

And it would’ve been easy. 

Get out of the city, go along the Wall, find the least protected part of it, or one that was already under attack, then hit it hard, destroy the Wall, and let the monsters in. Then repeat, keep to the dark, or simply move too fast for them  to  counter.  Make  a  couple  more  openings  in  the  Wall,  and  with  each new one their ability to counter him would drop. They would hunt him, the same  as  the  people  of  Earth  would,  but  Ryun  became  stronger  the  more  he fought,  the  more  he  killed.  With  each  attempt  against  him  that  failed,  he would’ve gotten stronger, learned more. 

The Empire would’ve collapsed. That was the part of him that was the monster:  the  true  Ryun  Nacht  unleashed.  Just  how  he  had  simply  pressed forward  when  the  Framework  just  arrived.  Keeping  his  own  council,  doing what he felt was right. Brutal, and unrelenting. But he wasn’t just that, hadn’t been since he received the Mantle. 

He  was  an  amalgamation  of  Ryun  Nacht  and  the  Reaper’s  Mantle. 

The monstrous capacity for destruction, a Final End, and the rules of a being that had been as old as a universe. 

This was him. 




*  *  *

 

Atonement, forgiveness, change. 

There  was  never  going  to  be  atonement  for  what  had  happened  on Earth.  Ryun  had  always  known  that;  he  didn’t  want  it.  There  was  no forgiveness for it. Now he understood that he had never really cared about it, even  when  he  had  tried  to  convince  himself  that  perhaps  it  wasn’t  his  fault. 

The one who cared was the last vestige of the Reaper. 

He  had  seen  Anrosh,  had  seen  Nayra,  Eerv,  and  the  others.  He  saw them  living  a  different  kind  of  life  and  he  thought,  perhaps,  he  could—or should—be more like them. 

But  he  survived,  he  grew,  he  became  stronger,  and  he  changed.  The memories  from  before  the  Framework,  the  remnants  from  the  Reaper,  they had  put  things  into  perspective.  He  had  always  hated  Earth,  hated  that  life that was so…controlled. Afterward, he only needed an excuse, something to let him throw it all away. The Reaper gave him rules to keep him from going down  a  truly  monstrous  path.  But  as  it  gave  him  the  rules,  so  too  had  he changed  the  Mantle.  No  longer  did  he  grant  True  Death  only  when  it  was time—now, it was Ryun’s choice when to do so. 

He did change in the Infinite Realm, but it was more of a clean slate. 

It  was  a  world  that  held  the  promise  to  let  him  live  freely.  In  contrast,  he loved this world, and he loved these people, at least most of them. They were different than what the people of Earth had been. But…no one was safe from who the rules kept caged inside should they cross him. 

The  memories…  He  remembered  their  faces  now.  He  remembered Linda  and  the  child,  knew  why  Zach  hated  and  hunted  him  so.  Ryun  had done what he would’ve considered a breaking of the rules himself. Zach was right  to  seek  revenge;  Ryun  would’ve  done  the  same  if  someone  had  killed Anrosh  or  Kri,  or  Selia  and  Erdania.  But  that  was  the  past.  What  was  he supposed to do? Cut his own head off? Kill himself? There was nothing that could change what he had done. 

If  someone  stood  in  his  way,  if  they  crossed  him,  he  was  going  to fight  or  try  to  remedy  the  situation  the  only  way  he  could.  He  was  not  a creature of the past—he was one of the present, and of the future. That was all  that  mattered.  Seeing  the  ends  of  stories,  a  bastardized  version  of  the purpose of True Death. It was, in a way liberating. There had been something beneath the surface that had held him back, he understood now—something that had made him hold himself back. 

No more. 



*  *  *



Ryun opened his eyes. 

Selia and Erdania stood in front of him, studying him. 

“Ryun, you still there?” Erdania asked. 

Ryun nodded. “Yes,” he said slowly. There wasn’t much of a change that he could notice, though he did feel freer, in a way. 

“How long?” he asked. 

“Half an hour, maybe,” Erdania answered. 

Ryun hummed to himself, then noticed that a notification was flashing in the corner of his eye, so he brought it forward. 



Congratulations!  You  have  gone  through  a

Crucible! 

 

Fruit  of  Jikharuud’s  Insight  —  +100  to  base intelligence  and  wisdom;  +500  to  intelligence  and wisdom

New title available—Lesser Crucible of the Mind



Lesser Crucible Go through a mental

+200 to intelligence and

of the Mind

experience to improve your wisdom, +1% to all

mind by forging it under

stats, 

unusual conditions based on Lesser Enlightened

your mind state. 

(Mind Perk), 20,000

Greater Essence



Lesser Enlightened

Your mind is resistant to mind effects and

(Title Perk)

can function at moderate condition in all

states, even after being damaged beyond the point where most would falter. 



He’d wanted more mental protection, and he’d received it. He would need to test it out and see how it worked later. The experience of the fruit had left  him  feeling  calm,  understanding.  He  didn’t  change  how  he  was;  it  was just that all those tiny little voices in the back of his head were now gone. 

“I’m advancing,” he said then raised his eyes to meet Selia’s. “Watch closely. It might give you a bout of inspiration.” 

She nodded seriously and he closed his eyes. 

To advance to the Ascended Realm, one needed to cleanse their body of all impurities, of any Essence that was of a lesser tier. Ryun had done that easily—well, not easily, but it had been a natural step for him. His body was made out of tier-9 Qi. He did believe that tier-8 Qi was sufficient; however, there was also the inspiration part of it. For him, it was…a realization about the  lengths  he  was  willing  to  go  to  achieve  his  power.  He  pushed  through pain, cut his own body up, something that most would shy away from. 

He looked at his path, and then advanced. 



Congratulations, you have reached the

Early Ascended Realm Stage on the Path

of the Final End! 





Reward—Secondary aspect available! 

You have stepped into the Realm of the

Ascended. As such, you now begin to

manifest power over aspects. You may

choose in which way that power

manifests. 

 

Merged Aspects

Merge your secondary aspect with your

primary aspect. The resulting merged aspect

will depend on the compatibility between the

two aspects. The resulting Qi will be generated

from your current Core. 

Secondary Core

Split your core in two. Each new core will

retain 40% of the original core’s current size. 

One core will continue producing Void, and the

other will produce your secondary chosen

aspect. 

Dual Core

Your core will become capable of producing

your secondary chosen aspect. You will keep

the two different aspects inside and will be able

to control the ratio of aspects inside. 



He  was  already  prepared.  He  pulled  out  the  Aspect  Orb  that  he  had filled with tier-9 Stillness and crushed it in his hand, pulling the Essence into himself. 

He had given thought to how he was going to proceed from here on out. He had considered every option, but in the end he had decided on Dual Core. It was risky; his regeneration relied on Void Qi, which Stillness wasn’t. 

If he split his core he would have significantly less Void to regenerate. If he merged them, it might not even work until he managed to upgrade his body, and his techniques might be more limited. With Dual Core, he would at least be  able  to  control  the  amount  of  Void  that  he  had,  though,  and  he  believed that  he  could  cover  that  weakness  once  he  advanced  his  second  path  and improved his body, or when he used the elixir for perk improvement. 

He made his choice. 



Stillness Qi (9)(Aspect

Your Qi passively enhances your body with

Perk)

the Essence of the Stillness. Any forces or

objects approaching you lose momentum

depending on their power. While Stillness

Qi is moving through your body, all

Essence seeking to influence you is 20%

less effective, and you are influenced by

slowing down toward stillness. Any

techniques you use that utilize Stillness Qi

will seek to bring any Essence they touch

to stillness. Gain +25% to endurance and

wisdom. 



He stood up and felt his core. It was entirely filled with Void, so there was no Stillness inside of it, but he could tell that it was different. He put his hand  to  the  side  and  fired  a  technique,  spending  Void.  Then  he  felt  it:  both Void  and  Stillness  were  regenerating  inside  his  core.  He  even  felt  like  he could  stop  one  and  focus  only  on  the  other.  The  Framework  gave  him  the knowledge  of  how  to  cycle  his  Qi  inside  his  core  to  keep  the  two  aspects separated. He didn’t use that, but instead used the cycling technique that Tali taught him. 

Now,  he  needed  to  practice,  to  figure  out  everything  that  he  could. 

After he had, he would advance his secondary path and use the resources he had set aside for himself from Zenker. He had many things to figure out. 

Chapter Twenty One — The Price of Power



“Why are we here?” Kri asked her mother. A couple of days ago, her mother had just picked her up and, without any explanation, taken her out of the city. They had ridden out across the territories, just the two of them. Kri would have to be blind to not notice that something was up. She was being far  more  motherly  with  her  than  she  had  been  before.  She  talked  with  her about  the  most  mundane  of  things,  and  caught  her  looking  at  her  when  she thought Kri couldn’t notice. 

One  of  her  skills  was  |Enhanced  Vibration  Sense|,  and  Tali  had forced  her  to  train  it  to  the  extreme.  She  had  made  her  wear  blindfolds  and ear plugs for hours while she trained with the spear, relying just on her skill to take in the world around her. She could tell that her mother was acting…

weird. 

But now they had stopped. Her mother walked their mounts away and tied them to a tree, then returned to the small cliff-side. 

“We  are  here  because  we  are  going  to  have  a  very  important conversation,” her mother said while looking out in the distance. 

Kri  followed  her  gaze  and  saw  what  she  expected  to  see:  the  ruined city  of  Ven’oran  stood  in  the  distance,  covered  by  nature  now,  the  green vines covering the walls and trees growing from inside the buildings. There was some talk about rebuilding it, but there was just never any time. 

She turned her eyes back on her mother, studying her skin. The white snowflake  patterns  on  her  skin  were  a  clear  indication  that  her  body  had changed.  Most  people  thought  that  she  had  advanced  her  second  path  and improved her body, but Kri knew that her mother had gotten her second path past that point long ago. 

“We had to go all the way here for a conversation?” Kri asked. 

Her  mother  smiled,  but  she  couldn’t  help  but  think  that  it  was  a  sad smile, a worried smile. “Not for the conversation. For what comes after.” 

Kri  blinked.  She  had  questions,  but  her  mother  shook  her  head  and spoke again. 

“You told me that you wanted to advance,” she said. 

Kri immediately straightened, hope blossoming inside of her. “I do.” 

Her  mother  nodded.  “I  don’t  think  you  really  understand  what  that means.” 

“Mother,” Kri started, but she raised her hand to stop her. 

“No, Kri, you listen now. We could raise you, even all the way to the Immortal  Realm,  today.  In  a  day,  you  could  be  like  me.  Is  that  what  you want?” 

Kri  frowned.  “I  mean,  I  do  want  to  advance,”  she  said  slowly.  She knew that there was a difference between being raised and doing as much as you  could  on  your  own,  but  she  had  never  really  seen  that  difference.  They all  talked  about  it,  but  her  mother  was  still  strong.  Kri  had  seen  her  fight against the undead—it was amazing. 

“There  is  a  difference,”  her  mother  continued.  “The  way  that  we—

that is, our sect, works, is that we do not grant power freely. All power has to be paid for. I pay for it through my service, by putting myself between Ryun, the sect, and everybody else. Others struggle, they fight, prove themselves in combat, or prove their talents and craft by creating something of worth. We reward them all. We will rework that part of the manner in which that sect is run. New rules will be put into place, but the bottom line is going to be that everyone will contribute if they want to be supported.” 

Kri nodded. That did make sense to her. 

“You are going to have a choice, now, daughter.” Her mother turned to  face  her.  “Three  choices,  actually.  You  can  remain  as  you  are—train, master  each  Realm  and  each  of  your  powers  slowly.  When  Tali  thinks  that you  are  ready,  she  will  grant  you  permission  to  advance.  You  will  advance slowly, but you will be safe and you will do it right. Next, you can decide to abandon that path and follow mine. We can advance you now, but you will sacrifice  your  future  potential.  You  can  stand  by  my  side  and  learn  how  to

run the sect. You will fight, but you will never be someone who shakes the world.” 

Kri felt unsure. This wasn’t what she expected. Had she overstepped when she pushed her mother before? Was this the result of that? 

“And the last choice?” Kri asked slowly. 

“You can do what Ryun does,” her mother answered softly. “Take a shorter path, one that isn’t perfect, and one filled with a lot more danger. One that could get you killed in the process.” 

Kri shifted as that set in. Her mother stepped up to her and placed a hand on her cheek. 

“I  love  you,  Kri.  You  are  my  everything,  but  you  are  also  a  grown woman. I was younger than you are now when I had you. I wish that I could keep you safe, keep you away from danger, but we live in a world full of it. I understand that you need to be able to protect yourself. So, even if it might lead to your death, I know that I can’t keep trying to keep you safe, that it is ultimately your decision to make.” 

Kri opened her mouth, but then closed it and thought about it. She had been  getting  frustrated  with  the  way  things  were  now.  She  knew,  at  least intellectually, that she would advance eventually, and that when she reached higher Realms, she would be better than those she now felt were passing her by. But it was…frustrating, always being placed in the safest place possible in  combat,  always  being  held  back.  Yes,  she  had  seen  fighting—she  had fought  monsters,  undead,  and  other  Cultivators—but  it  never  pushed  her  to her limits. She didn’t even know what those limits were. 

Her  mother  ruled  their  sect.  Kri  knew  that  she  had  been  raised,  that she depended on Ryun for advancement, but she had seen her mother’s life: staying in the sect, helping run everything, being a presence. She didn’t want that, though she understood and appreciated her mother for all that she did. 

She…she  had  dreams  of  her  own.  She  wanted  to  be  out  there  in  the wild,  fighting,  surviving,  exploring  and  finding  treasure,  pushing  herself  as far  as  she  could  go  and  more.  There  was  one  moment  in  her  past  that  had

always  been  so  clear  to  her,  a  shining  moment  that  she  wanted  so  hard  to reach for: when Ryun arrived in the Infinite Realm, when he found them. She remembered  him  fighting  against  dozens,  and  the  effortless  strength  that  he had displayed. That was who she wanted to be. 

She made her decision. 

Her mother sighed, already understanding without her even having to say anything. She leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. 

“Okay,  then,”  her  mother  said  slowly.  “I  hope  you  don’t  come  to regret it.” 

Kri  frowned  but  her  mother  spoke  again  before  she  could  ask  her  to clarify. 

She  pointed  at  Ven’oran.  “Go  to  the  mountains  above  the  city, through the pass.” 

Kri tilted her head, but felt like she shouldn’t ask any questions. 

Her  mother  walked  away,  leaving  her  alone  and  confused.  After  a while, she turned to look at Ven’oran and the two mountain peaks stretching above it. 




*  *  *

 

She  climbed  the  mountain  as  her  mother  told  her,  going  through  the pass, wondering why she was being sent here—but while she did wonder, she wasn’t really worried. This felt like…like the things from the stories, when a young Cultivator was sent on a quest to prove themselves. 

So,  she  was  ready  for  anything.  She  held  her  Piercing  Spear  of Speed in one hand and wore her epic armor on her body. She kept her sense alert, looking for any signs of monsters. Once she got through the pass, she stepped onto a small stone plateau, seeing a person standing at the edge with their back turned toward her. 

She approached slowly, until her skill entered the range such that she could  sense  them,  which  was  just  over  fifteen  meters.  They  didn’t  move, 

didn’t breathe, even as they stood next to a crack, a crevice in the stone that seemingly led to a cave below. She tried to move silently, so as to not alert them. 

“If you only try to move silently once you are aware of someone who can observe you, you have most likely already failed.” 

She  froze,  but  then  recognized  the  voice.  Ryun  turned  around  and tilted  his  head  at  her,  and  she  ran  up  to  him.  As  soon  as  she  was  close enough, she threw her arms around him, hugging him. 

“I didn’t know you were back!” 

“Not many people do,” Ryun said as he returned her embrace. 

She  took  a  step  back  and  looked  at  him.  He  was  the  same  as  she remembered,  and  it  had  been  years  since  he  went  away  to  fight  the  Dome Leader.  So  much  had  happened  since  then.  There  was  so  much  that  she wanted to say, but she just couldn’t get the words out. 

“So,” Ryun spoke first. “You have made a decision.” 

Kri sobered immediately. She should’ve known that he was involved in whatever just happened with her mother. 

A part of her was elated at that. 

“I did,” Kri said. 

“You don’t think that you were taught enough, in all these years?” he asked. 

Kri shifted her weight. It wasn’t that she was ungrateful, she just…she felt like she could do more. 

“Tali’s  way  would’ve  taught  you  much.  You  would’ve  seen  a  large payoff in the future, and with a lot less pain and suffering for it.” 

Kri  grimaced.  She  could  take  some  pain  and  suffering;  she  didn’t need or like that everyone wanted to coddle her so much. 

“Tell me,” Ryun interrupted. “Did you make friends in the sect?” 

Kri blinked at the sudden change of topic. 

“I…I guess?” 

Ryun narrowed his eyes at her. 

“Okay, it’s not… I… It’s hard,” she said lamely. 

“Why?” 

She didn’t know why he was asking her all these questions, but then, no one else had ever really asked her this question. 

“I’m  the  daughter  of  the  Sect  Leader.”  She  shrugged.  “I  am  trained personally  by  an  Ascended  of  the  sect.  They  all  know  about  our…  I  don’t even know what we are, but they know we are close.” 

Ryun nodded. “We are family. Your mother is as a sister to me, and you are like a…niece, I guess.” 

To hear him say it clearly like that made her feel so many things that she couldn’t even explain. 

Before she could say anything, he continued, “I understand. It is hard to get close to people when they want something from you.” 

She  nodded.  “Yeah,  and  I…I  always  wanted  something  more.  Their worries, their goals, they just seem so…” 

“Small?” Ryun asked. 

“Yes.” 

“I am not sorry for the time you spent training slowly, for the peace that you have had.” 

Kri tilted her head. 

“It  will  give  you  perspective,”  Ryun  just  said.  “It  will  make  you realize just how different everyone else is from you. If you survive, that is.” 

Kri frowned. “Survive?” she asked slowly. 

“I  think  that  you  have  talent,  Kri,  but  doing  things  my  way  requires something more. An inner drive that few others have. You need to be a bit…

unhinged. I saw glimpses of it in you before, when you and your mother ran from  the  sect.  But  you  can  never  truly  know  if  you  have  what  it  takes  until you try. And if you are wrong? Well, death is the price.” 

Kri  swallowed,  then  tried  to  hide  the  stab  of  fear  that  flashed  inside

her chest. 

Ryun  nodded,  then  changed  the  topic  one  more.  “Tali  told  me  that you were exceptional with the spear.” 

She blinked. Tali had never said that to her, but she was good, better than anyone else who had started to train at the same time as she had. She had even improved her skill to |Spear Art|. It was her highest skill, the one that she was the most proud of. 

“I am.” She didn’t feel the need to be humble, not with Ryun. 

“And you have |Vibration Sense|?” 

“|Enhanced Vibration Sense|, yes.” 

“What is your range?” 

“Around  fifteen  meters,  depending  on  what  is  around  me,”  Kri answered. 

“Fifteen,” Ryun mulled it over. “It will be close.” 

She  was  about  to  ask  him  what  it  would  be  close  for,  when  he extended his hand. “Give me your spear.” 

Kri  did  as  he  asked.  He  looked  it  over  and  then  made  it  disappear, probably  inside  his  storage.  Then,  a  different  spear  appeared  in  his  hand. 

“Here. You can have this one.” 

She took it from his slowly. 



Spear of Cold

+5 to Dexterity

Thrust

+5 to Strength

+10 to Wisdom



Any attack with this weapon inflicts cold

damage equal to 5% of your wisdom. The

damage will tick every 5 seconds, dealing 1%

less damage for the next 5 intervals. 



It  was  a  better  weapon  than  the  rare  one  that  had  been  given  to  her. 

She looked up at him, confused. 

He  placed  a  hand  on  her  robes  and  frowned.  “These  will  work,  I guess.” 

She  was  completely  confused,  but  he  again  spoke,  not  letting  her question anything. “Show me your screens, all of them.” 

Kri frowned but did what he asked. 

“Hm…” Ryun hummed. “Tali gave you a few more stat potions, and you have a couple of titles, I see.” 

Kri  nodded.  She  had  gotten  the  One  Against  Many,  the  Lord—

obviously—and the Apprentice Warrior: Twilight Melody Sect titles. Too, Tali had given her one more bath to increase her stats. 

“It’ll be hard,” Ryun said. “But that is the point.” 

“What is?” Kri asked finally. 

“I’ll  give  you  one  last  chance,  Kri,”  Ryun  said,  his  face  serious  and his black eyes holding hers. “This is your last opportunity to choose another path.  If  you  stay,  I  will  push  you  more  than  you  have  ever  been  pushed before. It will hurt, and you will hate me. You will curse yourself for wanting this. But, if you survive, you will get what you want.” 

Kri frowned. She felt like she was at a crossroads. A part of her was terrified, but another wanted to advance more than anything. 

She wanted to be like him. 

“I’ve made my choice,” Kri said. 

Ryun  nodded,  and  for  a  moment  she  could’ve  sworn  that  she  saw some expression on his face. Sympathy? 

Then  the  world  went  black,  and  pain  followed  a  moment  later.  She fell to the ground and screamed; her face was on fire. She put her hands on her face and felt blood, felt… Her eyes were gone. She was in so much pain that she couldn’t even think. 

“Focus on your skill,” a voice said, and she realized that it was Ryun, 

standing  next  to  her.  He  had  done  this.  For  a  moment,  she  felt  hurt  beyond anything that she had ever felt before, betrayed, but then she remembered—

he  had  gouged  his  own  eyes  out,  had  trained  himself  while  blind.  He  was doing this for her. 

She tried to calm herself and pushed up to her knees, then up. 

She was shaking, but she tried to keep a strong front. 

“Hm…” Ryun hummed. “Now the real test begins. Try not to die.” 

She  frowned,  but  before  she  could  even  register  what  his  words meant, she felt herself thrown to the side and then down. She was falling, her heart beating in her chest like crazy. She smashed into something on her way down—a  stone,  a  wall,  she  didn’t  know,  and  she  didn’t  have  the  time  to wonder. She hit the ground hard and groaned. He…he had thrown her down the crevice they had been standing next to. She scrambled, tried to get to her feet, and felt her leg hurting, she had to have injured it on her way down. She reached for the bag of potions on her waist, but found it missing. She didn’t know if she had lost it on the way down or if Ryun had snatched it away from her. 

Then,  she  heard  a  sound  and  something  hit  the  stone  next  to  her, rattling against it. She focused her sense and realized that it was her spear—

he had to have thrown it down after her. She moved toward it, but then froze. 

Her sense caught something else at the edge of her range. And then there was a  sound,  a  grinding  of  something  against  the  stone.  A  moment  afterward,  a deep noise, like a growl, filled the air, and she felt the aura of something fill the cave. 

She wasn’t alone down here. 

It moved, and she threw herself to the side, her sense alerting her of the  attack.  One  of  her  hands  trailed  behind  her  and  she  felt  her  palm  slide across something hard. The contact was enough for the identification window to appear. 



Black Viper King (Tier 5)

 

She was going to die. 

Chapter Twenty Two — Cold



Anatalien landed on the ground next to Ryun and the crevice leading down  into  the  cave.  She  could  hear  Kri  scrambling  around,  trying  to  put distance  between  herself  and  the  viper,  trying  to  get  an  idea  of  her surroundings. She stumbled over a rock, and the viper’s leap missed her as it flew  over  her  head.  Luck—that  could’ve  been  the  moment  when  she  died. 

This  was  far  crueler  than  anything  she  would’ve  done,  even  in  her  worst moments. She had pushed her students before, thrown them into battle, sent them against tough odds, but Ryun was…

He  had  even  refused  to  give  her  legendary  armor  and  weapons.  The most he agreed for was an epic spear. Having gear of the same rarity as the monster wouldn’t have made things that easier. And what he had done with her eyes? It was insane. 

She could tell that Kri was barely able to evade, that she had no idea about her surroundings and was struggling to keep track of the monster and her own body. Just taking someone’s eyes out and expecting them to adapt so fast, with no prior preparation, without at least knowing that you would have to… No one did that. 

Tali  had  been  against  this  from  the  moment  Ryun  had  told  them. 

Anrosh  had  nearly  lost  her  mind,  and  if  she  was  being  honest,  Tali  had  no idea how Ryun had managed to convince her. But, in the end, she had agreed, too. There was something about him that had changed since they last spoke, and she couldn’t quite put her finger on what exactly that something was. 

She  glanced  at  him  standing  there  next  to  her.  His  eyes  were  closed and  his  body  relaxed.  If  one  didn’t  know  anything  about  him,  they  would think that he wasn’t even paying attention to what was happening below. He might not look it, but she knew better—he was following everything, just as she was. The shifting of the air painted a picture in her head. 

“You do realize that she can really die,” Tali whispered. “Even if we keep watch, that monster can kill her before we can get to her.” 

“Of course,” Ryun whispered back. “Real danger is the only way for the Framework to recognize and reward.” 

Tali grimaced, but it was true. She almost regretted telling him all that could  happen  if  they  did  this  right.  She  didn’t  know  if  Kri  could  even  get close to that kind of state, but…

The  viper  caught  her  off  guard,  its  tail  swinging  around  and  hitting her in the back. Tali winced as Kri was thrown across the cave. The viper was massive,  at  least  ten  meters  long,  and  it  was  smart.  It  attacked  from  the distance, from outside the range of Kri’s sense. 

She was lucky that the viper’s main power was neutralized by her not having  eyes.  It  had  the  ability  to  exert  venomous  pressure  that  would  make anyone  sick  through  eye  contact.  Without  her  eyes,  she  would  still  feel  the pressure, get weaker, but at a far reduced rate. 

“Hm…” Ryun hummed. “She won’t be able to do it like this.” 

Tali had to agree. She hadn’t even retrieved her weapon, and she was struggling  to  make  sense  of  her  surroundings.  She  saw  her  use  a  technique and force the monster back, but it wasn’t nearly enough. 

Ryun tsked to himself, and then spoke loudly. 




*  *  *

Kri



She  hit  the  wall  hard,  but  managed  to  scramble  to  her  feet  quickly. 

She put the wall at her back and listened. She heard a hiss in the distance, a grinding sound of a large body moving across the stone, but she didn’t sense the monster. It was outside of her range. She froze, not moving, not knowing where  it  was  safe  to  move.  She  couldn’t  tell  where  the  monster  was  just  by her hearing—the sound was echoing through the cave such that even when it reached her sense, she couldn’t discern which direction it was coming from. 

For  a  moment,  she  felt  like  this  wasn’t  worth  it.  That  she  shouldn’t have  ever  asked  for  this—though  in  her  defense,  she  hadn’t  asked  for  this. 

She  hadn’t  known  what  she  was  even  asking  for  in  the  first  place.  She  was scared, and her heart was beating so hard that she feared it would break out of her chest. Her {Cold Mantle} was moving through her body, increasing her stats,  but  the  cave  was  warm,  so  she  didn’t  get  the  full  bonus.  She  formed another technique, her Lesser Qi Controller,  letting her use two techniques at once. She shaped her {Cold Breath}, too, and when she heard movement, she let it out. 

Her mouth opened and a plume of Absolute Cold  filled  the  air.  She moved  her  head,  spraying  everything  in  front  of  her.  She  heard  a  hiss  and then more movement, and she hoped that she had managed to hit the monster, even if she doubted that she had hurt it much. She felt her stats increase as the temperature dropped, which had been her plan in the first place. 

“You are going to die if you continue like that.” 

Kri  startled  at  the  sound  of  a  voice.  It  took  her  a  moment  to  realize that it was Ryun, talking from above. She heard the monster hiss and knelt, getting  closer  to  the  ground.  She  couldn’t  afford  to  respond,  and  she  didn’t even understand what he meant. 

“Your  skill’s  range  is  too  short,”  Ryun  continued.  “Either  you  get close  enough  to  the  monster  that  it  always  remains  in  your  range,  or  you figure out a way to sense more.” 

Kri frowned. Sense more? What was he…

Then  she  understood.  He  meant  for  her  to  increase  her  range  by evolving  the  skill.  She  still  hadn’t  finished  her  quest,  but…  She  knew  that some people could guide the skill evolution, that they could evolve it through willpower alone, force it into what they wanted it to be. 

She  heard  a  snap  in  the  air,  and  then—something  entered  her  range, small, and heading straight for her. She moved, |Enhanced Dodge| throwing her  to  the  side,  but  it  still  clipped  her  shoulder.  She  winced  as  she  felt  it scratch her and then impale itself in the wall. It was a…spike? It vibrated as it impacted, and it felt like…bone? No, less dense, cartilage—or something in between the two. It had thrown it at her. 

Then another entered her range, and she threw herself to the ground in a  roll.  Her  left  hand  slipped,  and  her  roll  turned  into  a  fall  with  her  head hitting  the  stone,  disorienting  her  for  a  second.  She  shook  off  the  pain  and rolled to hide behind a stone nearby. She felt another spike impact the ground near her. 

She  frowned.  That  roll…  She  looked,  and  then  realized  that  she  had no  eyes.  The  pain  was  there,  always  present,  but  she  couldn’t  even  get  a moment  to  focus  on  it.  She  touched  her  left  arm  and  realized  that  it  was numb. She felt up to her shoulder and found a small scratch. The spike had injected her with something, a paralytic. 

“No time,” Ryun’s voice called from above. 

She  focused  her  mind,  all  of  her  willpower,  everything  that  she  had, all on her skill. 

More range, more precision. She needed to feel more…everything. 

She  remembered  when  she  was  a  child,  up  in  the  mountains  where  she  had first  met  Ryun.  She  remembered  their  chess  games,  remembered  pestering him  with  questions  about  his  skills,  and  how  easily  he  had  answered  them. 

Now she knew what a treasure he had given her. Her skill never had nearly the same range as his had, nor the same power. She wasn’t him. 

But she wanted to be. 

She felt her range crawling, expanding slowly, and she pushed more. 

She  felt  the  air  around  her  move,  the  slight  tremors  in  the  ground,  and everything that was vibrating. But she needed more than that, she needed to feel  the  innate…resonance  of  everything,  like  he  did.  Her  head  was pounding, from the effort, from the pain, and then as she pushed, it all went blank for a moment. 



|Enhanced  Vibration  Sense|  (10/10)  —

sense 1000 different sources of vibrations. 478/1000

(Reward—skill  evolution,  3,000  Greater  Essence)

|Enhanced  Vibration  Sense|  >>  Tier  evolution  >> 

|Resonance Sense|



Her world expanded in an instant. She felt the cave, the stone around her, the two people far above her, and—

She  threw  herself  to  the  side  as  the  monster  snapped  with  its  two-pronged  tail,  sending  two  spikes  at  her.  She  managed  to  get  out  of  the  way just  in  time.  The  monster  hissed  from  above.  It  had  climbed  on  another section of the cave that had been above her hiding spot. She kept her sense on it, focused, and tuned everything else out. She could track it from a distance now. She could feel how its body coiled, how the muscles in its body readied it to move. 

It  tensed,  and  she  jumped  back,  rolling  over  the  ground  before grabbing  her  spear.  Her  left  hand’s  grip  slipped  and  she  cursed—she  could barely  move  her  fingers.  She  couldn’t  fight  with  her  spear  while  she  could only use one arm, so she pulled back. 

The viper leapt, uncoiling with its maw open wide. It flew toward her and  she  threw  her  spear  with  all  of  her  strength.  She  missed  her  target—its gaping maw—but her spear clipped the monster’s side, opening a gash along its  side.  It  hissed,    distracted  enough  that  she  managed  to  drop  low  and  roll beneath  it.  Her  sense  followed  it  as  it  passed  above,  and  she  felt  its  body move—she knew that it was coming, but she wasn’t fast enough. The poison had spread through her body, making her slower. The viper’s tail lashed out and smacked her in the side. She flew across the cave, scraping her cheek on the stone floor. 

The monster coiled and turned, then slithered at her quickly, too fast for her to get away. She moved her Qi, quickly, as quickly as she could, and then  just  as  it  came  at  her,  she  opened  her  mouth  and  breathed  out  a  {Cold Breath}. She hit it directly. Through her skill, she sensed its hide crackling, freezing.  It  turned  away  and  its  head  smashed  into  the  wall  of  the  cave, making it shake. 

She was forced to stop her technique as a piece of the cave roof shook

off  and  dropped  down,  nearly  hitting  her  head.  The  viper  slithered  away, putting distance between them. She channeled her Qi, filling her conduits and preparing  her  fruit  technique  as  she  kept  her  attention  on  the  viper.  Its  tail rattled and she could feel something forming inside of it: another spike. She couldn’t let it stay far away and take shots at her from range, considering she was already feeling wobbly on her feet. 

So she ran forward, getting closer to try and end it quickly. 




*  *  *

Tali



It wasn’t going to work. She could see it. Kri had seemingly managed to improve her skill, to get the same evolution as Ryun had, but that wasn’t enough.  She  could  track  the  monster,  could  sense  what  was  happening,  but she still couldn’t see. Her technique hadn’t done nearly enough damage to the viper’s  tough  skin—it  had  frozen  a  part  of  it,  but  the  only  place  where  the breath  had  done  any  damage  was  the  wound  made  by  her  spear.  There,  her technique had managed to penetrate deeper. The rest was annoying the viper, but  it  wasn’t  going  to  kill  it.  She  shouldn’t  have  thrown  her  spear,  and  she shouldn’t be doing what she was planning to do now. 

“Inexperience,” Ryun whispered, and she grimaced. 

That might as well had been a slap. It was her and Anrosh’s fault that Kri didn’t have as much experience as she should. They had allowed her to fight  against  other  sect  members,  against  monsters,  but…they  hadn’t  given her all the tools that she needed, that innate understanding of the flow and the tiny  little  clues  that  she  needed  to  be  able  to  recognize  when  fighting  an unknown foe. Every foe that she ever fought, she had known and understood. 

Until now. 

Now that she was without her eyes, she couldn’t see that her attacks weren’t doing damage. She was rushing forward to end a battle that she had no tools to end. 

Tali felt the changes in the air, and watched the image inside her head as Tali jumped forward. The viper reared back, and she unleashed her {Cold End}. A blast of Qi exploded out of her, hit the viper and made it whine as it turned away. Its skin was covered in frost, biting, hurting, but it didn’t kill it. 

Kri was breathing heavily, her entire left side dropping from the effects of the poison. She had to have expended almost all of her Qi supplies by now. She couldn’t have much left. 

The  viper  turned  back  and  moved,  surprising  Kri.  She  yelped  as  it surged next to her and wrapped itself around her. She tried to get away, but she wasn’t fast enough. It squeezed as it trapped one of her hands. She was punching down with her right hand when Tali felt her move her Qi, and then she opened her mouth and blasted the viper in the face with breath attack. It turned away, and squeezed more. All the way up, out of the cave, Tali heard the snap of bones, and then the scream. She recognized it—a scream of pure terror, when you realized that you were done for, that nothing that you could do would change the outcome. 

Kri  pointed  her  hand  at  the  viper,  and  Tali  saw  her  cycle  her technique in a slightly different manner. She had been working on changing her  techniques  for  a  while  now,  and  now,  in  this  moment  of  struggle,  she executed it perfectly. Instead of a breath of Qi, she released a beam of pure Absolute Cold Qi. It hit the viper in the side of the head, and the cold burned through the skin, carving a piece of it off and spreading frost and ice around the wound. 

The Viper roared, and then its head moved in a blur. It snapped to the side, out of Kri’s attack, and then its head coiled down. Its maw snapped on Kri’s arm, just below her shoulder. It squeezed, and Kri screamed as it pulled. 

The ripping sound of tearing flesh echoed as it ripped Kri’s hand off. 

Kri didn’t even scream this time. Her bones popped again as the viper squeezed more, and her head lolled about without any strength. 

Tali  took  a  step  toward  the  crevice,  her  wings  spreading,  and  then Ryun caught her arm. 

“She is going to die!” Tali yelled, trying to get out of his iron grip. 

“Do you feel that?” Ryun whispered, his eyes now open and looking down. 

Tali followed his eyes into the cave, saw the viper’s head raised and ready to bite Kri’s head off—and, yes, she felt it too. 

Tali almost couldn’t believe it. “Damn.” 




*  *  *

 

She  was  going  to  die.  The  viper  had  ripped  her  hand  off,  she  was bleeding,  and  too  much  blood  had  seeped  from  her  body.  The  pain  was…

manageable,  somehow.  The  paralytic  was  helping  probably,  but  half  of  her bones were mush. 

She was cold, so cold. Her core was nearly empty, but she could feel the Aspect of the Absolute Cold, even though she had no Qi. She never really understood  it.  Her  core…  It  created  the  aspect  on  its  own,  but  how?  How could it just adopt the Essence type and then know how to create it. It made no  sense—or  it  did.  The  fuck  did  she  know?  She  had  made  a  decision  that had  killed  her.  Everything  was  so  slow.  The  viper  was  raising  its  head, preparing to kill her, and it moved so slowly. Her sense told her that half her bones had cracked, that her ribs were puncturing her lungs, and she couldn’t even breathe. She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t. 

She felt tears bubble in her eyes, dropping down so slowly. She was scared,  and  she  wanted  to  cry.  This  wasn’t  how  it  was  supposed  to  go.  She wanted to ask for help, to say that she was wrong, that she should’ve never been  so  arrogant  to  think  that  she  could  do  this.  She  wasn’t  Ryun.  She  was just…Kri. 

Everything  hurt.  Her  world  was  black.  No  sight.  The  sound  was  the grinding of her bones, the grinding of stone beneath the viper. Her nose was filled with the scent of blood, and her skin hurt from the cold. Everything was so cold. Was this how death felt like? Like a cold that seeped into the bones? 

It  almost  seemed  to  be  coming  from  her  core.  The  few  drops  of

Absolute Cold Qi trickled in, created as her Qi regenerated. Created from…

where?  From  nothing?  From  her  body?  From  somewhere  else?  The Framework? 

She  couldn’t  think.  Even  her  mind  was  slowing  down,  though  this moment  seemed  like  it  was  stretching  for  an  eternity.  She  just  wanted  it  to end, for the death to come. She had failed. 

But the cold, it wasn’t as welcoming as she imagined it would be. It was…harsh. It bit her skin, and it made her hurt. It was cruel, and that made her angry. She remembered Ryun on the ground, after Fier had captured him. 

Bloody and chained. She remembered his eyes, the defiance. She had wanted to be like him so much. And now…the death and the cold were coming for her.  She  knew  that  he  was  up  above  her,  but  he  told  her  that  she  could  die. 

Perhaps  he  never  intended  to  help  her;  perhaps  she  had  always  been  on  her own.  Her  mom…  She  remembered  her  look  when  they  said  goodbye.  Was that a final goodbye? 

No.  Kri  wasn’t  going  to  go.  She  didn’t  want  to.  She  needed…she needed something. She raged against the cold, against everything. The viper’s maw was open, snapping forward. Why was everything so slow? 

Why was it so cold? 

Her core pulsed with the cold, and she tried to grab at it. She forced all of her willpower, willing for her core to pull more of that cold in. If she was going to die, she was going to let the viper feel this cold, too. Then she felt  something,  there  at  the  edge  of  her  comprehension,  inside  her  core—or beyond it? 

It didn’t want to let her in. It refused. She was as alien to it as it was to her. Her mind froze, then—everything froze—and she glimpsed something that  was  beyond  her,  so  unlike  everything  else  that  she  had  encountered before. It was so incomprehensibly vast that she couldn’t hope to understand it, but she knew it. It was…cold, the Absolute Cold. It had secrets, she knew. 

It sought to achieve something, as all Essence did, but it was guideless. For a moment she felt like it was waiting, like she could reach out and…

It hurt her, just by her noticing it. It was the Plane of Absolute Cold, 

touching  her  core,  helping  her  create  Qi?  She  didn’t  understand  how  it worked, but she opened herself to it. She let the deepest parts of the Absolute Cold in as death approached. 



Insightful knowledge acquired



You have peered into the deeper law and the concept of an Essence, glimpsing the truth behind it. 



Personal Feat accomplished



Rewards:



—She Knew The Absolute Cold title and Grand Perk

—Personal Feat: Glimpse of Aspect title



It flashed across her mind, and she couldn’t even read it. 

Then everything stopped. 




*  *  *

 

Ryun landed near the viper and Kri, stepping close quickly. His sense told him that she was still alive, though barely. The viper had frozen, the air had  frozen,  as  had  the  ground—everything.  The  Essence  around  her  had stopped. All of it had its heat robbed from it, and movement was nowhere to be  seen.  It  reminded  him  of  his  stillness.  He  reached  with  his  hand  and  his skin  froze.  The  deepest  cold  tried  to  seep  into  his  body;  it  was  biting  him, fighting  with  his  Void.  It  was  as  if  even  moving  through  that  area  was somehow abhorrent. But the area affected wasn’t large—it encompassed only

Kri  and  the  viper.  He  flashed  a  blast  of  Void  around  her,  destroying  the frozen body of the viper that was holding her and the Absolute Cold Qi, with such precision that only Kri remained. He was surprised that he had to use so much of it though. He caught her as she fell, her body as stiff as if it had been frozen  completely.  He  couldn’t  pry  her  mouth  open,  so  he  grimaced  and snapped her jaw off. Then, he poured the highest grade healing potion he had down  her  throat.  Nothing  happened.  Her  heart  had  long  since  stopped beating,  and  he  could  see  the  Soul  Essence  still  present,  but…it  felt  like  it was slipping. 

He  pulled  out  another  vial,  a  Vial  of  Distilled  Greater  Fire Elemental Essence, and poured it down. It ignited on the way down, the heat of it blasting out. He burned her, but he poured another healing potion down immediately after, then another, and one more. After the third one, he sensed her heart beat again, the burns inside her healing. 

“That was too close,” Tali said from behind him. 

“It was worth it.” 

“Should  wait  to  see  what  she  thinks  before  we  say  that,”  Tali  told him. 

Ryun nodded, agreeing. 

Chapter Twenty Three — Aspects



He  looked  at  Kri’s  sleeping  form,  his  eyes  seeing  more  than  anyone else in the room could. A soul-healing totem was placed in one corner of the room—what happened to Kri had damaged everything, even her soul. After the healing potions rebuilt her body, he had been forced to feed her the only soul-regeneration potion that Zenker had. Ryun assumed that, with the totem, he didn’t need many of them. 

Anrosh sat next to her, softly brushing Kri’s hair. Her green body was pale, but Ryun was sure that she would recover. Her hand had been regrown by the potions, as had her eyes. He had gouged them out again, though, and had used a lower-grade potion to heal over the wounds afterward. That part of her training wasn’t done yet. 

They all had questions, but right now they were just waiting for her to wake up. Ryun already had ideas; what he had sensed and saw with his eyes had revealed something that he hadn’t thought about before. 

He saw Kri stir, and then, slowly over the next few minutes, she woke up. 

He detected the moment she went from sleeping to wakefulness, and was about to speak when Anrosh beat him to it, realizing it too. 

“Kri, it’s okay,” she patted her hand. “You’re okay.” 

Kri  sat  up  suddenly,  and  then  her  body  tensed.  A  moment  after,  she screamed,  her  hands  moving  over  her  ears,  her  body  thrashing.  Anrosh moved for her, but Ryun used [Inevitable Step] and grabbed her arm before she could touch her. 

“It’s  her  sense,”  Ryun  told  Anrosh  when  she  whirled  on  him.  “She isn’t  used  to  it.  In  battle  she  was…sharpened,  in  the  moment.  It’s overwhelming her now.” 

“What do we do?” Anrosh asked as Kri twisted and turned on the bed. 

“Wait. She’ll remember,” Ryun said. 

Over the next few minutes, Kri’s twitches and screams lessened, then stopped.  Her  breathing  was  still  quick,  and  she  would  wince  from  time  to time.  They  had  brought  her  into  the  city,  and  depending  on  her  range  she would be feeling quite a lot of things. Not that it would’ve mattered even if they  had  stayed  out  of  the  city—everything  in  the  world  constantly  created resonance, constantly created  a noise that she would feel. 

Finally, Kri stilled, remained unmoving for a minute, and then moved her head as if she was trying to see. A moment later, she raised a hand to her face and found the blindfold. Her fingers slipped beneath it and touched the scar tissue. He sensed her body tense as memories came back to her, as she realized  that  she  was  blind.  Her  head  turned  toward  them,  even  though  she couldn’t see. He would need to get her to break that habit of having her head pointed in the direction of the person she was focusing on. Her head paused in his direction, and then she spoke. “I’m…alive?” 

“You are,” Ryun responded. 

“Everything is so loud,” Kri whispered. “There is so much noise.” 

“You evolved your skill,” Ryun told her. “You’ll get used to it.” 

“Is  this  how  it  is  for  you  all  the  time?”  Kri  asked.  “I  can  sense…

everything.” 

“Do you know how far you can sense?” Ryun asked. 

Kri shook her head. “I can’t tell.” 

Ryun  walked  over  to  the  window  and  opened  it  up.  “Tell  me  when you  can  no  longer  sense  me.”  Then  he  jumped  out  and  started  climbing through the air. 

Back in the room he heard Kri ask how she was supposed to do that in confusion, and Tali tell her that she just needed to say it, that he could hear. 

He  didn’t  get  far  before  she  spoke  to  the  room,  and  Ryun  returned  back down. 

“Around  five  hundred  meters,”  he  said  as  he  stepped  back  in.  “Not too bad.” 

“I…  You  blinded  me,”  Kri  whispered.  “You  threw  me  into  a  cave

with a monster.” 

She was starting to breathe quickly again, and her heart started to beat faster. 

“You made your choice,” Ryun said. 

Kri  shook  her  head,  then  started  touching  her  right  arm.  “I  lost  my arm. I was dead.” 

“Nearly,”  Ryun  clarified.  “But  you  didn’t  die,  and  you  gained  what you wanted: power.” 

“I…I…I did survive,” she said slowly. “But, I don’t remember how.” 

“Tell us what you do remember,” Anatalien said. 

Kri started retelling the events of the previous day, starting with Ryun throwing her into the cave. She went through the early moments of the fight with the monster, her focusing and evolving her skill. 

“Then…”  Kri  hesitated.  “I  lost  my  arm,  the  viper  ripped  it  off.  I…I remember losing blood, feeling cold. Dying.” 

“And then?” Anatalien leaned closer when Kri paused. 

“I…I don’t know, I just felt…cold.” 

Tali glanced at Ryun. It seemed like she truly didn’t remember. 

“Can you show us your screens, Kri?” Ryun asked. 

Kri hesitated for just a moment before she made her screens visible to all of them. Ryun immediately found what he was looking for. 



Titles





Personal Feat:

Glimpse the core

+5% to all stats

Glimpse of Aspect concepts of your aspect (Aspect Improvement), and gain a deeper

50 Celestial Essence

understanding of it

She Knew The

Your achievement, 

+100 to base wisdom, 

Absolute Cold

drive, or effort is

She Knew the

recognized

Absolute Cold (Grand

Perk), 10 Celestial

Essence



Absolute Cold (6)

When using infusing techniques, your attacks

(Aspect Perk)

inflict cold damage. Cold Qi courses through

your body, making you resistant to cold. Gain

+90% to cold resistance. Gain +25% to

endurance and wisdom. 



She Knew The

You came face to face with your own death, 

Absolute Cold (Grand you saw through what was beyond it, and you Perk)

defied it. The closer you are to death, the

more you connect with the Plane of Absolute

Cold. The closer you are to death, the greater the cold that seeps from the plane of Absolute

Cold into you and then emits from your body. 

The cold effect culminates with death, and

deals ultimate damage at the end. 



A powerful perk—a dangerous perk. There was much that he needed to learn, it seemed. 




*  *  *

 

“A personal feat is not required for a Grand Perk. It just so happened that  she  gained  one  because  of  the  other,”  Tali  explained.  The  two  of  them had  left  Kri  to  rest,  as  she  was  still  not  quite  recovered.  They  had  a  lot  of things to do, too, all of which she would need her strength for. 

“She  reached  for  her  aspect  at  the  end,”  Ryun  said  slowly.  He  saw what Tali was trying to say. Kri glimpsing the core of her aspect was not tied

to  what  her  Grand  Perk  was.  It  was  when  she  pulled  from  the  Plane  of Absolute Cold that she had gained the Grand Perk. 

“I remain unsure as to how she did that,” Tali added hesitantly. 

“If  all  of  our  cores  are  connected  to  the  planes  of  our  aspects,  then that  opens  up  a  lot  of  interesting  questions,”  Ryun  said.  He  had  never wondered  how  a  core  replenished  Qi.  He  chalked  it  up  to  the  Framework doing  its  thing,  but  now…  “If  our  Qi  regeneration  actually  represent  the amount and speed of Essence that we can pull from the aspect planes… Hm. 

I’ve  always  thought  that  there  were  clear  differences  between  the  three focuses, but perhaps I was wrong.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“In the end, it is all about Essence,” Ryun answered. “A Classer has perks  and  abilities  that  are  Essence  flavored—everything  is  Essence,  so  of course it is so. I’ve never given it much thought, but I think that perhaps they simply  pull  Essence  from  the  planes  when  they  need  to  do  something.  The Framework just facilitates that. A skill user does the same thing, except they spend their willpower to force the world around them to obey, to change the rules. And then we have us: we pull in the Essence from the planes and pass it  through  our  core,  changing  them  and  making  them  more  personal.  In  the end, everything is just about the Essence.” 

“I see. It still doesn’t tell us how she somehow opened the floodgates inside her core,” Tali said. 

Ryun didn’t know that part. He had felt the change, but he hadn’t seen the start of it with his eyes. The aftermath showed him Absolute Cold seeping through  her  core,  freezing  her  from  the  inside  out,  and  freezing  everything around  her.  The  effect  had  even  damaged  him,  as  it  had  pulled  in  tier-9

Absolute Cold, but it was more than that. For a moment there, it had felt as if he  had  been  fighting  against  the  ultimate  expression  of  the  Absolute  Cold Aspect itself. 

Kri  didn’t  remember  much  of  what  happened  at  the  end,  not  even what  she  had  glimpsed,  but  Ryun  believed  that  it  would  come  to  her  again with time, with training. One did not just forget an insight like that. It would

be  buried  deep,  but  still  there.  He  did  wonder  why  he  hadn’t  ever  felt anything  like  that,  or  had  even  gotten  close  to  it,  though  he  did  have  a suspicion. 

An aspect was shaped by a person, or rather their understanding of it. 

It could change from person to person. But now Ryun was starting to believe that each aspect had an ultimate expression, an ultimate truth to it. What if a person  could  shape  the  aspect  with  their  understanding,  but  only  within  the confines of that truth? That would mean that Ryun didn’t understand the truth of the Void; he had his own, which did fit into that larger whole, but he knew only a part of it. He had walked far down on his path, believing that he could bend  an  aspect  how  he  wished.  Every  Cultivator  knew  it,  even  Classers—

everyone  had  their  own  idea  about  their  aspects.  Kri  was  young, inexperienced  with  her  aspect.  She  was  a  blank  book.  Perhaps  that  had allowed her to see through, to glimpse that truth. 

“If we can figure out how to pull in pure Essence through our cores, then…” Tali paused, frowning, then her eyes widened. “Oh.” 

Ryun turned his eyes to look at her. He saw that she had straightened, stiffened, as if something had just occurred to her. 

“What is it?” Ryun asked. 

“I just figured out how Awirren beat me,” Tali said. 

Awirren  Goldenfeather,  The  Golden  Phoenix,  the  Sect  Head  of  the Golden  Sky  Sect.  Ryun  remembered  seeing  her  fighting  in  the  Tournament City. She had held off a large part of the dome monsters all by herself, had forced nearly all of their air combatants to go after her. 

“She always had secrets, as we all did,” Tali began. “We all had items or powers that hid our screens from others; that is one of the first things that we learned to do. Knowledge is power. She never appeared to have any, but I knew.  I  was  her  friend.  She  didn’t  hide  everything,  only  a  few  important things.  A  title  that  I  knew  she  should  have.  Her  second  path  was  always displayed as something else. I guess that there was more that she hid than I knew.” 

Tali  had  told  him  about  how  she  was  defeated,  how  she  was ambushed.  Even  with  that  ambush,  she  had  nearly  won,  until  Awirren overwhelmed her. 

“I  always  thought  that  it  had  to  be  her  ideal,  at  the  end,”  Tali continued. “Her aspect is insanely difficult to fight against. But now I think that  she  perhaps  just  opened  herself  up  to  her  aspect,  like  Kri  did.  Though, she had control over it—it wasn’t like what Kri did.” 

“I  would  assume  that  there  are  many  things  that  can  be  done  with this,” Ryun added. 

Tali  nodded.  “I  always  underestimated  Awirren.  Everyone  always does. She never lost a fight, even if that meant running away. But she never lost.  Her  power  is  deceptive,  you  see.”  Ryun  could  tell  that  she  was  lost  in her memories, reminiscing about the past. “If you could see her screens you would think that she was frail, weak, but her True Body is peculiar. She used to be a priestess on her homeworld: High Priestess of the Church of the Ever Rising Currents, the Warden of the Sky. They adored her, worshiped her, and she led them to the Infinite Realm. The more of her people who love her, who worship her, who think her to be…beautiful…the stronger she gets.” 

“You think that she had more insight into her aspect, and that she had a Grand Perk?” 

“A personal feat like the one Kri has, or a Grand Perk,” Tali said. “It is impossible to know, now. We don’t know if Kri could leverage the insight she gained without a perk.” 

Ryun nodded. “We’ll figure it out. Now we know that it is possible, that there is more to a Cultivator’s core than we previously realized.” 

Tali met his eyes, then nodded. 

“I need to consolidate my power, my advancement. I hoped that you would give me some of your time.” 

Tali  tilted  her  head,  and  then  nodded  again.  “Of  course.  As  long  as you tell me again about the memories of the Eternal Cultivator you saw.” She grinned at him. 

Ryun  chuckled.  He  should’ve  known  that  she  wasn’t  going  to  be satisfied  with  just  one  conversation.  And  if  the  last  one  was  anything  to  go by,  he  should  expect  a  long  session  filled  with  questions  designed  to  drain even the insights that he had missed. 

But that was fine—it helped him too. 

Chapter Twenty Four — Adapting Power



“I never realized just how much control high-tiered people had until I became  strong  enough  to  affect  the  environment  just  by  moving,”  Ryun commented. His total stats were so high now that he had to hold himself back constantly in most territories he entered. He moved faster through low-tiered ones, and his passage alone caused damage. 

“It  is  annoying.”  Tali  nodded.  “I  must  admit  that  I  didn’t  miss  that part. Nor the fact that I need to eat high-tiered foods.” She shuddered. “The sect can barely afford to feed me as it is.” 

Ryun blinked. “Really?” 

“You are lucky that you can survive on the Void alone. The more of my  power  I  recovered,  the  higher  the  tier  of  food  I  needed.  I  think  that something  like  five  percent  of  the  sect’s  food  budget  goes  just  to  feeding me.” 

Anrosh had told him a bit about of the sect’s struggles, but she hadn’t mentioned that. He had put most of the pure Essence crystals that had been in Zenker’s  storage,  as  well  as  a  few  interface  disks  that  held  Essence  too, straight  into  the  sect’s  Framework  account.  He  had  given  her  many  of  the flavored  Essence  Crystals  to  sell  or  do  with  as  she  wished,  though  not  the higher tiered ones, not yet. They really needed to get a real vault—something Anrosh was already working on, sending out feelers, looking for some quality builders and vault makers. 

“What kind of food do you need?” he asked her. 

“Tier ten at least,” Tali answered. “The lowest I can use to survive is the tier of my main focus, but it takes a lot to keep me sustained. Higher is better. Anrosh imports most of it, though Embesh has managed to cultivate a disgusting  crop  that  is…  Ugh.  The  faster  you  deal  with  the  sect  and  I  get something better to eat, the better.” 

He heard the disgust in her voice, and chuckled. “Soon,” he said, and turned his attention back to the spread of items in front of him. He was in the

Early Ascended Realm now, and would be for a while—not just because he needed to cycle and increase the size of his core, but because the perks that came after were…peculiar. The next one was Power Manifest, and he needed to  get  in  tune  with  his  secondary  aspect,  to  reaffirm  what  his  own  power meant  before  he  went  for  that  one.  He  didn’t  want  a  solely  Void-focused perk. 

But he was in a bit of a bind. His core was filled with two types of Qi, Void  and  Stillness,  equally.  His  Ascended  Realm  core  was  almost  twice  as large  as  his  Evolved  Realm  one  had  been.  The  speed  of  his  core’s regeneration was faster now, too, and the Qi felt…greater. By filling the core with  both  aspects  equally,  he  was  hindering  one  of  the  main  pillars  of  his power: his regeneration. He had come to realize that being able to take nearly any  injury  and  recover  in  seconds  was  his  greatest  strength,  what  his  entire power revolved around. The issue was that his regeneration required Void Qi to  work,  and  now  half  of  it  was  being  used  up  by  Stillness.  He  needed  to upgrade his body, to make it so any type of Qi could be used to regenerate. 

He  also  had  an  idea,  but  he  wasn’t  sure  quite  how  it  would  work.  He  had asked Tali for advice, and while she thought he was insane, she did say that perhaps he could find a way to achieve his goal. 

He  glanced  around.  The  two  of  them  were  up  in  the  mountains,  on one  of  the  tallest  peaks  in  the  territory.  They  were  all  alone,  where  no  one could see them. 

He  picked  up  two  vials  from  the  spread  in  front  of  him,  but  focused on one: the potion that would allow him to remove his secondary path. 

“Specialization can bring great strength,” Tali said. 

They’d talked about it before, and he did know her opinions. He could remove  his  second  path,  and  he  would  lose  little—his  second  path  wasn’t nearly as interconnected with his perks as his primary path was. If he did do that,  though,  his  next  path  wouldn’t  start  from  nothing  again.  It  would  start from  the  same  realm  as  this  one,  he  couldn’t  reset  it  and  just  upgrade  his perks again. He didn’t lose anything, but he gained little, too. 

The Path of the Unbreakable Wall was compatible with his second

aspect—he had already tested things and tinkered with his techniques, so he had ideas about how to change everything. 

Alternatively, he could also take another path. Tali had offered one of hers—the Path of the Empty Dominion and the Path of the Clear Sky. Her primary  path  was  similar  to  his  Path  of  the  Final  End  in  many  ways,  and while  it  sounded  like  it  would  be  compatible,  he  had  his  reservations.  The Path  of  the  Clear  Sky  might  give  him  a  way  to  fly  without  his  platforms, but… If he was being honest, he did like the utility of his second path. 

He  shook  his  head  and  stored  the  potion.  No,  he  didn’t  need  a  new Cultivation  path.  He  would  make  do  with  what  he  had.  Plus,  he  needed  the influence  of  the  second  path  to  temper  his  need  to  seek  an  end.  He  did  like that  path,  too;  he  had  taken  it  when  no  one  saw  any  potential  in  it,  and  he made it something better. He would make it greater still. 

“What now?” Tali asked. 

Ryun  glanced  at  the  second  potion:  one  that  would  remove  a  Class. 

Removing focuses was not an easy task; a secondary path was one thing, but an entire focus? The higher in tier they were, the more intertwined they were with the person’s identity, and the more damage removing them would cause. 

Tali had told him that removing tier-6 skills was the hardest, that it was like cutting a piece of yourself off. A path? It could cripple a person if it was past the True Body stage, depending on the type of body. Ryun had at least kept his Class low in level, so it shouldn’t be too bad for him. The issue was what he  would  lose;  his  Class  perks  were  what  gave  him  his  regeneration,  what made  it  powerful,  even  now.  It  synergized  with  his  body.  He  couldn’t  lose those perks. 

He  picked  up  another  potion  from  the  ground,  the  same  as  the  one he’d given to Anrosh. His body was tier 5, which meant that he could use it. 

The issue he was having now was what to do first. He could join his body with his Class perks, and gain a unique body based on what he already had, or he advanced his secondary path first, trying to somehow incorporate Stillness into it, and then merge with his Class and gain a unique perk. 

He was just not sure what his upgrade from the second path would be. 

The  nature  of  the  path  and  of  stillness  was  more  related  to  endurance,  to protection  rather  than  regeneration.  He  could  end  up  diluting  his  body’s power. He didn’t know what the Framework would grant him as choices. 

He  stood  up  and  made  his  choice.  Storing  both  potions,  he  started pulling Qi out of his core. 

“Techniques first,” he said. 

“I agree,” Tali added. 

He  focused  first  on  his  primary  path  and  his  Void  Aspect.  He  had figured  out  many  things  about  paths,  but  there  were  things  that  he  had  only learned  from  Tali:  primarily,  how  exactly  technique  naming  worked.  He could  change  his  techniques,  but  he  was  slightly  confused  as  to  why  the changes  didn’t  always  register  with  the  Framework.  He  had  made  a  dozen different variations on his techniques, but the names and descriptions hadn’t changed  for  him  now.  When  he  had  complained  to  Tali  about  it,  she  just scoffed at him.  It’s your path, not the Framework’s, she had told him. He was the one who had made the choice—he only had to accept them, to declare the new  primary  function  of  his  technique,  simply  by  accepting  that  that  was what  it  was  going  to  be  from  that  point  on.  He  hadn’t  been  exactly  sure  so far.  Also,  she  told  him  that  doing  that  meant  that  he  could  also  change  its name. He hadn’t known that; he had always left it to the Framework. 

He  turned  around,  away  from  Tali,  and  moved  his  Qi  in  a  pattern, activating  his  {Empowering  Null  Mantle}.  He  hadn’t  changed  the  core  of that technique at all, as it was exactly what he needed. He had only worked on  making  it  more  effective.  His  experimentation  had  allowed  him  to  boost the  base  boost  to  +55%,  which  gave  him  a  +104.5%  boost  after  his Cultivation  Bonus.  After  he  activated  the  technique,  he  let  it  seep  into  him, and mentally decided that this was the version of the technique that he would use  as  primary.  He  navigated  his  screens  and  found  the  name  of  the technique, and with a slight mental effort, he forced it to change and gave it a new name—{Mantle of Gathering Twilight}. Tali had convinced him that if he  was  going  to  be  a  Sect  Head,  someone  prominent  in  the  sect  world,  he needed  to  look  and  sound  the  part.  Obnoxious  technique  names  were

apparently  part  of  that;  though,  he  had  to  admit  that  it  was  cool.  He  had though  a  bit  on  the  naming  scheme  for  his  techniques,  and  came  up  with something  that  could  work  well.  He  attached  his  techniques  to  the  name  of his sect, something that was dear to him. 

He had tried to use it with his Stillness Aspect too, though the effect was…slightly  different,  and  he  could  see  it  in  the  description  now  too.  He had  two  now,  one  for  each  aspect.  The  Stillness  Aspect  version  increased only his endurance, to a really insane level, but it also had serious drawbacks. 

He doubted that he would ever use it in any real fight. 

He  moved  to  his  branch  technique,  gathering  the  Qi  in  his  arm.  He had changed the {Void Beam} technique the most. Its biggest downsides had been the amount of Qi that it needed, or rather the amount that he wasted on it. The beam was fast, but it wasn’t that fast. In the tournament he had seen opponents regularly being able to get out of the way, which made him try to follow  after  them  while  he  kept  channeling  his  technique.  The  original version  of  the  technique  had  been  {Burst}  and  he  kept  in  the  spirit  of  that technique  by  storing  and  compressing  Qi  in  his  arm—but  he  didn’t  allow  it out. Once the conduits in his hand and forearm were filled, he raised his hand and  pointed  at  the  sky  with  two  fingers  before  rapidly  pushing  the  Qi  out, focusing even his will on it. A thin beam of Void then blasted out, splitting the  sky  for  a  moment.  It  lasted  less  than  a  second,  but  in  combat  that  was enough time for him to cut someone in half. He had gotten good at charging it quickly, and in time he would get better yet. The small charge time and the lack of constant channeling were offset by the improvement in damage. 

He focused on the technique and, just like before, changed its name. 

Tali had told him that when he used it, the technique resembled a flicker in the air, a quick flash of violet and black of the Void. He named the technique

{Twilight Cutting Void Flicker}. 

Ryun had realized quickly what naming his techniques meant. It was another advantage, a way of hiding his power, it was why he had debated just making false names. When someone managed to inspect him, they would see these names, and try to assume what his techniques could be. Keeping them

vague  would  be  best.  Tali  had  went  with  more  impressive-sounding  names. 

She claimed that being pretentious was part of being a Cultivator and, in the end, he had agreed with her. 

His  branch  technique  was  also  completely  useless  with  his  Stillness Aspect  in  its  current  form.  Charging  and  holding  Stillness  in  his  body  for  a prolonged  period  of  time  made  his  hand  freeze  in  space,  which  was  not something  that  he  could  afford.  Not  that  the  technique  even  worked—he could  expel  Stillness,  but  it  simply  hit  the  Essence  outside  of  his  body  and started to still everything around it. 

That  meant  that  his  fruit  technique  was  unable  to  use  it,  either,  as  it froze his body without any real benefit. He moved the Void Qi, bringing it to every part of his body. He hadn’t changed the technique much. He had gotten rid  of  the  three  waves,  and  instead  went  with  one  big  one,  which  increased the charge time. He focused and changed its name back to {Final End}.  He had always liked that name. 

Then, he turned to his second path, his second aspect. 

The  two  of  them  had  experimented  with  his  new  aspect,  and  he  had done  experimenting  by  himself  too.  Using  Stillness  was  dangerous;  the longer he moved the Qi through his body, the more it influenced him. So, he had adapted his techniques to be quick, to ones that expelled the Qi out of his body as quickly as possible. 

His  first  technique,  shaping,  had  been  hit  hard  by  the  change.  The range  was  shorter,  mostly  because  his  control  over  Stillness  wasn’t  quite there yet and he couldn’t keep it from influencing the Essence around it when projecting it outside his body for very long. He had been able to make it work quickly enough in the three-and-a-half-meter range he had. So, he would still be  able  to  create  his  platforms,  though  now  they  would  work  slightly differently.  He  would  create  a  shape  and  fill  it  with  Stillness,  which  would then  basically  still  the  Essence  that  came  in  contact  with  his  Qi,  making  it solid. His tinkering had actually reduced its Qi requirements significantly. He didn’t  need  to  create  big  shapes  for  them  to  be  strong,  as  the  stillness  was naturally averse to change, which made it tough. He could create thin plates

instead  of  large  boxes  to  hold  himself  in  the  air.  The  walls,  too,  could  be razor thin and still retain the same toughness. 

The  other  advantage  this  had  was  that  Stillness  was  invisible  to ordinary sight. In his vision, it had a grayish color, but Tali had told him that she couldn’t see it. It didn’t have a violent reaction to other Essence and Qi, so  it  was  harder  to  detect.  It  merely  influenced  other  Essence.  When  he created  a  wall  in  front  of  himself,  it  stilled  the  Air,  Light,  and  any  other Essence in the area he was capable of affecting. 

He  had  found  very  interesting  ways  of  using  it.  His  growing  spikes weren’t  really  viable;  forcing  Stillness  to  move  was  hard,  but  razor-sharp wire-like  areas  that  were  tough  and  invisible  to  most?  There  were  a  lot  of things that he could do with that. Plus, the Stillness would affect any Essence it  came  in  contact  with  for  a  while  before  it  dissipated.  Any  attacks  that  hit his walls would be affected, even those powerful enough to get through. The stillness  would  slow  or  stop  the  first  layer  of  Essences  that  hit  it,  and  while the Essence that was coming in from behind would be harder to stop, and the force  pushing  forward  would  eat  at  his  Qi,  it  would  slow  any  attacks  it caught. 

They had tested it, and the effect did look strange. 

He’d  had  Tali  use  one  of  Zenker’s  wands  to  throw  fireballs  at  him. 

The ball of fire would hit the area of stillness and flatten against it, freezing in the air, until it burned through enough of the stillness to get through, but the change of shape robbed the attack of much power and accuracy. 

He  focused  on  the  technique  and  changed  its  name  to  {Twilight Shaping  Cast}.  He  could  still  use  it  with  the  Void,  and  probably  would continue to do so, hiding what his second aspect was and how it changed his techniques for now. 

His  branch  technique  was  harder  and  had  undergone  the  greatest change. It was an evolution of the base technique, a simple wall, or a brace as it had been at the start—a shaping of Essence into a crystallized form. He had improved on that, and could now have it take on the form of mist. Ultimately, it was projection of Qi outside of his entire body, like his {Final End}. So, he

had taken that idea and ran with it, creating a dual technique. One would blast out  Stillness  at  his  max  range  of  three-and-a-half  meters  and  create  a  still spherical  wall  around  him—a  barrier,  in  a  way.  The  second  was  the  mist-form  version.  He  could  blast  a  wave  of  mist  that  would  catch  anything coming at him by stilling any Essence within it. It took some doing to force the Stillness mist wave to move and not impact everything it came in contact with, and it still lost some of its effectiveness on Air and Light, but through his will he could force it to target things that had a bit more substance. 

It worked, and though it did make his surroundings somewhat hard to move  through,  with  his  stats  he  could  just  crash  through.  Any  attacks  that came at him would be frozen in the air around him, giving him time to evade. 

When used on other people, the Stillness did anything from freezing them in place to just slowing them down, depending on their power. 

He changed the technique’s name to {Field of Twilight’s Calm}. 

His  last  technique  still  worked  better  with  Void,  but  it  could  work with  Stillness  for  a  short  time  before  becoming  a  statue  that  just  radiated Stillness, which could be useful on its own. He altered its name slightly. 

With  that  done,  he  pulled  out  his  notifications,  dismissing  the  ones informing  him  of  technique  names,  and  then  looked  over  his  techniques  in full. 





Path of the Final End Techniques



Increase any or all of your stats by up to

114% (60%) of their total while this

technique is active based on amount of

Qi provided. You can empower any



individual part of your body. You can

Mantle of Gathering

shift the bonuses from any stat to any

Twilight

other. 

Increase your endurance by 684%

(360%). Your body will quickly come to a complete stop and make you unable to

move. 

Send a beam of concentrated Qi out of

your body, dealing Void energy damage

after one second of charging time. Base

Twilight Cutting

damage equals 15.2x (8x) your wisdom. 

Void Flicker

The beam marks anything that it

touches, dealing one-quarter of its total

damage per second over the next four

seconds to anything it touches. 

Unleash a sphere of Void energy in a

wave all around you, dealing Void

damage. The wave will deal increasing

damage based on the time it had been

charged. One second of charging will

deal 17.1x (9x) your wisdom in damage, 

Final End



and the damage will increase by +1x

every half a second of charging time, to

a max of 47.5x (25x) your wisdom. 

Anything marked by the attack takes

one-quarter of the total damage over the

next four seconds. 





Path of the Unbreakable Wall Techniques



You may create any shape or anchor out

of your Qi. The anchors can be fixed in

space,  and  their  durability  is  equal  to

Twilight Shaping

15.2x  (8x)  your  wisdom.  The  Void  

Cast

anchors are tied to you with Void Qi and

can be moved based on your commands via  Qi  control.  The  Stillness  anchors

rapidly become fixed in place. 

Create  five  anchors  in  the  shape  of

armor  on  your  body,  and  fill  the  area

between these anchors with Void Qi that

will  disintegrate  anything  it  comes  in

contact with, but will use up and deplete

your  Void  Qi  to  do  so.  You  may  spend  

5.5%  (10%)  of  your  total  Qi  to

crystallize  the  outer  layer  of  your  Void

Qi.  Durability  of  crystallized  armor  and

anchors  is  equal  to  19x  (10x)  your

Field of Twilight’s

wisdom.  Destruction  of  anchors  will

Calm

result in the dissipation of Void Qi. 

Send  out  a  spherical  anchor  of  Stillness

Qi  that  shapes  a  wall  around  you;  the

durability  of  the  wall  is  equal  to  19x

(10x)  your  wisdom.  Alternatively,  send

out a wave of Stillness Qi that will affect  

everything  it  touches.  The  more  mass

something  has,  the  more  it  will  be

affected.  Maximum  effect  is  equal  to

19x (10x) your wisdom. 

Partition your mind and split off a minor

part of it to create a Qi copy of yourself, 

one  that  will  have  limited  initiative  and

intelligence,  but  will  obey  the  main

part’s  will.  It  requires  5.5%  (10%)  of

your  total  Qi  to  create,  and  will  be  able

to  use  your  techniques  by  drawing  on

Avatar of the

your  core  at  a  rate  of  1.1x  (2x)  of  any

Twilight Reaper

technique’s cost. The techniques will be  

only  57%  (30%)  as  effective  as  they

would  otherwise  be.  The  Avatar’s

durability  is  equal  to  3.8x  (2x)  your

wisdom.  When  made  with  Stillness  Qi, 

the avatar will quickly become still, and

will begin radiating the Stillness Qi that

had been used to create it. 



With that done, he turned back to Tali. 

“Now I advance my path,” he said. 

Tali  took  a  deep  breath.  “Let’s  hope  that  your  body  upgrades  are useful enough for what you plan.” 

Ryun  shared  her  sentiment.  Turning  his  attention  to  his  secondary path, he began to advance. 

Chapter Twenty Five — Regeneration



“Any advice?” Ryun asked. 

Tali grimaced and then nodded. “You went with utility for your paths and aspects. For this, I would suggest full specialization.” 

Ryun tilted his head in a questioning manner. 

“True regenerators like you are rare,” Tali said, “and with reason. To get to such a point, to get the perks necessary, requires both luck and effort—

skill,  too.  You  are  looking  to  make  an  extremely  powerful  merged  perk,  a unique one. You must understand that most people in the world will never get to see such perks. These potions that you found? They are rare, rare enough that only a few people in the world could even craft them. The brother of the Dragon Heart Sect Head was an Ascended Realm Alchemist when I ruled my sect;  he  could  have  done  it.  Less  than  a  handful  of  the  Alchemist  Classers from the core could have, too. I doubt that many others have risen in the time I  was  been  crippled.  Still,  even  if  there  were  ten  people  that  could  do  it,  it would mean that there were what? A hundred or a bit more of such potions in the world? On the scale of the population of this place, that is nothing.” 

Ryun  nodded.  He  understood  just  how  lucky  he  was  to  have  found Zenker’s hoard. 

“The  perk  that  you  will  get,”  Tali  continued,  “will  be  not  only  of  a higher tier, but of a higher rarity, something that few people will ever be able to replicate. In other words, it will be unique. And, let’s face it, defense—as in preventing damage from hitting you—was never really your strong suit.” 

“I picked Stillness hoping to cover that weakness,” Ryun said, though he knew that the result wasn’t exactly what he had imagined. 

“Bah!”  Tali  waved  her  hand.  “Why  would  you  even  need  defense when  you  can  just  survive  anything  that  hits  you?  Regardless,  you’ve  done well with Stillness. A few more years of practice and you will be that much better. Even now, it can serve as a substitute for silencing power, as you can just freeze in place any attack that comes against you, especially since there

are few things that you can’t see coming. You just need to work a bit more on your precision with those techniques.” 

Ryun agreed with that. If he got better with his secondary aspect, he could  shape  a  box  around  any  oncoming  projectile,  stilling  it  in  the  air,  or around  any  other  powerful  attacks  coming  at  him.  His  sense  and  his  eyes allowed  him  to  see  and  sense  all  Essence,  and  anything  strange  he  saw coming he could just still, giving himself time to evade or even investigate. 

But  going  all  in  on  regeneration…  His  endurance  was  high,  but  he had  no  perks  that  increased  it.  He  realized  that,  in  the  Realm  he  was  now, there were very few people he would ever encounter that wouldn’t be able to just  punch  through  his  endurance.  He  didn’t  have  any  ways  of  boosting  it aside from his mantle or all stat increases. His vitality scaled a lot better with several perks. 

“You  rely  on  healing  yourself  from  injuries,”  Tali  continued.  “True, you can negate a lot of the punch from any attacks against you with your will, but  you’ve  seen  how  hard  that  was  to  actually  accomplish  in  battle,  and  its cost.” 

Ryun  nodded  in  resignation.  He  had  noticed  that.  He  could  decrease the power of a physical or special attack against him all the way up to 90%, but…he  couldn’t  focus  on  doing  it  for  more  than  once  or  twice  in  a  battle, and even if he could, it drained too much from him. When he fought against people  who  could  deal  that  much  damage  with  a  single  swing,  defending himself  by  expending  his  will  just  tired  him  out  faster.  There  were…many resources  that  he  had  to  juggle  in  a  battle.  Too  many,  perhaps.  He  had somehow gravitated to just taking the hits and regenerating them. 

He turned to his second path and advanced, bringing it up to the Mid Heavenly  Realm.  Notifications  informed  him  that  the  path  had  jumped rarities,  all  the  way  to  Relic.  His  main  path  had  advanced  to  Masterwork quality with his rise to Ascended, so he wasn’t surprised by that. He turned his eyes to the choices for his perk improvement. 



Path Perk Evolution Available for Endless Source of Stamina Grand Endless Source

Your stamina is strengthened; the effects

of Stamina

of your endurance on your stamina are

now improved 4x. Gain +20% to

endurance. 

Rapid Restoration of

Your stamina pool size is now fixed and

Stamina—Rejuvenating can never grow, but the effects of your Void

vitality and intelligence on mental and

physical stamina regeneration are now

improved by 5x. Gain +25% to vitality

and intelligence. There is always more. 

Slow Draining Stamina All stamina costs are now paid over a period of 50 seconds from use, at a rate of

2% per second. All stamina costs are

reduced by 10%. Gain +15% to vitality

and endurance. 



A direct upgrade—improving the size of his stamina pool which with his stats was large enough. He had never really gotten too tired in battle and he spent stamina for powers only rarely. He could get tired, but it was mostly from  exertion  over  time  in  prolonged  fighting.  The  last  choice  was interesting; it probably had something to do with Stillness if he had to guess. 

It delayed the stamina costs of his techniques, but again, he didn’t really burn through much of it to begin with. 

The  second  choice  was  the  obvious  one.  Rapidly  regenerating  his stamina resources would let him stay in fights for longer, and if he was going all in on regeneration, it was at least thematically fitting. He picked that one and put more Essence in for advancement, reaching his most important perk

—Mu.  He  felt  his  body  undergo  a  change,  and  a  rolling  sensation  of rebuilding came over him. 



Path Perk Evolution for Mu—Primordial Void Grand Mu—

Your body is forged by your aspects and your

Primordial Aspects paths. You are able to mitigate and ignore the effects of gravity, as well as bring your body to

a completely still state 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 and

Stillness 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-Stillness mist form; 

expending Void or Stillness Qi can allow you

to reconstitute your form. All Void and

Stillness powers are 40% more effective. Gain

+25% to wisdom and +80% to endurance. The

only one who influences here, is me. 

Consume and Still. 



Tali  had  warned  him  that  he  would  have  no  choice  here,  as  he  had decided  to  merge  perks.  If  he  had  picked  one  of  the  other  options,  he could’ve had a chance to take something else. There was no reason to regret, though—the  upgrade  was  exactly  what  he  had  hoped  for,  even  though  it didn’t  amount  to  anything  special  beyond  integrating  his  second  aspect  into it.  It  would  help  him  nonetheless  by  making  his  techniques  with  Stillness easier to use, allowing him to handle  Stillness better and for longer before it started to affect him. 

He looked at his path, now Peak Heavenly, and debated with himself if  he  should  continue.  He  knew  now  why  people  kept  their  secondary  paths

low  for  long  periods  of  time.  Tali  had  told  him  that  some  kept  from advancing them for centuries. His improvements were good, but what could he have gotten if he had waited another hundred years? 

The perks that he would be able to improve next were not necessary for  what  he  planned,  nor  could  he  really  use  anything  other  than  his immortality—which he didn’t want to mess with. So, ultimately, he decided against going that way. He showed Tali his body upgrade and pulled out the merge potion. 

“Well,” Tali started. “Let’s hope you don’t kill yourself.” 

Ryun  knew  that  it  was  a  possibility,  but  the  choice  of  perks  was essential.  He  took  the  potion  and  then  drank  it.  A  prompt  appeared,  and  he made  his  choices.  The  process  started  and  he  felt  his  body  collapse  into nothing.  Void  and  Stillness  surged  out  of  his  core  into  a  mist  which  coiled and twisted in the place where his body used to be. His mind was fuzzy, and all  his  senses  cut  off.  There  was  only  the  Void,  seeking  to  consume,  and Stillness, seeking to halt everything. 

Ryun  felt  his  end.  The  Void  and  Stillness  would  battle  each  other, consuming  and  stilling  until  there  was  nothing  left.  He  needed  to  do something, and so he exerted his will onto the two aspects. Void came more easily  to  him  than  Stillness,  but  his  will  took  control  of  both.  He  tried  to guide them to an equilibrium, but quickly realized that it wasn’t going to be possible.  He  didn’t  understand  Stillness  nearly  enough  for  that.  Void  was going  to  be  the  primary  base  of  his  body  no  matter  what  he  tried.  Yet,  the Stillness  remained,  tempering  the  Void’s  need  to  expand,  to  consume everything. There were other things settling into him that he didn’t recognize: threads  of  the  Framework,  his  Class  perks.  Slowly,  Ryun  felt  the  mist stabilize,  more  Void  than  Stillness,  and  his  body  came  into  being.    It  was done. 

He looked at his notification first. 



Congratulations! Perk Merge Successful! 



 

Base Perk: Grand Mu—Primordial Aspects — 100%

Perk 2#: Inner Refinement—Void Chassis — 98%

Perk 3#: Regenerator — 91%

Perk 4#: Rapid Regrowth — 88%

Perk 5#: Feast — 78%

Perk 6#: Rapid Restoration of Stamina—Rejuvenating Void —



86%

 

Synchronization at 90.16% — Perk Merge successful

 

 Adaptive Infinitum Chassis—Twilight of the End — Perk Gained He had placed his stamina perk on a suggestion from Tali because it involved  vitality,  which  was  the  main  stat  that  he  wanted  to  focus  his  new body on. He glanced down on his body and saw…

It  was  strange.  He  felt  different  in  a  way  he  never  had  before.  His frame  was  made  out  of  the  Void  with  Stillness  streaked  through  it,  almost holding  it  together,  giving  it  firmness  in  a  way.  He  still  looked  the  same, thankfully, though he did see that the cracks in his body had multiplied and grown larger. The void no longer left the cracks, though—now, it was stilled inside  the  cracks,  looking…well,  he  didn’t  know  how  it  looked,  as  his  eyes couldn’t really see it. His sense told him that the cracks were now filled up, being smooth and tough like crystal. 

He glanced at Tali and saw her studying him. 

“Well? How is it?” 

Ryun  pulled  out  the  window  and  read  through  the  description  of  his new body. 



Adaptive

Your body is forged for adaptive regeneration. It

Infinitum Chassis is made out of the Void and Stillness. You no

—Twilight of the longer suffer from stat impairment or sickness. 

End



You no longer have endurance; your previous

endurance stats and bonuses are added to your

vitality, and you can never gain any more

endurance. Endurance-based effects don’t work

for you. As you have no endurance, any force

impacting you will damage you. 



The effects of your vitality on your base

regeneration of all types are increased by 5x. 

Your body constantly regenerates, and your

passive regeneration drains your stamina: the

more damage it needs to regenerate in order to

keep your body whole, the more it drains. 

Anything that pierces your body will

immediately start the adaptive regeneration

process. The stillness of your body will still an

attack and still the expansion of a wound, and

Void will start destroying any foreign Essence

and start regenerating your body, draining your

stamina and Qi. Any time you are damaged, 

your vitality scales and increases based on the

amount of damage suffered. The higher the

damage you suffer, the higher the boost to your

vitality, starting at a range of 2x to 100x. 



The disadvantageous effects of Stillness and

Void no longer apply to you. Your Void and

Stillness effects are 30% more effective outside

your body. You are able to halt your momentum

instantly and can ignore the effects of gravity on your body. 



Adaptive Regeneration allows your body to

adapt to any harm after regenerating; suffering

the same manner of attack again will have your

body adapt and compensate, decreasing the

effectiveness of the attack. Each successive

attack of the same damage type you take reduces

the damage you receive by that type by -20%

additively (2nd Attack: 80% damage; 3rd Attack:

60% damage; 4th Attack: 40% damage; 5th

Attack: 20% damage; 6th Attack: 0% damage.)

The effect lasts for three minutes and the timer is

reapplied with each instance of attempted same

manner of damage. 



Gain +50% to wisdom and +130% to vitality. 

That which does not kill me, makes me

stronger. 



After reading, he understood. The strange feeling that spread through his  body  was  everything  damaging  him.  The  gravity  pushing  down  on  him was  hurting  him,  but  he  just  regenerated  so  fast  that  it  didn’t  matter.  His stamina regeneration was high enough that he didn’t even sense that, either. 

He glanced at Tali, who was studying him with interest. He made his screen  visible  and  let  her  read  while  he  turned  his  attention  to  his  body.  He still  had  crystallized  Qi  on  the  tips  of  his  fingers.  Reaching  over  with  one finger  for  the  forearm  of  his  opposite  arm,  he  gently  scratched.  His  body parted  with  no  resistance—he  had  no  resistance  to  anything,  he  had  no endurance  at  all.  But  as  he  traced  the  claw  across  his  arm,  the  wound  was

closing up right behind him, so fast that it almost caught his hand. Next, he pushed  his  claw  straight  through—it  punctured  his  body  and  then…slowed. 

He could feel the Stillness attempting to slow it, to bring it to stillness, but it wasn’t doing anything, really, as he was immune to those effects. The wound was  attempting  to  regenerate,  pushing  his  finger  out.  He  would  need something else to test it out. 

“Heavens,” Tali said as she finished reading. “How are you feeling? 

This…” 

Ryun stood up. He had gained a unique perk, something on the same tier as an Eternal Realm perk, he felt. It was greater than the sum of its parts. 

But he needed to test it out, needed to learn everything before he stepped into combat. 

He pulled out an eternal axe out of his storage and offered it to Tali. 

“I need you to cut me.” 




*  *  *

 

Tali  swung  the  axe  from  above,  straight  at  his  collar.  It  hit  and  cut through,  moving  downward,  splitting  him  in  half—but  he  could  feel  it slowing  as  Stillness  Qi  flooded  out  of  his  core.  It  stopped  inside  his  chest, stuck,  still.  Then  the  Void  tried  to  attack  it,  disintegrate  it.  He  saw  Tali struggling.  This  was  the  second  attack,  the  previous  one  having  punched through to his stomach. Ryun felt his vitality soar, hitting into the high forty thousands  without  any  mantle  boost.  Tali  had  increased  her  strength,  but  if his endurance was that high, it wouldn’t have done nearly as much. Still, he watched as the axe was pushed out. 

“Hells,” Tali whispered, and then she attacked again. It barely cut into his collar. The next attack barely scratched him. 

After some more experimenting, they realized that if she changed the direction of the attack, shifted the angle, or attacked in a different manner, his adaptive regeneration didn’t work—it counted it as a new manner of attack. 

He was more than satisfied with the way his body had ended up. 

Now there was just one more thing left for him to do. 

Chapter Twenty Six — Training and Advancing They trained for a few days, trying to get Ryun accustomed to his new body. 

Tali punched him, her increased strength high enough that he felt his vitality  scale  up  even  as  she  punched  through  the  surface  layer  of  his  skin. 

The Void immediately attacked her hand, and the Stillness slowed her strike. 

Despite  that,  he  felt  the  power  of  the  attack  ripple  through  his  body  and explode out of his back. His stamina regeneration dropped and he felt a small chunk  of  it  surge  into  the  wound  along  with  a  bit  of  his  Qi—some  Void, some Stillness. 

Tali  pulled  her  hand  out  of  him  before  his  body  damaged  it,  and frowned. 

“That is so weird,” Tali said. “It’s like your body is made out of dense liquid.” 

Ryun  nodded  in  agreement.  More  precisely,  it  was  almost  like  his insides  were  made  out  of  a  thick  gel.  His  shape  was  only  held  together because of the Stillness, but he had no bones, no organs—there was nothing inside  of  him  but  Void  and  Stillness.  His  conduits  were  warped  around  his body,  far  more  intricately  than  they  had  ever  been,  and  his  sustenance  core sat  inside  his  chest  just  above  his  Cultivation  core,  even  though  those  cores and  conduits  seemingly  existed  both  inside  his  body  and  his  soul, somehow…as if they existed in both phases of reality at once. Strange. 

His  skills  were  helping  him  a  great  deal.  His  |Greater  Restoration|

improved his regeneration, as did even his |Celerity|. His |Enduring Trained Body|  skill  made  him  able  to  use  it  better  and  ignore  most  of  the  tiny  pain spikes that happened constantly. The one that was helping him the most was his |Enhanced Adaptation|, though, which allowed him to almost seamlessly adapt to this new body and use it without issues. 

Still,  they  had  realized  a  big  problem  with  this  body.  He  was  very hard  to  damage—his  regeneration  restored  him  nearly  immediately  from

almost  any  type  of  damage—and  as  long  as  he  had  the  stamina  and  Qi,  he just  couldn’t  die.  The  issue  was  everything  else.  He  had  no  endurance,  and that meant that he was always damaging himself when he tried to utilize his strength  and  dexterity.  When  he  threw  punches,  his  arms  ripped  apart, bending  unnaturally  as  if  they  were  made  out  of  rubber.  The  two  of  them assumed  that  his  body  remained  in  a  human  shape  only  because  that  was what his soul wanted him to look like. They believed that his soul was why he  still  had  sensations:  pain,  touch,  smell,  even  hearing  and  sight.  His  body was  more  complicated  than  he  thought,  as  the  Essence,  when  in  touch  with his soul, had properties that could detect all these foreign influences, and his body translated them into what he understood. 

Throwing a direct strike at Tali did damage, but it was as if he was…

well,  punching  with  a  hand  that  was  made  out  of  liquid.  It  had  force  and power, but it  splashed. He could shatter nearly anything that he touched, still

—he  had  punched  a  stone  once  and  broke  it  to  pieces—but  the  type  of damage  was  very  different.  It  wasn’t  just  pure  bludgeoning  damage,  but rather the power of liquid Void. He translated a lot less kinetic energy to his targets. 

“You want to try again?” Tali asked. 

Ryun grimaced but nodded. They had been working on a solution to his  lack  of… solidity.  Ryun  felt  like  he  was  close,  that  perhaps  even  this would be the moment. 

He closed his eyes and focused, then started his technique—{Mantle of Gathering Twilight}. 

His  technique  allowed  him  to  target  certain  points  inside  of  his conduit network: basically, the gates inside of his body that correspond to a certain  stat.  He  used  to  have  six  of  them,  but  now  he  had  only  five.  The technique  twisted  and  compressed  his  Qi  while  it  traveled  through  the conduits,  and  then  it  fed  the  Qi  into  these  points,  circulating  through  his entire body when he increased all of his stats. 

This  time,  though,  he  didn’t  do  that.  Instead,  he  focused  his  mind, feeling the effects of his perk, Tinker’s Mind, and his skill, |Divided Mind|, 

trigger.  It  was  hard,  what  he  was  attempting,  but  instead  of  targeting  those gates,  he  targeted  his  entire  body,  splitting  the  Qi  streams  in  ways  that  he hadn’t  even  known  was  possible.  Tali’s  instruction  had  allowed  him  to  do this,  and  he  was  still  not  perfect  with  it.  It  was  actually  a  devolution  of  his technique, something far more akin to his {Empower}, the most basic form of his technique. That was what he was doing, in essence—empowering his body—and doing it with Stillness Qi. He felt the technique settle, stilling the Essence of his body, giving him…rigidity. 

Keeping  the  technique  running  was  hard,  but  he  managed.  He  could feel  his  regeneration  slow  immediately,  with  the  damaging  effects  of everything  around  him  no  longer  applying,  because  while  he  didn’t  have endurance  anymore,  he  had  a  layer  of  Essence  that  acted  like  it  was endurance.  Stillness  Qi  was  affecting  his  skin,  some  places  more  and  some places less, allowing him to easily move without his body bending like it was made out of rubber. 

He opened his eyes and looked at his body. 

“Ready?” Tali asked and he nodded, offering his hand. 

She  pulled  out  a  weapon,  a  simple  epic  sword,  then  she  pressed  the blade  against  his  bare  forearm.  The  blade  didn’t  cut  through  immediately, which was good. If that layer of his body wasn’t stilled, it would’ve cut him no  matter  the  amount  of  strength  that  Tali  used.  He  felt  her  increase  the pressure, and then the blade started cutting through. She stopped immediately and pulled back. 

“How much?” Ryun asked. 

“Around four thousand, I think,” Tali answered. 

That  meant  that  she  had  used  around  three  thousand  strength  to  get through his layer. It was better than it had been before, but he was still losing effectiveness. The Void of his body was actively resisting the Qi’s attempts to  keep  it  still.  It  was  devouring  it  in  a  way—or  maybe  spending  was  the better word. Still, he got barely thirty percent of his wisdom to apply on his body through his Qi. He didn’t think that he could do any better right now, as he  just  didn’t  understand  Stillness  well  enough  yet.  Plus,  keeping  this

{Empowering Mantle} active drained too much of his Qi, the very Qi that he needed to regenerate. They had already come to the conclusion that he should only  use  it  when  he  really  needed  it,  in  bursts  when  he  needed  to  block  or attack,  or  jump  with  his  body,  or  pick  up  something  that  was  too  heavy  for his  regeneration  to  compensate  for.  His  body  might  make  him  nearly unkillable, but it also came with a lot of other headaches. 

“I  think  this  is  it,”  Ryun  added.  “I  don’t  think  that  I’ll  get  it  to something better than this anytime soon.” 

“So, you are doing it now?” 

Ryun  nodded  at  her  question  and  pulled  out  a  vial,  the  Eternal Drought of Path Perk Upgrade. He had debated using it for his body, but he  had  expected  that  the  sum  of  the  different  perks  would  give  it  a  higher rarity  and  tier,  which  it  had.  He  would  place  his  new  body  firmly  in  the Eternal  tier  and  perhaps  even  rarity,  though  he  couldn’t  tell  since  it  was  a unique perk now. Tali said that there were people who could evaluate it, but he didn’t care enough to know. It was a shame that such potions couldn’t be used more than once, but he felt like he had gotten a lot of benefits out of it. 

No,  he  had  kept  the  drought  for  something  else.  It  seemed  far  smarter  to improve one of his other perks, such as a lower tiered one, and there was only one  option:  his  Qi  Controller  perk,  which  was  one  of  his  most  important ones. 

He  hadn’t  used  it  before  training  with  his  technique,  mostly  because he wanted to see how far he could get it without an improvement to his perk. 

He opened the vial and downed its contents, and felt it hit the center of  his  body  and  then  spread  out  through  his  body,  his  conduits  and  core.  It burned. The change happened gradually, as if the heat were moving through each  part  of  his  Cultivation  system  and  improving  it  meticulously.  Then  it was over, and he brought up his new perk. 



Eternal Qi Control

Your Qi control is perfect, your ability

Master—Endless

without peer. You are able to finely

Threads

manipulate your Qi and use as many

techniques as you want at the same time. 

Each technique after the third has its Qi

cost increased by 25%, and the cost

increases by 5% with every additional

technique. Additionally, every technique

beyond the third slows down your Qi

speed by 5%. Your Qi speed is increased

by 200%, and your control is dependent on

your wisdom stat.  Your Qi is so finely

manipulated and your conduits and core

perfectly aligned that nothing leaks out, 

making it difficult for other Cultivators to

detect your Qi manipulation without aid. 

Gain +40% to wisdom. You weave

endlessly, holding all until the end. 



He immediately tried his empowering technique, and felt it settle a lot faster—nearly instantly, which would come in handy if he had to switch it on and  off  constantly.  That,  coupled  with  the  fact  that  he  could  now  use  more than just three techniques, meant he didn’t even have to worry about taking up one slot for it. Still, there was a price. 

He  showed  Tali  and  she  just  shook  her  head  at  him,  obviously  done with being surprised. 

Then Ryun pulled out the last potion he planned on using. With it, he could  remove  his  Class,  easily.  His  Class  wasn’t  high  tiered,  wasn’t integrated much into his being, especially now when he had taken out several of the perks. His body had turned into a unique perk, which meant that it was no  longer  a  Cultivation  or  Class  perk,  but  something  separate.  Focus-removing aids could only be used once per focus, but Ryun didn’t really have any reason to put it off. 

He  opened  the  vial  and  drank  it.  This  time,  when  the  effect  spread

through  his  body,  he  could  feel  it  touching  the  places  inside  that  he  had always  associated  with  his  Class.  It  had  gotten  him  far,  had  fueled  his advancement on Earth and saved him countless times. But it was holding him back now. 

The  effect  wasn’t  nearly  as  unpleasant  as  the  perk  upgrade  potion, probably  because  his  Class  wasn’t  even  level  90.  Once  it  was  done,  he checked his screens and found his Class gone. He glanced at his full screens, seeing all of his advancement. 

He  smiled  at  seeing  that  he  could  finally  take  on  more  skills.  He already had plans for that. After he was done, he glanced in Tali’s direction. 

“Now, we should pay a visit to the Midnight Reign Sect.” 
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Perks



Your mind is quickened, able to think faster

than an ordinary human’s. Able to alter

Tinker's Mind (Path

perception of time for the user. Gain +15% to

Perk)

intelligence. Strength of effect equal to 2x your

intelligence. 

Your Qi control is perfect, your ability without

peer. You are able to finely manipulate your Qi

and use as many techniques as you want at the

same time. Each technique after the third has

its Qi cost increased by 25%, and the cost

increases by 5% with every additional

technique. Additionally, every technique

Eternal Qi Control

beyond the third slows down your Qi speed by

Master—Endless

5%. Your Qi speed is increased by 200%, and

Threads (Path Perk)

your control is dependent on your wisdom stat. 

Your Qi is so finely manipulated and your

conduits and core perfectly aligned that nothing leaks out, making it difficult for other

Cultivators to detect your Qi manipulation

without aid. Gain +40% to wisdom. You

weave endlessly, holding all until the end. 

You are immune to all mind-altering effects

Indomitable (Title

from opponents on a lower tier of power than

Perk)

you. 

You can no longer be scanned by any abilities, 

techniques, or skills from people who are on

Reaper’s Aura (Title

the same or lower tier of power than you. You

Perk)

may manifest the Reaper’s Aura, filling all

within your presence with dread. 

Any person whose blood you have drawn is

Great Hunter

marked by your power. The mark allows you to

(Contract Perk)

track them no matter the distance between you. 

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

Void(9) Qi (Aspect

foreign Essence. While Void Qi is moving

Perk)

through your body, you are less susceptible to

movement-restricting effects. Tracking and

scrying powers are less effective on you. The

power of the effect depends on the strength of

attack. Gain +25% to strength and wisdom. 

Manifest your Qi in the form of an aura around

Void Aura—

you, dealing Void damage equal to 1.7x (0.2x)

Oblivion’s Persistence your wisdom per second. Anything marked by (Path Perk)

the Void Qi takes an additional half of total

damage dealt over the next four seconds. Gain

+15% to wisdom. Oblivion endures. 

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 and sense each other

regardless of the distance between you. You

gain Death Mark: anything with a soul killed

Eternal Hunter:

by you has its soul completely destroyed and

Reaper (Unique Perk)

returned to oblivion. You gain the ability to

sense death. You gain the Presence of the

Eternal Hunter Aura; when active, nearby

beings, based on your intentions, suffer -25%

to all regenerative effects and -25% to total

stats. Half of the drained stats are granted to

you, the other half to the Scythe. 

You have achieved a great power, 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

Astral Eyes—Sights

Realms. Allows you to see Class, Cultivation, 

Unseen (Path Perk)

and skill, as well as power currents. Increases

the clarity of your sight. You gain +15% to

vitality, intelligence, and wisdom. You thrive

in the darkness, and now, your blind eyes

see what others cannot. 

Send Thought

You and your contracted partner are able to

(Contract Perk)

send thoughts to each other regardless of

distance. 

Your body is highly resistant to physical

Unyielding (Unique

damage and can function at peak condition in

Perk)

all states, even after it is damaged beyond the

point where most would falter. 

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

From Nothing—To

transported to the closest Void- or related-type

the End of All (Path

Essence Plane for recovery. Time to full

Perk)

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 endurance. Without a beginning and

without an end. You are an agent of oblivion. 

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

Field of a Thousand

cut any foe that nears them, dealing damage

Cuts (Skill Perk)

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. 

Your Qi conduits are made for greater control, 

Adept's Conduits

allowing for extreme command of Qi through

(Path Perk)

conduits. Gain +10% to wisdom. 

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

Total Knowledge to gain complete

(Skill Perk)

understanding of the position of everything

relative to you. The effect will last for 10

seconds. Size of the sphere depends on will. 

Gain +10% to intelligence. 

Once per three months, for three minutes you

may see the strings of future probability of all

reality in the 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

Conclusion

Dominance (Title

difficulty of cutting the string increases with:

Perk)

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. 

You can draw upon your contracted partner’s

power. Once per day, you may summon

Wolf Claws (Contract crystallized blood-claws on your hands. The Perk)

claws’ durability depends on your contracted

partner’s power. 

Your core is endless. It can encompass the

whole of oblivion. Its physical size is set and

will never change. The interior 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

Mark of the Endless

original core’s regeneration. Drawing in

Core—Oblivion Well

Essence past the point of it being full will

(Unique Perk)

deepen your core’s size. Cycling has greater

benefits; each cycle increases your 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. 

Forged In Stars (Bond Any item worn by the user gains +50% to its

Perk)

durability. 

Your mind is swift; your thoughts travel at

increased speeds. Gain +500% to thought

Greater Swift Mind

speed. Increases the ability to alter your

(Path Perk)

perception of time by 200%. Gain +15% to

intelligence. 

Assume your Evolved Form, that of the Wolf

of the End. Your body turns into a giant wolf

made out of your Qi aspects, your form gaining

the properties of the Qi used (Current-

Void/Stillness—everything you touch will start

Evolved Form: Wolf

to disintegrate, and the Essence in your

of the End—True

surroundings slowly has its state brought to

Death of All (Path

stillness; gain +40% to wisdom). Gain +100%

Perk)

to all stats, and your ability to sense death

increases by 200%. All techniques cost 60%

less and you gain +50% to technique speed. 

Gain +20% to endurance and +20% to strength. 

You will see the end of all. 

You may craft a territory separated from the

Territory (Path Perk)

Real Realm that you can physically enter. 

You may exert influence on Void Essence

Master of Void (Path

around you. Gain +15% to endurance and

Perk)

+15% to wisdom. 

Key to Chamber of

Your soul is marked with a key that will open a

Treasures (Title Perk)

certain door. 

Your mind is resistant to mind-altering effects

Lesser Enlightened

and can function at moderate condition in all

(Title Perk)

states, even after being damaged beyond the

point where most would falter. 

Your Qi passively enhances your body with the

Essence of Stillness. Any forces or objects

approaching you lose their momentum

depending on their power. While Stillness Qi is

Stillness (9) Qi

moving through your body, all Essence seeking

(Aspect Perk)

to influence you is 20% less effective. Any

techniques you use that utilize Stillness Qi will

seek to bring any Essence they touch to

stillness. Gain +25% to endurance and wisdom. 

Your body is forged for adaptive regeneration. 

It is made out of the Void and Stillness. You no

longer suffer from stat impairment or sickness. 



You no longer have endurance; your previous

endurance stats and bonuses are added to your

vitality, and you can never gain any more

endurance. Endurance-based effects don’t work

for you. As you have no endurance, any force

impacting you will damage you. 



The effects of your vitality on your base

regeneration of all types are increased by 5x. 

Your body constantly regenerates, and your

passive regeneration drains your stamina: the more damage it needs to regenerate in order to

keep your body whole, the more it drains. 

Anything that pierces your body will

immediately start the adaptive regeneration

process. The stillness of your body will still an

attack and still the expansion of a wound, and

Void will start destroying any foreign Essence

and start regenerating your body, draining your

stamina and Qi. Any time you are damaged, 

your vitality scales and increases based on the

amount of damage suffered. The higher the

Adaptive Infinitum

damage you suffer, the higher the boost to your

Chassis—Twilight of

vitality, starting at a range of 2x to 100x. 

the End (Unique Perk)  

The disadvantageous effects of Stillness and

Void no longer apply to you. Your Void and

Stillness effects are 30% more effective outside

your body. You are able to halt your

momentum instantly and can ignore the effects

of gravity on your body. 



Adaptive Regeneration allows your body to

adapt to any harm after regenerating; suffering

the same manner of attack again will have your

body adapt and compensate, decreasing the

effectiveness of the attack. Each successive

attack of the same damage type you take

reduces the damage you receive by that type by

-20% additively (2nd Attack: 80% damage; 3rd

Attack: 60% damage; 4th Attack: 40% damage; 

5th Attack: 20% damage; 6th Attack: 0%

damage.) The effect lasts for three minutes and the timer is reapplied with each instance of

attempted same manner of damage. 



Gain +50% to wisdom and +130% to vitality. 



That which does not kill me, makes me

stronger. 



Cultivation

Path of the Final End ( Ma )

Stage

Early Ascended

Aspect

Void(9); Stillness(9)

Base Technique

Mantle of Gathering Twilight

Branch

Twilight Cutting Void Flicker

Technique

Fruit Technique

Final End



Path of the Unbreakable Wall (

Cultivation

Re )

Stage

Peak Heavenly

Base Technique

Twilight Shaping Cast

Branch

Field of Twilight's Calm

Technique

Fruit Technique

Avatar of the Twilight Reaper



Passive Skills

Active Skills

Perfect Cut: My Foes, Torn

Celerity

Asunder

Perfect

Resonance Sense: My Sphere, 

Pouncing Rush

Total Clarity

Enhanced Adaptation

Target Mark

Enduring Trained Body

Divided Mind

Mind Shield >> Greater Mind

Greater Restoration

Shield >> Mental Fortitude



Strength

6425

Dexterity

5450

Vitality

16870

Intelligence

8515

Wisdom

13312

Chapter Twenty Seven — Travel



“This  is  the  stupidest  idea  that  I  have  ever  entertained,”  Tali grumbled,  not  for  the  first  time.  They  had  passed  into  the  Midnight  Reign Sect’s territories yesterday and into a deep forest thrown into darkness—not even the moonlight penetrated here. 

They  were  keeping  their  presence  hidden.  Ryun  was  practicing  his Void  manipulation—his  Peak  Evolved  perk  had  granted  him  the  ability  to influence the Void Essence around him with much more finesse than what he had done previously. Since he had lost his Silent Hunter perk, he was trying out new ways of being stealthy. The Void already protected him somewhat, but he was going a step further. He was releasing a constant stream of Void Qi  from  his  entire  body,  just  letting  it  go,  and  then  he  influenced  it  after  it moved away, creating a shroud around himself. It was so faint that the Void could barely even be seen, at least according to Tali, though his eyes saw the Void  intermingling  with  all  of  the  other  Essence  around  him.  He  was  using the Void to target only specific Essences, which was far harder than he had thought it would be, but he’d had weeks of practice on their way here. They had taken the land route, extending their journey and taking the time to train Ryun’s new body, and help Tali shake off her rust as she prepared herself to attempt to grasp her own inspiration for the Eternal Realm. 

He  was  targeting  only  the  Essences  of  Sound,  Light,  and  Scent.  He erased  them  as  soon  as  their  bodies  made  them,  essentially  erasing  most  of their presence. Tali was also using her Sky Aspect to catch anything that got past  him,  but  he  was  proud  of  what  he  was  accomplishing.  He  was  even trying  to  exert  his  will  on  the  Essences  around  him  himself  and  hold  pull them toward his core, allowing his Void to catch them before they went too far away. 

“It will be fine,” Ryun responded to Tali. “Anrosh said that we had a standing  invitation.  Besides,  their  Sect  Head  wanted  to  speak  with  us,  and here we are, coming to him.” 

They  had  left  Anrosh  to  deal  with  the  sect.  Ryun  knew  about  the things  in  the  background,  but  he  wanted  her  to  deal  with  them.  She  could handle  it  now;  she  just  needed  to  get  her  confidence.  There  was  no  need  to drag her out of the sect again. 

“How  do  you  think  they  will  react  when  we  just  appear  in  front  of their  doorstep?  When  they  realize  we  have  passed  through  three  of  their territories without noticing us?” 

“Relax,  Tali,”  Ryun  chided.  “The  two  of  us  are  likely  the  most powerful  people  for  thousands  of  territories  around.  There  isn’t  much  they can do.” 

Tali  closed  her  eyes  and  groaned.  “What  did  I  tell  you  about ambushes? Anyone can fall,” she told him sternly. 

Ryun nodded, remembering what she had told him of her battle with Awirren.  “Not  everyone  can  feel  everything  around  them  for  kilometers. 

Both of us can.” 

Tali turned and glared at him. “I could do that when I was ambushed.” 

Ryun conceded the point. “Well, it’s too late now.” 

Tali grumbled. 

“Any idea what kind of power this Sect Head has?” Ryun asked after a few minutes of silence. 

“Based  on  what  Anrosh  and  Lesamitrius  said,  I  can  say  only  a  few things with certainty. He has an undead body that focuses on high endurance and strength. Being undead would mean that his regeneration is low, but he would  be  unbothered  by  most  wounds.  Now,  from  what  Anrosh  described about  their  fight…”  Tali  paused  for  a  moment.  “It  could  be  formations,  or arrays,  though  I  doubt  it.  The  far  more  likely  thing  is  that  he  has  a preparation-heavy Class.” 

“A preparation-heavy Class?” Ryun echoed. 

Tali  nodded.  “Yes,  something  that  allows  him  to  put  protections  on himself, maybe with conditions. The way he reacted when Anrosh got two of those  threads…  It  has  to  be  something  like  that:  a  weaver  of  some  kind, 

weaving  boundaries  or  condition-based  traps.  Judging  by  the  power  that Anrosh described, most of them are probably on a pretty long cooldown, so it makes sense that he didn’t want to waste more with their duel.” 

“It makes sense?” 

“From what I gather about this man, he is…a planner, someone who rarely  fights,  but  rather  prepares  for  fights.  And  that  makes  him  very dangerous.  He  could’ve  spent  centuries  layering  his  threads,  centuries  of layering power over his body. If we had to fight him, we would first need to get  through  all  of  those  defenses  before  we  even  had  the  opportunity  to  go after the real him. I wouldn’t want to fight him, if I am being honest.” 

That  surprised  Ryun.  Despite  her  talk  about  being  ambushed  and crippled, she had been very vocal about her power compared to everyone else in the sect. 

“Hm…” Ryun just said. He could see how it made sense. For all they knew,  the  man  had  thousands  of  such  layers  of  protection  on  his  body,  and who knew what they could each do. 

“He  was  upset  after  Anrosh  managed  to  get  only  two  of  them,  and judging  by  their  power  I  would  say  those  were  just  the  outermost  layers—

probably the weakest ones, too,” Tali said. 

“Well,” Ryun said, “good thing we aren’t planning on fighting him.” 

Tali just grumbled again. Ryun turned his attention back to his Void control; he was slipping, and he could see Tali’s Sky Essence doing more of the work. They still had a couple of weeks of walking to do, which was just enough for him to get better. 

Chapter Twenty Eight — Council



Repesh Emsis was old by most standards, and his life had never been too violent. In the almost seven hundred years that he had been alive, he had fought in only two wars, three border skirmishes, and he had been in combat a  handful  of  times  outside  of  those  situations.  He  was  not  someone  who thrived in combat and conflict, who advanced through adversity. No, he was like most other people in the world—he advanced through prolonged periods of meditation, cycling, introspection, and contemplation. It was a slow form of  advancement;  but  if  you  were  lucky,  if  you  managed  to  survive,  if  you persisted, you could reach far. 

He  was  an  Ascended  Realm  Cultivator,  one  of  the  most  powerful beings  in  the  world,  and  he  had  not  reached  so  high  by  being  reckless.  His power  relied  on  preparation—long,  long  preparation,  centuries  of  it—but  if he was to rate himself, he would place his power near the top of the world. 

That  was  not  based  on  some  arbitrary  list,  but  just  simply  understanding  of where  he  fit  into  the  realms  of  power.  Of  course,  his  power  had  a  big drawback:  once  it  was  spent,  it  required  centuries  to  once  again  reach  that realm  of  power.  His  protections  had  been  layered  on  top  of  him  over hundreds of years, and it would take someone extremely powerful to manage to break through centuries of layered power. 

He  could  admit  that  he  shied  away  from  fights,  as  he  didn’t  want  to risk losing his layers. One could never know what the future would bring. He was  already  annoyed  at  himself  for  allowing  a  lowly  raised  Cultivator  to break  two  of  his  outer  layers.  True,  he  had  grossly  underestimated  the  Sect Leader from the Twilight Melody Sect, but in his defense, he hadn’t known that she had some very powerful items that obscured her power. He had not known that she was in the Evolved Realm, or that she had a full set of eternal items.  He  had  nearly  been  tempted  to  kill  her  and  take  them,  but  then,  he didn’t know where those treasures had come from. 

In  hindsight,  that  should’ve  been  his  first  clue  that  what  he  believed

was wrong. 

The  two  Sect  Leaders,  the  two  Ascended  Realm  Cultivators,  stood before  him  in  his  throne  room.  They’d  been  discovered,  or  rather  they  had revealed  themselves,  at  the  entrance  to  his  city.  His  warriors  had  dropped down  on  their  knees  before  him,  offering  their  lives  for  their  failure,  for failing  to  notice  them  before.  His  patrols,  the  defenses  of  his  realm, something should’ve seen their approach, but there was nothing that he could do about it now. Their arrival had been both fortuitous and alarming. At least they hadn’t shown any signs of aggression since arriving. They had followed his people and waited to be seen, and they had bowed to him as equals and shown  the  proper  respect,  offering  greetings  and  cited  the  invitation  he’d given as the reason for their arrival. 

And now, he waited for them to answer his simple question:  Why did you hide your journey? 

He looked at them closely, trying to figure see what was not going to be said. The great Ruler of the Empty Sky rolled her eyes, which made him blink,  and  then  she  did  something  that  he  never  expected  her  to. 

She… slapped,  yes—slapped—the hand of the young Ranker to her right. 

“It was his foolish idea,” she said with a sigh. 

The Ranker shrugged. “It seemed like a good way to train my control and  to  evaluate  a  different  way  of  moving  stealthily.  I  assumed  that  your territories would be up to the challenge. We almost got caught twice.” 

Repesh blinked, slowly. There wasn’t anything else that he could do. 

In  that  one  instant,  in  that  one  exchange,  he  realized  his  mistake.  He,  like many, had assumed that the Ranker was in service to Anatalien Far Solla. His exploits at the Tournament City had spread, but by now, most believed them overblown. Still, he had become a leader of a sizable sect in the frontier, and as such was seen as qualified. Repesh had reached out, as was his duty, but there had been no hurry. The Twilight Melody Sect had delayed the meeting, but there had been time—years. 

When the reappearance of Anatalien Far Solla, the Ruler of the Empty Sky,  occurred,  it  all  made  sense  to  Repesh.  A  Ranker  who  had  reached  the

Immortal Realm on his own in just a handful of years? There was no way that such a monster existed. But one could certainly be raised that fast, and with the Ruler of the Empty Sky conveniently a part of the sect? It made perfect sense.  Anatalien  had  probably  gone  into  seclusion;  her  disappearance  had birthed  hundreds  of  rumors,  from  her  just  running  off  with  a  lover  to  her dying  or  just  disappearing.  Taking  a  few  hundreds  of  years  to  seek inspiration?  Especially  for  the  Eternal  Realm,  that  was  not  unheard  of. 

Though…many had given more credence to her being dead, especially since her sect had collapsed without her. 

But  seeing  them  right  now,  together…  He  had  made  a  mistake.  He had  known  that  something  was  wrong  when  everyone  saw  the  notification that  the  Dome  Leader  was  dead.  Some  of  the  names  on  that  list  he  was familiar  with,  others  not,  but  Ryun  Nacht?  He  had  known  that  name.  And here  he  stood  now,  not  an  Immortal,  or  even  an  Evolved,  but  an  Ascended Realm Cultivator, talking with Anatalien Far Solla not as a student talked to a master, but…something else entirely. 

“Training?” Repesh said at last, not knowing what else he could say. 

Anatalien turned her head in his direction. “Don’t take it personally,” 

she said. “He does this to everyone.” 

Ryun Nacht expression turned almost…insulted, but he didn’t argue, or even turn his head in her direction. 

Repesh couldn’t quite tell if they were trying to insult him, or if they were  just  so  sure  of  themselves  that  they  didn’t  care.  He  could  believe  it  of Anatalien  Far  Solla,  but  the  Ranker…  A  lot  of  people  were  going  to  be surprised. His own pride mattered, but he wasn’t a fool enough to pick a fight with  two  Ascended  Realm  Cultivators,  even  in  his  own  domain.  There  was no need for him to spend his painstakingly layered defenses—and he would lose most of them, even if he somehow managed to win. No, he had gotten what he wanted, what his oaths required of him. 

He had already sent all of his attendants away. They were alone in the throne  room,  just  the  three  of  them.  His  formations  were  active,  so  no  one could scry or listen in to this room. 

Repesh stood and walked down his steps so that he stood in front of them. He towered over both of them, but the gesture was what mattered. 

“I  have  invited  you  here  to  speak  on  a  delicate  matter.  Before  I  can say anything, you will need to agree to this.” Repesh sent over a contract. It was a simple one, as simple as things such as this could be. It would prevent him  from  sharing  any  information  that  he  learned  here  with  anybody  else who wasn’t part of the contract as well. 

Ryun  Nacht  tilted  his  head  as  he  read  the  contract.  “Why  would  I agree to this?” 

Repesh grimaced, then glanced at Anatalien. When he heard that she had  resurfaced,  he  had  assumed  that  she  was  in  charge,  which  was  why  he had asked after her too. 

“If you don’t, I will not be able to speak with you here, but only with Ascended Far Solla alone.” Repesh inclined his head. 

Ryun frowned, but Anatalien’s mouth made an expression of,  Oh. 

“The…  It  is still around?” Anatalien asked, surprised. 

Repesh  blinked,  but…  He  had  assumed  that  she  had  kept  in  touch, aware of developments, but perhaps not. 

“You know what this is about?” Ryun asked. 

“Yes,”  Anatalien  said  slowly.  “Might  as  well  agree  to  the  contract. 

We can’t talk about it otherwise.” 

The Ranker glanced in Repesh’s direction, then accepted the contract. 

Repesh felt it settle, and then spoke. 

“The reason I’ve been wanting to speak with you is because I wanted to  extend  an  invitation.”  Repesh  paused  for  a  moment.  “To  the  Council  of Sects.” 

The Ranker blinked. “The Council of Sects?” 

Repesh glanced at Anatalien, thinking that perhaps it would be better for her to explain. She seemed to understand his look, as she then turned and looked the Ranker in the eyes. 

“Some four hundred years ago, just after our last big war with the…

other  factions,  we  realized  just  how  close  to  defeat  we  came.  We  were outnumbered,  and  we  were  disorganized.  In  principle,  we  had  created  the sects  to  keep  us  all  safe,  we  had  created  a  culture  that  would  focus  us  on advancement,  on  creating  powerhouses.  In  the  beginning,  even  though  we were  all  allied,  we…didn’t  mesh  well  together.  We  nearly  lost  that  war because we didn’t have united rule. A dozen sects would cross their borders and  raid  guilds,  towns,  kingdoms,  and  another  dozen  would  fight  only  in defense,  never  reaching  beyond  their  territories,  and  a  dozen  more  would hold their forces back, thinking that they could take advantage after the war was over. It was chaos,” Anatalien said. 

Repesh  remembered  that  time.  He  had  to  look  away;  he  himself  had been part of a sect that lost their territory to an invading kingdom. They had split apart, and Repesh had then come to the frontier. 

“After that war, a few of us gathered together, and we agreed that that could  never  happen  again.  We  made  a  council,  a  way  for  us  to  deal  with issues that threaten the sects as a whole, without losing our independence.” 

The Ranker tilted his head, then turned to look at Repesh. “And why am I getting such an invitation?” 

“The  Council  has  grown  since  the  time  of  Ascended  Far  Solla.  Any Sect Head deemed to hold substantial influence is invited. Your actions in the Tournament  City,  as  well  as  the  growth  of  your  sect  in  the  frontier,  were enough.  Your  name  being  on  the  list  of  people  who  have  killed  the  Dome Leader? And you now being an Ascended? That is more than enough.” 

The Ranker turned back to look at Anatalien. “You are a part of this Council?” 

“All  of  the  top  Sect  Heads  are.  The  sects  follow  the  strong,  so  there are not many—or rather there weren’t many—when I last led a sect, so I am, yes. I suppose that losing a sect doesn’t void your membership, considering the  fact  that  the  oaths  were…specific.  It  allows  us  to  invite  powerful  non-aligned Cultivators, as well.” 

Repesh nodded. “Yes, I am tasked with watching over this part of the

frontier,  reporting  on  the  influence  and  power  of  the  sects  around  the Midnight  Reign  Sect.  Your  sect’s  rapid  ascent  was  noted.”  Repesh  paused, looked at the man’s eyes, then spoke again. “Will you accept?” 

“What does this even entail?” Ryun asked. 

“That you will work with other sects in case we are ever attacked, and that  you  will  attend  Council  meetings  and  give  your  opinions  on  issues. 

Giving an oath doesn’t limit you in the ways you can act—you are still free to war on other sects as long as you keep within the rules.” 

Anatalien spoke right after him. “You might as well agree,” she told the Ranker. “Having more influence is never a bad thing.” 

The Ranker didn’t look all that convinced, but eventually he asked to see the oath. Repesh showed it to him. 

“And if I don’t accept this?” he asked. 

“Nothing,” Repesh answered. “The contract you agree on forbids you from speaking with anyone who isn’t in the know.” 

The  Ranker  thought  about  it  for  a  while,  and  then  agreed.  Repesh shared the oath with him again, and the man accepted. 

“Good,” Repesh said. “A summit has been called by the Dragon Heart Sect, and both of you are invited.” 

They blinked, then exchanged looks with one another. 

“Of course we are,” Anatalien said. 

The  Ranker  just  dipped  his  head.  “I  am  going  to  have  to  talk  with people again, aren’t I?” 

Repesh wondered what he meant by that, but then Anatalien spoke. 

“And I am going to need to face everyone I knew three hundred years ago, including Awirren.” 

Ryun raised his head and met her eyes. “Yeah, yours is worse.” 




*  *  *

 

The  two  Ascended  Cultivators  left  his  throne  room,  heading  back  to their  sect  to  prepare  for  the  trip.  If  Repesh  had  been  alive,  he  would’ve breathed a sigh of relief. They put him on edge with the casual way that they spoke, unconcerned by being within another’s domain. He had even tried to put them off balance from the moment he had learned that they just appeared on his doorstep. 

He looked around; his eyes adapted to darkness, seeing everything in the dark room. He didn’t think that they even noticed that there had been not even a flicker of light in the throne room. 

“I hate monsters like them.” He shook his head. 

Now, he had to prepare for his own departure. 

Chapter Twenty Nine — Brilliance Hiro  watched  Zach  as  he  climbed  on  top  of  a  rock  and  gestured wildly. 

He  couldn’t  take  his  eyes  off  him.  He  was  learning  so  much,  even though  sometimes  his  lessons  went  to  places  that  he  couldn’t  quite understand. Hiro wondered if others—those who were taught by the elites of this world—felt this way. 

He had learned that Zach, his guardian, was one of the strongest in the world, and that he had been part of the team that had killed the Dome Leader. 

He had seen the notification, but he hadn’t made the connection—he hadn’t even remembered the name that he read back then. But just knowing that he was being taught by people who had defeated the monster that had taken his home…

To  be  fair,  Zach  did  most  of  the  teaching,  but  Naha  did  some,  too. 

Mostly she interjected when Zach went on tangents, becoming fascinated by the Essences around them. But who wouldn’t be? There was so much power in  Essence  that  Hiro  couldn’t  wait  to  evolve  his  Class.  And  Zach  had promised that he would—they had even given him enough Essence to level to level 50! 

Soon,  he  would  get  his  first  Class  Evolution,  and  he  hoped  it  was going to be a good one. He didn’t want to disappoint them. 

“The Essences are the basis of everything: all that you can see, all that you  can  feel,  and  more!”  Zach  gestured  with  both  hands,  spreading  them wide  and  opening  his  hands.  “You  need  to  decide  on  an  Essence  type, something that you feel can be a part of who you are.” 

“But  how  can  I  choose?  I…I  might  not  get  the  choice  I  want,”  Hiro said slowly. 

Zach  frowned,  opened  his  mouth,  then  closed  it  quickly.  His expression turned thoughtful, and then his eyes got the faraway look that he often got. 

“All  Classes  have  requirements,”  Naha  said  from  the  side,  and  Hiro turned  his  eyes  to  look  at  her.  She  was  sitting  near  the  fire,  preparing  their meals.  She  glanced  at  him.  “Don’t  worry  about  that.  I  know  enough requirements  for  the  lower-tiered  Classes.  Just  think  about  what  kind  of Essence  you  would  want  to  be  tied  to  your  Class.  That  said,  your  starting Class will influence what type of Classes you can get in the future.” 

Hiro  dipped  his  head  down  in  shame.  He  had  the  Survivor  Class, something  that  he  had  been  almost  forced  to  take.  He…he  didn’t  like  it.  It made him feel like a coward. His abilities and perks let him merely survive. 

He couldn’t fight like Zach could. 

“Don’t  be  ashamed,”  Naha  said,  and  he  raised  his  head.  “There  is nothing shameful about your Class. Many of the Rankers from the old worlds had  that  same  Class,  and  many  of  them  had  reached  the  Infinite  Realm, having survived their old worlds.” 

Hiro blinked. “Really?” 

“Really.” Naha smiled at him. 

He  already  suspected  what  kind  of  Essence  she  had.  Strange  things happened  around  her.  Her  shadow…  Sometimes  it  didn’t  move  right.  The shadows around her sometimes got darker when she walked by, too. 

Hiro turned back to Zach, who blinked as he saw him looking. “What is your Essence?” Hiro asked. 

Zach looked down at his hands as he answered. “I…I rule over many, some more than others. So many Essences, aspects of this world… But I see one more than all others…” He trailed off. 

“Which one?” Hiro asked. 

Zach raised his head and looked straight ahead, over Hiro’s head. His eyes  were  suddenly  almost  blazing  with  power.  “Time.   It  moves  so…so…

How  is  it  like  this?”  he  whispered,  almost  harshly.  His  hand  turned  into  a blade,  dark  green  in  color,  and  Hiro  felt  Naha  stand  up  and  start  walking toward them slowly. “Time, time, time! In the prison it was…a copy? A pale imitation.  Yet  it  passed,  mind  tricking  the  mind,  accelerating.  But  Time

itself… Oh, how it moves… Can you see it? Can you tell?” 

Zach  turned  his  eyes  back  down  at  Hiro  and  he  smiled  at  him.  Hiro didn’t understand what he meant, but he could tell that he was getting lost in one of his…waking dreams. 

Naha stepped close to him, her hands wide, and spoke. 




*  *  *

 

“Zach, do you hear me?” Naha whispered, trying not to upset him. He couldn’t have picked the worst topic today. She should’ve known, should’ve steered  Hiro’s  curiosity  in  another  direction.  Talking  about  Essences  helped Zach,  but  sometimes  he  got  caught  up  on  things  that  only  his  mind  could understand.  The  only  upside  was  that  they  were  in  the  wilderness.  The  last time they had been in a village, and he had gotten obsessed with fire… She’d had to pay for the damages. They had decided, then, to keep to the wild on their trip to the sect lands. 

“Do  you  not  see  it?”  Zach  turned  to  look  at  her,  and  then  his  head swiveled and looked all around him. 

“It’s  okay,  Zach.  It’s  just…well,  time.”  She  didn’t  know  if  he  really was seeing Time Essence, or if it was just a figment of his mind. She pretty sure that he could somehow sense the Essence, one way or another. 

“How  could  it  be  okay?”  Zach  returned,  his  voice  almost  hysterical. 

“It is wrong! Can’t you see it? How is it so wide? So large? It can’t be like this! It is not supposed to be. Shaped by will, but whose? How many different ones? Each a different idea about a different thing, yet all still  time? It cannot be, it shouldn’t.” 

“Zach, look at me,” Naha said, and the shadows around her trembled, her  image  taking  form  into  shapes  of  hands  and  tails—faint,  but  they  were there if one looked closely enough. Her image was weak, but it was that of a shadow given form. 

Zach  finally  turned  his  eyes  on  her.  “How  can  different

understandings  shape  something  so  vast?”  he  whispered.  He  opened  his mouth to say something else, then tilted his head as he noticed her shadows. 

“A shadow given substance… I remember that…” 

He got a step closer, then another, and then Naha was in front of him. 

She  grabbed  him  and  forced  him  to  look  her  in  the  eyes.  “Let  it  go,  Zach,” 

she said slowly. 

He blinked, not understanding. His eyes studied her face, studying the Essence of it. And then…his eyes cleared, very slowly. 

“Ah,” he only said. “I slipped again.” 

“We need to get to the Dragon Heart Sect, as soon as possible,” Naha told him. 

Zach  nodded,  agreeing.  She  glanced  over  his  shoulder  at  Hiro, looking at them with…not fear. The boy worshiped them too much for that. 

He had been with them for years now, had grown into a young man, but he was  still  just  so…afraid.  He  didn’t  quite  understand  what  was  happening  to Zach,  he  just  knew  that  he  lost  himself  sometimes.  No  one  had  taught  the poor boy about focus madness, and she didn’t have the heart to. He looked at Zach  like  he  was  his  hero,  and  she  couldn’t  take  that  away  from  him,  not when he had lost so much already. 




*  *  *

 

Later that night, after Hiro had gone to sleep. Naha sat next to Zach, and they spoke in low tones. 

“We are too slow,” Naha said. “The teleporters between the sects and the  other  factions  aren’t  open  yet,  and  it  will  take  us  months  to  reach  the Dragon Heart Sect this way.” 

She didn’t want to say it, but the child was slowing them down. She had  tried  to  convince  Zach  to  leave  him  with  Gemheart’s  faction,  but  he felt…responsible for him. 

“We  could  push  him  to  evolve  his  Class,”  Zach  said.  “He  needs  to

grow stronger.” 

“It  won’t  be  enough,”  Naha  argued.  “He  would  still  not  be  able  to keep up with us.” 

Zach  didn’t  say  anything  for  a  while,  but  then  turned  to  look  at  her. 

“Do you have a suggestion?” 

“I…  Yes,  I  do,”  Naha  answered.  “We  are  in  the  territories  of  the Halsoi Kingdom. They are a small kingdom, on the edge of the core, but they are large enough that they will probably have many Guild representatives in their capital. I suggest that we visit and purchase an airship, a small one.” 

They  had  enough  wealth  for  that.  The  rewards  they’d  gained  from Hastur as well as their other items summed to a substantial amount, and she would  trade  anything  that  they  had  if  she  needed  to.  No,  getting  an  airship wouldn’t be a problem—surviving the trip on it would. 

Naha had dismissed the idea initially for several reasons, the main one being that Zach’s bouts made him…volatile. Sometimes, at least. She didn’t want to wake up in the middle of the night to see him dismantling the array that held them in the sky. 

“If you think it is best.” Zach nodded in agreement. 

She  would  need  to  watch  him  far  more  carefully,  make  sure  that  he didn’t crash the ship, but she didn’t have any other choice. 

With that, he turned his eyes to the forest around them. Naha studied him for a while, and then spoke. 

“Do you really see it? Or…or is it just your mind tricking you?” 

Zach turned back to look at her, then tilted his head. “See what?” 

“Essence?” Naha said. “Are you using your ability?” 

Zach  shook  his  head.  “Sometimes.  The  ability  lets  me  see,  but…I don’t like it. It feels like it lets me see, but narrows my vision.” 

Naha  didn’t  understand  what  he  meant.  “How  could  you  see otherwise?” 

“How could I not?” Zach asked back. “What are skills? Just ways of

improving  what  we  can  all  already  do.  Everything  is  Essence.  We  are Essence. All our sensations are just the interactions between them, the effects that come from contact.” 

Zach raised his hand, showed her his palm, then placed it against the ground. “There—I am sensing Earth Essence.” 

Naha  blinked.  “That’s  not  what  you…”  She  trailed  off  when  he smiled. For a moment she feared that she had nudged him when perhaps she shouldn’t  have,  that  perhaps  he  would  go  into  the  deep  again,  but  his  eyes seemed clear. 

“Is it not? Perks, skills, abilities, and techniques—they can all let you interact,  control,  and  see  or  sense  Essence  more  effectively.  But…you  are always  sensing  it,  always  interacting  with  it,”  Zach  whispered.  Then,  he closed his eyes. “Sometimes, when I…lose myself, I feel so much closer to it all,  as  if  I  can  glimpse  into  something  more.  I  don’t  know  if  it  is  just  my madness  playing  tricks  on  me,  but  when  I  come  out  of  it  there  is  always  a sense  of  failing  to  grasp  something,  as  if  it  had  just  slipped  through  my fingers.” 

Naha didn’t say anything as he made a grasping motion in front of his face. 

“I  can  feel  the  wind  on  my  skin,”  Zach  whispered.  “I  feel  my  soul buried  deep  inside.  And…time.  These  are  the  three  that  are  part  of  my attunement,  that  are  closer  to  me.  They  had  been  even  in  Hastur’s  prison, even  though  they  were  fake.  They  feel  like  they  are  so  much  more  here.  In the moments like these, I…I don’t feel like there is anything really different. 

Time moves faster here, but in the prison it felt… I don’t even know how to explain it. It was both slower and faster. It didn’t feel like the Time that exists here, as if its rules were different. I don’t feel what I feel when I lose myself. 

Perhaps it is just madness playing tricks on me.” 

“I don’t know,” Naha said, trying to remember how her own madness had felt. “I didn’t feel like that. I just had urges that forced me to be…more of what my focuses shaped me to be.” 

Zach nodded. “The Lord of Aspects, a Class for someone who knows

and understands Essences, a Cultivation path of the Lightning Blade, and two skills:  one  that  cuts  through  time,  and  the  other  that  lets  me  see  all  flaws—

even in Essence. I…I’ve always enjoyed—or no, I don’t know if you can call it  enjoyable,  not  when  you  have  nothing  else  better  to  do—but  I’ve  always sought  to  understand  Essence.  And  in  the  prison,  I…I  feel  like  it  is  all  the same as it was there, but also different.” 

“It was all fake, all just made out of Mind Essence,” Naha said. 

“It isn’t just that,” Zach argued. “I don’t know how to explain it, since I don’t know what it is myself, and I can’t trust what my madness tells me. 

But… It is as if the rules that existed inside the prison are just…a part of the greater whole here. What the Essence of Wind was in the prison still applied here,  but  there  was  more  in  this  world,  as  if  the  nature  of  the  Essence,  the concepts behind that aspect, were malleable.” 

Naha  nodded.  “Your  understanding  can  shape  what  your  aspect  is like, how it acts.” 

“How?” Zach whispered. “And most importantly, why?” 

Naha  had  no  answer  for  him.  After  a  few  minutes  of  silence,  she urged him to sleep. He didn’t need it, just as she didn’t, but she still forced him to. It helped him keep himself together. She pulled out a sleeping potion and  had  him  drink  it.  It  wouldn’t  work  on  him  for  long—an  hour  at  most, though it had started at five hours. He was becoming more and more resistant to it. They would need to find a different one soon. 

The  city  of  Leu  was  a  day’s  walk  away.  She  hoped  that  they  found what they were looking for there. 

She  didn’t  know  how  much  longer  he  had  before  the  madness consumed him. 

Chapter Thirty — Airship



Naha watched Zach as he sat on the ground his eyes closed, his hands in  front  of  him  as  if  they  were  trying  to  grasp  something  there.  After  a  few minutes, he finally sighed and opened his eyes, disappointed. 

“What are you trying to do?” Naha asked. 

Zach turned to look at her, for a moment almost looking like he didn’t expect her to be there, but then he recovered. 

“I’m  trying  to  make  a  skill,”  Zach  said.  “Though  I  don’t  even  know what I need.” 

“What kind of skill?” 

“I…I  need  something  to  help  me  understand  time.  My  strike  is  too powerful, has too much of a drawback. I need something simpler.” 

“What about your Time Blade?” 

“No.”  He  shook  his  head.  “It  is  too  rigid,  and  the  Time  that  it  uses is…set. I am trying to understand something broader.” 

“And you aren’t having any luck?” 

Zach shook his head. “It is elusive. It came so easily to me before, but now… I don’t know why I can’t do it. When I escaped the prison I felt filled with might, with power, I reached and grasped whatever I wanted. And now that  is  lacking.  My  willpower  has  recovered,  and  I  feel  that  my  strength  is back to where it was back then, but…something is missing, and I don’t know what.” 

Naha  had  tried  not  to  talk  too  much  about  the  past.  Most  of  the  last three  years  they  had  spent  getting  to  know  each  other  again,  looking  after Hiro, trying to find a way to help him. He hadn’t spoken much about how he had  gained  all  these  skills,  aside  from  telling  her  that  he  had  simply  made what he wanted, which was insane. 

“Perhaps  it’s  something  else  then,”  Naha  suggested.  Keeping  him occupied by anything was always better than letting his mind wander. It often

wandered too far down the spiral. 

“I don’t know what it can be,” Zach said, clearly frustrated. “I need to know.” 

“What about… Do you remember what parts of yourself you locked into those skills that you made or evolved?” 

She  had  tried  to  ask  him  about  that  once  before,  but  he  had  gotten distracted  by  Earth  Essence.  It  was  something  that  she  needed  to  know  in order to help him more. 

“Hm… I remember,” Zach said, but she wasn’t convinced. 

“Do you remember what you sealed before the prison?” Naha asked. 

Zach  blinked,  then  spoke.  “I  want  to  protect  those  whom  I  care

 about, those whom I love, always. I will never stop trying to be better. I will

 always move forward. I will fail, but I will never stop trying to do good. ” 

Naha was glad that he remembered at least that much. She hoped that by  reminding  him  about  it,  he  could  try  to  anchor  himself—if  not  to remember his past, then at least to remember what he wanted to be. 

“And after?” Naha asked. 

Zach tilted his head and closed his eyes. “I will always remember the past, even when it hurts… No, not that one. I remember those words carved into the wall, but it was not part of what I sealed inside of myself. I almost did seal it, but…I couldn’t. I didn’t remember.” 

Naha  didn’t  say  anything  when  he  grew  silent.  She  let  him  work through it all by himself. 

Then  he  narrowed  his  eyes  and  looked  as  if  he  was  trying  to remember something. 

“I… I will never break. I need to learn. Those two… They are the big ones, the anchors that hold my two great skills. The rest… I… They were small things, what I felt in the moment. Love of the sword, a thousand voices as one, the joy of noise, the… I don’t know, I can feel them, but I don’t…” 

She  saw  him  becoming  agitated,  and  she  worried  that  he  would  slip again.  She  stepped  up  closer,  put  her  hand  on  his.  She  squeezed  it,  then

forced him to look at her. 

“It’s  okay,  Zach.  You  don’t  need  to  remember  right  now,”  she  told him. 

He  shook  his  head,  and  slowly  calmed  down.  His  skills  were  his highest focus now, and most of his madness came from them. 

 I  need  to  learn.  That  one  had  to  be  pushing  his  Class,  making  him want to learn about all Essences. 

 I  will  never  break.  She  didn’t  know  if  this  one  was  helping  him  or hindering him, and she doubted she would have the time to figure it out. For now, the only thing that she could do was wait. 




*  *  *

 

The  city  of  Leu  was  small  compared  to  the  largest  cities  Naha  had visited in the past. It was nothing compared to Dall’dvor, to the Jewel of the Empire, or even Emaros, but it was sizable enough that it was busy, that she could  see  caravans  making  their  way  through  the  main  streets,  their  guards looking relieved to have reached their destinations—the world was a far more dangerous  place  these  days.  The  wars  had  changed  things.  It  was  strange  to her; these people had struggles, but in the end they had never encountered the taken  or  the  dome  monsters—the  greatest  dangers  in  their  world  right  now. 

To  them,  they  were  just  some  faraway  threat  that  would  never  reach  their lands. 

She envied them that. In a way, they had far more freedom than she did. 

At the price of not knowing the truth, of not being prepared for what could come to their door. 

They were walking down its streets now. She had already scouted the city  and  informed  herself  about  their  laws  and  any  dangers  that  they  might encounter.  Her  first  visit  she  had  made  in  her  ravzor  form,  walking  around, pretending  to  be  a  simple  traveler,  talking  with  people  in  the  city.  Their

kingdom  was  a  small  one,  and  their  main  exports  were  items,  and  they  had six  dungeons  that  they  farmed  often,  which  meant  that  they  had  a  sizable adventuring  population.  Her  second  visit  was  at  night,  lurking  through  the shadows. There were several gangs in the city, controlling different areas of the  city.  The  Thieves  Guild  had  representation,  but  from  what  she  saw  she believed  that  they  liked  to  be  very  discreet.  She  made  sure  to  know  where every  threat  could  be.  She  wasn’t  about  to  let  Zach  into  a  city  filled  with hundreds  of  thousands  without  knowing  everything  in  advance.  She  had  to reduce the risks of him being set off at all costs. 

There  wasn’t  anyone  in  that  city  that  could  match  him,  and  if  his madness  hit  him  hard  enough…  He  wouldn’t  forgive  himself  the  death  that he could cause. He might not remember what was to him a distant past, but he was the same person. He only had the power to enforce what he believed in  now:  to  protect  people,  to  be  better.  It  was  why  he  had  taken  Hiro  under his wing, and why she knew that his madness was hurting him so. It wasn’t just  the  descent  that  he  was  powerless  to  stop,  but  the  knowledge  that  he could do things that he didn’t want to. She understood that feeling, too, and she wasn’t going to let him fall. 

She had a route planned already, and she led them down the streets at a brisk pace. Both Zach and Hiro were looking around. The kid had not seen many  large  cities;  she  remembered  him  being  enamored  by  Gemheart’s home. There wasn’t much to see here, though, other than mere buildings and people  going  about  their  day.  She  purposefully  led  them  away  from  any merchant shops, from the bazaars, and anything else that might trigger Zach’s curiosity. She feared that the airships themselves would occupy his attention, but she couldn’t leave him alone. 

They made their way to the airship shop, which had a large shop front with a suitably large lobby. They entered the empty building and saw a man sitting behind one of the counters, a drake, with his head leaned on his hand as  he  doodled  something  on  a  piece  of  paper  with  his  other.  He  looked…

bored. She did notice that the other counters were empty, and she knew that the shop had been forced to scale down their operation. She had scouted the

shop on both her trips, had asked around about it, and pieced together what had happened. Most of their airships had been bought or  appropriated  by the kingdom’s  military  over  the  last  few  years  when  the  wars  started,  after  the Tournament. By now people didn’t have the funds to buy any, and their main supplier had been a kingdom that had been conquered. The faction no longer existed. 

She  knew  that  they  still  had  some  airships  available,  but  what  she didn’t know was how many and of what kind. She had scouted their storage facility  from  the  outside,  but  hadn’t  entered.  It  had  some  pretty  good protections on it, and she hadn’t wanted to risk it. 

They approached the counter, and the worker didn’t notice them, his eyes completely occupied by his work. That was surprising; he probably had a  Class  that  helped  him  in  his  work,  and  he  shouldn’t  lack  in  powers  that were  meant  for  awareness  of  his  surroundings.  A  good  salesperson  knew everything that happened around them. 

Naha cleared her throat, and the drake startled. His head slipped from his hand, and he nearly hit the table with it. Then he turned to look at them. 

“Oh,”  he  exclaimed.  “Sorry,  I  didn’t  notice  you  th…there,”  he  said, stuttering the last word. 

She saw him blink as he took in her appearance. She was in her base form,  an  amalgamation  of  many  different  races  and  bodies.  She  could  even tell what he was thinking, probably suspecting her of being a Cultivator. His eyes slid from her to Zach, and then to Hiro. They were not a common sight, but the man quickly recovered. 

“How may I help you?” He tilted his head. 

“We are here to inquire about purchasing an airship,” Naha told him. 

His  expression  immediately  changed,  and  he  stood  up,  smiling. 

“You’ve  come  to  the  right  place!  I’m  Zarke—come  this  way,  quickly.  We have only a limited amount of vessels available, unfortunately, but demand is high these days,” he said as he led them away, through the back door and into a large warehouse, which was obviously made to hold dozens of airships of

various sizes. There were suspended  anchors and walkways all over it, with berths that would hold them now empty. “You won’t be able to find anything else anywhere close to here.” 

Naha suspected as much. The man was obviously trying to make their situation  out  to  be  better  than  it  was.  Demand  wasn’t  high  at  all,  but  she didn’t comment. 

He led them to the end of the warehouse, up on the walkway and to three berths. 

“Here  they  are,  beauties  all,”  Zarke  said.  There  were  small  plates filled  with  information  about  the  ships  in  front  of  each  one  alongside  their prices, but she first took a look at the ships themselves. 

One  was  immediately  out  of  the  question:  it  was  the  rightmost  one, too large for what they needed and far too expensive. It was a white airship, shaped  like  an  arrow,  sleek  and  made  out  of  some  kind  of  metal.  She  saw defensive and offensive arrays lining its surface, and two crystals at the end of it that probably were what made it fly. Different types of airships achieved flight in different manners; if she wasn’t mistaken, those were some type of air or wind crystals, and under the right circumstances they would be able to carry  a  ship  up  into  the  air.  It  was  a  closed-form  ship,  which  made  it defensible. It was over two hundred meters long, and probably just as wide at its widest point. It really was far too costly, too—they had enough wealth to buy it, in that it wouldn’t bankrupt them, but she was reluctant to pay 25,000

Immortal  Essence  for  it.  It  was  a  flying  warship,  a  small  one,  though probably not up to par with the better ones out there, but still. 

“The Wind Arrow Mark III,” Zarke said. “It is a fifty-year-old design, but its drive makes it able to keep up with many of the modern and far lighter airships.  Plus,  it  has  several  powerful  tier-7  arrays  both  for  defense  and offense.” 

That was powerful, for an airship. 

“That  isn’t  really  what  we  are  looking  for,”  Naha  said.  “Something smaller and faster is our preference.” 

Zarke looked disappointed for a second and then shook his head. “I’m never going to sell the damned thing,” he said with a sigh, but then led them to the other two. 

These  were  much  better  choices.  One  was  of  them  was  obviously  a luxurious  mobile  palace:  it  was  a  circular  platform,  perhaps  50  meters  in diameter, with earth layered on top of it and a small house built at the back. 

The front was taken up with a beautiful garden with colorful flowers, and one tall tree with bright blue leaves. Beneath the platform were the actual airship components.  There  were  four  large  turbines  which  would  provide  thrust, along  with  a  series  of  arrays  attached  to  them.  She  saw  no  defensive  or offensive arrays, but that didn’t mean that it didn’t have them. 

“Herondy  Garden,”  Zarke  started.  “It  has  two  powerful  defensive arrays  that  can  cover  the  entire  ship,  and  also  one  that  can  create  a  weather sphere. No weapons, but it can be fast in short bursts. A good ship if you are looking for a mobile home. The house comes equipped with everything that you need: furniture, kitchen, even a waste-removal system.” 

Before  he  could  continue,  Zach  stepped  closer  to  the  railing  and narrowed his eyes. “That tree—what is it?” 

Zarke  blinked,  but  then  immediately  covered  his  surprise  with  a smile.  “Good  catch,”  Zarke  said.  “It  is  a  special  tree  that  grows  only  in  the Heron Dale Valley. It increases the quality of Life Essence around it, making healing easier when near to it. The entire line of these ships had in its early stages  been  envisioned  as  mobile  healing  houses.  It  was  later  decided  that there wasn’t too much profit in trying to sell to healers, as there were too few of them who traveled around. Still, the trees remained a key component of the airship design. It will still benefit anyone on board, giving them a slight boost to healing effects.” 

That  was  impressive,  and  useful.  She  saw  Zach’s  eyes  glimmer  and she  realized  that  the  tree  had  drawn  his  attention.  She  caught  his  arm  and pulled  him  away.  “And  the  last  one?”  she  asked  as  she  led  Zach  to  it,  Hiro hurrying to follow behind them. 

“Ah.  Braum’s  Legacy.”  Zarke  grimaced.  “I  don’t  know  if  you  want

that thing.” 

“Why not?” Naha asked. 

It was the simplest looking of the three. It had the general shape of a human-built  water-faring  ship.  Made  out  of  wood,  it  had  a  curving, narrowing front and wider back. It was perhaps only ten meters long and less than half that wide. It was not a large airship. She saw that the back part held a small raised and covered area on top where the controls were, and it had a door that led inside that raised area and probably below deck as well. It had two sails, both in sections like a fish fin or a strange wing, and attached to the sides of the ship instead of the center mast that a traditional ship would have. 

All in all, it didn’t look impressive at first glance. Naha, however, could tell that the ship was made out of quality, high-grade wood. Plus, she could see a large  exhaust-looking  things  at  the  back,  with  two  large  boxlike  metal attachments that were probably arrays. 

“Well,  it  is  an  Essence  sink,  for  one,”  Zarke  answered.  “It  runs  on Essence  crystals,  mid-tier  ones,  and  very  specific  ones.  It  requires  anything sky  related.  And  it  has  exactly  zero  defenses—all  of  its  arrays  are  for maneuverability and speed. Now, don’t get me wrong, it is fast, probably one of  the  fastest  things  in  the  skies.  But,  without  any  defensive  arrays…  Well, few  people  can  survive  a  trip  in  it  at  full  speed.  Unless  you  have  over  five thousand  endurance,  it  will  crush  you  like  a  grape  under  a  foot.  Few  can make  use  of  its  full  capabilities.  True,  it  is  a  human  design,  so  it  is  also capable of traversing on water, which can save you some Essence, but it isn’t nearly as maneuverable on it as it is in the air.” 

She  looked  at  it  with  a  different  expression  now.  That  much  speed would let them get places faster. True, with Hiro they probably wouldn’t be able  to  go  as  fast  as  they  wanted,  unless  they  figured  out  a  way  to  protect him. But it wouldn’t be a problem for her or Zach. 

She  looked  at  the  price,  just  over  8000  Celestial  Essence—still expensive,  and  it  would  be  more  expensive  with  the  fuel  that  it  needed, though  the  auction  was  always  filled  with  air-related  Essences,  and  they weren’t exactly strapped for funds. 

Naha turned to look at Zach. “So, what do you think? Which one do you like?” 

Chapter Thirty-One — Skills

 

Naha  kept  her  eyes  closed  and  enjoyed  the  sensation  of  the  wind  on her  face  and  hair  with  a  smile.  She  had  traveled  by  airship  before,  but  this was a completely different experience. The ship was small, around ten meters long, and looked like an old human-built ship. The back had a raised platform with a maneuvering wheel on top, where Hiro stood with a wide smile on his face. The child had really taken to driving the ship, and it wasn’t like any of them knew more than he did. Flying it wasn’t hard at all; it was made to be simple, and easy to use for anyone. Besides, it wasn’t like he had much to do other than keep their direction straight. 

In the day since they’d left the city of Leu, they had already crossed far more territories than they would’ve in weeks of travel, and they weren’t even  using  anything  near  the  ship’s  best  speed,  as  Hiro  couldn’t  handle  it. 

Still, at this pace they would reach their destination in days, compared to the months that it would’ve taken on foot. 

Her smile slipped as she felt something stir the shadows below deck, and she turned around. She waved at Hiro, grabbing his attention. 

“I’m  going  down,”  she  yelled  up  at  him  over  the  noise  of  the  wind. 

“Yell if you need us!” 

Hiro nodded enthusiastically—he loved the wind, and flying, too. 

She opened the doors that led into the small narrow hallway, with two doors on either side each having a small cabin. She and Zach took one, while Hiro had the other. It was cramped for them, but at least it provided some of the  privacy  that  they  had  lacked  for  years.  She  walked  past  them,  and  then down the stairs that led below deck. The darkness didn’t bother her, nor did it bother Zach. She found him at the back of the ship, sitting next to the large engine and the arrays attached to it. 

He  had  gotten  very  interested  in  how  the  arrays  worked,  and  she thought  that  studying  them  would  be  a  good  distraction  for  him.  Of  course, she  always  monitored  him  with  her  |Shadow  Sense|—she  couldn’t  let  him

start  dismantling  them.  Her  sense  was  only  a  tier-3  skill,  but  ever  since  she had  started  forming  her  image,  it  had  become  much  stronger.  She  had  been debating about evolving it further, but there was no need for it now. 

She found Zach looking at a spread of skill tomes in front of him. A large pile was all over the floor, while he had two in his hands, glowering at them.  She  could  tell  that  he  was  agitated  and  could  hear  him  muttering  to himself. 

“This is wrong.” He threw one of the tomes across the room and she winced as it hit the wall. It was a basic skill tome, but she had paid for it. 

On  Zach’s  request,  she  had  gone  to  Leu’s  Adventurers  Guild  and purchased  as  many  of  the  basic  skill  tomes  as  she  could.  The  wardens  no longer existed, not in any real way, but their badges still accorded them some benefits. She didn’t spend a lot on them; they were cheap, though somewhat regulated. It still pained her to see him throw it across the room. 

“What’s wrong?” Naha asked as she walked over to him. 

“This  one  is  wrong,  too,”  he  whispered  harshly.  As  he  was  about  to throw  it,  she  reached  out  and  stopped  him,  then  gently  pried  the  tome  from his hand. 

“Tell  me  what  is  bothering  you.  What  is  wrong  about  them?”  Naha said slowly. 

Zach grimaced, then turned and met her eyes. “I… None of them are what I need.” 

Naha didn’t understand what he meant, but still, she took a seat next to him and looked at the skill tomes on the floor. They were all the most basic skills, the common and uncommon ones, in total: |Stagger|,  |Jump|,   |Gaze|, 

|Double  Step|,   |Increase  Internal  Heat|,   |Increase  Regeneration|,  and

|Dash|,  which meant that the one that he had thrown away was |Intimidate|. 

She didn’t know why he needed them, nor what he wanted to do with them. 

“And what do you want from them?” Naha asked. 

Zach’s  face  turned  frustrated.  “I  need  a  skill  to  help  me  understand Time, and why it…why it is wrong here. I need to know, to learn.” 

The heat in his voice made it clear to her that it was his madness that was  currently  driving  him.  Learning,  trying  to  advance  and  become  better was  not  a  bad  thing,  but  Naha  knew  the  danger  that  he  faced.  His  madness pushed him, and the more it affected him, the more he would lose grasp on anything and everything other than his goal. It was the curse of those afflicted with madness—they could gain great power because they usually became so focused on the things that their focuses want of them. They became great and powerful,  but  they  also  turned  into  monsters  that  cared  only  for  their  own selfish desires. 

If  he  continued  down  this  path,  he  would  slowly  lose  himself  in  his pursuit of knowledge. And she didn’t know how to help him. 

“What  kind  of  skill?”  Naha  asked.  If  she  could  help  him  make progress, perhaps it would alleviate his need, at least for a while. She had to try. 

“Something that lets me grasp Time, lets me take it and use it, so that I can learn it better. A skill that can affect it,” Zach said. 

“I…I don’t know if any skill can do that, Zach. Basic tier-1 skills that can manipulate time? I don’t know if there is one.” Or at least that’s what she thought. She had never really focused much on other Essences; her skills had always been made for shadows. 

Zach  snorted.  “Of  course  there  are,”  he  said  as  he  picked  up  one  of the  tomes  and  showed  her  |Increase  Regeneration|.  “This  is  one  I  could easily turn into a skill that uses Time. This one increases the rate at which a person’s  recoverable  stats  regenerate:  healing,  stamina,  mental…  I  could improve  it,  get  it  to  second  or  third  tier,  higher  even,  and  make  it  so  that instead  of  boosting  regeneration  it  simply  accelerates  it,  or  perhaps somewhere down the line, make it so that it restores me to a previous state or even jumps into the future where my stats are recovered. That is not the issue. 

This is just not what I  need. It is a limited application of time—not what I am seeking. I need something that shows me more. That is…too simple.” 

Naha didn’t quite understand what he meant, but she was surprised by his  insights.  It  made  sense  to  her,  the  way  that  he  thought  about  evolving

skills,  merging  them  with  types  of  Essence  that  he  wanted.  In  truth,  all  of them  were  already  tied  with  Essence,  and  so  perhaps  he  was  right.  There might be skills that already made use of Time Essence. 

“I  need  things  like  |Waiting|,   or  perhaps  something  else  that  is directly made for Time, not just something that merely uses it. My great skills are both tied to it, though one less than the other. |I Strike Through Time|: the past, the present, and the future. |I Focused And Saw All Flaws|: I saw them  in  the  past,  such  that  even  before  I  gaze  upon  something  I  know  its flaws.  All  around  me  I  see  them,  even  in  time  itself.  But  I  still  don’t understand  it.  I…I  believe  that  I  had  infused  at  least  some  small  sliver  of Time  into  most  of  my  skills.  I  didn’t  mean  to,  but…  Time  was  my  only companion in the prison, the only thing that I kept track of through all of my life there. A notch a day, enough to fill mountains.” 

His eyes glazed over as if he was remembering something and based on how he looked, it was not a pleasant memory. 

She  spoke,  trying  to  distract  him  again.  “You  want  to  understand Time.  When  you  evolved  your  skills  before,  skipping  tiers,  did  you  see…

visions?” 

Zach turned to look at her, then tilted his head. “No. What are these visions?” 

“When  you  skip  a  tier  and  achieve  a  large  evolution  of  your  skills, you are shown a vision of someone using the ultimate expression of that skill. 

A glimpse into what is possible.” 

Zach frowned. “Why didn’t I see them, then?” 

Naha  didn’t  answer,  though  she  suspected  the  answer.  The  visions showed that exact skill being used by someone who had held that skill before. 

It  was  a  demonstration  of  someone  who  had  already  walked  that  way  of skills. To not see a vision meant only one thing: that you had walked down a way of skill that no one had walked before, where you were the first. 

She told him her suspicion and he nodded gratefully. 

“At least I know I am not lacking something. If no one has ever done

this, then I simply need to be the first.” 

“Couldn’t  you  just…make  the  skill  that  you  need?”  He  had  shown that he was able to create the skills that he wanted, or at least he could back during their battle with Hastur. 

“I didn’t create anything,” he said slowly. “I simply did what I knew I could. I demanded what I wanted. Skills are expressions of a person’s ability and willpower. There should be no boundary between us and the world; it is our right to force the world to bow to our will, and yet…” His face twisted in anger and he swiped at the air in front of himself in an angry manner as he glared straight ahead. “This…thing, it denies me.” 

Naha  blinked,  trying  to  find  what  he  was  looking  at.  There  was nothing but the wall of the airship. “What thing?” she asked slowly. 

“The  shackles.  The  Framework.  I  had  something  before  that  could force  its  hand,  and  now…I  lost  it.  My  willpower  is  as  strong  as  it  ever  had been, but no matter what I try, it will not give me what I want. Here: I look at this tome and I pour my will into all that surrounds it.” She saw him looking at a tome that he picked up, and then…she could feel his willpower churning inside of him. It was such a strange feeling—the same as what she felt from him during the fight with Hastur. “I will that its Time turns back.” He looked at it, his will crashing on it, so much so that even Naha felt the pressure. And then it was gone, and he sighed. 

“See?”  he  asked.  “Nothing  happens.  Something  should;  the Framework should at least offer me something, a conduit for my will to act upon the world. If it doesn’t agree with what I want, it should at least give me something that is…lesser, but it denies me even that. I need these skills, if I am  to  become  better.  Time…  It  calls  to  me,  more  than  any  other  of  the aspects that I have rule over. I know that my Class influences me, that I need to learn about them all, but I am pushing back on it, too; I want Time to be the first that I truly master and understand. It is a small rebellion, for what the focus is doing to me.” 

He  spoke  as  if  he  could  interact  with  the  Framework  on  a  level  that was  far  deeper  than  anything  that  Naha  had  ever  known,  and  she  had  to

wonder—was this all just his madness or was it real? Still… Time Essence, an Aspect of Existence, as far as aspects went, was one of the core aspects, and one of the most powerful. She had heard about a few people that utilized it;  Classers,  mostly,  as  Cultivators  very  seldom  did  because  it  was  hard  to cultivate  with.  Even  then,  they  rarely  used  it  in  the  way  that  Zach  was attempting to. He had a tier-9 Time attack skill. She had never heard anything about  anyone  having  such  a  thing.  Most  just  utilized  it  in  conjunction  with Space to control areas, to accelerate or slow down—that was the most what people  have  managed  to  do  with  it.  Rewinding  and  freezing  Time  was  only for those who were the best of the best, at the peak of their Classes. None of their  focuses  ever  reached  far  enough  to  achieve  high  rarities.  And  if  what Zach said about visions was true… He could be the first one that would step beyond them. 

She  was  glad  that  he  was  trying  to  fight  against  the  madness  by himself,  but  she  wished  that  he  had  picked  an  easier  aspect.  She  would’ve been  able  to  help  with  shadow.  A  thought  occurred  to  her,  and  she  spoke again. 

“Did  you  think  about  going  to  the  Dealmaker?  Asking  him  for  a skill?” Naha asked. 

Zach froze, and for a moment she feared that something had triggered him  again.  But  then  he  responded,  slowly,  and  with  his  voice  barely contained. “I… I did, but I cannot do that.” He grimaced, as if in pain. 

Naha nearly let it go, but she needed to understand what was troubling him.  “Why?  Taking  a  skill  from  him  so  that  you  could  learn  should  be  all right. You can learn.” 

“Because   I   need  to  be  better  than  I  was  yesterday.    I  will  never  stop trying to be better. Take something from him? I cannot. I must learn this on my own.” 

Naha  felt  her  heart  drop  as  she  realized  what  was  happening.  His anchors—one of them had already been altered, changed. The madness was progressing.  What  used  to  be  a  way  for  him  to  grow,  to  learn,  was  now isolating him. It had forced him to learn on his own, simply because he had

sealed it with the word,  “I.” 

She  reached  out  and  put  her  arm  around  him,  pulling  him  closer. 

“You  will  learn  it  all,  I  have  no  doubt,”  she  whispered  as  she  gently  ran circles on his back, trying to calm him down. Slowly, he relaxed in her arms, but he didn’t move away. 

They remained like that for a while, as she remembered the past. 

Chapter Thirty-Two — Clarity



Zach stood at the front of the ship. He didn’t know any nautical terms, though something deep in his mind told him that there were ones that could be  used.  He  didn’t  know  or  remember  why  he  knew  that,  but  some knowledge seemed to be almost instinctual for him. He enjoyed the wind on his face, and the noise of it passing him by. There had been no noise in the prison—just silence. He alone had been responsible for any disruption. Here, so  much  happened  without  his  input.  It  was…overwhelming,  and  his  skill didn’t  help  anything.  He  had  managed  to  get  it  under  control,  somewhat.  It still hit him hard sometimes, the flaws of the world invading his mind, but he had learned how to keep the skill running in the back of his mind, and only call it up when he needed. It didn’t mean that he no longer got distracted by it

—he did—but he could cover it up better. 

Just  as  how  he  had  learned  to  cover  up  everything  else.  He  had learned  from  others,  how  they  acted,  how  they  lived,  and  he  was  trying  to emulate  them.  He  still  didn’t  understand  most  of  how  and  why  they  did things. He still forgot to eat and drink, the hunger and thirst barely affecting him. Thankfully Naha was there, keeping track for him. It was strange to live like  this,  especially  after  being  alone  for  all  of  his  existence.  He  knew  that without her he would’ve lost himself. He…appreciated her for that. She was there, always, ready to help him, to talk and explain when he needed her to. 

He  felt  bad  for  how  he  was.  Even  now,  he  found  the  pace  of  this world  to  be  too  fast.  Often,  he  would  lose  himself  in  conversations,  with  it beginning  and  ending  before  he  could  even  process  what  it  was  about. 

Time…  It  passed  so  slowly  for  him,  and  so  fast  for  everyone  else.  It  made him  feel  embarrassed.  He  considered  himself  someone  who  could  endure anything, and yet he was in a world that constantly tried to make him move even when he wasn’t ready. 

It  was  why  Time  was  so  fascinating  to  him,  and  why  he  needed  to understand it, to learn it, to master it. If he had mastery over Time… Perhaps

he  could  catch  up  to  the  rest  of  the  world,  put  himself  in  sync  with  them, because  he  couldn’t  allow  himself  to  be…worse  than  anybody  else.  He needed to be strong, to get better with every passing day, to learn everything that he could about aspects, and grow, be more. He realized that part of what drove  him  were  his  anchors,  and  the  madness  which  pushed  him  to  the extremes.  He  was  terrified  of  the  moments  when  he  lost  himself,  when control  slipped  through  his  reins,  and  he  became  just  a  vessel  for  the  need that was buried deep inside of him. 

Without Naha, he would’ve gotten worse faster, he was certain about that. She was a caring person, someone who tried to think of others, someone who  protected.  He  found  the  way  that  she  watched  him  constantly,  even when she believed he couldn’t notice, pleasant. He enjoyed being around her, because he felt that she understood. She had shared her and his past with him, had told him that she, too, had lived through the madness, that she had been completely twisted by it. A part of him was unable to see the person that she had  described  in  her,  this  Night  Horror:  a  murderess,  someone  who  robbed others  of  their  chance  at  existence.  But  he  had  remembered  how  he  acted when he was in the throes of madness. It was like he was a different person, as  if  his  entire  way  of  thinking  was  suddenly  warped  and  he  didn’t  even realize that there was anything wrong. It was terrifying. 

The  things  that  she  had  told  him  about  them,  how  they  had  met  and fell in love… That he understood more. He saw how he could love her, and perhaps, he would love her again. He was already halfway there, he felt like, and  it  was  because  of  the  same  thing:  he  felt  like  she  was  a  kindred  spirit, someone  who  understood  him.  He  did  not  begrudge  his  young  self  saving her.  All  life  was  precious,  and  it  deserved  a  second  chance.  But…  All  that death, it weighed on him now. How callous it all was. And yet… The person he once was had helped her, had gone against the rule of the law that they had obeyed, had protected her. It had been a good decision in his mind. Naha had fought Hastur, had helped them kill him. That one act had saved more people than she had ever killed. 

To  know  that  he  himself  had  done  the  same…  That  he  had  killed

people on Earth, a world so alien to him that he could barely wrap his head around  it.  How  could  he  have  done  that?  It  didn’t  make  sense  to  him,  even with  the  things  that  she  told  him.  He  didn’t  believe  that  he  would’ve  done something  like  that.  That  was  why  he  needed  to  find  Ryun  again  once  he recovered—he  needed  to  know  more  from  someone  who  was  there,  even  if he  was  an  enemy.  The  memories  themselves  didn’t  matter;  even  if  he remembered, they were a blink of an eye in an age beyond counting. Nothing would change him. He was who he was, and his priority at the moment was to remain that way. To fight the madness and find a way to cure himself. 

That was all that mattered. 




*  *  *

 

They  landed  their  airship  in  a  clearing,  as  it  needed  to  be  refueled. 

The  crystals  that  they  used  had  come  from  the  shop  auction,  and  thankfully they  had  enough  wealth  that  they  could  buy  them  even  when  overpriced—

and air-type Essence Crystals were abundant. 

Hiro  was  back  on  the  airship,  replacing  the  crystals.  Naha  sat  in  the shadow of a tree, meditating and working on her skills nearby. 

Zach  explored  their  surroundings.  He  didn’t  have  as  much  time  to work on his skills as he wanted. Mostly because of time. Time was what hurt him  the  most.  They  stopped,  and  just  as  he  managed  to  get  into  a  state  of mind  that  allowed  him  to  focus,  their  break  ended  and  they  were  on  their way. It frustrated him to no end, and yet it didn’t, not nearly as much as he knew it should. Three years were nothing to him. What did bother him was that he didn’t live at the same pace as everybody else did. 

Today,  he  tried  something  else.  He  walked  through  the  forest, working on his skills. His eyes saw in the dark of the thick forest, seeing the critters jumping around him, both curious about and completely oblivious to the threat he posed. He kept his will restrained, and he didn’t intend to harm them, so they were safe. 

He  had  realized  a  while  ago  that  he  would  need  a  new  skill  that allowed him to track his surroundings, similar to Naha’s |Shadow Sense|. He hadn’t taken anything new since he escaped the prison, though; he wanted to tie it to Time somehow, but he didn’t quite know how. 

He  didn’t  have  that  problem  for  his  other  skills.  Now,  after  a  long time  preparing,  he  was  ready  to  evolve  his  skills  again.  He  had  known  that evolving them would come easily to him. His will was enough to force them to,  but  he  hadn’t  for  the  simple  reason  that  he  wanted  everything  to synchronize.  Naha’s  reward,  her  image,  had  taught  them  both  a  lot  about what they could expect from reaching the end of a skills focus. He wasn’t in any rush. He always had time. 

Now, as he walked through the forest, he focused on his skill, |Perfect Spatial  Evade|.  It  was  an  active  skill  that,  when  used,  moved  him  through space,  evading.  He  had  learned  in  battle  just  how  important  it  was,  and  had spent a long time trying to decide how best it should evolve. The Framework denied  him,  though,  no  longer  allowing  him  to  sift  through  and  choose.  He was missing something that he’d once had, and he didn’t know what it was. 

He  could  no  longer  guide  an  evolution  in  process,  of  that  much  he  was certain.  So,  he  followed  Naha’s  advice,  the  way  that  others  did  it:  will  and certainty of outcome. 

He  stepped  and  his  skill  activated,  moving  him  through  space.  The more  will  he  put  into  it,  the  more  distance  he  gained.  It  had  an  upper  limit, however, of a few steps at most. A part of him believed that he could shatter that  limit  if  he  pushed  it,  but  there  was  no  need.  Now,  he  ran  through  the forest and focused. Time was all around them, constantly moving forward, a calm  river  flowing  in  one  direction—a  mighty  river,  one  that  fought  any attempt to be moved. 

He let his willpower out, all of it. The space around him exploded in rolling  waves,  and  all  Essence  trembled  in  his  presence,  except  one—Time. 

He  didn’t  know  why  it  didn’t.  It  wasn’t  above  the  other  Essences,  but  it was…as  if  it  was  fighting  him.  Space  rolled,  Air  was  pushed  around,  Light bent, and Shadow curled. Everything responded to his will; and he knew that

all those Essences were just a small part of the greater whole, a tiny portion of their aspect. But Time… It alone fought him, pushed back against him as if  all  of  it  was  focused  on  this  one  place  in  space,  as  if  he  was  somehow worthy of such attention. As if it didn’t want to bow to his will. 

He  pushed  it  anyway.  The  river  of  time  grew  turbulent,  as  if  it prepared  to  fight  him  pushing  it  in  another  direction.  He  didn’t.  He  was  on the river, the same as all things that felt the influence of time. Guided by his will, he moved. It felt almost as if he tricked it and, instead of trying to move the  river,  he  moved  himself  along  the  river,  back  up  the  stream.  His  skill triggered, the part of it that moved through space grabbed hold of him and he was thrown to another place on the river and back. 

He stepped and then he rippled through everything, appearing behind and  to  the  side.  Ahead  of  him,  he  saw…himself  running,  his  willpower rippling around. The him from the…past? No, the future—glancing back, his eyes  widening,  and  then  shimmering  out  of  the  existence,  like  a  mirage.  It had  lasted  only  a  moment.  He  stopped  and  felt  around…  Time  was…  It rippled and then settled, such a small change doing nothing to affect the flow of the river. 

He  stopped  and  closed  his  eyes.  The  skill  had  felt…right.  It  was Rewind—only it didn’t move him back through time, it jumped him through space  and  time,  to  before  he  even  used  the  skill.  Already  he  could  see  how useful  that  could  be.  His  enemies  wouldn’t  even  know  that  he  had  used  it. 

More training would be necessary, contemplation, meditation, but… this was what he wanted from all of his skills. 

He looked at his screens and notifications. 



Your skill has evolved! 

 

|Perfect Spatial Evade|>>|Perfect Spatial Evade: My Step, Through Time and Space|



Ripples of Time and

Your My Step,  Through Time and

Space (Skill Perk)

Space allows you to sense the smallest of

fluctuations in time and space around

you. You sense any spatial powers used

in your immediate surroundings a

moment before they are executed. Gain

+15% to intelligence. 



There  was  much  more  experimenting  to  be  done,  it  seemed. 

Nonetheless, he had gained a perk that gave him some sensory power, which made him wonder… Had he gained that because his mind had been bent on obtaining a sensing skill for himself? Or was it just a coincidence? 

For all the time that he had spent practicing skills in his prison, for all that he thought that he had learned and understood, there were still things left to discover. 




*  *  *

 

He stood at the front of the airship, Naha standing next to him as they came over a mountain peak. His they dipped through the clouds, and then…

“There  it  is,”  Naha  whispered  as  she  looked  at  the  massive  city nestled among three close peaks. “The Dragon’s Peak. Finally.” 

Chapter Thirty-Three — Dragon’s Peak The  city  was  not  as  the  name  suggested—a  single  peak—but  was actually three peaks. From the distance they looked as if a three-pronged claw was reaching for the sky. The mountain peaks were thin and narrow near the top,  widening  as  they  went  down,  until  the  three  peaks  joined  into  a  single mountain.  The  city  was…magnificent,  grander  than  anything  else  that  Naha had  ever  seen  before.  Greater  than  the  Tournament  City,  greater  than Dall’dvor, grander than even the Jewel of the Empire. It was a sight that took her breath away, that made her mind, heart, and soul fill with a sensation of greatness.  It  inspired  a  whisper  of  glory,  and  it  instilled  fear,  a  sense  of power. She felt the shadows on the airship tremble, and for a split-second it was as if she was part of the shadows. 

“Even  such  beauty…  Nothing  is  timeless,”  Zach  whispered  and  she turned to glance at him. He was looking at the city in the distance intently, his eyes  widening,  and  that  made  her  realize  it  a  moment  later  as  well.  She wasn’t  imagining  it;  he  was  affected,  too.  She  remembered  the  echoes  of  a time when she’d had a Cultivation path. The sensation she felt was the same as when she had gained inspiration long ago. The realization amazed her; she had heard stories and rumors that the sects knew how to craft objects—art—

that  could  trigger  inspiration  in  people,  that  could  increase  their  morale  or terrify them. But this… It was on a whole other level. 

The city itself was a piece of art. 

Each  peak  was  covered  with  towers,  built  into  the  mountainside, carved into them, and each peak had a different style of construction. 

One was swarmed with pagodas, with dark green roof tiles and white walls, tall and short, with nature surrounding them. Pink trees grew out of the side of the mountain, and atop of the peak, gardens were arranged around its edge, with a single large pagoda stretching to the sky, at least ten stories high. 

The second peak had buildings made out of gray stone: blocky towers and  buildings  with  small  windows,  and  on  top,  something  that  resembled  a

castle resided, looming over everything beneath it. 

The  last  peak  was…beautiful.  Six  crystal  spires  rose  from  the  sides around  the  peak,  and  the  side  of  the  claw  was  striped  with  crystal—purple and white and blue—its color changing as light hit it. The top had a twisting structure that resembled a fire made out of crystal. 

It was obvious that the three peaks were the seats of the sect’s leading family.  The  city  below  them,  at  the  base,  where  the  three  peaks  met,  was  a mix  of  all  three  styles.  The  distance  between  the  peaks  was  substantial, enough  so  that  a  city  that  could  house  millions  was  nestled  between  them. 

Thick walls surrounded the city, with three sections, each in between the two of the peaks, protecting the city behind them. In front of the city were roads, winding down the sides of the mountain on each of the three sides. 

The  city  itself  had  tall  towers,  but  none  that  reached  the  towering heights  of  the  three  peaks  looming  above  them.  The  buildings  were  set  in precise lines, some twisting, others straight. From afar, even the way that the city  was  built  up  was  artful.  She  couldn’t  look  at  it  without  thinking  how beautiful it was. Airships flew around, going to and from the city, following orderly  lines.  Great  caravans  rode  the  up  the  winding  roads  up  the mountainsides.  It  was  greater  than  anything  that  she  had  ever  seen  or  even imagined before. 

Naha glanced back, to the steering station. 

“Hiro,” she called. “Head for one of those lines.” She pointed at one long line of airships heading into the city. 

The  young  ravzor  tore  his  gaze  from  the  city,  blinked,  and  then nodded. Quickly, they started making their way into the city. The procession went by quickly, and before they knew it, they were landing on the side of a tall  building  with  long  landing-strip-like  platforms  on  several  levels  of  it. 

They took the next free slot, on one of the mid levels. The strips were filled with  people:  guards  and  workers  unloading  boxes  from  the  other  airships. 

Their ship was small compared to most of them, but the berths seemed able to accommodate  any  size.  Hiro  docked  the  ship,  only  slightly  rocking  it  by hitting the side of the berth. He yelled his apology as four guards walked up

to them, flanking a single tall drake wearing elaborate sect robes with white and blue colors. 

The  three  of  them  disembarked  and  stepped  on  the  platform  as  the man greeted them. 

“I’m  Dockmaster  Killu.  Names  and  purpose  of  visit?”  he  said  in  a bored  tone  that  told  her  that  this  was  a  man  that  had  done  this  exact  same thing countless times. The guards behind him looked ready though, and on a second look she realized that the Dockmaster was only appearing to be bored. 

His  stance  told  her  that  he  was  ready  as  well.  The  guards  had  their  eyes  on the  three  of  them—each  held  a  long  halberd  in  their  hands  and  wore  blue armor  similar  to  what  she  had  seen  their  warriors  wearing  during  the tournament. 

Her sense took in their surroundings, and she noticed that people were gently  encouraged  to  move  around  them.  The  platform  was  still  filled  with people, but somehow the small area around the berth where they had landed was kept clear. She also noticed a dozen more guards nearby. 

She  didn’t  think  that  they  were  there  for  them  specifically;  this  felt more practiced, and they couldn’t have anticipated their arrival. No, this was a  standard  response  to  something.  A  response  to  unknown  visitors?  She doubted  that,  considering  this  place  had  to  have  many  such  visitors. 

Something about the three of them set them off. Her |Capability Awareness|

told  her  that  the  guards  were  strong,  not  quite  immortal  if  she  was  reading them right, but tier 5 in their main focus at least. Heavenly Cultivators—the Dockmaster was Early Heavenly—and… there was someone stronger nearby that  she  couldn’t  quite  find,  someone  who  was  at  least  in  the  Immortal Realm. 

She  tried  to  think  of  the  reasons  why  this  could  be  happening,  and only one thing made sense: they had something that could give them a sense of people around them, such as a sensory power or item. She didn’t think that they  had  read  their  screens,  that  Illuiy  would’ve  noticed—their  bond  had increased and he could now protect her from such things. But something like her |Capability Awareness| was certainly possible, and probably very smart

for a busy port like this one. 

She didn’t know how the two of them would appear, but both of them were very strong, their combined tiers high. 

Naha glanced at Zach, and saw him blinking slowly, trying to take in everything around them. She sighed and stepped up to answer. 

“Greetings,” she said slowly. “I am Nahamassa Plainrunner and this is Zacharia Gardner. We are here on a personal matter.” 

She didn’t use their warden titles. Even if the sects valued them, the wardens  were  so  diminished  that  they  might  not  even  exist  anymore.  The Dockmaster  opened  his  mouth  to  speak,  but  then  froze,  and  after  a  few seconds he blinked and looked at them with a different expression, one that she couldn’t quite recognize. 

“Follow  me,  please,”  the  drake  said  and  turned  while  the  guards spread  out  to  allow  them  to  pass  through.  Naha  was  confused  at  that,  but there wasn’t much that she could do. They followed after the drake. 




*  *  *

 

It  was  so  hard  for  Zach  to  grasp,  to  keep  himself  in  the  now. 

Everything  happened  too  fast.  It  seemed  to  him  as  if  just  yesterday  he  had escaped  the  prison  and  fought,  and  now  here  he  was,  in  a  city  grander  than anything  else  that  he  had  ever  seen.  He  blinked  and  everything  changed.  It seemed to him that it was happening constantly these days. He knew it was because he had grown used to the monotony of his life, to the thousands of years of peace and silence. These years since Hastur, though, had passed him by. 

He had made an effort, tried to speed himself up, and for the most part he had managed to keep up, but only just. Naha and Hiro helped a lot, their presence forcing him to adapt, but when he was in crowds, with so many new things vying for his attention…it got harder. Everything around him triggered his flaw sense, and his skill perk tried to keep him focused on a single thing, 

but  not  even  it  could  contend  with  everything  around  them.  The  city  itself, the people—everything was too much. 

They stepped down from their ship and it took all that he had to keep the  noise  out  of  his  mind,  both  physical  and  skill  induced.  There  were  too many  people  around  them,  too  many  sources  of  noise,  weak,  filled  with flaws.  He  focused  on  Naha;  her  body  was  flawed,  but  he  had  learned  those flaws. They anchored him as the storm of noise tried to break him. 

The time it took him to center himself was enough for Naha to speak with  the  people  who  had  stepped  up  to  greet  them,  and  then  they  were following  them  somewhere.  Zach  had  missed  the  entire  exchange.  Hiro walked next to him, his eyes open wide as he looked around. 

They  were  led  into  the  building  that  anchored  the  platforms,  then down the stairs. Being inside helped a lot, enough that he could focus on the people  around  him.  The  armored  guards  were  weak,  but  then  most  people were compared to him. The one without armor might as well not exist as far as Zach was concerned. The walls around them were filled with flaws, points where he could strike and bring sections of the entire building down. 

He pulled his mind away from those thoughts. They were here to seek help, not to fight. 

They led them to a door made out of black material that was…nearly perfect,  and  that  drew  Zach’s  attention.  The  armor-less  drake  exchanged  a few words with Naha that Zach missed, and then they were inside. The room was large, and completely made out of the same material as the door: black and  with  few  flaws,  which  made  it  easier  for  him  to  think.  His  eyes immediately  fell  on  the  sole  occupant  of  the  dimly  lit  room,  a  tall  winged drake, with scales made out of metal, a True Body. He was strong. 

The drake moved first. He bowed deeply at the waist and then spoke. 

“Honored guests,” he said as he straightened. “I am Peak Commander Ikris  Fah  Durah,  and  I  welcome  you  to  Dragon’s  Peak.  I  apologize  for  the disruption;  no  disrespect  was  meant.  We  screen  all  arrivals  since  the  wars started—a  necessity,  even  though  it  lowers  our  eyes.  Your  presences  were strong and we did not know who you were until you named yourselves.” 

“You know us?” Naha asked, surprised. 

Zach tilted his head, trying to keep up with the conversation. 

“Of  course,”  the  drake  nodded.  “Everyone  in  the  world  knows  your names.  You  fought  and  killed  a  Dome  Leader,  doing  a  service  to  all  of  the Infinite Realm at a time when many looked only for their personal gain. You have gained much respect for that among the sects. We are honored that you have come to visit our home. We offer you shelter of stone and guest rights. 

If there is anything that we can do to help, you need only ask.” 

Based  on  how  Naha  was  reacting,  Zach  suspected  that  she  hadn’t expected anything like this. 

“I…  We  thank  you,”  Naha  said,  inclining  her  head  in  a  show  of respect,  or  at  least  he  thought  it  was.  “We’ve  come  because  of  a  personal matter that we’ve been told your sect might help us with.” 

“If it is within our power to help, we shall do so. For the heroes of our world we can do no less,” Ikris said. 

Naha glanced at Zach, her eyes hopeful, and then she turned back to the drake. 

“We  were  hoping  to  get  an  audience  with  Sect  Leader  Vitor  Fah Storrah,  as  we  are  in  need  of  his  skills,”  Naha  said.  “It  is  a  matter  of  some urgency.” 

Ikris blinked, clearly surprised. “Oh,” he said, then continued after a moment.  “All  our  Sect  Leaders  are  currently…indisposed.  Though,  I  will inquire,  and  perhaps  an  exception  could  be  made  for  such  distinguished guests as you. In the meantime, I can set you up in one of the peaks, and have people show you around the city. There is much to see in our sect.” 

Naha  looked  like  she  was  about  to  argue,  but  then  she  bowed  her head.  “Thank  you,”  she  said.  “We  would  appreciate  it  if  you  could  let  your Sect Leader know that we are in great need and are willing to pay just for an audience.” 

Ikris nodded. “I shall let him know.” 

With that, the man led them out of the room, then called an attendant

to him and started talking with him a bit away from them. 

“Just  a  little  bit  more.”  Naha  squeezed  Zach’s  hand.  He  gave  her  a small smile, hoping that she was right. 

Chapter Thirty-Four — Contemplating Time Zach sat on the floor, with Hiro sitting across from him. The Dragon Heart  Sect’s  reception  had  surprised  them,  Naha  in  particular.  She  hadn’t expected  for  them  to  be  welcome,  not  like  this.  When  they’d  visited Gemheart and his faction, they had been well received, but Zach had believed that to be the result of a prior relationship. As far as he knew, neither Naha or Zach  had  any  interaction  with  the  Dragon  Heart  Sect,  aside  from  Zach fighting their team in the tournament. Nevertheless, they had welcomed them because  of  what  they  had  done.  Naha  had  told  him  that  people  in  the  sects valued strength and honor above all else, that they could fight each other and anybody else at the smallest provocation, but that the strong were respected. 

Zach didn’t quite manage to understand her explanation—culture was hard  for  him  to  grasp.  His  needs  and  desires  were  simple:  learn,  survive, protect. There wasn’t much more that he needed or wanted. 

He  looked  at  Hiro’s  expectant  expression,  and  smiled,  both  because he was glad that the child was feeling good and because he was finally able to understand some of the expressions from the people around him. 

“Are  you  ready?”  Zach  asked,  and  at  Hiro’s  nod,  he  glanced  behind him at Naha sitting beneath a tree in the shade. 

They  had  been  given  a  guest-house,  a  large  building  on  the  side  of one of the peaks. It was a tower pagoda with three floors, and a small plateau to  the  side  that  housed  a  garden.  They  didn’t  overlook  the  city,  but  the mountains around it—for which Zach was glad. The city was beautiful, but it gnawed at his mind. There was something about it that hit him deeply. 

“I’m ready!” Hiro said firmly. 

Zach  understood  that  the  child  was  impatient,  but  Zach  didn’t  like rushing. At least Naha had agreed with his decisions. But, today they would let  him  level  and  evolve  his  Class.  The  two  of  them  had  been  teaching  him for years. Zach had taught him how to fight with a sword—well, the spirits of Terra  did.  Zach  considered  himself  a  good  enough  sword  user,  but  some  of

those spirits had been great teachers. There was much that Zach learned from them about the sword, and about teaching itself. 

Naha  taught  him  how  to  sneak  around,  how  to  hunt  monsters,  and they’d tried to get the boy some accomplishments that would get him better Classes.  Naha  said  that  just  being  taught  by  high-tiered  individuals  would open some Classes for him. Still, Zach was excited to see what he would be offered. 

“You may level,” Zach told him. 

Hiro  closed  his  eyes  and  focused,  and  then  he  did  it.  He  didn’t  say anything,  but  then  raised  his  eyes  and  met  Zach’s  as  he  made  his  evolution visible. 



CLASS

DESCRIPTION

Adept Survivor

 You survive, even when all else crumbles

 around you. 

The Adept Survivor is someone who has a

close connection to the world around them, 

using their powers to navigate its dangers

and to survive it. An Adept Survivor is

someone who seeks to understand any type

of danger that they might face and be ready

to avoid or weather it. 



Zach  could  tell  that  Hiro  was  disappointed.  He  knew  that  the  young man had wanted a combat Class. 

“I…” Hiro started, but couldn’t finish. 

Zach wondered what he should say, what he could say. Moments like these made him curse his slow mind, as operating on such a different speed was hard for him. Fortunately, Naha stepped in. 

“It is a good Class,” Naha told him as she came around to sit next to

him. 

“I wanted… something else,” Hiro whispered as he bowed his head. 

“I know, but this doesn’t mean that you can’t have it,” Naha told him. 

“You still haven’t decided what your main focus is going to be. You want to fight? Well, Zach and I are very good at skills, and we can teach you how to fight  with  them.  And  it  might  be  a  good  idea  to  have  a  Class  that  isn’t focused  on  offense,  but  something  else  to  balance  you  out  a  bit.  Give  you more options.” 

Hiro frowned at that, but then his eyes lit up as Naha’s words sunk in. 

“Really?” 

“Really.”  Naha  nodded.  “So,  look  to  the  future,  and  focus  on  things that you want to do.” 




*  *  *

 

Zach sat in the garden, his attention on the ground beneath him. They had been here for two days, and he hadn’t left since they were given the use of the guest house. Naha and Hiro went out, but never for long. Naha didn’t want to leave him alone for too long, nor did she want to risk him going out and  losing  himself  in  the  city.  These  people  were  their  only  hope,  and  they couldn’t  jeopardize  that.  Zach  understood,  which  was  why  he  didn’t complain. Waiting was nothing to him; he preferred this in many ways. Hiro and  Naha  were  inside  the  house,  theorizing  and  planning  for  his  new  Class, the Adept Survivor. 

Zach was studying the ground—the Earth Essence, actually. When he had first laid eyes on this city, he had felt something, a moment of profound clarity.  In  that  moment  he  understood  that  even  such  beauty  as  what  these people  had  wrought  would  fall  eventually.  Nothing  was  Timeless,  and everything would eventually falter before the weight of time. At times, he felt the same way, as if he was just standing as they just passed him by, their lives fleeting. He feared losing Naha and Hiro, but in the grand scheme of things to

him it was as if he had known them only for a handful of moments. 

Which  was  why  Time  interested  him  so  much.  It  appeared  to  flow differently for him than it did for them. But…he was sure that something was wrong. He and Time were old friends, at least in his mind. Inside the prison, Time  had  been  one  of  his  closest  friends,  and  the  more  he  thought  about  it, the more he became convinced that Time itself hadn’t been fake. He wasn’t quite  sure  why  he  thought  that  way,  but…he  didn’t  think  that  just  Mind Essence could’ve made him as he was now. The Dealmaker himself had told him that he was the oldest being in the Infinite Realm now, or the oldest of the chosen at least. Would that still hold true if the Time he had experienced was just fake? He didn’t know, but he thought that perhaps not. Hastur was a being  that  was  immensely  powerful,  and  perhaps  its  power  had  been  over more than just the mind. 

The fact was that there was no denying that something was…wrong. 

Time fought him, it resisted him. None of the other Essences did the same. 

He reached to the Earth beneath, and felt his willpower ready to bend the world to his bidding. He thought that he couldn’t create skills, but he had only tried to create skills that were tied to Time. Since yesterday, when Hiro evolved,  he  had  been  thinking  about  skills  appropriate  for  him,  had  tried  to imagine  what  those  could  be.  And  that  had  made  him  suspicious…  He  was pretty sure that he could make a skill tied to any other aspect. 

Yet, he had been able to evolve his skill with Time. It had fought him, but  in  the  end  it  had  succumbed.  Was  it  because  the  skill  was  already established by the Framework? He didn’t know, but it annoyed him, angered him. It had started after his strike against Hastur, as he slowly adapted to this world,  as  he  tried  to  change  his  subjective  time,  to  speed  himself  up  after more than five thousand years of living at his own pace. 

He saw flaws in all things, but there were no flaws in Time. He could almost  feel  it  around  him,  everywhere,  touching  everything.  Time  was  a constant, a law above all other laws in this world. And yet…all Essence could be  bent;  all  could  manifest  in  different  ways  based  on  personal  ideas  and understanding. For him, Time was a river—that was how he imagined it and

how  it  appeared  to  him.  He  wondered  if  others  saw  it  differently.  To  him, Time  was  something  that  could  be  bent,  but  could  never  be  thrown completely off course. He could walk on the surface of the river when it was calm, or jump back and forth upon it, but change? To change an event he felt like that should require a monstrous amount of power. 

As he let his thoughts flow with the river, a new idea occurred to him. 

He had never really given much thought about the future, about what was to come. The river flowed down, and yet…did it already reach the end? 

Was  there  a  set  direction,  or  was  it  a  large  delta,  with  different  riverbeds waiting ahead for people to choose the direction? Or perhaps… Was it just an empty field, and they were just riding the first wave in existence, charting the river’s path? 

None  of  his  powers  worked  that  far  into  the  future.  He  could anticipate  things,  but  those  usually  worked  on  intent  and  actions  in  the present,  extrapolation.  His  Temporal  Fighting  was  technically  from  the future,  but…it  could  change  mid  movement  if  he  changed  his  mind.  So perhaps they were a step behind the wave, able to see just a tiny moment into what was ahead of them. 

Or was that just his understanding of Time? Was there someone else who could influence it to be more than that? 

His will was great; he understood that. Naha had told him that she had never seen or heard about anyone with such a will. He could bend it on the world and force it to obey. Could he force Time to obey his understanding of it? 

Perhaps. For some reason, Time fought against him, and nothing else did. If what he thought was true, he could fill his skills now, but he wouldn’t be able to use Time with their inception, and that was what he was trying to do. He wanted to make the greatest image that he could. 

He shuddered to think what he could’ve done if Naha hadn’t gotten a reward  that  informed  them  about  Images.  He  would’ve  created  skills  that wouldn’t have done anything for him in the long run. No, skills needed to be planned, to be carefully arranged so that they fit with one another. 

Which  was  why  everything  frustrated  him  so  much.  There  were  no Time-related  skill  tomes  on  sale  on  the  auction  or  at  any  of  the  shops  they visited.  And  the  Dealmaker…  Every  time  he  thought  about  trying  to  go  to him he felt angry, like it would be a failure, and he didn’t know why. 

Naha  thought  that  it  was  a  perversion  of  one  of  his  anchors,  and perhaps that was playing a role. Zach suspected more. 

“Zach,” came Naha’s voice, and her hand on his shoulder interrupted him. He blinked and realized that night had fallen. He frowned; it had been morning when he had taken a seat in the garden…

Time was playing with him again. 

“What is it?” 

“It’s  time,”  Naha  said.  “The  Sect  Leader  has  sent  for  us.  We  can  go and meet him.” 

Zach  closed  his  eyes.  Perhaps  if  they  succeeded,  if  he  removed  his Cultivation,  his  mind  might  get  clearer.  Perhaps  he  could  finally  see  what was hiding from his sight. 

Chapter Thirty-Five — Price

 

They  were  led  through  the  twisting  corridors  carved  inside  the mountain peak, up the stairs that ran in a spiral, leading them toward the top. 

Once  they  reached  the  peak  itself,  they  were  led  through  the  well-tended gardens,  with  tall  pink  trees  flanking  the  cobbled  path.  Tiny  streams  and ponds  were  everywhere,  with  fish  dancing  beneath  the  surface.  Just  being around the nature and walking through the gardens instilled a sense of peace and calm in Naha. She recognized that the effect was intentional, as it seemed everything in the sect city was. 

They were escorted inside the great pagoda on top of the peak, which looked  to  be  a  lot  larger  up  close  than  it  had  from  the  distance.  The  inside was made out of pale wood, slick, as if covered in something that gleamed in the  light.  The  walls  held  ornamental  carpets  and  art-pieces  depicting  great warriors, drakes predominantly, but other races too. Dragons, mountains, and great river landscapes… Each evoked something different in Naha, but they moved away from them before she could really feel any of their effects. 

Their  escort  was  the  drake  that  spoke  with  them  at  the  docks,  Peak Commander Ikris Fah Durah—his title meant that he was one of the three of the  sect’s  military  commanders.  There  was  one  for  each  peak  and  family, their  power  and  influence  second  only  to  the  Sect  Leaders.  Naha  put  him somewhere in the Evolved Realm, based on everything that she had seen. 

They didn’t have to walk for long before they reached a guarded door. 

The warriors saluted and let Ikris lead them through. The room beyond was a small box—she saw symbols on the walls, which told her that the entire room was  warded  with  formations.  Brown  pipes  hugged  the  ceiling  and  came  in from the side walls before entering the wall across from them. Ikris walked to the warded door opposite of them and then paused. 

“I  apologize  for  this,  but  the  Eternal  Master  is  very  busy.  The  only way he could’ve met you was in his laboratory,” the drake with metal scales said. 

Before  Naha  could  process  anything  that  he  said,  Ikris  pushed  open the  door  and  a  waft  of  putrid  smoke  rolled  out.  Ikris  grimaced  but  entered, and  Naha  followed  behind  him  with  Zach.  They  stepped  into  a  large  and well-lit room. Glass tanks filled the walls on the left, a row of at least twenty of them, each with different labels. A hanging platform was filled with plants, and  formations  undergirding  it  obviously  kept  anything  harmful  from touching  them—she  saw  smoke  impacting  an  invisible  barrier  and  moving away.  Large  rotating  blades  were  on  the  tall  ceiling,  moving  slowly  and pulling out the smoke. The right side wall of the room was no wall at all, but an open balcony that looked out at the sky. Formations were everywhere on the walls, the wall on the far side was filled with shelves that held jars filled with  reagents,  and,  above  them,  larger  ingredients  mounted  on  hooks  were hanging.  Tables  filled  the  center,  with  all  kinds  of  different  alchemical instruments: burners, vials, stills, mortars and pestles…

Her  eyes  were  drawn  to  the  drake  standing  hunched  over  a  table, looking at a vial filled with green liquid. The drake was tall, and was wearing only  hide  pants  and  an  apron  made  out  of  the  same  material.  What  was  the most striking about him, though, was that he had no scales. His skin was pale white, and marred with burn scars. 

Ikris  stepped  closer,  one  hand  over  his  nose  and  spoke.  “Eternal Master.” He bowed. “Your guests are here.” 

The drake turned his head and glanced at them. “What? Ah, right. A moment.” 

He  swirled  the  vial  in  his  hand  for  a  good  five  seconds  and  then placed on wire-like slot that he then spun around. 

“Thank  you,  Ikris,  that  will  be  all.”  The  drake  turned  and  looked  at them with a smile on his face, allowing Naha to fully take his appearance in. 

His red eyes were the most striking thing about him, but the fact that he had no scales made him look strange to her eyes. 

“Of  course,  Eternal  Master.”  Ikris  bowed  and  then  left  the  room. 

Eternal  Master—it  finally  registered  with  her.  The  title  that  Ikris  called  the man,  it  meant  that  he  was  in  the  Eternal  Realm,  at  the  peak  of  Cultivation. 

She hadn’t known that. 

Before  Naha  could  introduce  them,  the  drake  gestured.  “Come,  let’s go to the balcony. I know that some people can’t handle the fumes.” 

Naha  followed  after  him  eagerly—she  had  been  holding  her  breath. 

Zach, next to her, was frowning, but didn’t seem affected. She stepped over the edge of where the wall was supposed to be and felt something pass over her,  making  her  realize  that  there  was  a  formation  there.  She  took  an experimental  breath  and  realized  that  the  formation  kept  the  fumes  from getting  out  that  way.  They  probably  pushed  them  out  somewhere  else,  or used them for something. 

The drake stopped next to the railing and turned to look at them. Naha bowed deeply before he could speak. 

“Honored  Sect  Leader,  I  am  Nahamassa  Plainrunner,  and  this  is Zacharia  Gardner.  We  apologize  for  any  inconvenience  that  we  might’ve caused.” 

He inclined his head in return to her. Zach hadn’t bowed, and she hit him  with  an  elbow  to  remind  him.  She  had  instructed  him  in  how  to  act, but…he  seemed  lost  in  his  mind.  She  worried  that  his  madness  had manifested again, but the Sect Leader spoke before she could apologize. 

“I  greet  you  in  the  name  of  my  sect.  I  am  Vitor  Fah  Storrah,”  the drake  said,  smiling  at  them.  “There  is  always  something  to  do  for  Sect Leaders  like  me,  but  it  isn’t  everyday  that  we  get  a  visit  from  such distinguished guests. I can spare a time for you.” 

The  lack  of  titles  from  him,  and  the  fact  that  they  were  alone  with none of his attendants, told her that this was a more casual visit—which she had  to  admit  made  her  glad.  She  didn’t  know  if  she  could  keep  Zach  from blundering in an official visit. 

“We thank you for your time,” Naha said. 

“I  was  very  surprised  when  I  heard  that  you  had  arrived  in  our  city. 

You’ve earned a lot of respect among the sects for your actions. Some of the names  that  accompanied  you  on  your  mission  are  known  and  respected. 

You’ve  done  a  service  to  the  world,  and  for  that  you  have  our  thanks.  But, you’ve come here with my name on your lips, so I understand that you have a need. I cannot promise that I can help—I am pressed for time at the moment

—but the least I could do in light of your actions is hear you out.” 

Naha  noted  that  while  the  drake  was  welcoming  and  open,  he  was also  in  a  hurry.  She  could  only  imagine  what  a  Sect  Leader  of  one  of  the strongest  factions  in  the  world  had  to  do  on  the  daily,  especially  if  he  was also an Eternal Realm Alchemist. 

“Thank  you.  Our  situation  is  time  sensitive,”  Naha  said,  cutting straight  to  the  point.  “We  are  in  need  of  your  service.  We  need  a  focus-removal potion, one that can remove a tier-2 path.” 

The drake blinked, obviously taken aback. “Why would you want one of those wretched things?” 

“I…”  Naha  glanced  at  Zach  who  was  staring  at  Vitor,  probably intrigued by his body. She placed a hand on his elbow, snapping him out of it.  She  tried  to  decide  what  they  should  say,  but  in  the  end…if  they  wanted help like this, they would need the man’s cooperation. “Zach is unbalanced. 

He needs it.” 

Vitor turned his eyes to Zach. “How unbalanced?” 

“Severely,” Naha responded. 

“What you want might be possible, but I would need specifics. People don’t understand what those focus-removal items are. They cripple you—you cannot  just  cut  a  piece  of  yourself  off  without  consequence,  and  the  blasted Framework doesn’t warn anyone.” 

Naha blinked. She remembered the pain, and she had known that she could’ve died, considering her Cultivation had been high enough that she had a True Body. But…she didn’t think that Zach would have that many issues. 

“His  Cultivation  is  low,  he—”  Naha  started,  and  then  Zach interrupted her. 

“Six, two, nine,” he said, telling him his tiers of power. 

The  drake  grimaced.  “Severely  indeed.”  He  took  a  deep  breath  and

reached  up  to  scratch  the  side  of  his  neck.  “How  far  has  the  madness progressed?” 

“Not far. It was a recent thing, the result of our fight with Hastur. And he drank a potion that shielded him from the madness for a while,” Naha said quickly. “He gets hyper focused on certain things from time to time, but I can keep  him  stable.”  She  didn’t  want  them  to  think  that  he  was  a  threat.  A person  with  his  tiers  of  power  was  very  powerful—and  someone  who  was also  mad?  They  hunted  people  like  Zach  across  the  Infinite  Realm.  She hadn’t lied to him, but she had…bent the truth. Zach hadn’t reached the point where  he  turned  malicious  in  his  madness.  He  was…more  childlike, inquisitive, but without any inhibition. 

Vitor  met  Zach’s  eyes,  expectantly  waiting  for  his  answer.  It  took Zach a few long seconds to answer. 

“I will not harm your sect,” Zach said slowly, and she could tell that he hadn’t really been listening, or hadn’t understood. 

Thankfully,  Vitor  didn’t  know  him  enough  to  be  able  to  tell.  The drake just nodded. 

“Your  overall  tier  of  power  is  too  high.  Yes,  I  can  make  a  potion  to remove your path, but… Potions like this can only be used once, and it will impact  you  in  some  manner.  No  way  of  knowing  what  right  now,  but…the higher  overall  in  tier  someone  gets,  the  more  integrated  all  of  their  focuses become. Your path might not feel like it is a big part of your being, but it is one of the building blocks…” 

“We don’t have any other choice,” Naha said. “It is this or let him go mad.” 

The drake sighed, then shook his head. “I can make it, but the cost…” 

“We can pay any price,” Naha said. Even if they didn’t have enough Essence, they had their rewards from Hastur, and those were all eternal items and elixirs. They could trade them. 

“It is not a question of price. The ingredients are rare, and while I do have  them  on  hand,  I  need  them  for  something  else.  Your  arrival  couldn’t

have come at a worse time for our sect… We…I cannot use those ingredients on outsiders, not now. I will not be able to work on it for months, and getting new ingredients will take at least a year.” 

“We can pay a premium, trade items, we have—” 

“It  is  not  about  that,  no  amount  of  wealth  can  change  what…

Unless…you  are  strong,  very  strong.  What  I  need  those  ingredients  for  is  a matter of strength. If you could replace what I need them for, personally—” 

“Anything. We will do anything that you need,” Naha said. 

The drake looked at them both, and then a window appeared in front of Naha: a contract request, a binding agreement between them. They would show him their screens and agree to fulfill one task for him, he would never reveal  what  he  learned  from  their  screens,  and  they  would  never  reveal anything  relating  to  the  task  he  gave  them.  In  return,  they  would  get  the Focus Removal Potion. 

She blinked as she finished reading, then met the man’s eyes. 

“I would need to know his screens anyway, if you want me to make a potion to mitigate the risks. If you agree to do one task for me, I will make it. 

I’ll start working on it today. It will take me about a week to finish it.” 

Naha glanced at Zach, trying to see what he thought about it. He met her eyes and then nodded. 

It wasn’t like they had much choice in the matter. They both accepted the contract. 

“Yes…you  will  do  great,”  Vitor  said  after  he  looked  over  their screens. 

“What do you need us to do?” Zach asked. 

The drake took a deep breath. “Protection.” 

Naha  frowned  and  he  continued.  “My  brother,  the  Sect  Head  of Dragon Heart Sect, is currently in seclusion that has lasted for a decade. He is nearing the Eternal Realm, and we believe that he will advance soon.” 

Naha  blinked.  That  wasn’t  what  she  had  been  expecting,  but  she didn’t interrupt. 

“When  the  dome  opened,  and  the  wars  started…  They  of  course impacted  us  as  well.  We  fought  off  several  attacks  by  other  sects,  though none of those were real threats or intended as such, simply tests. No, the real problems came from the coreward factions.” 

The  Dragon  Heart  Sect  was  on  the  border  of  sect  lands,  in  the  outer ring of the core and bordering several kingdoms and empires. 

“Our  northern  neighbors,  the  Collective  Territories,  took  advantage when  they  thought  we  were  occupied  by  other  sects.  They  attacked  and pushed  into  our  territories.  We’ve  managed  to  fight  them  off,  but…  My brother’s  presence,  or  rather  the  lack  of  his  presence,  was  noticed.  You  are not Cultivators, so you don’t understand, but him not making an appearance during a war like that… It made our enemies suspicious. His seclusion was a secret,  and  we  didn’t  anticipate  the  wars  that  came  after  the  Tournament. 

Now, we have heard word that our enemies have learned, or at the very least suspect,  that  my  brother  is  attempting  to  reach  the  Eternal  Realm.  They cannot allow such a threat to manifest. My advancement had sparked at least a  dozen  assassination  attempts,  and  I  am  just  an  alchemist.  My  brother  is…

We have intelligence that suggests that they will attempt to stop my brother before he can reach the Eternal Realm.” 

Vitor Fah Storrah looked at them with a determined look in his eyes. 

“You accepted the contract. I will craft and give you the potion, and then… I need you to stay here and protect my brother until he advances.” 

Chapter Thirty-Six — Naha



“Welcome to our little club.” Ikris gestured with his arm at the room they’d  just  entered.  Inside  were  four  other  people,  all  warriors,  looking  at them studiously. 

Naha walked in with Zach on her arm, guiding him. He was more in his head these days, but at least his bouts of madness hadn’t reappeared. She was glad of that, but she worried how much longer they had before it started again.  They  needed  the  potion  to  stop  his  deterioration,  but  it  wouldn’t  just cure  him  immediately.  She  remembered  how  her  own  mind  had  been  when she had removed her focus—it had taken her a long time to recover, and still she felt the shadows of madness from time to time. 

Ikris  led  them  to  a  couch  in  the  middle  of  the  room,  opposite  two other couches where the others were already sitting. Naha sat and pulled Zach next  to  her,  then  looked  at  the  people  across  from  her  as  Ikris  introduced them. 

“This”—he pointed at a female drake closest to him—“is Kotara Fah Storrah,  our  resident  fire  expert.”  The  woman  wore  sect  combat  robes,  and had orange scales. Her eyes were like two ember orbs, and her claws were as black  as  charcoal.  Her  name  meant  that  she  was  in  one  of  the  main  three families of the Dragon Heart Sect, perhaps being even a direct descendant of the Sect Head. 

“Next,” Ikris said, gesturing at the ravzor male next to her, “we have Liss  Nighteye,  our  scout.”  The  ravzor  waved  at  them  and  grinned mischievously. His fur was all black, and his eyes shone like the moon. His dark-red robe was complete with a hood, as well as a face covering that was pulled  down  to  his  neck.  She  knew  from  experience  that  dark  red  was  the color  better  for  night  sneaking  around  urban  environments,  as  black  was more  easily  seen  in  the  shadows  cast  by  artificial  or  fire  light.  His  name meant that he wasn’t part of the three main families, which meant that he was very trusted if he was sitting in a group like this. 

“This  is  Merin  Fah  Kutah,”  Ikris  said  next,  nodding  at  a  drake  male with  scales  which  looked  as  if  they  were  made  out  of  crystal.  Each  scale looked as if it was carved purple, blue, and white in color. His eyes were all blue, as if they were made out of marble. “He is our tank.” He was also part of  the  third  sect  family,  which  she  had  already  assumed  were  somehow focused on crystals, seeing as their entire peak was covered in crystal spires. 

“And finally, we have Hiandrin Fah Durrah, my wife.” He smiled at the  female  drake  and  she  smiled  back  at  him.  She,  just  like  him,  had  metal scales. They obviously followed the same path. 

“Everyone: meet Nahamassa Plainrunner and Zacharia Gardner. They will be helping us with our mission.” 

Naha  inclined  her  head  and  greeted  them.  Zach  did  the  same  after prompting. 

They  all  murmured  their  own  greetings,  and  then  Liss  spoke  up, turning to look at Ikris. 

“Is  it  true  that  the  Eternal  Master  won’t  be  making  us  elixirs?”  he asked. 

Ikris  nodded.  “Yes,  he  has  decided  that  having  Nahamassa  and Zacharia helping was more valuable.” 

Naha  knew  that  Vitor  had  planned  on  brewing  some  kind  of  elixirs that would’ve helped his people and their mission, she just didn’t know what. 

“Thank  the  Heavens!”  Liss  exclaimed,  and  the  others  all  nodded  in relief. 

Naha  blinked  and  tilted  her  head.  Ikris  noticed  her  expression  and answered the unspoken question. 

“Our  job  is  to  protect  the  Sect  Head,  and  while  we  are  expecting  an attack, we don’t know exactly what it will look like. The elixirs that we were supposed to get were ones that would increase our main focus tiers for a short period of time. Merin and I are the sect’s only Evolved Realm warriors, and so  it  would’ve  fallen  on  us  to  use  them  in  combat.  I’ve  used  one  of  them before,  though  I  was  of  a  lower  Realm  then.  The  elixirs  would  push

temporarily both of us into the Eternal Realm, but it gives that power without any  real  practice  using  or  understanding  it.  I  would  much  rather  rely  on  the power I know than something that I am not used to. It doesn’t even last that long, and the side effects are…hard to deal with. Having two more powerful individuals  on  our  side  who  know  and  understand  their  power  is  far  more valuable.” 

Naha  had  never  heard  about  an  elixir  that  could  do  something  like that, but…such a thing was impressive. 

“How would the new perks work then? Do you choose them?” Zach asked, his tone interested. 

“No, you just get the most likely options based on your current path,” 

Ikris said. 

Zach  hummed  to  himself,  and  his  attention  quickly  waned,  his  eyes turning back to their blank stare. It wasn’t good, she knew that, but at least he wasn’t trying to set them all on fire to see how the Essence interacted. 

“So.” Merin leaned forward. “You guys fought with a Dome Leader, right? What was that like?” 

Naha  saw  that  all  of  them  were  looking  at  her  expectantly,  eager  to hear what she had to say. With a glance at Zach, she started telling them the tale. 




*  *  *

 

Naha  rushed  through  the  hallway,  and  into  the  garden  of  their temporary  home.  She  had  sent  Hiro  with  the  other  young  sect  warriors  to train. He could learn a lot from the way that the sects taught combat with a weapon, and while both she and Zach had taught him, having a real teacher wouldn’t hurt. 

She needed the privacy. 

A week had passed since they agreed to fight and protect the Dragon Heart  Sect  Head.  They  had  gotten  to  know  the  other  members  of  the  team

that were in charge and in the know. They didn’t know what kind of an attack they could expect, so they were for now just watching the city. They didn’t think that their enemies would make a full-blown attack against the city with their  armies—such  a  troop  movement  would  be  noticed.  Instead,  they believed that their enemies would send a smaller assassination team. Merin, Ikris, and his wife Hiandrin were tasked with protecting the entrance to their Sect Head’s inner sanctum, which was in the Fah Storrah peak. Naha was to keep  watch  throughout  the  main  pagoda  that  housed  the  sanctum.  With  her ability  to  blend  in  and  move  through  the  dimly  lit  corridors  with  ease,  she could ambush any attackers trying to get in. 

Liss  and  Zach  were  to  be  positioned  down  in  the  city,  where  they could watch for any attacks and quickly respond as they had ways of moving quickly  across  distances—Zach  with  his  wings  and  blink,  and  Liss  through his  own  means.  They  also  spread  a  lot  of  misinformation,  so  the  enemy shouldn’t  be  able  to  know  which  peak  housed  the  Sect  Head,  and  they  had other teams pretending to protect other sanctums. 

For  now,  their  protection  had  been  calm  with  no  sign  of  anything strange. Today was their day off, though, and also the day that she had been waiting for so long. Vitor had delivered on his promise, and had given Naha the  elixir  that  would  remove  Zach’s  focus.  She  found  him  in  the  garden, sitting on the ground and staring ahead with a blank expression on his face. 

She was worried about that, but there wasn’t much that she could do. 

The others just thought that he was standoffish, but they didn’t realize that his mind  was  probably  occupied  by  something  else.  This  reminded  her  of  the early  days,  when  he  struggled  to  keep  up  with  everything  else  around  him. 

The  scale  of  how  time  passed  outside  of  the  prison  Hastur  had  him  in  was something  that  she  couldn’t  quite  grasp,  but  it  had  obviously  affected  him greatly. 

She sat down next to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. 

“Zach?” She tried to rouse him, unsuccessfully. 

She shook him gently and called him again. It took her a full minute until  he  blinked  and  looked  around,  and  another  half  a  minute  for  him  to

realize that she was next to him and wanted to talk with him. 

“Naha,” he said slowly. “What is it?” 

“We got it, finally,” she offered him the elixir. 

He tilted his head in confusion, and then once he took it, she saw him read its window. A few seconds later a glimmer of understanding appeared in his eyes and he nodded. 

“Ah. I should remove my focus, shouldn’t I?” Zach asked. 

Naha  nodded,  her  heart  breaking  a  bit.  This  would  stop  any  further progression of his madness, but the damage that was already done was going to  have  to  recede  slowly.  Still,  this  was  all  that  she  could  do—that  and  to remain by his side and help him, just as he had helped her. 

He uncorked the elixir and downed it quickly. He closed his eyes and then shivered. She could see something flash beneath his skin, then fade as if draining away. He rolled his shoulders and opened his eyes. 

“Ah. There,” he said. 

“How do you feel?” Naha asked. 

“Hm…”  he  hummed.  “Not  much  different,  I  guess.  I…  There  is  a hole  inside  me,  where  my  core  used  to  be.  It  is…disconcerting.  I  didn’t realize how much its presence was…there, until now.” 

Naha nodded. It was the same with her. 

“You aren’t unbalanced anymore. In time, you’ll get better,” she said, trying to reassure him. But he… just smiled at her. 

“In  time,”  he  murmured.  “Yes…”  He  opened  his  mouth  to  say something more, but then closed it and turned back to just staring ahead, his eyes glazing over once more. 

She sighed and stood up, leaving him to it. He had told her that he had been contemplating how to improve his skills with Time, and she encouraged it. It was better than everything else that could happen. She walked out of the garden, leaving him alone, while keeping her shadow sense on him. 



*  *  *

Zach



Drinking the elixir had removed his path. There was pain, but…it was in the past, already swept away by the river of time, and only the ripples of the pain’s impact remained. He heard Naha speak, and he responded, that part of him which had looked beyond what the river of time had solidified. What drew his attention from the river of time was not the pain, but…the absence of  something.  The  missing  core  and  conduits,  the  hole  inside  of  him.  For  a moment, it brought clarity. 

He saw the past few months, his obsession with time, clearly at last. 

And he realized the danger, the madness in it. He hadn’t had an episode in so long,  he  had  thought  that  he  was  fighting  against  the  madness,  that  he  was resisting, that his attention on Time was helping him. Now he realized that he had  been  wrong.  He  hadn’t  eluded  the  madness—it  had  consumed  him instead. Time, his focus on it, his need to understand it and shape himself by it was madness. He was in the middle of an episode, only Naha able to pull him  out  for  moments  at  a  time.  His  body  was  moving  on  autopilot  as  his mind tried to make sense of a thing that might never be sensible. 

He opened his mouth to tell her, to ask for help, but he felt the small glimmer of clarity slipping. And then he was back on the river, the moment of clarity forgotten once again. 

He was sitting on a piece of wood, both young and old and rotting and growing at the same time. A cycle of life and death, of passage of time. It was his, he knew that, crafted by his mind to help him stand on the surface of the river. 

The scape that he imagined, the idea of Time, was more…solid now. 

His will shaped the image for him. The river was wide and powerful, and he rode the wave that was at its head, at the end of the river, charting the way forward in a blank scape ahead. 

Behind, he saw a world coming into being, though not immediately; it

was shimmering into existence far behind. Mountains and forests, cities and people.  It  seemed  as  if  the  world  took  time  to  solidify  before  the  state  of things  was  written  in  stone.  He  wondered  what  Time  really  was,  or  how  he could grasp it. It touched everything that he knew—all Essence around him, other people, their actions. All was impacted by Time. 

Therefore,  it  made  sense  to  him  that  Time  was  one  of  the  bases  of existence, of reality itself—at least this one, the Real Realm. He wished that he  could  enter  the  Ethereal  Realm  to  test  things,  but  it  was  still  somehow locked away from everyone. 

He  understood  that  this  was  all  inside  of  his  head,  his  own understanding of Time. To him it was a River of Time; for others, it might be a  ball  of  string,  or  a  tapestry  woven  on  the  wall.  Understanding  and  will shaped the Essences, the aspects, and how people could use them. 

Zach’s  Time  Blade  was  not  his  own  understanding  of  Time.  It  was borrowed, stolen from the shade that he had killed for it. That had been one clue  that  led  him  to  create  this  scape  inside  of  his  head.  It  had  helped  him, had given him clues and context about how to infuse the ideals of Time into himself,  his  skills.  He  needed  to  find  out  why  Time  fought  him,  why  it refused to let him create skills infused with it from the start. Something was nagging at the edge of his understanding, but he couldn’t grasp it, not yet. He needed more…time. 

So  he  focused  all  of  his  being  on  what  he  needed  the  most.  He contemplated Time. 

It was all that mattered. 

Chapter Thirty-Seven — Attack



Naha walked down the corridors of the Fah Storrah tower, the pagoda at the top of their peak, the home to the Fah Storrah family. She wore their sect  robes,  orange  and  black  in  color,  and  she  was  in  a  female  drake  form. 

Over  the  last  two  weeks,  she  had  been  introduced  to  the  regular  guards  and given  the  ranking  of  Commander.  She  didn’t  have  any  real  authority,  of course—it was all for show. Her job was to patrol the tower, moving around the different floors randomly while on the lookout for any signs of attack. 

It was a boring job, but they had signed the contract, and in her mind it  was  worth  it.  Zach  was  still  prone  to  spacing  out,  but  at  least  she  hadn’t seen his state worsening. Being away from him for extended periods of time worried her, but there wasn’t much that they could do. He was down in the city, on the walls, ready to respond anywhere in the city in case of an attack. 

She had convinced him to use one of the charges on his Ring of True Recall up in their guest house, too—if he needed to return to the tower, he could do it in an instant. 

She glanced at her hand, and the bracer that she wore, given to her by the  sect.  It  had  seven  communication  formations  on  it,  each  housed  in  a crystal, and each paired with another crystal. Each of them had one that any of theirs could connect to, and then six others that connected to six of theirs. 

She  didn’t  know  why  it  had  to  be  done  that  way;  she  didn’t  understand formations. 

She pressed a finger on one of them, and spoke inside her head. 

 “Zach?”  she called. 

He  didn’t  respond  immediately,  so  she  sent  her  voice  again.  His answer came after the third call. 

 “Yes, Naha?” 

 “How is everything? In the city I mean?” 

 “Calm… Slow…” 

 “Are you… ready?” 

 “Hmm? Ah, yes, of course.” 

 “You didn’t answer my call immediately,”  Naha told him.  “You know that you need to pay more attention.” 

 “There was no danger. It is…different.” 

She sighed. It was as if he could sense when some outside influence was dangerous and when it was not. She had seen him react to danger nearly instantly, but anything else… It took him a while to stir. 

There  wasn’t  anything  that  she  could  do  but  hope  that  it  would  get better, that it was part of his madness and not just who he was now. 

 “Just be careful. An attack can come at any time.” 

 “Time flows as it wills.” 

Naha  pulled  her  finger  away  from  the  crystal.  His  responses  had gotten more and more…weird of late, especially when concerning time, but if his  obsession  with  time  was  enough  to  keep  his  madness  at  bay,  she  would tolerate it, even accept it. 

The  floor  beneath  her  feet  trembled,  and  she  frowned.  One  of  her crystals flashed a moment later and she answered the incoming call. 

 “The  city  is  under  attack,”  Ikris  said.  “Make  your  way  to  the sanctum.” 

She didn’t answer, knowing that he would have to let everybody else know too. She started running down the corridors, heading to the outer rings of the tower. She reached an open section which allowed her to see in the city and she paused. 

Three  massive  airships,  or  more  like  flying  palaces,  were  floating above the city itself. Bombs fell from the gaps in their hulls and lines of fire were  falling  to  the  city.  They  couldn’t  have  gotten  so  close  without  being seen,  so  she  assumed  that  they  had  either  teleported  close  or  gotten  here  by some  high-tiered  stealth  capabilities.  How  didn’t  matter—what  did  was  that they were here. 

Their  attacks  were  lighting  up  the  sky  beneath  the  three  peaks, 

directly  over  the  city  as  their  bombs  and  fire  impacted  the  shield  beneath them.  No  attack  had  yet  breached  it  and  fell  on  the  city,  but  the  shield  was blazing with light, turning night into day, painting everything in the dancing shadows.  The  city’s  defenses  started  firing  back,  hitting  the  flying  palaces’

shields. 

 “Zach, where are you?”  She touched his crystal. 

 “On the walls.”  His answer came quicker now. 

 “I’m on—” She paused as her shadow sense caught something in the tower.  The  movement  of  the  guards,  the  rush  down  the  hallways,  she expected,  as  people  passed  through  shadows.  A  part  of  the  tower  just  went dark, though, even to her senses. And then there was movement, leaving the empty spot in her mind. It didn’t take her long at all to realize that the attack on the city was a feint, a distraction. The enemy had teleported directly into the tower, and they knew where their target was. Or…at least that their target was somewhere in the tower. She felt three teams leave, heading in different directions,  each  having  four  people.  One  team  quickly  dispersed  as  they encountered  guards.  In  the  two  seconds  since  her  |Shadow  Sense|  detected the  intrusion,  they  had  arrived  and  blasted  through  the  tower.  They  were quick, powerful—she felt guards dying. 

 “It’s  a  distraction,  Zach.  The  real  attack  is  in  the  tower,”   she  sent, and then repeated the same thing to Ikris. 

She  started  running.  One  of  their  groups  had  split  for  some  reason, each  person  running  through  the  tower  on  their  own.  She  melded  into  the shadows with |Perfect Shadowmeld: My Presence, As Shadow| and headed straight for the closest of the intruders. 




*  *  *

 

Varney was part of the main attack team, and tasked with causing as much damage as possible in the tower while the rest struck at the Sect Head. 

He didn’t know everything about the attack, but he didn’t need to in order to

execute  his  part  of  the  plan.  They  couldn’t  let  the  Dragon  Heart  Sect  get  a second Eternal Cultivator. They were already one of the strongest factions in the world. Another Eternal Realm Cultivator would just increase their power, and  someone  like  Retor  Fah  Storrah,  who  was  already  a  monster,  a  High Ranker? No, the Collective couldn’t allow it. Already the Dragon Heart Sect had pushed the other factions around them too far. They had all but cornered the  market  on  alchemy  with  their  Eternal  Sect  Leader,  and  the  wars  had barely  touched  them  while  the  rest  of  them  had  survived,  but  with  scars aplenty. They couldn’t let a threat rise, not with the world tearing itself apart. 

The  sects  were  planning  something;  they  had  obviously  orchestrated  their wars just to make everybody else think that they had weakened themselves, too, but they knew the truth: they were waiting to strike. 

He  found  a  squad  of  sect  warriors  heading  his  way,  their  weapons raised.  He  grinned  as  he  triggered  his  perks,  then  his  ability.  He  flashed through the hallway, the air sizzling as it electrified. He reached the end in a flash,  and  then  thunder  followed,  cracking  the  walls  and  vaporizing  the guards. 

He  was  a  level  470  Lightning  Lord,  and  there  wasn’t  much  that could  touch  him.  He  was  perfect  for  the  hit-and-run  tactics  that  their  plan needed.  Sow  confusion  and  distract  from  what  the  others  were  doing,  that was him. No one and nothing could touch hi—

Pain pierced his back a split second before he felt pain in his neck. He lost feeling in his body, and the ceiling was moving, his head falling back. 

 What? I can’t feel anything? A power? An attack…

The last thing he saw as his head fell back to the floor was a shadow standing over him. 




*  *  *

 

Tarkash  fired  a  wave  of  stone  spikes  at  the  group  of  guards  running toward  him.  They  shrouded  themselves  in  shields  of  fire—the  main  path  of

their  sect  branch—but  they  were  all  only  in  the  Heavenly  Realm.  Their shields  couldn’t  protect  them  against  his  attacks,  not  when  he  boosted  them with his perks. The four guards died and he glanced behind to check on the others. 

They were deep inside the Fah Storrah peak, beneath the tower, in a large cavern-like room with streams of lava falling into pools at its sides. At the  end  was  a  large  door,  leading  to  an  area  where  the  Dragon  Heart  Sect Head was currently in seclusion—or at least that is what they were assuming. 

The fact that the main team was currently battling Merin Fah Kutah, as well as Ikris and Hiandrin Fah Durrah, meant that they were probably right. Their battle  was  shaking  the  cavern,  and  his  side  was  winning,  he  could  tell.  The only question was how long it would take them to get through. Barely a few minutes had passed since their arrival, and they didn’t have time. They were few,  and  inside  the  heart  of  the  sect.  The  Cultivators  were  powerful,  these ones more than most. 

Tarkash wanted to help the rest of his team, but his job was to make sure  that  they  didn’t  get  flanked.  He  needed  to  keep  the  sect  warriors  from overwhelming  them,  to  buy  time.  His  sense  suddenly  flared,  and  he  turned around,  his  staff  raised  high  and  ready  to  fire  his  abilities.  An  intruder  had just appeared, walking into the cavern. 

He nearly fired when he saw a demasi man walk into the cavern. 

“Varney?”  Tarkash  asked.  “What  are  you  doing  here?  You  were supposed to distract above—” 

“I  cleared  the  lower  floors,”  he  said  as  he  kept  walking  toward  him hurriedly. “I figured I should help here.” 

That wasn’t part of the plan, but when Tarkash belatedly realized that something was wrong, he was too late. 

Lightning  flashed,  Varney’s  movement  ability,  and  then  he  was  in front  of  him.  Before  Tarkash  could  react,  a  black  dagger  the  size  of  his forearm  cut  across  his  throat.  He  felt  weaker  as  he  stumbled  back,  his  staff coming down he fired. 

A  spike  rose  from  the  ground  where  Varney  stood,  but  the  man  just stepped back, his body turning dim as if it was just a shadow of itself. Then he  dropped  into  his  own  shadow.  Tarkash  reached  up  with  a  potion  to  heal himself,  triggering  his  defensive  perks.  His  skin  turned  to  stone,  and  the ground around him rippled and shook, as he triggered an earthquake. Before he  could  drink  the  potion,  Varney  appeared  in  front  of  him,  attacking  with two daggers. 

He  sent  spikes  at  him  with  his  staff  and  then  stumbled  forward  as  a pair of hands grabbed his left hand and pulled. His eyes widened as he saw another Varney next to him, pulling him off balance even as the first one was impaled  by  his  spikes.  Then  a  flurry  of  strikes  hit  the  back  of  his  neck, cracking stone. There was no time to use any of the perks that might’ve saved his  life—two  daggers  pierced  his  stone  skin  and  sunk  deep  into  his  neck. 

With a twist, his head was separated from his body. 

As  his  head  flew  through  the  air,  tumbling  around,  he  saw  a  third Varney standing behind his decapitated body, rising from his shadow. 




*  *  *

 

Lireeya was getting frustrated. It had been three minutes since they’d arrived, and they were yet to accomplish their mission. They were supposed to  be  in  and  out  in  less  than  two.  The  first  issue  was  that  they  had  been dropped  on  the  wrong  floor,  though  of  course  they  had  allowed  for  such miscalculations.  Using  spatial  abilities  to  breach  into  a  protected  area  was hard, and they had known that even with all of their planning they might not reach the targeted location. 

Still,  the  second  phase  had  gone  smoothly.  They  had  separated  and her team found their target, the sanctum. They had assumed that it would be protected,  and  they  had  known  the  most  likely  people  that  they  might encounter.  They  had  prepared  for  that,  but  even  still.  The  two  metal-scaled drakes were annoying, they were tough, but they were slow. Lireeya and her team might not be able to kill them quickly, but they could slow them down

and otherwise ignore them. 

The main issue was that there wasn’t much room to maneuver, as the three  were  protecting  the  entrance  to  their  Sect  Head’s  sanctum.  Merin  Fah Kutah  was  the  biggest  threat.  The  man  was  nearly  unkillable,  and  they  just didn’t have the time to continue this fight. They had planned for this, but the reality was different. They might be able to win and get by them, but… Soon, others would arrive, and then they would be overwhelmed. 

Their  mission  was  to  get  as  close  to  the  Sect  Head  as  possible,  to secure his death. Getting into the sanctum was preferable, but not necessary. 

They had no time. 

The  ground  shook  and  Lireeya  blinked  away  from  a  swipe  of  Ikris’

axe  that  nearly  cut  her  in  half.  She  turned  and  looked  for  the  source  of  the earthquake  that  nearly  killed  her  and  saw  Tarkash  die—killed  by…Varney? 

Three  Varneys?  That  wasn’t  right.  The  demasi  man  was  supposed  to  be above  them  in  the  tower,  and…  He  couldn’t  be  in  more  than  one  place  at once. 

She  might  not  know  what  was  happening,  but  it  didn’t  matter.  They had no more time. She disengaged from the fight, leaving the rest of her team to keep the three defenders occupied. As two of the Varneys turned to her and stepped in her direction, Lireeya pulled out an object out of her storage. 

The  large  metal  chest  hit  the  ground  with  a  loud  noise  that  grabbed everyone’s  attention.  Her  team  saw  and  knew  what  she  planned.  They  used their  greatest  powers  and  sent  the  three  defenders  back,  getting  space  for themselves. She saw them pull out spatial arrays and she did the same. 

She  glanced  at  Varney,  or  the  person  wearing  his  skin,  and  showed him her teeth in a wicked grin. Then she placed her hand on top of the metal chest  and  triggered  the  array.  A  moment  later,  the  array  twisted  space  and sent her away, as far away as possible. She did not want to be anywhere near the Dragon Heart Sect. 




*  *  *


 

Naha saw the ravzor woman touch the chest and then disappear along with the rest of her people. She didn’t know why they would retreat now, but she could guess. The chest lit up, lines spreading all over it. In a corner of her eye she noticed Ikris running toward it, his eyes wide and filled with fear. His wings  beat,  sending  him  forward.  Naha  could  step  through  a  shadow,  get close to it faster than he could, but there was nothing that she could do either. 

She felt the power building. 

She thought about Zach, about what he was going to do without her. 

Her hand reached for the crystal on her wrist, her mind reached for her True Link  perk—she  had  an  awareness  of  him,  but  they  couldn’t  talk  through  it. 

She didn’t have time to use the crystal. 

The Reaction Engine triggered, and the world ceased to exist. 

Chapter Thirty-Eight — Shíjiān Zhī Shén Time. 

He  had  always  felt  like  he  had  an  infinite  amount  of  it.  Time  was  a certainty,  something  that  he  would  always  have  more  of.  It  wasn’t  until  he escaped the prison that he had realized just how precious it was, and how…

cruel  it  was,  too.  Decisions  that  he  had  all  the  time  in  the  world  to  make before now had to be made in minutes, less sometimes. He couldn’t keep up, not with the way that the Infinite Realm flowed. It was too fast. He was out of place, out of time. And it didn’t care at all for him. 

Naha  was  the  only  thing  keeping  him  anchored,  allowing  him  to  at least function somewhat. There were things that he couldn’t grasp about this world—the  way  that  they  lived  their  lives,  so  carelessly,  the  way  that  they practiced such casual cruelty, killing each other, as if life was worth nothing at all. 

Since  coming  back,  Zach  had  killed  only  twice,  and  both  had  been taken.  He  regretted  that  now;  his  anger  had  overwhelmed  him.  He  had  seen the connection they had to Hastur and just reacted with no time to think. But that was not who he was, who he wanted to be. 

And yet, everywhere he looked, everything he heard and saw of this world,  all  of  it  just…disappointed  him.  He  couldn’t  understand  how  they could  bear  to  rid  the  world  of  something  as  unique  as  life.  There  was something outside of themselves that brought so much…chaos. And yet that was  what  they  were  doing:  fighting  wars  and  seeking  power  through violence. There was a world filled with mystery and riddles, and they looked only at blood. 

If  only  they  had  more  Time.  If  they  had  lived  for  longer, contemplated  their  existence…  But  all  of  their  lives  were  lived  at  such  a quick pace that Zach felt as if they had no time to truly consider their actions. 

He  looked  out  at  the  city  before  him,  the  people  walking  around, living  their  lives.  Mingling,  talking  with  each  other,  reacting  to  stimuli

outside  of  themselves.  It  was  alien  to  him,  but  he  was  learning.  And  yet…

Time  was  all  that  interested  him.  Even  when  looking  at  the  city,  seeing  so many people, all he could think about was how much time they had. So few of  them  were  immortal,  and  few  of  those  who  were  not  even  tried  to  strive and become immortal. They acted as if they had all the time in the world, but their entire lives were but fleeting moments to him. 

He  felt  himself  closer  to  Time  here.  There  was  something  about  the city,  the  way  that  it  was  built.  The  monuments  that  stood  proud,  the  world given form of art in all things, it called to something in the back of his mind. 

It made his imagination, his perspective on Time, clearer. It was in the art of the city, something was given to make it, an essence of people who molded it. 

The River of Time was there, behind his eyes, always, but closer now. 

 “Zach,  where  are  you?”   a  voice  called  among  the  noise  of  the  city, piercing through his mind. It didn’t draw his attention, not in the way that it once could. 

A  part  of  him  that  was  always  vigilant,  that  looked  for  threat  and flaws, it answered.  “On the walls.” 

A pause, then.  “I’m on—” 

The world turned white, and the roar of the River of Time inside his head lessened, for a moment. Three large objects appeared in the sky, and a rain of light and fire fell onto the city. The shields above him lit up, and he saw  the  flaws  in  them,  the  points  where  they  were  weaker,  where  the attackers could break through. They didn’t have the same knowledge, and so their attacks were random and futile. The shields held. 

 “It’s  a  distraction,  Zach.  The  real  attack  is  in  the  tower,”  the  voice spoke again, but it was a distant thing now. The noise of the River of Time was growing, thundering in between his ears. 

The crystals on his wrist flashed—people trying to get in touch with him, but he… It wasn’t that he was ignoring them, as he wasn’t, not really. It was just hard to pull his mind from the topic of Time. The attack, the noise of it  all,  it  pushed  him  down  the  recesses  of  his  mind.  His  skill  was overwhelming his control for a single moment, and it sent him spiraling back

down. 

There,  he  saw.  Every  action,  every  event,  it  all  built  up  the  River  of Time. He could see it. The once calm river had become a wild and foaming thing,  and  he  was  riding  on  top  of  it.  So  many  actions,  so  many  different choices,  all  of  them  influencing  the  path  of  the  river.  The  edge  of  the  wave was  in  front  of  him,  close  enough  to  touch.  It  was  Time,  charting  a  course, creating  the  present  and  the  past.  There  was  no  future,  just  a  wasteland  in front of him. That was how he saw it. 

Slowly, oh so slowly, he was starting to understand. He was mad—oh yes, he knew that, and he didn’t care. Madness was obsession, it was drive, it was need, and he had to learn the truth behind Time. All else was secondary. 

Life,  death,  the  attack  on  the  city,  the  mission,  the  contract  he  agreed  on. 

Nothing was more important. 

The world around him seeped away and only the river remained. The Timescape inside of his head was getting clearer by the moment, and in that it was  also  getting  more…chaotic.  It  confused  him.  Images  overlapped  inside his head. One moment, the Timescape was a river charting a course, creating the past behind it and going into an unknowable future. The next it was not a river  at  all,  but  a  string  being  pulled  from  a  yarn.  Then  it  was  a  tapestry woven,  each  action  a  single  string.  Then  it  was  a  delta,  a  field  of  countless streams,  each  splitting  off  in  different  actions.  All  of  these  different  ideas, different scapes, they were fighting him. Time itself was fighting him. 

He couldn’t understand it. All of these different images, none of them were  what  he  thought  that  Time  should  be—it  wasn’t  anything  that  he  had ever considered. Inside the prison where he spent most of his life, there had always been only one path, one riverbed, one timeline, Time flowing forward without end. 

He was getting closer to understanding, and then his mind went blank. 

The  Timescape  was  banished,  and  reality  returned.  The  day  turned into night and Zach turned his head as the silence reigned. 

The peak was gone. An expanding white ball had swallowed its top. 

The  middle  was  cracking,  white  light  piercing  through  the  stone  as  it

crumbled, as it fell toward the city. The three objects in the sky flashed away in far less spectacular displays of light, and the first falling rocks hit the top of the city. The shields flashed and failed, and death rained on the buildings below. 

A  moment,  or  a  second?  Two  seconds?  He  didn’t  know;  time  was slippery to his mind. A boulder, smoldering and filled with cracks was falling toward him, threatening to flatten him and the wall he stood on. 

There was a hole inside his mind, and even without looking he knew that  his  True  Link  perks  would  be  gone.  Naha  was  dead.  And  he  felt something that was familiar, though he didn’t remember when he had felt this last. An emptiness inside his heart: loss. He knew the word, even though he didn’t remember. Naha had told him of his past, or what she had known of it. 

And  this…  It  felt  familiar  enough  that  he  knew  what  would  follow.  Grief, pain,  rage,  then  acceptance.  He  had  gone  through  this  before,  but  his  mind didn’t remember. His heart, though…it knew. How easy it would be to accept it, especially now when he had so many years under him. 

Naha… He had known her for such a short time. A fleeting moment. 

The  two  of  them  had  something  once,  love.  He  didn’t  understand  it, hadn’t understood it, not until now. She was…there for him. She helped him, guided him, was a bridge between this world and his old and tired mind. He had  learned  about  her,  gotten  to  know  her,  had  taken  her  presence  for granted.  In  his  old  and  tired  mind,  he  never  imagined  a  time  when  she wouldn’t be there. And now…there was the pain of loss. 

 Ah, this is what she was talking about. Love. 

It  hurt,  and  it  made  him  angry.  Rage  boiled  inside  of  him—wrath  at their careless disregard for life. How many had they killed here? How many would  die  from  the  fallout,  when  that  ball  of  glowing  light  expanded  to  its fullest? He saw no flaws in it; he saw nothing, no Essence at all. It was the collapse of order, of the entire world, as if it was anathema to all things that he  understood.  It  was  a  blank  spot  inside  his  head,  a  hole  that  swallowed everything. 

And  they  had  killed  Naha—and  Hiro,  too,  the  young  child  who  was

his responsibility, a young seed that had so much to learn, that could grow to shake  mountains.  And  for  what?  To  stop  someone  else  from  reaching  the summit before them? 

Pitiful children and ignorant fools. 

He could kill them, make them pay for what they had done. He could find  all  of  them  and  end  them,  try  to  lessen  the  pain,  the  sorrow.  Oh,  how easy  it  would  be  to  move  on,  to  remember  and  avenge.  The  world  itself would tremble before his WILL. They would perish, die as all things must at the end of time. 

NO! 

He  thundered  inside  his  own  mind.  The  world  was  his  to  do  as  he willed,  yes.  He  could  feel  his  madness  trying  to  twist  him,  to  force  him  to disregard all things as inconsequential, to accept that Naha was gone forever. 

But it was his willpower that could shape the world itself. It was his right. He had earned it over more than five thousand years of life of aimless existence,  thousands  of  years  of  carving  words  into  stone.  The  Framework wanted him to play by its rules. It denied him power over Time, it denied him the right to create skills touched by Time, and Time itself refused him, fought him. 

SO BE IT. 

His Time Blade formed, and his will slammed into it. 

 REWIND. 

He  felt  the  blade  strain  under  his  willpower  as  he  faced  the  river inside his mind, as he urged it to move. He heard the blade cracking from the weight  of  his  will  and  Time.  A  wave  exploded  out  of  him,  and  the  river slowed. The boulder that nearly reached him moved back, time rewinding. A hundred  meters,  then  two  hundred,  more  space  than  he  had  ever  influenced before. 

And not enough by a long shot. The time around him whined at him, it tried to reassert itself, the river splashed around his mind and the weight of it pushed on, uncaring for what he wanted. It was… It felt almost as if Time

itself  felt  affronted  that  he  would  dare  try  and  play  with  it.  As  if  it  looked down on him. 

The boulder came again, the peak above it had now crumbled, the city pelted with debris. The glowing sphere of light expanded and filled the sky, a sun of empty light. 

He  smashed  his  will  into  the  world  around  him,  seeking,  crafting  a skill to turn it all back. His will stopped. A wall denied him: the Framework, it  stopped  what  he  knew  he  could  do.  He  opened  his  mouth  and  roared,  a bellow of such might that he felt his throat tearing itself apart. The air rippled with  his  willpower  and  voice  alone.  He  pushed  as  he  had  only  pushed  once before, and for a split moment, even the Framework buckled under his will. 

Something  flashed  in  the  corner  of  his  mind,  skills  that  could  do  what  he wanted, created by his will. 
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|I TURNED BA—|

The  Framework  slammed  down  on  top  of  him.  The  power  of  it  sent him to his knees, the ground cracking. His head filled with white noise, and what he tried to grasp slipped through his fingers. He was denied—what he could do was taken from him once more. There was no skill shaped by Time for him. It stood in his way, once again. 

He  turned  his  eyes  up  at  that  empty  sphere  of  light,  projecting  his anger  onto  it.  Anger  at  the  Framework  that  thought  it  could  keep  from  him what  he  had  earned.  Hate  for  the  foolish  petty  monsters  who  knew  nothing but wanton killing. Wrath at his own weakness, the madness in him. 

Death was falling; only a few seconds had passed since the peak was destroyed,  since  she  had  died.  And  he  knew  that  there  was  no  Time.  The scape inside his head was shaking, and behind where the river carved a path

he saw a city with three peaks destroyed, an image of it building as if out of sand. A moment in time—solidifying. 

NO!  TIME  IS  PART  OF  THE  WORLD,  AND  MY

WILLPOWER SHAPES IT. 

The Framework didn’t want to give him skills touched by Time. Fuck it,  then.  No  skill;  nothing  but  Will  and  Aspect,  then.  Let  it  try  to  stop  him again. 

He threw himself into his mind, into the heart of his understanding of the Aspect of Time, the behemoth that kept moving, uncaring for anyone or anything…and yet, Time had potential to be anything. And he saw it now, the changing  images  vying  for  supremacy.  Each  of  them  wanted  to  be  the  only scape  of  Time.  The  Aspect  of  Time  was  what  the  understanding  of  others shaped  it  to  be.  A  river  delta  with  an  infinite  number  of  streams.  A  string drawn from a yarn. A tapestry. But Zach didn’t want that. His understanding was different. Parallel rivers? Timelines? Grand design?  No. There was only one  river  in  his  mind,  a  slow  behemoth,  The  River  that  charted  the  course into unknown. 

In  the  real  world  he  pulled  out  two  potions  and  downed  them together:  Eternal  Elixir  of  Aspect  Enhancement  and  Eternal  Elixir  of Pure Willpower—Time and Willpower, together. Power exploded inside of him and the Timescape trembled. 

His other ideas about time grew fainter and Time screamed at him as it  tried  to  refuse  him.  He  pushed  anyway;  this  was  his  realm,  his   to  decide what it was going to be. 

And then, a pressure built, opposing him. He could feel thousands of different  wills  opposing  his  own,  felt  their  surprise,  disbelief,  horror,  anger, hate,  even  pleading.  They  acted  as  if  he  was  going  to  take  something  away from  them,  as  if  they  had  some  greater  right  than  him.  Some  were  strong, great  and  powerful,  and  others  weak  and  barely  having  an  understanding  of Time. They tried to fight him, each with their own understanding, each trying to force the Timescape into a shape that they believed should be right. There were thousands of wills, each pulling in its own direction. 

And  all  of  them  were  so  young.  He  understood,  then,  that  even  the oldest of them made up just a small part of his entire life. He had spent more than  five  thousand  years  contemplating  Time.  He  was  old,  and  they  were young.  This  entire  Infinite  Realm  was  younger  than  he  was.  All  paths,  all focuses,  all  things  that  they  created  were  just  at  the  start  of  their  journeys, barely having been discovered. And Zach’s will was singular, his willpower was greater than theirs. They were disjointed, each standing alone. 

MY  WILL  REIGNS  HERE.   His  voice  thundered  across  the  Scape of Time, a nebulous place inside his mind, and yet…not, for it was elsewhere too.  Time  touched  everything  everywhere.  It  was  a  Realm  entire,  both  of form and not. The Aspect of Time. 

The  Timescape  calmed,  and  a  singular  image  rose  as  one  that  was supreme: The River of Time. At its front was him riding the first and only wave through a wasteland, life and the past blossoming behind him. Yes, this was  what  Zach  wanted  Time  to  be:  one  Time-stream,  one  that  could  be adjusted,  slightly.  No  future,  no  fate,  no  countless  parallel  timelines,  only one. 

He  turned  back,  looked  at  the  moment  in  the  past  that  the  wave  had already  passed.  He  sunk  his  will  into  the  river,  into  the  wave  all  the  way down  to  the  riverbed,  and  he  pulled.  He  ripped  it  out  of  the  ground,  and forced  it  back,  through  time.  The  water  churned  as  if  it  was  boiling,  foam rose,  and  the  world  trembled  around  him.  The  barely  formed  past  crumbled as  he  pulled  the  river  back.  Moments  not  yet  solidified  fell  as  if  they  had never  existed  in  the  first  place,  as  he  erased  them  from  reality.  A  small portion of the river, water riding the first wave flowed forward, escaping him, missed even by his willpower, but without the weight of the river behind it, it just fizzled out—a piece of the timeline that never happened. 

He  opened  his  eyes  and  the  real  world  shook  around  him.  Time bowed its head to him, and he felt it deep inside. His will had given it shape. 

In the real world, the glowing sphere of light was gone, and the destruction and  death  never  happened.  All  was  as  it  was  supposed  to  be.  Notifications blared inside his head. 
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The crystal on his wrist flashed and a voice spoke through. 

 “Zach, where are you?” 

Naha—still alive, or alive once again. 

Zach  turned  his  eyes  to  the  peak  and  triggered  his  Ring  of  True Recall, returning to their guest quarters. There were intruders in the tower…

or there would be. 

Chapter Thirty-Nine — Re-Attack

 

Something  was  wrong,  she  could  tell.  The  hairs  on  her  body  were standing up for no reason she could discern. Zach didn’t answer her call, and already  on  edge,  she  triggered  her  True  Link-Zacharia  Gardner.  Her awareness  of  him  blossomed  inside  her  mind,  and  she  realized  that  he  was closer than he should be. He was in the tower. She touched her crystal, and attempted  to  call  him  again  when  the  space  next  to  her  twisted  and  he  was there.  She  blinked,  surprised.  He  had  just  blinked  to  her,  through  the  walls. 

He  wore  his  simple  tunic  and  trousers,  but  she  could  see  a  strange  outline around him—his Telekinetic Armor. 

She opened her mouth to ask him what he was doing, but before she could  even  ask  anything,  the  floor  beneath  her  feet  trembled,  and  she frowned.  One  of  her  crystals  flashed  a  moment  later  and  she  answered  the incoming call. 

 “The  city  is  under  attack,”  Ikris  said.  “Make  your  way  to  the sanctum.” 

She turned to Zach and he shook his head. 

“It’s  a  distraction.  Focus  on  your  sense—someone  is  about  to  attack the  tower,”  he  said,  his  voice  clearer  than  she  had  heard  him  in  months. 

Something  was  different  about  him.  There  was  something…almost  like  a field around him, but not a skill or a perk. 

She didn’t have the time to ponder before her sense caught someone moving on a floor beneath them. 

“I have them,” Naha told him. 

“Point me where,” he said, then pointed down. “Ride in my shadow.” 

She  had  no  reason  to  doubt  him,  and  they  were  short  on  time.  She stepped behind him and then melded into his shadow. A moment later he was moving,  his  will  spreading  out  around  him.  It  was…stronger  than  she  had ever  felt,  from  him  or  anybody  else,  stronger  than  it  had  been  even  against

Hastur. It washed over her, but it didn’t hurt or smother her, though she was sure  that  it  would’ve  done  that  to  anybody  else.  It  was  controlled  and  she could tell that it was doing something. Then it pressed down, on him and the world, and she felt something snap into place. He had just created a new skill

—she recognized the sensation. 

Then their speed increased, and she could feel his skill affecting her, too, inside his shadow. 

The  world  around  them  was  passing  by  so  fast,  and  everybody  else was  moving  as  if  they  were  passing  through  water.  A  haste  skill?  she wondered, but there was no time. In barely a few seconds, they’d arrived on the  floor  where  the  intruders  were  and  she  pointed  him  in  their  direction. 

They  were  in  a  large  round  room,  a  crossroads,  with  half  a  dozen  corridors leading elsewhere. 

They arrived quickly enough that she saw the glowing blue ring that had  brought  them  here  close.  Pieces  of  art  that  the  ring  had  manifested  in were  on  the  floor,  cut  apart  where  they  had  touched  it.  A  spatial  portal  of some kind,    she thought. There were twelve intruders, all obviously high tiered and  powerful.  They  already  had  sentries  and  they  noticed  Zach’s  arrival. 

Immediately,  they  attacked—a  human  male  wearing  robes  and  holding  a large staff pointed it, causing almost two dozen spikes of stone formed in the air and flew at them. Zach raised a hand and she felt his will reach out. The spikes  stopped  in  the  air  in  front  of  them,  and  then  were  crushed  as  if squeezed  by  some  invisible  hand.  The  dust  and  crumbling  earth  fell  to  the ground. 

Before another attack could come, Zach spoke. 

“This  will  not  end  the  way  you  think  it  will,”  he  told  them  slowly. 

“Return home. There is no honor in the deaths that you seek to cause.” 

The intruders didn’t answer—instead, they got ready. 

A  ravzor  woman  standing  at  the  back  of  their  group,  near  where  the portal that brought them here closed, spoke an order. 

“Varney,  deal  with  him,”  she  said,  then  turned  and  gestured  to  the

others,  and  groups  started  splitting  up,  getting  ready  to  head  down  other corridors. 

A  demasi  man  grinned,  lightning  sparked  around  his  body,  and  the entire  corridor  was  filled  with  light.  Shadows  were  banished,  and  her  sense lessened, but she still saw out of Zach’s shadow. The man flashed across the room, small blades extended from his forearms stabbing at Zach. Before she could even figure out what happened, Zach sped up, the blades shattered and Zach had the demasi by the throat, squeezing. 

As  the  demasi  man  struggled,  lightning  flashing  around  him  and trying  to  hit  Zach—and  by  extension  her—but  it  was  stopped  by  Zach’s Telekinetic Armor. Zach turned his eyes to the rest as they started moving, spreading  out  and  heading  down  other  corridors.  He  raised  his  arm  and  she felt  his  will  bending  the  world  again  in  a  familiar  matter—creating  a  skill. 

The air shimmered at the entrances of every corridor around the room, even the one behind them. One of the intruders tried to get through and hit a solid wall.  It  was  a  strange  wall,  though  she  couldn’t  tell  exactly  why.  She  had  a sense  of  it—some  of  the  shadows  had  been  caught  in  it,  but  they  felt almost…frozen, but without any cold. Somehow…solid. 

A few intruders tried to blast their way through, but their attacks were futile.  Finally,  they  all  turned  to  look  at  Zach,  just  as  the  man  in  his  hand stilled. Zach dropped him on the floor behind them, and she saw that he was unconscious but still alive. 

Then, their enemies attacked. 




*  *  *

 

Zach’s  will  was  so  high,  so  powerful,  that  he  felt  like  he  could  stop the world. And perhaps he could. He didn’t, of course—he focused only on the task at hand. Time was still rippling around him, around this entire area, perhaps the entire world, as the river settled into a new path. He could feel it, and  he  wondered  if  others  could  too.  He  had  created  two  skills  shaped  by

time, easier than ever before, and both of high rarity and tiers, thanks to his Sage of Time, which gave bonuses to anything linked with time.  He hesitated to do any more. 

He  realized  just  how  far  his  madness  had  pushed  him,  his  obsession with  Time.  His  mind  was  clearer  now,  and  he  knew  that  all  of  his  skills related  to  Time  wouldn’t  be…the  most  optimal.  Related,  synchronized,  yes, but they didn’t need to all be about Time. That would’ve made his image…

He  didn’t  know  what,  but  Naha  had  some  ideas  herself.  Her  skills  were mostly about shadows, but there was more: there, movement, space. 

Two skills, no more, for now. It was unfortunate. The potion wouldn’t last for much longer, and with it he could push himself all the way to the top, he  knew  that.  Time  came  easier,  though  perhaps,  he  could  squeeze  out another  skill  or  two.  But…there  were  other  things  to  concern  himself  with now. He had cut the others’ escape routes by creating a new skill—|Perfect Field of Frozen Time|. He hadn’t really put walls there, but rather had just stopped  time  in  the  entrances,  making  it  impossible  for  anything  to  get through. They could still blink to the other side, or go through the walls, but he didn’t think that they realized that yet. 

Then  the  invaders  attacked.  Two  blinked  close  to  him,  a  female demasi and a male ravzor, one wielding a spear and the other a halberd. There were too many of them for him to truly relax, even though he was certain in his strength. He didn’t truly know his strength, to be fair—he had fought only a  few  times  and  he  didn’t  think  that  those  instances  should  be  used  as  a measure.  What  he  knew  was  what  Naha  had  taught  him,  what  she  had counseled him, and that was that anyone, no matter their power, could die to a knife in the back. 

So, he didn’t hesitate, and he didn’t hold back. 

He  moved,  pulling  out  his  Sealing  Blade  of  Learning  and,  with

|Perfect Greater Parry|,  deflected the halberd, while using his Frost  Blade to do the same for the spear. 

He  was  faster  than  they  were  with  his  new  skill—|Perfect Accelerated  Movement:  My  Time,  Slower  Than  Theirs|. But still, he felt

as if something was wrong, as if his body didn’t move exactly right. 

The spear user used an ability and her body twisted mid air, and then the spear thrust forward a dozen times hitting his Telekinetic Armor. Spear against will, and his will held. He tried to swing and cut her hip, but missed, his  hand  moving  a  moment  after  he  wanted  it  to.  He  grimaced,  finally understanding that it was his stats. He leaned his willpower on his body, and evolved  his  skill. |Perfect  Tireless  Body|  >> |Perfect  Tireless  Body:  My Body,  Under  My  Will|.  A  new  perk  was  being  formed,  or  given,  and  he leaned on the Framework, getting what he wanted. It didn’t even resist him; perhaps it would’ve already granted him what he needed. 

Regardless,  he  felt  his  movement  improve  as  he  dodged  an  attack from the ravzor. Then, two more joined the battle and Zach decided that he shouldn’t let them overwhelm him. He started using more perks. 

First, with his new skill perk—For Every Second, Two—time, or at least his perception of it, slowed while he remained as fast as he was. He felt the River of Time tremble around him. 

For every second that everybody else had, he had two. 

Last Sovereign of Terra

Phantom Avatar

He was faster than they were and he saw more than they did. 

|I Focused And Saw All Flaws|

The  flaws  in  their  armor  were  apparent  to  him.  Increased  with  his other skill perks. 

They came, and he used Wind Master to send a blast of wind at them all,  a  moment  of  distraction  for  them,  two  for  him.  Enough  time.  He whispered to Naha as he extended his will over her, letting her enjoy some of the effects of his speed. 

“Don’t kill,” he said, and then he moved. 




*  *  *


 

He whispered his words so low that no one else could hear, but she, hiding inside his shadow, could. Then they moved, and she moved with him, faster  than  she  had  ever  moved  before.  He  was  speeding  her  up,  too, somehow.  They  entered  the  center  of  the  enemy  formation,  and  they  all attacked. Powers, weapons, everything came at them. These were high-tiered people, she could tell. But Zach danced in between them, parrying, blocking, deflecting. 

An  attack  came  from  his  side  and  he  whirled,  blocked,  then  stabbed with his sword. His blade hit the armor, and slid through as if there was no resistance, exploiting a flaw in the armor, cutting right through the demasi’s leg. Others tried to take advantage, but they were slow, and he was using his telekinesis to trip them up, push them into one another, buying time. 

A  female  ravzor  in  the  back  suddenly  blazed  with  light,  and  fired  a fist-sized orb of red energy that made the space around it tremble. It flew at Zach, but he stepped to the side and her world twisted. They were somewhere else  in  the  room,  the  ravzor  woman  raising  her  hands  at…at  Zach’s  back? 

She fired the orb, and it hit Zach, but there were two of them? Two of her as well?  The  orb  passed  through,  swallowing  the  Zach  and  Naha  that  were fading  away,  pulling  them  into  itself.  It  hit  a  wall  and  swallowed  the  wall, pulling  everything  around  it  as  if  it  was  an  implosion,  crumbling  all  in  its path. 

Zack  used  his  perks  and  attacked  those  closest  to  him  in  their confusion. She saw him use Dazzling Strike to blind, then cut off a demasi’s arms at the elbow. Then he used his Double Aspect Strike, a blade that sent a gust of wind struck and threw a ravzor into a wall. He was disabling them: a strike  to  the  head  strong  enough  to  concuss,  a  cut  that  severed  the  lower spine. These were Classers, all of them flesh and blood. Some had perks and powers  that  let  them  heal,  restore  themselves,  but  Zach  was  relentless, attacking again and again. 

Then,  a  demasi  appeared  behind  him,  fast,  his  spear  glowing  with ominous  dark  light.  He  stabbed  at  Zach’s  back,  and  she  felt  that  he  wasn’t

going to be able to respond in time. Two others had occupied him from the front, another two he was holding with his telekinesis. 

|Perfect Unseen Stab|

She  rose  from  his  shadow  and  stabbed  the  man  in  the  stomach  with Illuiy, her left hand grabbing the spear. The man’s surprise was evident, but he  was  stronger  than  she  was.  The  spear  kept  going  and  she  used  Primal Channel, channeling the power of one of her monster forms that was heavily strength  based.  She  pushed  the  spear  out  of  the  way  as  she  stepped  out  of Zach’s shadow fully, then with Greater Partial Shift she changed her arms and legs for more strength and dexterity. With Primal Strength and  Primal Blow  she  struck,  kicking.  She  broke  the  man’s  knee,  shattered  it,  then stabbed him in the stomach, cutting out to the side and disemboweling him. A difficult wound, but not instant death—a healer or a powerful enough potion could save him. 

She turned around as Zach battled half a dozen of the others. If they weren’t in the relatively small room, it would be more. As it was they were forced  to  fight  him  like  this,  a  handful  at  a  time.  She  used  her  circlet  and suddenly  two  more  Zachs  were  in  the  room,  fighting,  attacking.  She  guided them, but they were as strong as Zach was, if without his powers. Zach took advantage of the distraction and moved, blinking through the room, his will billowing out and crushing half of them in an instant. His telekinesis forced them to the floor that cracked beneath them. 

Only  three  were  left  standing,  and  she  saw  the  ravzor  woman  who gave orders before put her hand out and a large metal box appeared beneath her hand. She moved to touch it—and her hand flew off, as Zach blinked next to her. The world twisted and he opened a fissure into another realm. Wind blasted out, sending everyone but him and the box that he was bracing with his leg flying away. He closed the fissure and put his hand on the box, then stored it in his storage. 

Everyone else was down. She stood with her Zach illusions, staring at those who were on the ground but still able to fight. 

“No,”  Zach  said,  his  eyes  staring  straight  at  the  woman  who  had

pulled  out  the  box.  Naha  didn’t  know  what  it  was,  but  seeing  the  look  on Zach’s face, she could guess. 

The  walls  that  kept  the  other  corridors  sealed  fizzled  out,  and  sect warriors  spilled  into  the  room.  Ikris  arrived  first.  He  looked  at  the  downed invaders, then at Zach. 

Before  anyone  could  say  anything,  a  notification  blared  inside  her head. 




*  *  *

 

They  had  been  defeated.  Zach  had  made  sure  to  disable  as  many  of them  as  possible,  and  the  rest  he  held  down  with  his  will.  They  couldn’t match it, though some tried. One of them was a skill user, fairly strong even. 

He let his fields of frozen time down, and the sect warriors arrived. The world around him settled. He felt it, when Time finally accepted the change, when the present caught up to the future that never was or would be. 

Ikris looked at him and opened his mouth, and then—





NEW EVENT

THE GATES OF THE FORGOTTEN



The Gates of the Forgotten have opened around the city of Dragon’s Peak and allowed the ancient beings of forgotten worlds to pass through. Their goal is to destroy the city and all in it, a punishment for what would never be. Kill all of the Great Forgotten and survive the attack from their forces to gain great rewards. 



Attack arriving in: 15 min

Great Forgotten still remaining: 3

 

 Ah…

Zach  looked  around  and  knew  that  everyone  had  gotten  the  same message. It seemed that there were more consequences to turning back time than he had anticipated. 

Chapter Forty — Behind the Curtain Overseer Zha Miya walked down the hallways of Framework Control. 

Her gait was hurried, and her mind occupied with spiraling thoughts. 

The cause was familiar to her. Once again, she was being called down to  Control  because  of  an  irregularity.  There  had  been  millions  of  years without  any  issues,  and  now  this  was  the  second  time  in  a  span  of  just  a couple of decades. It concerned her, and the fact that the one who called her was  Controller  Marg’har,  the  same  one  who  had  called  her  last  time,  was what  made  her  anxious.  Marg’har  was  in  charge  of  looking  over  and transporting  the  Earth  Iterations,  and  after  what  happened  with  the  last  one, she had looked into the Eighth and Ninth Iterations. 

Both  were…aberrant.  Not  to  the  same  degree  as  the  Seventh  had been, thank the Heavens, but there were still irregularities, problems that she didn’t need. Already she was trying to figure out what to do with the Eighth Iteration; the arrival area had been taken over by forces thralled to the Dome, and  she  couldn’t  just  drop  them  there.  She  had  considered  many  different avenues, dropping them somewhere else in the core, or even the frontier, or even  beyond  it.  None  of  these  choices  were  acceptable.  The  first  three Iterations  had  been  chosen  specifically,  their  aptitude  scores  and  the  ways that their old worlds had been shaped by the Framework had been designed to create  people  who  could  thrive  and  survive  a  wild  Infinite  Realm.  The  first three Iterations’ Rankers had been shaped to be the vanguard, to carve an area of safety. 

The  second  three  had  their  old  worlds  pushed  in  the  direction  that would  result  in  people  with  powers  designed  to  support  a  growing civilization:  farmers  and  cattle  tenders,  monster  tamers  and  herbalists.  They were  supposed  to  nurture  and  help  the  others  create  more  factions,  to specialize them. And that had been a success—the years following the arrival of the Fourth, Fifth, and the Sixth Iterations had seen the great expansion of territories, the exponential growth of populations. 

The last three Iterations were supposed to be focused on crafting and advancing  the  understanding  of  the  rules  of  Infinite  Realm,  the  sciences,  to push the world into an industrial revolution, into advancement. 

Safety,  then  expansion,  then  advancement—that  was  how  it  was supposed to be. The crafters of the current Infinite Realm had reached high, but they had only scratched the surface of what was possible, of what would be  possible.  They  lacked  the  tools  and  the  rewards  that  the  last  Iterations would  bring  from  their  old  worlds.  The  understanding  and  sciences  grasped at some things, and missed others. The might of power ruled, still. 

Of course, there had always been exceptions to the rules. 

The  cthul  had  pushed  further  than  expected,  and  the  knowledge  that all Iterations brought was put to use. But even they didn’t have all that was required, as their best and brightest didn’t make it into the Infinite Realm. 

And just as there had been aberrations in the Infinite Realm, the same was  true  of  the  Iterations  themselves.  The  Seventh,  the  monsters  that  had survived to the end, the death of a world… It wasn’t planned, but freedom of choice and outcome was allowed. 

Now,  she  had  to  place  the  Eighth  Iteration,  and  she  was  trying  to figure  out  a  way  to  satisfy  her  objectives.  They  had  to  arrive  in  a  place  of relative  safety—their  knowledge,  Cultivation  paths,  Skills,  and  Classes,  had to  survive  for  long  enough  to  be  introduced  to  the  larger  population. 

Dropping  them  into  taken  territory  would  be  just  as  good  as  killing  them. 

Dropping  them  anywhere  else  in  the  Core  would  be  the  same—wars  still raged, and they would get trampled or conscripted. She still didn’t know what the best solution was, and there was no hurry. They were nominally supposed to arrive at set intervals, but that wasn’t set in stone. She, as the Overseer, had a lot of leeway as long as she worked toward the final goal. 

She  reached  the  Control  Room  and  put  all  those  thoughts  out  of  her mind, preparing herself for a new headache. Marg’har sat at his console, all six of his limbs working tirelessly. 

“What is it, Marg’har? And please don’t say Earth again,” Zha Miya said as she came to a stop next to him. 

Marg’har  turned  his  elongated  head  and  grinned,  showing  his  razor-sharp teeth and forked tongue. Who was once the Aspect of Greed shook his head at her. 

“Not Earth, but…related.” 

Zha Miya closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Aside from being in charge of the Earth Iterations, Marg’har was also tasked with keeping watch on the Rankers who still survived in the Infinite Realm. “Tell me.” 

“You remember the Seventh’s two Rankers?” 

“I  do,”  she  said  slowly,  already  getting  the  feeling  that  she  wasn’t going to like any of it. 

“Here, take a look,” Marg’har said. 

Zha  Miya  read  through  the  prompt  that  he  made  appear  in  front  of her. She noted who it was: Zacharia Gardner. He had been the weaker of the two,  but  not  by  much.  Both  had  been  monsters,  achieving  what  shouldn’t have  been  possible  on  the  old  worlds.  They  probably  didn’t  know  or understand  it,  but  the  requirements  and  feats  that  they  had  accomplished  on Earth colored all of their advancements in the Infinite Realm. They got better perks  more  easily,  they  gained  unique  evolutions  and  advancement  options because  they  had  accomplished  feats  that  no  one  else  in  the  world  had,  or ever would be able to. It was not their power on arrival that had made them unique or monstrous—it was the potential of what they had done on Earth. 

As  she  read  through  everything  now,  she  saw  just  how  fast  he  had advanced and how far he had come. Midway through the report on Zacharia she  turned  away  and  asked  Marg’har  for  a  report  on  Ryun  Nacht.  She  read and saw the both of them were advancing fast, and were gaining more power per advancement than anybody else in the Infinite Realm, which could all be tied back to Earth. The experience and its effects on them were long reaching. 

“Their  advancement  is  interesting,  but  not  really  a  problem,”  Zha Miya told Marg’har. They were taking advantage of the early Infinite Realm environment, advancing faster than they intended people to advance, but not by much. But this was the environment that they had created for them, and it

would remain as it was now until the defeat of all Domes. It didn’t matter—

others had more years, and some would be stronger than they were. 

“That’s not the issue,” Marg’har said. “Read Zacharia’s report to the end.” 

Zha  Miya  frowned  and  turned  back  to  the  first  report.  It  didn’t  take her long to find what he wanted her to see. 

“Sage of Aspect—Time, The First Dao—Way of Aspect, A Grand Perk, ” she said, reading the list of his latest achievements out loud. They had been  granted  to  him  just  a  few  minutes  ago  in  Infinite  Realm  time.  Two  of those  were  surprising,  but  nothing  really  too  out  of  line.  A  Grand  Perk  was possible for anyone, with the reason most didn’t receive them being because they didn’t put themselves in situations where they could gain them. It wasn’t always about combat or effort—sometimes it was just about state of mind, or overcoming  something.  It  was  a  boon  from  the  Framework,  a  mark  of distinction. 

She  could  see  someone  like  the  Earth  Seven  Rankers  gaining  that. 

The Sage title, though, was straining against the norm. 

Zha Miya’s job was to Oversee everything, but she didn’t follow the Infinite Realm that closely—she was working on other things, the design and implementation of things that were not yet introduced into the Infinite Realm. 

She didn’t have the time to look after the baby universe. The Infinite Realm was still in its infancy; its people had barely scratched the surface of all that was  granted  to  them.  They  didn’t  understand  the  depth  of  what  they  could achieve. But that would come in time—in thousands, if not millions, of years. 

But  she  still  was  kept  appraised  of  any  notable  developments.  The Sage  accomplishment  was  one  such,  as  only  two  other  people  in  the  young history of the Infinite Realm had achieved it, and only one was still alive. The Sage of Bone had gone mad and died hundreds of years ago, and the Sage of Frosted  Moon,   who  had  gone  further  than  anybody  else  had  in  the  Infinite Realm, had gone to the lands far beyond the Domes, where he sat under the Frost Moon and cultivated his power. Only very few exceptions existed, the best of the best: those who understood the core principles behind their chosen

aspects, the parts that could not be changed by Will or anything else. 

So,  while  someone  achieving  it  so  young  was  not  only  unlikely,  but downright  incredible,  it  was  not  quite  out  of  the  realm  of  possibility.  The Ranker was a monster just as he was when she had first learned of him and the other. She had placed them so far apart away from the rest both because she  didn’t  want  them  to  kill  each  other.  They  were  monsters,  but  they  were necessary—what  they  had  was  necessary—and  she  could  see  that  they  had been passing on their understanding and knowledge, as was intended. 

No, what was impossible was the third of his achievements: The First Dao—Way  of  Aspect.  That  should’ve  been  impossible,  and  twice  as impossible  for  an  aspect  such  as  Time,  which  was  so  powerful  and  highly contested.  Their  tamest  predictions  put  the  timeline  for  the  creation  of  the first Way of Aspect somewhere between ten and twenty thousand years from now. Time enough for understanding, for contemplation, for immersion in an aspect. It shouldn’t have been possible, no matter what. 

She dug deeper, looked, tried to find the cause of it all. 

It didn’t take her long. Hastur, a Dome Leader, a being brought into existence by the will of the Three itself: a creation with a sliver of their intent. 

It had tried to punish Zacharia. It had succeeded. She looked through, saw the records of Hastur’s thoughts and conclusions, why it did what it had. It was created from the stories of Earth, a being meant to influence and shatter the minds  of  mortals.  But  these  people…they  were  not  mortals.  Any  ordinary mind,  a  mind  of  a  mortal  from  a  world  without  the  Framework,  would’ve buckled, but Zacharia was beyond that. He endured, and while he suffered the punishment, he had also gained something in return. The will of Hastur had constantly pushed on Zacharia’s: a will from a being that held the Essence of Mind and Time, a being that had been created with an understanding of Time beyond any other being in the Infinite Realm. Hastur was ancient at his real birth,  beyond  ancient,  a  being  beyond  such  concepts  as  Time.  The punishment,  the  pressure,  it  had  imparted  part  of  that  understanding  to Zacharia. 

That,  coupled  with  the  sheer  amount  of  time  that  he  experienced

inside  his  punishment,  the  time  that  allowed  him  to  contemplate  everything around him, to sharpen his willpower…it had led to this. A man, a being with willpower  far  beyond  what  anyone  else  had—not  beyond  his  years,  no,  for his mind and soul had experienced all of that time. He had the willpower of someone  who  was  thousands  of  years  old,  put  into  a  world  where  even  the oldest were just over a thousand years of age. Couple that with the potion he had gained as a reward, allowing him to push his will higher still, and you got what  they  had  assumed  would  take  them  ten  thousand  years  at  least  to accomplish. That wasn’t even an assumption—what she read here made her more  sure  of  that  than  anything  else.  Zacharia’s  five  thousand  years  were compressed,  and  he  had  spent  it  all  alone  and  had  not  come  out  of  it unscathed.  It  counted  for  more  years  of  a  more  ordinary  life,  thousands  of years more. 

Nevertheless,  he  had  done  it,  and  the  first  Way  of  Aspect  was established.  The  first  replacement  for  the  role  that  she  and  the  others  of  her kind  had  fulfilled  in  the  old  universe.  Not  only  had  it  come  too  soon,  but  it would  change  everything  that  was  to  come.  The  others  that  contemplated Time  would  understand  what  had  happened,  that  knowledge  alone  would spread,  and  then  push  others  to  focus  on  trying  to  achieve  the  same  thing. 

Most would fail, but a few might be able to get close. 

This was breaking away from their plan, and she—

A  voice  whispered  inside  her  head,  and  she  froze  as  she  listened.  A moment  later,  she  bowed  her  head  in  understanding.  A  feat  had  been accomplished, one that surprised them all, even the Dealmaker and the Three. 

An answer was required. And yet it had still gone against what they intended. 

So…a punishment and a reward. 

“Good  work,  Marg’har,”  Zha  Miya  said.  “But  we  need  to  answer.  I need you to prepare an event.” 

She explained what she wanted, and Marg’har blinked. “I…I can do that.” He nodded. “Do you want me to choose, or?” 

“I’ll  see  which  of  them  want  to  volunteer,”  Zha  Miya  said,  and  then the space twisted around her, and a moment later she was somewhere else: an

empty space filled with a blue mist. She reached out with her mind and hand, sifting  through  the  likely  candidates.  They  had  to  be  old,  powerful,  a  good challenge. Out of countless choices, she narrowed it down to twelve. 

The  mists  curled  up  as  she  brought  the  old  ones  out  of  stasis,  their shapes taking hold. These were the ones that had refused the bargain, but who had  accepted  reality.  Their  power  was  too  high  for  the  Framework  to  waste them through other means, and so they remained here, in stasis, to perhaps be used in the future if they changed their minds. 

The  old  universe  had  cursed  them,  lamenting  that  the  world  was broken. It wasn’t; in many ways, the universe itself had been unable to live up to what the Three expected. It had been a…learning experience. 

The twelve woke up, and she saw eyes glowing out of the mist shaped like their old bodies. Then she spoke to them. 

“You  have  a  second  chance  now,  to  change  your  answer.  I  have  a need  of  you,”  Zha  Miya  started.  Four  closed  their  eyes,  refusing  to  even listen, and she sent them back to stasis. Eight remained. 

“I have a task for you, one that will probably mean certain death.” She had  no  illusion  as  to  what  would  happen  to  them.  They  were  going  to  be  a challenge,  they  might  rampage  and  kill  many  of  the  chosen,  but  the  entire Infinite  Realm?  No,  even  if  the  Dragon’s  Peak  fell—there  were  billions  of people in the Infinite Realm. Eventually, they would fall, too. 

A voice sounded out of the fog, old and respectful, two cold blue eyes of endless frost staring at her. “And what do we gain in return?” 

“No  matter  the  outcome,  I  will  grant  your  people  a  reward.  Your willing champions will be pulled out of the Infinite Realm, no longer serving as feed for their growth, and your people will be granted access to the second stage no matter their current standing.” 

Two  more  closed  their  eyes.  Either  the  reward  was  not  high  enough for them, or else they simply didn’t care for their people. 

“That is a reward for our people, not for us,” another voice said, and she looked in the direction of the pair of dark green eyes that felt like a deep

forest,  the  voice  arrogant  and  filled  with  the  sound  of  grinding  earth  and crackling trees. 

“If you survive, I can grant you…access to the current Framework, in this stage. A new life.” It was unlikely to occur, but it might make some of them risk it. 

“If  we  survive,”  a  third  voice  added  as  three  more  eyes  closed, unwilling  to  listen  further,  leaving  only  three.  “Yet  you  have  said  that  it  is unlikely,” the third voice, haughty and rumbling, continued. 

She  turned  toward  the  tall  shadow  where  four  eyes  glowed  with primal orange fire. 

“I  can  grant  you  partial  rewards,  depending  on  your  success.  If  you die, but don’t experience True Death, I will grant you rebirth and an existence based on your performance.” 

“We still risk a True End,” the green-eyed shape said. 

“What  existence  is  this,  that  you  value  it  so?”  the  blue-eyed  shape added before she could. 

“We  are  needed.  This  proves  it,”  the  green-eyed  shape  answered. 

“Remain where we are, and there is always a chance for freedom.” 

“Freedom.  Bah!”  the  orange-eyed  shape  argued.  “There  is  no  true freedom  for  our  kind.  We  are  forgotten  by  all;  even  our  own  kind  knows nothing of us. They came too far after us. We are but stories to them, twisted and filled with half-truths.” 

Zha  Miya  let  them  talk  without  interfering.  They  were  right.  These were the beings that had existed in the universe before the first version of the Framework,  when  power  had  been  unbound  and  unguided.  They  had  lived and  died  long  before  the  Three  had  implemented  the  Framework.  But  they were remembered, and their souls preserved when most of the others hadn’t been, because the Three saw worth in them. Their kind had failed the test, but there were avenues still for survival, for the granting of the Mark of Chosen. 

“Still,” the blue-eyed one replied, “this is a chance. Just accepting will grant our descendants the Mark.” 

The others didn’t answer, and silence filled the area for a long while. 

Zha Miya thought that perhaps she would have to choose another group and try again, when they finally spoke. All three of them agreed. 

And with that, their contract was made, and she pulled the three out of the world of Forgotten Souls, preparing to send them into the Infinite Realm. 

Chapter Forty-One — Siege

 

Everyone was rushing to the walls. The airships that had attacked the city were long gone, their infiltrator team locked up and probably forgotten. 

They  had  bigger  things  to  worry  about.  Everyone  in  the  city,  and probably in the entire territory, had seen the message, the event. 

Naha  knew  that  such  things  were  rare  in  the  core.  They  happened more often in the unclaimed territories, or those that were poorly explored—

places where secrets still remained. The territory that was the heart of the top sect in the world was anything but unexplored. She glanced at Zach, and saw him staring down into the dark clouds beneath them. The mountain they were on had a pretty steep face, but it was covered in trees growing out of its side, a forest going around the mountain below the peak. She knew that there were lower peaks nearby, seven in total—if what she overheard Ikris say was true. 

He had already sent scouts down the mountain to watch, to try and locate the gates. 

The countdown on the message indicated there was only a couple of minutes left. When it hit zero, the gates would open and monsters would spill out. They didn’t know where they would come from, or what they were even facing. The sect was on alert, even more so than before. She had seen people in the city taking up arms, from children to the elderly. The walls were filling up,  a  sense  of  urgency  thick  in  the  air.  The  attack  from  the  Collective  had been  expected,  and  people  had  been  put  in  place.  This  was  different—this was  a  total  mobilization,  something  that  made  her  think  of  the  Empire  and what she had seen there. 

The night was coming to a close, the moon growing steadily brighter. 

The dawn would come soon. 

They didn’t need to stay in the city. They had accomplished what they had come here to do, and they had fulfilled their part of the bargain. They’d fought  off  the  attack,  the  assassination  attempt.  No  one  was  even  paying attention  to  them  now.  Ikris  was  organizing  the  defense,  and  others  were

spread out along the walls. She even saw Vitor Fah Storrah walking along the walls  with  his  attendants  and  bodyguards,  handing  out  potions  and  creating checkpoints where he placed big crates filled with healing potions. The sect was preparing for a siege. 

“Zach,” she whispered, he didn’t react, his eyes still just looked down at the clouds. She put a hand on his elbow and continued. “We could leave, Zach.” 

She was trying to decide herself. Her whole life she had been a victim of circumstances. She led her people to the Infinite Realm, and failed them. 

She  lost  herself  in  madness  and  turned  away  from  everything  she  ever believed in. Then, she saw a glimmer of light, and as a warden she felt like she  started  to  make  things  right.  Then  that,  too,  fell  apart  at  no  fault  of  her own.  The  world  seemed  set  against  allowing  her  to  help.  Deep  down,  she feared that remaining would only make things worse for these people. 

“This is my fault,” Zach said finally, and a piece of her felt…right. He felt the same way that she did. He blamed himself, when it was the fault of the world itself. 

“It’s not your fault. You can’t take the Framework’s work on yourself too,” Naha said. 

“No.” Zach shook his head. “This really is my fault. It is angry at me, despite me proving my worth. It relents, because it must, and still it found a way to punish me.” 

Naha  froze  for  a  moment,  then  closed  her  eyes.  Oh no, not now.   He was clearly in one of his madness bouts. 

“Zach, I need you to look at me, to come back—” 

Zach turned and met her eyes, making her close her mouth. He had a sad smile on his face and clear eyes. “I am clearer now than I have been in a long  time,  Naha.  I  know  what  it  is  now,  and  though  I  can  still  feel  the madness  in  the  back  of  my  head,  I’ve  accomplished  what  it  wanted  me  to, and I didn’t break for it. The madness wants me to learn, and it will push me again,  as  soon  as  it  finds  something  else  to  latch  on  to.  And  when  it  comes

again,  I’ll  have  you.”  He  smiled  deeper  and  put  a  hand  on  her  cheek.  For  a moment,  she  saw  the  old  Zach  peeking  out  of  his  eyes—the  one  who  loved her. 

He turned his eyes away, back to the clouds beneath the walls. “This is  my  fault.  I  saved  you  all.  I  changed  what  happened,  and  this  is  the response.” 

His  words  sounded  like  those  of  a  madman,  but  his  eyes…  He must’ve seen her confusion, because he touched her hand and made a couple of his windows visible. She read through them, each making her doubt reality more and more. 

“Sage  of  Time, Way  of  Aspect, And  So  It  Was  Again,”  she whispered  slowly.  She  had  never  seen  or  heard  about  anything  like  that before. 

“You died.” He turned his eyes behind, at the city. “The people in the city  died.  The  Collective  attacked,  and  before  anyone  knew  what  had happened, they had succeeded.” 

Naha  remembered  him  coming  to  the  tower,  the  things  that  he  said, the pieces started to fall into place. 

“Their weapon activated. The Reaction Engine,” Zach continued. She had  seen  the  metal  box  that  one  of  the  intruders  pulled  out,  that  Zach  had taken, and she had forgotten about it. Everyone else probably had, too, as the event  had  begun  almost  immediately  after.  “The  blast  destroyed  the  tower, and the debris from the crumbling peak fell on the city, killing everyone. You died.” 

Zach  closed  his  eyes.  “For  a  moment,  I  felt…anger,  grief.  For  a moment,  it  felt  like  that  was  reality,  and  that  it  was  as  it  should  be.  That  it was part of life. That I was going to be alone again. And then, I woke up. The world is what we want it to be, Naha, and I will not lose you, I will not let it take anything from me ever again. I will not let it, or others, play with lives so  wantonly.  I  turned  back  time,  to  just  before  their  attack,  and  I  changed things.  This  event,  it  is  a  punishment  for  that  action,  though  I  don’t  know why the Framework cares. Regardless, even if it wasn’t my fault… You told

me that we are protectors, are we not? How could we leave?” 

He had turned back time for her—and for everyone else who died, she was sure, but… She didn’t remember, not like she did when he used his Time Blade.  Even  now,  after  she  had  read  his  Grand  Perk  and  knew  that  he  was telling the truth, it was hard for her to really believe it. She could feel his will, just standing next to him, stronger than it had ever been. She was certain that he  had  used  his  potion,  the  one  that  he  had  received  as  a  reward.  Was  that how he accomplished it?  she wondered. 

“You’re  right,”  she  said  at  last.  “We  should  stay.”  She  didn’t  know why she had even considered leaving. They could help, could save people. It was what they did. “But Zach, this isn’t your fault.” 

He gave her a doubtful look. 

“No, listen to me,” she told him. “You saved lives. If you hadn’t done what you had, then…they would be dead. The city, me, everyone. You saved our lives, and this event—even if people die here, you have still saved some. 

Don’t put blame on yourself for things that are outside of your control. The Framework will always do as it wills. Nothing we do will change that.” 

After a second, he nodded, accepting her words. 

The timer on the event ticked down. By now, it was nearly zero. The city fell quiet, and they waited along with everyone else in silence. The timer reached the end, and everyone held their breath. 

Seconds  passed,  then  turned  into  minutes,  and  nothing  happened. 

There was no bright light to announce the opening of gates, no attack. 

Then, her crystal chimed and Ikris spoke. 

“I  lost  contact  with  my  scouts,”  he  said  quickly.  “Do  either  of  you sense anything?” 

Naha glanced at Zach and passed the question. Her shadow sense had an extensive range, but not enough that she could feel anything further down the mountain. Zach’s sense was more powerful, but its range was situational. 

He saw flaws, and how far he could sense depended on what was happening around him that influenced how those flaws were presented. 

Zach  narrowed  his  eyes  and  gazed  into  the  darkness  below.  If  there was  something  moving  down  there,  eventually  the  ripples  of  disrupted  air would  get  high  enough  for  him  to  notice  that  something  was  wrong.  The flaws in perfect movement of air currents would alert him that something was wrong. But with the city so close, with so much movement up here…

“There  is  too  much  senseless  noise,”  he  said,  voicing  what  she  had thought. She touched her crystal to respond back, when Zach frowned. 

“Wait,” he said. “Something is… The temperature is dropping below us, and quickly.” 

Naha blinked, then told Ikris that. Suddenly Zach turned around and looked at a section of the wall across the city from them. 

“Naha, how does the shield around the city work? When we came in, I remember seeing people coming into the city with no issues.” 

She frowned, but answered. “It doesn’t stop living things, or most of them don’t. I don’t know the specifics. Every system is different and this one is formation based. It probably has conditions that an array one can’t have.” 

He opened his mouth to say something, but then a horn sounded from the direction he was facing, and sounds of battle came from the distance. She saw flashes of fire and light as people started fighting tall shapes on the walls that  she  couldn’t  quite  identify  from  this  distance.  Zach  straightened  and turned around back to their side of the wall. 

“They’re here,” he said as a screech came from below the walls. The clouds  parted  and  flying  shapes  rose  out  of  it  at  high  speed.  They  were  big monsters,  most  the  size  of  their  airship,  with  a  couple  that  were  larger.  She removed her filters and looked at them. 



Frost Wyvern (Tier 10)



Some  were  higher  tiers,  others  lower.  A  few  were  Greater  Frost

Wyverns  and  were  of  epic  rarity.  The  beasts  were  mostly  white  with  some being pale blue—large, with two clawed feet and wings for arms. Their necks were  long  and  heads  smaller,  and  narrower,  but  arrow  shaped,  like  many similar monsters that she had seen before. But that wasn’t what immediately caught  her  eye—it  was  that  they  were  armored  and  that  there  were  figures riding  on  top  of  them.  She  looked  at  one  of  the  armored  riders  that  she couldn’t quite identify at a glance, and saw their windows. 



Ancient Yeti Warrior (Tier 11)



Ancient Yeti Grand Priest (Tier 13)



Ancient Yeti Great Warrior (Tier 12)



There  were  many  different  types  and  rarities,  but  she  knew  that  the real danger was that these were smarter and better equipped monsters. 

Zach grimaced and then stepped back just as a glowing ice arrow the size  of  her  entire  arm  smashed  into  the  wall.  The  wall  was  unharmed,  the reinforced  red  stone  shrugging  off  the  impact,  but  they  were  pelted  by  ice shards.  She  dashed  into  Zach’s  shadow  as  he  used  the  wind  to  divert  the shards. 

The  wyverns  flew  over  the  walls,  some  going  into  the  city  while others attacked the wall itself. Fire arrows and techniques responded, and she saw one of the wyverns get hit by a dozen arrows, then release a death cry as it tumbled down along with its rider. 

The  airships  above  the  city  opened  fire,  killing  scores.  The  wyverns had  to  get  close  to  the  wall  to  fire,  as  otherwise  the  city  shields  prevented them from getting through. 

A  wyvern  carrying  a  basket-like  contraption  flew  over  the  wall  and yetis jumped out of it, landing on the wall. Three of them rushed at Zach—

their  armor  was  made  out  of  tough  furs  and  leathers,  and  they  carried  large two-handed clubs that seemed to be made out of bone. 

One  of  them  rushed  forward  ahead  of  the  others,  using  a  power  of some  kind  that  made  him  double  in  size.  He  swung  at  Zach  and  missed  as Zach moved out of the way. A moment later, his large sealing blade was in his  hand,  and  he  swiped,  cutting  the  yeti  in  half.  He  rushed  at  the  others, swinging and killing them too. 

A  moment  after  they  fell,  he  stopped,  and  just  looked  at  their  dead bodies. 

“Zach?” she whispered from his shadow. 

“Such a waste,” he said. “They are forced to do this, to be monsters, and there is no way to save them.” 

Naha  had  told  him  what  she  knew  of  what  he  had  told  her  before, about monsters and the Framework. Some of that knowledge involved things that  he  had  learned  in  the  Ethereal  Dungeon—others,  they  had  uncovered together. 

She  knew  that  he  wanted  to  help  people,  to  protect  them.  He  hadn’t killed  any  of  the  attackers  on  the  tower.  They  had  captured  them.  But monsters, even those like the yeti before them… There was no trying to help them. The Framework didn’t allow them any other choice but to try and kill them. 

He  shook  his  head  and  opened  his  mouth  to  speak.  The  start  of  his words  was  drowned  out  by  a  roar  that  echoed  of  the  mountain  peaks,  and both  of  them  looked  across  the  city,  to  the  third  section  of  the  wall.  Large shapes flew up in a blaze of fire, larger even than the yeti’s wyvern mounts. 

They  were  red  and  black  in  color,  light  reflecting  off  their  scales,  with  two

sets  of  wings  on  their  backs,  and  four  limbs.  Horns  curved  back  over  their heads  and  four  eyes  glowed  in  the  night.  She  watched  as  dragons  fell  upon the city, spewing fire, and winged drakes flew up to meet them. 

Chapter Forty-Two — Yǐng Zhī Nǚshén

 

Everything was happening so fast. The wyverns were flying over the walls,  dropping  troops  and  throwing  jars  that  exploded  in  blasts  that  froze everything they touched. Zach was fighting on the wall, killing the monsters that  were  trying  to  take  it.  They  couldn’t  really  do  anything  for  the  flying monsters, as both she and Zach lacked a solid ranged kit. They had tools that allowed them to close the distance, but they were limited. 

A sound of cracking stone turned her attention back behind them. In the  distance  she  saw  one  of  the  walls  explode  as  massive  roots  pierced through the stone and then stabbed into the city, destroying buildings. Shapes rode the roots, sliding down them and into the city. Screams and battle cries joined  the  flashing  of  gemstones,  but  the  wall  had  fallen,  and  the  monsters were in the city. 

Naha’s crystal flashed, and she tapped it to hear the message. 

 “The Eastern Wall needs aid. If you can, even though this isn’t your fight, I beg of you,”  Ikris’s voice came through, and she looked up. She saw him  in  the  distance,  fighting  with  the  dragons  in  the  sky,  his  wife  Hiandrin next  to  him.  Those  drakes  who  could  fly  were  fighting,  the  airships  having their attention split between the dragons and the wyverns. There was no one left to provide aid for the eastern part of the city—the Fah Kutah branch was fighting alone. 

Zach  created  a  whirlwind  around  them,  sending  any  monsters  flying away, and then he touched his crystal too. A moment later, he turned to look down at his shadow, where she hid. She could tell that Ikris had repeated the same message to him, too, by the look in Zach’s eyes. 

Ikris  was  the  highest-ranking  warrior  in  the  sect,  and  he  had  the command  of  their  forces.  If  he  asked  for  help,  then  he  believed  that  the situation  in  the  eastern  part  of  the  city  was  deteriorating  quickly.  From  the way Zach was looking, she could tell that there was no question as to if they would help. 

“Go,”  he  told  her.  “I’ll  hold  this  side  of  the  wall.  You  help  there—

protect the people.” 

She  worried  about  leaving  him  alone,  even  with  all  of  his  strength. 

The  Great  Forgotten  were  yet  to  show  themselves,  and  none  of  them  knew how powerful they would be. 

Still,  she  stepped  out  of  his  shadow,  and  with  one  last  look  she jumped  off  the  wall,  running  and  keeping  to  the  shadows  to  keep  her  speed increased. In her mind she felt him being left behind through her True Link, and took solace in the fact that she would be able to feel him at least. 

She  didn’t  argue,  because  when  all  things  were  said  and  done,  she agreed with him. This was what the two of them had decided about who they had wanted to be. She shifted forms into that of a monster, a Shadowstalker

—a cat-like monster that was big, strong, and fast. Running on four legs, she was faster than she was on two, and in this form she was harder to detect in the  shadows.  She  ran  through  the  streets  quickly,  jumping  over  barricades and the people waiting behind them. She saw children holding bows, elderly people with weapons that looked like they hadn’t seen use in decades, and all sorts of people who weren’t warriors. The closer she got the wall, the louder the  sounds  of  battle  got,  and  she  could  already  tell  that  she  would  find  the monster long before she reached the breached wall. 

She  turned  a  corner  and  saw  a  group  of  three  sect  warriors—two drakes  and  a  karura—fighting  a  big  monster.  It  was  tall,  taller  than  the drakes, and even Naha’s ravzor form. It towered over them, nearly twice their size, four meters tall at least. It looked as if it was wearing armor made out of brown  and  green  bark,  with  an  antlered  helmet,  but  Naha  realized  that  it wasn’t actually armor. 



Ancient Leshy Grand Druid (Tier 14)



The  monster  raised  its  hands  and  roots  exploded  from  beneath  the cobbled  stone,  wrapping  around  the  two  drakes  and  pulling  them  to  the ground.  The  karura  swooped  down,  his  long  lance  pointed  straight  at  the Leshy. The monster swiped at the karura with his two-handed wooden mace, smashing the karura out of the air and sending him flying into a wall with a sickening crunch. Arrows tipped with crystals hit the monster’s back, fired by warriors  on  top  of  buildings.  After  a  moment  of  delay,  they  exploded, sending the monster stumbling back. Crystals exploded out of the ground as spikes,  cutting  the  roots  that  held  the  two  drakes,  and  they  rose,  their  two-handed  axes  made  out  of  glowing  crystals  rose  high,  and  they  jumped forward then attacked. The Leshy roared as they chopped at the bark, its skin, cutting deep. 

It attacked and one of the drakes threw his hand out. Qi left his body and a wall of crystal formed just in time to block the attack. Arrows and their axes killed the monster, and she continued, heading toward the fighting. She turned another corner and saw two smaller monsters pursuing a small drake child  who  held  a  bow  with  a  snapped  string  in  hand.  The  monsters  had  the same general appearance as the other one despite being smaller, but they had no antlers and their bark was paler green, almost as if it was younger. 

One of them gestured, and a nearby tree bent, its roots lifted out of the ground, sending stone and earth flying. The girl stumbled, then fell and rolled across  the  ground.  The  two  monsters  approached  her,  each  carrying  a wooden, club-like weapon in hand. One of them raised it, and Naha stepped through the shadows. Still in the body of a Shadowstalker, she lunged out of the  Leshy’s  shadow.  Illuiy  was  covering  the  claws  on  her  right  paw  as  she attacked. 

With [Primal Bite],  her jaws closed over the monster’s head even as her  claws  bit  into  its  shoulders—keeping  it  in  place.  The  head  crunched beneath  her  teeth,  all  her  buffs  for  attacking  from  the  shadows  and  when unseen making her  attack that much  more powerful. She  pulled, ripping the head off. In one smooth motion, she launched herself from the first monster as the second turned around, and mid-air she shifted into her unique form. 

Illuiy  changed  to  a  dagger  and  another  appeared  in  her  other  hand. 

The  monster  tried  to  respond,  but  she  was  faster.  With  |Perfect  Lacerate: My Strikes, Tearing Apart|,  she struck. Her daggers ripped the front of the monster open, lacerations filling its body and its green sap-like blood spilled out. She underestimated just how thick the monster’s bark-like skin was, and while  she  did  do  damage,  it  didn’t  die  immediately.  It  took  a  step  back  and roots exploded out of the ground, trying to catch her. 

She twisted out of the roots’ reach, and evaded the monster’s club by bending her spine back unnaturally, her flexible body not even complaining at the strain. She danced away, then threw the dagger in her left hand at the monster’s  head.  It  blocked  with  its  club,  and  obscured  its  own  vision.  She rushed back in with [Primal Charge], her leg muscles bulging and throwing her forward as a new dagger appeared in her hand. 

She saw the flaws in its defenses with her |Perfect Fatal Flaw Sense: My Sense, Critical Sight|, and she stabbed her left dagger in the monster’s forearm,  then  twisted  and  pulled  it  off  balance.  As  it  tried  to  recover,  she stabbed  with  her  right  hand  straight  through  its  chest  with  [Primal  Strike], which  made  her  hand  blur  forward.  She  stabbed  at  what  seemed  to  be  the monster’s heart, or core, and activated Dark Heart Dagger, draining 10% of its highest base stat. 

It  had  been  a  long  time  since  she  had  done  that.  It  made  her vulnerable for a few moments, but with her |Shadow Sense| she was sure that she had the time. She kicked the monster’s corpse to the ground and looked around. She found the child on the floor looking at her with wide and terrified eyes. 

“Run,”  Naha  said,  and  snapped  the  child  out  of  her  indecision.  The little  drake  scurried  away,  and  she  made  sure  that  there  was  nothing  in  the direction  the  child  was  running  in.  This  was  the  edge  of  the  combat,  so  she doubted that anything would attack, and there was a barricade in the direction the child was running toward. 

Naha  turned  around  and  headed  further  out,  seeing  the  dead  in  the streets, warriors and not. There were broken barricades, with impaled corpses

on top of their spikes. Most of the barricades this far out were wooden, and it seemed that the monster had turned them against the defenders. The word had to  have  traveled  down,  because  most  of  the  ones  in  the  city  she  saw  on  her way were made out of piled boulders and crystals. 

Everything  was  happening  so  fast,  and  as  she  reached  more  fighting she  saw  a  group  of  non-combatants  throwing  jars  that  exploded  on  impact, setting the monsters on fire. They screamed as they died, though it didn’t kill the  outright.  As  the  monsters  tried  to  take  the  people  down  with  them  in death,  Naha  rushed  in,  finishing  them  off  and  saving  the  people  running away.  She  wondered  how  these  monsters  would  fare  against  the  other  sect branch—one of them was focused on fire, and she saw a few drake warriors with  smoldering  scales  fighting  on  top  of  buildings,  but  too  few  and  far between.  This  was  the  section  of  the  city  where  people  seemed  to  mostly follow a path focused on the crystals. Was the fact that they attacked here by design? She didn’t have the time to think about it. 

She lurked in the shadows, killing any monsters that crossed her way, following  the  screams  of  fear,  and  saving  people.  A  calmness  settled  over her, and a sense of…righteousness. She had always been a protector, it was all that she had ever wanted to be. To help people, to keep them safe, was her purpose. 

Every time she came upon a dead body in the streets, she felt her heart wrench  just  a  little  bit  more,  and  she  pushed  herself  to  move  faster,  to  save more people. She had the power, she had to help, to protect. It was right. 

She saw children hiding beneath a building tipped on its side, nearly fully  collapsed.  She  rushed  over  and  ushered  them  out,  then  escorted  them out, as far as she could until she was sure that they could run the rest of the way on their own. 

More and more monsters spilled into the city, and she realized that her fighting them wasn’t doing anything but slowing their advance. Once she saw no  more  survivors  running,  she  moved  deeper,  heading  toward  the  fallen wall. 



 —Crystal Dome of Protection—



An  ideal.  She  sensed  it  ahead,  and  hurried  forward.  She  reached  the wall, or rather its ruins. A massive area was filled with rubble and roots that had crashed through the wall and into the city. Crystal spikes stabbed through the roots, keeping them in place, but beyond them she saw the battle. 

The giant hole in the wall was filled with monsters climbing over the roots, getting into the city by avoiding the battle that was taking place in the center.  Dead  warriors  by  the  hundreds  were  sprawled  over  the  rubble, painting  it  in  blood.  Bodies  were  crushed  beneath  roots,  or  impaled  by branches  of  blood  trees  that  grew  out  of  the  corpses.  One  of  the  blood-red trees  rose  to  the  sky,  each  of  its  dozen  branches  impaling  a  body,  their stomachs  open  and  innards  hanging  out.  To  her  horror,  a  few  of  the  bodies were still squirming, still alive. 

In the center of the rubble-covered plateau stood a towering monster as  tall  as  few  of  the  buildings  not  yet  torn  down:  antlered  head,  covered  in deep  red  bark  that  was  weathered  with  age  and  splintered  in  parts.  Roots grew out of its feet, anchoring it in place as it tried to attack with them. Some stabbed into the ground, only to come out somewhere else and try to stab at or grab someone. In one hand it carried a large wooden axe which it used to swipe at the defenders on the ground, pulverizing stone with each swing. The other hand had been grown in the shape of a shield that the monster used to protect itself. She looked at its window. 



Ancient Forgotten: Glarr’ad—Conqueror of

Ten Thousand Forests; Emperor of a

Thousand Roots; Blood Druid of the Somber

Call Grove (Tier 23)



Flashes of memory came to her: images of Hastur, a monster beyond any that she had ever encountered. She had done nothing against it. She had

helped, all of them had, but she hadn’t killed it, hadn’t harmed it. What could she do against a monster like this? 

The  hundreds  of  dead  bodies  in  front  of  her  were  a  testament  to  the monster’s  power.  Even  though  she  saw  the  wounds  on  its  bark,  the  bloody sap trailing down like dark red streams, it wasn’t enough. And yet they had killed Hastur, a small group of them. There were people as strong as they had been down there, fighting it. 

She saw the group fighting, drake warriors holding crystal shields and weapons, standing in front of the monster and trying to protect their people. 

Flying  karura  were  throwing  exploding  jars  at  it  from  high  above  as  the monster  fired  wooden  spikes  at  them.  Parts  of  it  were  on  fire,  though  the blood-red bark didn’t seem to burn all that well. She recognized the drake in the  middle  of  the  formation  as  Merin  Fah  Kutah,  his  crystal  scales  glowing with blue and yellow light, and giant spires of crystal forming a dome above him—his  ideal,  perhaps.  Great  spiraling  shards  of  crystals  floated  above them,  protecting  them  when  the  monster  tried  to  attack.  He  was  one  of  the Dragon Heart Sect’s strongest warriors. The others around him were strong, too, but they worked together, as a team—and they were holding the monster here, keeping it in place, buying time for the city to prepare. 

Her  Shadow’s  Insight  blossomed  in  her  eyes  as  she  peered  into  the monster’s  shadow.  She  saw  insights  in  the  flickering  shadows  cast  by  the burning  light  and  glowing  stones.  There  was  a  forest  soaked  in  sap  and  the blood of animals, trees growing out of corpses, and a being sitting on a throne growing out of stone, deep green eyes peeking out of red bark. The tree was so  tall  that  it  covered  the  sky  itself—once  green  and  blue,  turning  into  red. 

And then it was gone, but she knew that it was an insight into the being she looked at: a monster, a conqueror. 

Her  |Perfect  Capability  Awareness:  My  Awareness,  True Measure| told her that it was powerful, not as strong as Hastur, but what did that matter when so many were dead all around it? Power was relative; what kind of power someone had for the situation they used it in mattered, not just how much raw power one had. 

Naha  steeled  herself  and  made  a  decision.  She  melded  into  the shadows  with  |Perfect  Shadowmeld:  My  Presence,  As  Shadow|,  then moved.  She  sneaked  closer,  preparing  her  attack.  She  changed  Illuiy  to  a longer blade, a stabbing weapon, then started preparing. 

With Shadow Stab, all attacks she made while undetected dealt 200%

more  damage.  While  in  the  shadows,  her  Shadow  Fighting  increased  her stats  by  15%,  and  Shadow’s  Avoidance  increased  her  speed  by  25%  when touched by Shadow Essence. 

She activated her perks:

Primal Blow—increasing damage by 5x. 

Powerful Strike—increasing damage by 3x. 

Primal Strength—always active when in her unique form, increasing her strength by 45%. She had used pieces of monsters for this form for that exact reason. 

She got closer and closer to the towering form, using shadows to keep herself hidden, crawling by corpses and broken buildings, as all the while the sect  warriors  fought  and  died.  She  steeled  herself  against  looking,  keeping only the monster in her sights. Her passive perks increased her stats further, and once she got close enough to the monster, hiding among the many roots writhing around its leg, she acted. 

She  stepped  through  a  shadow  and  came  out  in  the  shadow  of  its antler,  on  its  shoulder,  just  next  to  its  eye.  Out  of  the  shadow,  she  stabbed forward with |Perfect Unseen Stab: My Stab, From the Shadow| hitting at the  exact  point  her  fatal  flaw  sense  told  her  to.  Illuiy,  in  long-blade  form, struck through the opening in the bark, at a deep green eye blazing within. A roar exploded out of the monster as her blade sunk through and hit something hard behind the eye, and red, almost black sap-like blood gushed out as she pushed  her  blade  in  through  whatever  it  was  she  hit.  Her  |Perfect  Danger Sense: My Sense, Shadow Aura| flashed around her, and a dozen lines made out  of  shadow  appeared  in  her  vision  showing  her  an  attack  that  would impale her. Her perk Shadow Anticipate activated, and her body seeped into the  shadow  to  avoid  an  attack  that  she  didn’t  see.  A  spiked  root  missed  her

from behind, and then the monster’s face exploded in roots, lashing out. 

With Of Shadow’s Stride and Elusion she twisted mid-air as she fell out of the sky and into the protection of the shadows. The roots that intended to stab her change direction as she evaded them. One lucky one slammed into her,  slapping  her  away.  She  flew  through  the  air  and  struck  the  ground  a hundred  meters  away  from  the  monster.  She  hit  hard,  breaking  bones  even with  her  high  stats,  and  immediately  activated  Rapid  Regeneration  before reaching for a potion. 

As she healed, she heard a voice thunder. 

“CHOSEN!  YOU  DARE,  WRETCHED  INSECTS—YOU  STAND

BEFORE GREATNESS. DIE AND LET YOUR CORPSES NOURISH THE

FORESTS!” 

A sound of tearing filled the air and she saw the monster rip out the roots that held it rooted in place, and start to move. One eye was gushing dark blood, while the other glared at the ground, where the sect warriors prepared to meet it. 

Naha  stood  and  readied  herself  to  move  when  she  heard  a  whimper behind her. Her sense caught movement and she turned. A broken piece of a building, a slab shakily leaning on another, hid something beneath: a group of children,  three  of  them,  were  hiding  in  the  ruin,  which  was  threatening  to collapse.  Her  eyes  widened  as  she  saw  their  state,  the  crystal-tipped  spears pointing at the entrance to their little hiding place, green sap leaking from one of them. 

Monster forgotten, she jumped forward, rushing to them. But then the ground  shook,  the  stone  finally  gave  way,  and  the  slab  collapsed  on  top  of them. Through her sense, she felt them get crushed and she froze. Her head turned  around  to  see  a  growing  cloud  of  dust  and  rubble  as  the  monster stomped and crushed warriors beneath its feet. Crystal boulders smashed into its shield and spikes tried to stop it, but it cleaved through them with its axe and bashed them away with its shield, sending them away to crush buildings further in the city. 

Everything slowed for her, and she stopped. 

She hadn’t protected them; she should’ve done that first. She should have  gone  around  the  battlefield  and  made  sure  that  there  were  no  other people hiding away in the carnage. But she hadn’t—she had seen the monster and thought herself some great hero, going to slay the great evil. They loved her  on  her  homeworld,  she  had  led  them,  and  they  had  died  for  her.  These children hiding in the shadows had died, too, and it made her heart ache. 

When  she  was  a  child,  she  had  always  loved  the  dark,  the  shadows. 

Her people weren’t nocturnal, but she had always hated the day and the sun, and  loved  the  night—skulking  through  shadows,  looking  out  and  knowing that  they  hid  her.  The  light  burned,  it  revealed,  but  the  shadow  hid  you,  it protected you. In its embrace, she had always felt safe. 

She wondered if those children had felt the same way, if they had hid there  thinking  that  the  shadows  would  keep  them  safe.  They  should’ve,  but the  world  was  cruel.  A  part  of  her  wanted  to  let  herself  feel  the  blame,  to curse herself, but Zach’s voice echoed inside her head. 

 Be better tomorrow than you were yesterday. 

They were supposed to protect, to keep the innocent away from harm. 

And she… The only way she knew how to do that was with shadows. She felt the  faint  shadows  around  her,  cast  by  the  ever  dimmer  moon  above  and  the burning light of torches, of glowing gemstones. 

Something  moved  deep  down  inside  of  her,  and  the  sense  of  safety that shadow should provide grew more intense. 



Shadow hid you, 

Shadow held you, 

Shadow protected you. 

 

And then something changed deep inside of her, something new grew, stretching to fill all of her. And she reached for it. 



 —Grasp of Shadows—

 

She  felt  them  all.  Her  senses  expanded  to  touch  more  shadows,  and her power rose. On instinct, she knew what to do. She faced the monster and commanded the shadows to rise. Everywhere around them, from beneath the rubble where the light touched through cracks and gaps, from behind warriors or  the  dead,  from  beneath  the  trees  and  buildings,  from  behind  the  monster itself,  a  shadow  rose  as  a  physical  thing.  Grasping  arms  rushed  across  the battlefield  and  caught  the  monster,  pulling,  gripping,  holding  it.  It  roared, yelled things that Naha didn’t pay attention to, and moved. 

The  shadows  were  too  weak  to  do  more  than  slow  it  down—they were tearing apart. Grasping hands wrapped around its weapon, trying to pull it  down,  and  the  monster  swiped  the  axe  across  the  ground,  shattering  a crystal spire and killing a drake warrior. Fire rained down on it from above, but spikes exploded out of its body and killed two karura in the air and forced the others back. 

Naha grimaced, then let her image out. It tired her out, and it wasn’t strong,  but  she  let  it  help  her  now.  The  shadows  around  her  grew  deeper, stronger,  and  the  monster  slowed  more.  Crystal  shards  hit  it  and  embedded into  its  bark.  It  roared,  roots  exploding  out  of  its  body  and  flying  in  her direction. The shadows rose, reaching forth with grasping hands that caught them and protected her. 

Still,  the  monster  moved.  The  shadows,  made  by  the  flickering  fires and  glowing  stones,  by  the  moon  that  was  now  a  sun  shining  the  light  of dawn, were not strong enough. She needed more: a deep shadow with no hint of light, the highest tier possible. 

She pulled out an orb out of her ring, as dark as night itself, filled with swirling shadow. 

A moment later, she used the Piece of Night. 

The fledgling dawn was extinguished, and an eclipse filled its circle. 

The night fell fully and the shadows darkened. The grasping hands elongated, wrapping  themselves  around  the  monster,  pulling  it  down  to  its  knees, tightening around its throat. 

She  moved,  melding  into  the  shadows  and  disappearing  from  sight. 

Then  she  stepped  through  her  shadows.  Her  range  increased,  it  lost  sight  of her, and that allowed her to trigger Unseen Death  as  she  came  out  near  the monster again. Her first strike was increased by 1000%, and she felt her new power boost it further. A large gash opened up the monster’s front. Then two more copies of her appeared and she started cutting, all three of her, carving lacerations into the monster’s body as it was unable to move. 

It roared through its bindings, but there wasn’t anything that it could do. Hundreds of roots exploded from beneath the ground, and the blood trees around them moved, but her grasping hands caught them all, holding them at bay. 

The  sect  warriors  joined  her  attack,  chopping  at  its  legs,  its  arms—

anything  they  could  touch,  as  crystals  smashed  against  its  bark,  trying  to impale it. She moved around its body, getting behind it to keep herself from getting hit by friendly fire. 

She  cut  up  the  monster’s  back,  and  dark  blood  gushed  out.  She mounted its back, and started chopping through the center, her sense guiding her  toward  a  fatal  flaw  at  the  core  of  the  being.  She  struck  her  blade  deep, feeling  the  life  drain  from  the  monster  with  Illuiy’s  perk.  She  stole  its  stats with Dark Greed and kept cutting, deeper and deeper. 

Crystal tips exploded out of its back as the drakes managed to punch through from the front. 

And  then,  when  she  and  both  of  her  illusions  were  soaked  in  dark blood, she focused all of her will and made one last attack with her |Perfect Lacerate:  My  Strikes,  Tearing  Apart|,  cutting  three  long  gashes  along  its back  filled  with  carvings.  A  moment  later,  she  activated  that  skill’s  perk

—Life Rend. 

Blood  exploded  out  of  the  monster,  thick  like  sap,  and  as  dark  as night. Like a fountain it gushed out, and the monster stilled. Still held by her shadows,  it  died  on  its  knees,  impaled  by  crystal  spears  from  the  front,  and with every cut she made in its body, more blood exploded out. 

Naha  fell  to  her  knees,  her  image  shattering  around  her  and  taking

away most of her will with it. The warriors pushed the monsters around them, more  coming  in  from  the  city,  throwing  the  attack  back  to  the  hole  in  the wall. 

With a tired mind, she pulled up her notifications and looked at them. 
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Merin approached her as she finished reading, his crystal scales muted and  drained,  blood  covering  his  armor.  He  looked  at  her  and  nodded,  and after a moment she nodded back. 

But before either of them could speak, the sky exploded with brilliant orange  light—and  there,  on  the  other  part  of  the  wall,  a  massive  dragon spread his wings as flames haloed its form. 

Chapter Forty-Three — Unexpected

 

Zach cut down another of the yeti attackers as Naha rushed away. 

The  spirits  of  the  old  masters  were  singing  inside  his  head;  he  had never felt more in tune with them than he was now, as if he could breach the gulf of time between them. He danced, one hand holding a sword almost as long  as  he  was  tall,  and  the  other  having  been  changed  into  his  Fire  Blade. 

The  yetis  were  flying  above,  dropping  troops,  but  he  could  see  already  that his  actions  on  the  wall  were  not  accomplishing  much.  The  defenders  were doing more than he was—there were thousands of them on the walls, fighting upon them and firing at the sky. More still were on the rooftops behind them and in the airships above them. Without flying into the sky, Zach was fairly limited in what he could do. He debated using the ability that gave him wings to fly and attack faster, but there were so many of them, and even if he killed them  quicker  than  the  sect  warriors…he  wouldn’t  be  changing  much.  This side of the wall was holing. 

In  the  distance,  where  Naha  was  heading,  he  felt  something:  a  force far more powerful than anything else he had felt since Hastur, something that had breached the walls and entered the city. A part of him had wanted to go with Naha, to help and keep her safe, but another trusted that she could fight her own battles. He feared more that only one had shown itself—there were three  walls  and  three  Great  Forgotten.  There  were  powerful  people  around him on the wall, fighting alongside him, but two of the Great Forgotten were yet to show themselves. 

Far behind him, the sky was filled with fire as drakes battled dragons. 

This  was  a  response  to  his  actions,  even  if  it  wasn’t  his  fault.  People  were dying, and he needed to prevent as many of them from falling as he could. He was  slow,  he  understood  that.  In  battle  he  could  react  quickly,  but  that  was instinct, and he acted before he thought about what he was doing. His mind didn’t  think  fast  enough  to  make  decisions  in  any  type  of  reasonable timeframe. So, he cheated, and bought himself time. 

|Perfect Mind Training Analysis|

The world shuddered around him. Wyverns flew above him, and the battle  took  shape.  The  sect  warriors  acted  in  unison,  individuals  rose  above the others, stronger and better, but the rest supported them. It was a strange way  of  combat  to  him,  but  he  saw  how  it  would  play  out.  The  sect  would hold this wall, if things remained as they were. Behind him, the sky would fill with fire, but the airships and winged warriors of the sect would prevail. He could see the flow of battle. The last part of the wall, where Naha had been sent—one of the Great Forgotten was there, he had no doubt. He couldn’t tell what would happen there, as he didn’t have enough information for it, but he knew much. There were millions of people in this city, tens of thousands of warriors on the walls, and even those who were not warriors could fight. 

The city would not fall. They were fighting to save lives. 

More  things  changed  as  he  ran  through  different  scenarios;  then  he introduced  two  variables  that  he  had  no  information  about,  about  which  he could  only  speculate.  Two  shadows  appeared  in  the  skies  above  the  two walls: the two remaining Great Forgotten. One had destroyed the wall and let his forces enter the city, and so he could only assume that the others would do the same. The walls falling would mean more fighting in the streets, more people dying. 

His goal was to prevent as much death as possible, and so his course of action was clear. 

The  world  returned  to  the  present,  and  he  stepped  up  to  the  edge  of the wall before taking a step off it. He fell down the mountain side, then used his [Aspect Wings] to fly down, searching for the enemy. There were only a few hundred wyverns still flying up—thousands had already reached the top, but  he  guided  himself  in  their  direction,  hoping  to  find  the  gate  that  had brought them here, and perhaps the Great Forgotten. 

He didn’t even attack the enemy. Instead, he flew past them, too fast for them to react. He punched through the clouds and there, in the distance, he  saw  a  glowing  light,  and  headed  in  that  direction.  On  a  small  plateau  he saw  a  bright  ring,  a  gate.  He  landed  near  it  and  looked  up  the  light.  There

were  no  monsters  coming  out  of  it,  and  he  assumed  that  all  of  them  had already  gotten  through.  A  thin  mist  hugged  the  ground,  spreading  the  cold over the nearly empty plateau. There were a few boulders around him, but no life, no trees or grass, just stone. The mist was knee high, and swirling around the gate. 

In  a  sudden  burst  of  movement,  he  blinked  across  the  plateau  and attacked  with  his  sword.  The  great  sword  cut  through  the  air,  and  a  sound reminiscent of breaking glass echoed all around him as what appeared to be empty air cracked into a thousand pieces of clear ice. Something moved out of  the  way,  too  fast  for  him  to  react.  A  sudden  sensation  filled  him  with unease. The way that power felt… It was alien to him. 

A chuckle filled the air as the shape landed on a nearby boulder. 

“I  am  surprised,”  the  being  spoke.  “Seeing  through  the  mirror  is impressive. Granted, such tricks aren’t really my field, but still.” 

Not  his  field,  the  monster  said.  The  only  reason  Zach  even  noticed anything  was  because  of  the  mist  hugging  the  ground.  He  had  only  barely noticed the tiny flaw where this…mirror met with the mist. If he hadn’t been on  guard,  hadn’t  been  paying  as  much  attention,  he  never  would’ve  known that he was standing just a few steps away from the monster. 

He—and  Zach  was  pretty  sure  that  it  was  a  he—was  a  yeti.  Pure white fur could be seen peeking out of the bulky armor that was the color of the  night.  It  looked  like  it  was  made  out  of  shells,  maybe  carapaces,  strung together in a rough but clearly masterful way. A thick fur cloak was draped over his shoulders, the air cooling around it. 

Zach bent his knees, ready to attack, but the monster raised his hand up in the air. “Hold, chosen. There is no need to fight.” 

Zach narrowed his eyes. “No need? Every moment I let pass me by, another dies in the city who might’ve otherwise lived.” 

“Ah,” the yeti started. “But I am not killing them, am I?” 

Zach paused, and the yeti continued. 

“I have not attacked the city,” the yeti said. 

“You sent your forces to do so,” Zach said. 

The  yeti  turned  his  eyes  above,  at  the  clouds  that  hid  the  city.  For  a moment  he  nearly  attacked,  but  something  told  him  that  the  monster’s attention wasn’t at all occupied. 

“My  forces,”  the  yeti  said,  his  tone  almost  sad.  “They  are  not  mine. 

My armies died a long time ago, their usefulness not enough for them to be preserved like I had. They are just…memories, fabrications of the gods. They have  no  choice  in  what  they  do.  They  are  like  those  who  you  encounter  in your dungeons, the ones that die and live again. Alive, and yet not.” 

“And you do have a choice in what you do?” Zach asked. 

“Do  I?”  the  yeti  asked,  and  Zach  got  the  feeling  that  he  was  asking himself more than he was Zach. 

“You  are  a  monster,”  Zach  said  slowly.  “Are  you  not  bound  to  the Framework, unable to disobey its will?” 

The  yeti  chuckled.  “I  am  a  monster,  though  not  in  the  way  that  you use  the  word.  I  am  not  like  them,  and  while  yes,  you  are  correct,  I  cannot disobey,  I  do  have…much  more  leeway  than  they.  Come.”  He  gestured  at another boulder nearby. “Sit with me. If we must fight, let us not rush into it.” 

“The event is clear,” Zach said as he raised his weapons. “We need to survive your attacks. I will not let you delay me.” 

The yeti shook his head. “Do you wish for your death that much?” 

A  threat.  Zach  focused  on  everything  around  him,  looking  for anything amiss. “If fighting is inevitable, I would rather not waste time. Do not mistake me, I don’t want to fight you, and I don’t want to kill you. Death is such a…waste. But I have a responsibility to protect as many as I can.” 

The yeti smiled at Zach. “Well, we might—” 

The  sky  turned  black  and  all  light  above  them  disappeared,  only  the light of the gate next to them remained. Zach’s True Link was still there, but he  knew  that  this  could  only  be  Naha.  She  had  used  her  item,  the  Piece  of Night. 

“Ah,” the yeti spoke. “And there he goes. Faster than I thought, but it

seems like his plan worked. Good for him.” 

Zach frowned, and then checked the event window. One of the Great Forgotten was dead. 

 Naha. 

He readied himself to fight, readied himself for the yeti to turn angry, but…it never came. Then, he paused. He had just lamented having to kill the monsters above. The fact that they had no choice but fight, and here he had a monster willing to talk… A part of his hesitation, he knew, came from what he  had  written  on  the  mountains  in  his  prison:   Yeti,  Ra’azel  Equinar, untrustworthy, enemy. 

But…there  were  so  many  things  that  he  didn’t  understand  about  the monsters and how this world worked. 

“You  are  not  distressed  that  one  of  yours  is  dead?”  Zach  asked slowly. 

“He  is  not  one  of  mine,”  the  yeti  answered.  “We  are  more  like…

acquaintances who once shared a prison.” 

“Prison?” Zach asked slowly. 

“We  are  souls  who  had  died  long  ago,  but  were  deemed  worthy enough to preserve for future use, such as this one,” the yeti said. 

“But why would you agree to that?” Zach asked, not really expecting an answer. Naha had told him about the monsters that could talk like this one, the  intelligent  ones.  They  all  hated  the  chosen,  those  like  him,  and  even  if they wanted to talk, they couldn’t. The Framework wouldn’t allow it. 

“You assume that we had any choice in the matter. All we can do now is choose to do the gods’ bidding or to remain imprisoned. We are cursed to watch the world through mirrors and smoke without being able to affect it.” 

Zach  frowned.  This  monster  had  seemed  able  to  speak  more  than what he had been led to believe was possible. 

“How can you even share this with me? I was led to believe that you were all limited, obstructed in some way.” 

The yeti laughed. “Even the gods make mistakes. We were never part

of the Framework. We lived and died long before they created it. Our power was  magic,  unlike  this  orderly  and  bound  thing.  We  lived  and  breathed  raw chaos,  and  we  mastered  it.  The  gods  forget  that  we  made  a  soul  pact  with them, but we are not part of this Framework, and it cannot enforce its will on us beyond what we have agreed to. And we did not agree to stay silent.” 

“So why are you here, then? You agreed to fight on the Framework’s behalf, to kill.” 

“Just agreeing to do this has granted our people a reward. They were chained  by  the  Framework,  forced  to  be  monsters  for  your  kind.  With  this one  act,  they  will  no  longer  be  bound  by  that  agreement.  They  will  gain freedom. Blood spilled to save entire races from a fate worse than death? It is a  good  deal,  even  if  they  do  not  know  me.  I  was  but  a  story  to  my descendants, and even then, half the things they told of me were myths that never happened, or else were distorted stories. Still, they are my people.” 

Zach didn’t quite understand, but he took the information in anyway. 

“What did you mean when you said that…the other Great Forgotten’s plan worked?” 

“We  were  promised  rewards  based  on  our  performance,  but  any prolonged  fight  is  a  risk  for  us,  a  chance  that  we  encounter  something  that could cause our True Death. Glarr’ad’s plan was to strike at the city and do as much damage as he could, forcing the defenders to kill him quickly. He is a bloodthirsty one, but most of his attack was theater, an act to provoke anger, make them take him down before they could set up or do enough damage to kill his soul.” 

Zach  blinked,  and  then  before  he  could  say  anything  more,  a  roar echoed from above and the clouds that had been dark turned orange. 

“And there goes Fill’aragor,” the yeti said. “He intends to try and win. 

I  doubt  that  he  will  succeed,  not  if  the  city  has  people  like  you  running around.” 

Zach  grimaced.  If  the  second  Great  Forgotten  attacked  the  city,  he should be there, but… He looked at the one in front of him, then removed his

filters. 
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“And you? What is your plan?” Zach asked. 

The yeti grinned. 

“I  did  intend  on  staying  hidden,  surviving  as  long  as  I  could,  and getting  a  better  reward  that  way.  I  did  not  anticipate  that  someone  would come looking for me,” the yeti said. “Hopefully I will have done enough to be granted a new life, free, along with my people, once they gain the Mark. 

Though  I  do  not  relish  losing  my  power  and  being  bound  by  the Framework…we must all make sacrifices.” 

There  was  so  much  that  he  had  learned  with  just  this  short conversation—things  that  Zach  didn’t  understand  and  couldn’t  understand. 

He was simply too ignorant on too many things, and he did wish to learn. The more  he  talked  with  this  yeti,  the  more  he  felt  himself  wanting  to  continue talking, even with the people dying above him. 

He  realized  that  it  was  his  madness  rearing  its  head  again.  Learning about the Framework, about the power that this being had, it was… He shook his  head,  trying  to  pull  himself  back.  He  couldn’t  stay  here  talking.  The people above were fighting, he needed to go back to—

He  forced  his  mind  to  stop,  and  his  will  reached  around  him  and touched…Time.  He  could  feel  the  river  halt,  for  just  a  moment,  but  it  was enough to center him. And then an idea occurred to him, a way that perhaps he could learn more. 

“You  said  that  you  lived  and  died,”  Zach  started.  “Then  you  were imprisoned.” 

The yeti nodded. “My soul was.” 

“But you have a body?” 

“The  gods  created  a  new  one  for  me.  They  even  created  my  old armor; it is so perfect that I can’t even tell the difference.” The yeti chuckled to himself. 

“Would you be willing to make a deal?” Zach asked. 

“What kind of a deal?” 

Zach told him. 

“That is…worse than what the gods will do to me.” 

“But it would be your choice.” 

The yeti’s cold eyes flashed with…things that Zach couldn’t interpret, and then the yeti gave him his answer. 

They moved at the same time, and the battle began. 

Chapter Forty-Four — River of Flame Ikris flew through the sky, fighting dragons. As a child, he had always loved hearing stories about them. The sect had a large library with stories and histories  of  the  old  worlds  recorded  there—drake  stories,  mostly.  He  still remembered  the  first  time  he  was  read  a  story  about  dragons.  Many  on  the drake homeworld had believed that they were descended from mythological beings that matched the descriptions of dragons. When they had come to the Infinite  Realm  and  found  real  dragons,  ones  that  were  monsters  that  only wanted  to  kill,  that  was  when  most  had  abandoned  that  belief.  But  Ikris always believed that there was more to it all; after all, drakes weren’t the only race that’d had stories about dragons. 

These  dragon  monsters  were  large  and  powerful,  bearing  four  legs and four wings with scales shaded in different colors—black and orange for most, but there were exceptions. These were not a type that he was familiar with,  but  then,  dragons  were  as  varied  as  any  other  race  in  the  world.  But there were few of them that stood at the top. He had heard stories about them, the  dragons  that  were  greater  than  others,  that  could  talk  and  were  too powerful  for  any  one  person  to  fight.  The  Dragon’s  Peak  had  once  been  a dungeon,  the  home  to  one  monster  only,  Garragor—the  Lord  of  Dread Decay. He remembered stories of how he was defeated, how Ikris’s uncle had led the charge with an army of tens of thousands. They’d lost too many, even many immortals who’d died a true death, but they had won, and secured the future  of  their  sect.  Not  all  had  survived  unscathed,  though;  Ikris’s  other uncle had his scales so damaged that nothing could heal them, forcing him to change his entire path and rid himself of them. It was what had pushed him into alchemy. 

Ikris  beat  his  wings  and  swooped  down  on  one  of  the  dragons breathing  fire  at  an  airship,  burning  through  its  hull  as  the  crew  threw techniques back at it, trying unsuccessfully to force it away. He came in fast, and the fire from the dragons was bathing his armor and scales, but that did

nothing  but  making  him  feel  warmer.  He  swung  his  great  halberd  and triggered its power. The masterwork weapon grew in an instant, so much that he could barely hold it. His will infused it with Of Great Might and Metal Power, and the weapon glowed with eerie green light as he struck. His blade hit  the  dragon  just  below  its  neck  and  bit  through  its  scales  like  they  were made out of paper. His strike continued until he cut away a chunk of its torso along  with  its  head,  separating  it  from  the  body.  Fire  burst  out  of  the  hole where  the  neck  used  to  be,  and  then  the  two  pieces  of  the  dragon  started falling. 

  He  looked  around  and  saw  his  wife  Hiandrin  flying  in  her  Evolved Form, the great coatl, with metal scales. She wrapped herself around a dragon and crushed it with her body, then lashed out at another, chomping its wings off. 

There was so much going around all around them. The dragons were attacking the airships and the flying warriors of the sect. He saw a karura get burned  and  its  scorched  corpse  tumble  down  toward  the  city.  A  wave  of firepower was coming from below them, lashing out at the dragons that dared come close enough. 

There  were  thousands  of  them,  and  each  was  stronger  than  ten average  sect  warriors.  Only  Ikris  and  Hiandrin  could  hold  them  off  and  kill them so easily, but they were all used to that; it was how sects fought. They raised powerful individuals. They didn’t have generals that could boost entire armies, didn’t have the discipline or the tactics. What they had was power. 

A white and red dragon roared, making Ikris’s muscles seize up. His techniques halted for a split moment, enough for his enforcement of his body to lessen. The dragon smashed into him, piercing through his armor and chest with  one  of  its  horns.  He  grimaced  as  it  pushed  him  through  the  air,  his halberd slipping from his fingers. He groaned, and then activated his Evolved Form. 

He  grew,  his  body  and  armor  increasing  in  size  until  he  was  three times his original size. His scales toughened and his stats soared. He grabbed the dragon that was still piercing his body with its horn, but was now barely

hurting him at all. He squeezed its neck, crushing it, then he threw the dead dragon aside. 

He put his hand out and used one of his rings which was paired with his weapon. The halberd stopped its fall, then it flew up, magnetically pulled to  his  hand.  The  large  weapon  now  fit  in  his  hands  perfectly,  and  he  flew, striking at the monsters around him. 

He used his enforcing technique again, {Scales As Dread Metal}, and felt  his  body  harden.  Then  he  used  his  second  technique, {Might  Of  The Deep Metal},  to increase his stats again. Two techniques were his limit, but that  only  concerned  techniques  formed  inside  of  his  body.  He  pulled  at  the Essence  around  him,  the  Air  and  the  Wind,  and  as  it  moved  toward  him, toward his core, he forced his will on it. 

A dragon was coming at him from the side, and he shaped a technique in  the  air,  a  pattern  of  movement  that  unleashed  his  second  path’s  base technique.  The  {Flowing  Blast}  erupted,  causing  wind  to  hit  the  dragon’s wings and stagger it for just a split second. The technique was nowhere near powerful enough to harm it, but the pause was enough. He beat his wings and then  swiped  with  his  halberd  and  skills,  enforcing  his  attack.  He  cut  a  gash into  the  dragon’s  side  as  it  tried  to  evade,  and  then  pressed  in,  stabbing  it through the chest. 

He  kicked  it  off  his  weapon  and  looked  around.  An  airship,  one  of their war vessels, had its hull ripped open, claw marks clearly visible. It was falling  down,  and  smoke  escaping  from  the  wound  in  the  hull  obscuring orange flames could be seen through the windows in the all-metal ship. 

He  saw  a  group  of  sect  warriors  attacking  a  dragon.  Two  karura stabbed  it  with  their  long-hooked  halberds,  pulling  on  its  wings  as  a  drake unleashed  a  hail  of  crystal  shards  at  its  face.  Two  more  drakes  were  flying around it, stabbing long lances wrought in a fire in its side. 

Then two more dragons swooped in and attacked before anyone could react. 

A dragon chomped down on a karura as he flew by, and slapped the other out of the air with his tail. A wave of fire hit the drakes, burning them

to a crisp. 

He  looked  at  the  city  below.  In  the  distance  was  the  breached  wall, filled with the rubble of torn-down buildings. The other wall was lit up with battle, both on the wall and above it: monsters riding other monsters, fighting airships,  and  flying  warriors,  all  engaged  in  combat.  Never  in  his  entire  life had he seen a picture like it. Never had their city been attacked with an army, never had the walls been breached. This was—

A roar drowned all sound of battle and Ikris turned to see an orange glow  rise  from  the  clouds  beneath  the  mountain.  Fire  exploded  as  a  giant shape  flew  out  of  the  clouds.  It  was  a  dragon,  greater  than  all  the  others around them, with red scales and orange eyes. It was larger than his Evolved Form, larger than Hiandrin’s, than even the airships around them. It crashed through  a  warship,  the  metal  hull  cracking  under  the  hit  from  its  head.  It opened its mouth and fire filled the air, engulfing airships and warriors alike. 

This  was  clearly  one  of  the  Great  Forgotten  that  the  event  had mentioned. 

Ikris  beat  his  wings,  his  will  wrapping  around  his  weapon,  and Hiandrin followed after him. The dragon noticed them, then opened its mouth and blew out more fire. 



 —Deep Core’s Toughness—

  

His ideal spread out of him, infusing him. 



 —Will of Metal—

  

Hiandrin’s followed close behind. 

They  flew  through  the  flames  and  straight  at  the  monster  attacking their city. He swiped his blade and hit the monster’s head. He felt the scales crack,  but  they  held.  The  monster  roared  and  swiped  with  claws  that  Ikris evaded.  Hiandrin  slammed  into  the  dragon  from  the  side,  trying  to  wrap

herself around its neck. A moment later she screamed, and the red scales of the dragon turned brighter as if they were getting hotter. 

She  flew  away,  her  metal  scales  bright  as  well,  the  heat  probably scorching her skin. Ikris shaped four techniques in the air, sending pointless blows of wind against the massive dragon. 

“IT  IS  FUTILE,  LITTLE  CHOSEN,”  the  dragon  rumbled,  its  voice carrying  across  the  sky.  “I  AM  THE  FLAMING  HEART  OF  A  DEAD

PEOPLE. MY FLAMES KNOW NO EQUAL.” 

Ikris  ignored  it  and  prepared  his  next  attack.  His  Aspect Manifestation fell around him, shrouding him in a cloak made out of Dread Metal Qi—the Qi that had once, long ago, been a mighty dragon’s bones. 




*  *  *

 

The  world  returned  to  him  slowly,  as  the  transformation  of  his  core, of his body. The new perk did its work, and he felt his aspect change. What was  once  a  joining  of  two  aspects,  imperfect,  became  something  more:  a physical and conceptual union. Once, they had been the Aspects of Decaying Flame and Dread Metal, and then he had joined them, forming the Aspect of Dread Decaying Flaming Metal. For a long time he had sought, had tried to find a source, a plane of the aspect that he had possessed, and found nothing. 

He relied on the core aspects that he had sources for, the corpse of the dragon that he had killed long ago, deep beneath the mountain. 

Now…now he felt his core connected to something more, a plane of aspect that resonated with his. His aspect changed, and as the perk name told him,  it  was  a  True  Aspect. Dread  Decaying  Flaming  Metal  became Decaying Lava of Dread  and  something  shifted.  His  perks  altered,  and  the way  that  his  aspect  impacted  them  changed.  It  was  the  same  effect,  only…

more solid, greater. 

Hitor  Fah  Storrah  felt  drained  as  he  stood  up  in  the  dim  light  of  the rivers of fire floating around him. 

Notifications in the corner of his eyes drew his attention and he pulled them  up,  reading  them  slowly.  Once  he  reached  the  last  one,  his  entire demeanor  changed  and  he  exploded  into  movement,  through  the  great  door and out into the cavern, empty save for two warriors that looked at him with surprise and hope. They yelled out at him and he crashed into the wall with a

{Flowing Blast of Flaming River}. His Qi explode out of his arms, a gush of liquid  metal  that  glowed  with  an  orange  light.  It  melted  the  stone  and  the effect  spread,  even  the  rock  decaying  and  crumbling  beyond  the  burns.  He smashed  out  of  the  mountain  and  into  the  air  above  his  city,  only  to  see…

war. 

A wall had fallen. Airships and warriors fought in the skies, dragons and  wyverns  intermingling  with  them.  In  the  distance  he  saw  a  massive dragon,  its  wings  blazing  with  fire.  He  saw  Ikris  and  Hiandrin  fighting  it, their  bodies  covered  in  burns.  Ikris’  armor  was  melted  in  places,  no  better than many of Hiandrin’s scales. 
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He beat his wings, and the scales of glowing metal shifted and the air shook.  A  group  of  five  wyverns  came  at  him,  yetis  glowing  with  light attacking from their backs. With barely any effort Hitor threw his hand and a technique  at  the  attackers.  A  wave  of  liquid  fire,  orange-red  and  black, flowed  through  the  air  and  over  them.  Their  bodies  melted,  skin  first revealing bones that followed a moment later. The flesh decayed and burned simultaneously  near  impact,  causing  pieces  of  the  monsters  to  peel  away before falling listlessly through the air. 

Techniques filled him, increasing his stats and making his scales glow deeper. A dragon came at him and Hitor backhanded it. The heat of his scales melted the dragon’s scales off, and he didn’t turn to see what happen to it. He was…enraged  at  the  sight  before  him,  at  the  attack  on  his  city,  his  sect,  his

people.  There  was  no  room  for  hesitation,  for  holding  back,  especially  with him feeling so drained from his advancement to the Eternal Realm. 

The  great  dragon  saw  him  coming  and  it  blazed  with  heat,  forcing Ikris and Hiandrin away. Hitor dove straight in, triggering his Evolved Form and his Ascended State just as he hit the heat wave. 

His  Qi  spilled  out  of  his  core,  draining  him—almost  too  much.  His body  grew,  transforming  into  that  of  a  great  dragon  equal  to  the  one  before him. A body made out of liquid Qi shaped around him as he slammed into the enemy dragon. 

He  saw  the  panic  in  its  eyes  a  moment  before  Hitor’s  jaw  closed around  its  neck,  burning  through  its  throat.  The  dragon  fought,  jerking violently,  but  all  that  he  did  was  spread  Hitor’s  liquid  more.  The  Decaying Lava of Dread covered  the  dragon,  burning  and  melting  through.  Not  even the monster’s heat and fire were Hitor’s equal. 

From  his  wings,  he  unleashed  techniques,  waves  of  Qi  that  melted layers  of  scales,  that  burned  the  skin  beneath.  He  engulfed  the  monster, pouring himself over it, and in it, through its wounds. Its thrashing sent a rain of  Hitor’s  Qi  in  all  directions,  bathing  the  dragons  that  tried  to  come  to  its aid,  as  well  as  the  sect’s  own  warriors,  sending  them  through  the  air.  Some would burn through his own city, melting stone beneath him, but the quicker he ended this fight, the more people he would save. 

The  monster  opened  its  mouth,  trying  to  speak,  but  its  vocal  cords were long gone, melted along with its throat. It couldn’t breathe, but it didn’t die.  And  then  Hitor  saw  the  fear  in  its  eyes  turn  to  terror  as  it  realized:  the Dread  Decay  burned  the  flesh,  but  it  touched  the  soul  as  well.  The  burning might not penetrate very deeply, but the decay did. 

The soul of the monster withered as its body died. 

Slowly, as the two of them tumbled from the sky, the monster died a true death, and before long they hit the side of the mountain. Hitor threw the remaining  slag  away  and  spread  his  wings,  looking  as  his  warriors  laid  into the remaining monsters. He roared, and the sect roared back. 

He had returned from his seclusion, and he had achieved his goal. 

He was in the Eternal Realm. 

Chapter Forty-Five — Aftermath



Hitor Fah Storrah sat in a comfortable chair, his wings folded through the  holes  in  the  chair’s  back.  His  brother,  Vitor,  sat  across  from  him.  The room was small, a comfortable and private meeting room draped in curtains of  gold.  The  formations  in  the  walls  and  the  floor  guaranteed  absolute privacy. He had been in seclusion for longer than he had anticipated—more than  a  decade.  It  didn’t  feel  like  it  had  been  that  long.  The  passage  of  time had  been  a  nebulous  thing  to  him  with  how  focused  he  had  been  on  his contemplation.  He  had  been  trying  to  figure  out  his  Eternal  Inspiration,  and had used his skills to focus on a single thing to the exclusion of all else. 

His  meditation  room  had  been  set  up  to  keep  all  other  concerns outside.  His  body  could  sustain  itself  on  heat  and  certain  metallic  minerals, which  formations  had  been  set  up  to  provide.  He  had  felt  drained  by  the advancement, and the fight had left him dangerously weakened afterward, but they had successfully defended their city from the event. He had never heard about an event like this, especially not in an already claimed and conquered territory. He hadn’t asked many questions, but instead let his brother fill him in on what had been happening during the time he had been in seclusion. 

“So the Collective made their move,” Hitor commented. 

Vitor  nodded.  “They  learned  about  your  absence,  and  thought  they had an opportunity.” 

“You  should’ve  told  me  the  moment  the  dome  was  opened,  the moment so many High Rankers had died,” Hitor told him. 

His brother sighed. “I made a mistake,” he admitted. “I didn’t see the immediate  danger.  And,  if  I  am  being  honest,  I  didn’t  think  they  would fumble so much. I believed that the Classers would deal with the incursion; instead,  everyone  turned  on  each  other.  And  then  the  Third  Iteration…

Everyone underestimated the Dome’s power. And by that time, even we had disagreements and wars.” 

“Why? How did the Council allow that?” 

Vitor grimaced, his eyes glancing around them for a moment as if he was  trying  to  make  sure  that  they  were  alone.  “It  shouldn’t  have  happened, but  some  elements  went  against  our  agreements,  against  their  own  nature, even. We have…suspicions as to why.” 

Hitor narrowed his eyes. There was something that his brother wasn’t telling  him,  but  he  didn’t  press.  There  was  too  much  else  that  he  needed  to hear. 

“These taken and the remaining dome monsters are a problem,” Hitor said.  “We  cannot  let  them  continue  to  fester  in  the  core  while  these  idiots continue to fight their stupid wars.” 

“The wars have calmed down, but I agree. They are not treating them seriously enough, especially not now that they know that the Dome Leader is dead. They are all ignoring the issue. When something doesn’t impact them directly, it is as if it doesn’t even exists.” Vitor shook his head. “The word is still spreading about the Third Iteration’s refuges, though we’ve managed to keep  such  knowledge  restricted  to  the  sects.  The  monsters  coming  behind them are an issue, but the other Sect Heads have agreed to send help to the frontier and deal with them.” 

So many issues—it almost felt like they were being buried beneath a mountain of problems. The Dome Leader being dead was good, and the Third Iteration  coming  to  their  borders  was…complicated.  Hitor  had  stood  by  his people  during  their  war,  though  the  Cultivators  had  been  neither  numerous nor  strong  back  then.  They  had  still  fought  them,  though,  if  not  as  hard  as some others had. It didn’t matter now; it was a small issue anyway. Most of the  refugees  were  moving  north  along  the  border,  claiming  their  own territories.  That  might  bring  them  into  conflict  eventually,  but  it  wasn’t  a concern at the moment. 

“The  Collective,”  Hitor  said,  returning  to  the  previous  topic.  “What do we know about the attack?” 

“The  three  airships  that  attacked  were  advanced  array  craft,  too advanced for what the Collective could build. They teleported in, and airships with  that  capability  are  rare.  They  were  not  new  ships—signs  of  wear  were

visible on them. From the information available to us, only five or maybe six factions have access to such ships. Three are engaged in an all-out war with one  another  and  could  probably  not  afford  to  spare  their  ships.  The  Exalted Empire’s  ships  are  very  distinct  in  their  make  and  I  doubt  that  they  would care to help someone like the Collective. That leaves one or two options: the manufacturing  factions  that  build  them  and  sell  them  to  the  other  factions. 

The  Collective  would  not  be  able  to  afford  them,  even  if  they  were  second hand. So… someone either gave the ships to them, or provided the funds to buy them.” 

“A sponsor,” Hitor said. 

“Most likely,” Vitor agreed. “And there is one more thing.” 

Hitor tilted his head. 

His  brother  hesitated,  but  then  started  speaking.  “Their  attack  team infiltrated the tower, through our wards.” 

Hitor grimaced. “That shouldn’t be possible.” 

“It was a portal, and I don’t know of anyone who could achieve such a thing…except  for, perhaps, one person.” 

“Who?” 

Vitor met his eyes. “In the Tournament City, the dome monsters were brought  in  through  a  portal  that  bridged  an  insane  distance.  It  was  done  by one person.” 

Hitor  was  surprised.  He  would  assume  a  new  type  of  array  or  a formation, not a person. His brother continued. 

“We don’t know much about them, only that they are a member of the Unchained,” Vitor added. 

“We’ve never had issues with the Speaker,” Hitor said slowly. 

“They  are  known  to  sell  their  services  from  time  to  time,  and…

opening  the  dome  and  attacking  the  core  changes  things.  Who  knows  what they are planning? And there is more.” 

“More?” 

“Ikris  just  told  me  that  the  attackers  in  the  tower  were  stopped  by two…guests…of the sect,” Vitor said slowly. 

Hitor knew little the two—only that the sect respected them, and that they were part of a group that killed the Dome Leader. It was something that Hitor respected a great deal, especially with what he'd heard about the rest of the Settled Territories’ actions. 

“I’m aware,” Hitor said. 

“Before they were disabled, one of them pulled something out of their storage, a box. Ikris believes that it was a…Reaction Engine.” 

Hitor’s eyes widened, and his hands gripped the table. For anyone to bring  such  a  thing  into  his  sect…  He  should  destroy  the  Collective  just  for that alone. 

“Where is it?” 

“One of the guests, Zacharia, has it,” Vitor said. 

Hitor’s first impulse was to try and get it, but… He knew that the two had  been  responsible  for  killing  the  other  two  of  the  event’s  boss  monsters. 

His sect was indebted to them. 

“How  did  the  Collective  even  get  their  hands  on  it?”  Hitor  asked. 

“You said that the Unchained stole the one that Goldenfeather was entrusted with? Did they sell it, or—” 

“I doubt it. They used theirs to assassinate the High Rankers. I don’t know which one it could be. Eleven were made; two were used centuries ago, the Exalted Empire keeps four, and Awirren’s was stolen and probably used. 

Eratemus uses his as a deterrent—he would never actually get rid of it. That leaves  three,  one  unaccounted  for,  one  with  the  Hallios  Kingdom,  and  one given to the monks.” 

“Could this be the one that was lost?” Hitor asked. 

“Either  that  is  the  case,  or  else  someone  has  it  in  for  us,”  Vitor answered. 

If  they  could  secure  this  one…  It  was  a  lot  of  bargaining  power.  He was  still  miffed  that  Awirren  had  managed  to  convince  the  others  to  be

granted  one  for  safekeeping.  He  was  never  going  to  understand  how  she managed to do that, though she had kept it safe for a long time. 

“We need to talk with our guests,” Hitor said. 

“Of  course,”  Vitor  said.  “Just  be  aware  that  they  are  not  weak,  and that they have earned a lot of honor and respect through their actions. When the world itself turned its back, they were the ones who fought the threat to us all.  They  also  have  done  more  than  they  were  obligated  for  our  sect,  as  my contract  with  them  was  only  to  keep  you  safe  against  the  Collective.  They had no need to remain for the event.” 

Hitor tapped his claws against the stone table, then nodded. 




*  *  *

 

He  watched  as  the  two  entered  the  small  meeting  room—a  human, and…someone  who  looked  like  they  had  a  True  Body  made  out  of  parts  of other  races.  He  studied  them  as  they  walked  in.  Neither  wore  anything resembling sect clothes, but he had expected that. 

Even  after  being  briefed,  Hitor  remained  knowing  very  little  about them. Prior to their names appearing across the world after they had killed the Dome Leader, no one had known anything about them. The human man was apparently  a  Seventh  Iteration  Ranker.  He  had  a  hard  time  believing  that, especially when looking at the man. There was an air of power around him—

and Vitor had told him that the man had gone down the mountain and fought one of the Great Forgotten on his own. 

The  woman  wore  a  black  tunic  and  pants,  modest  and  not  at  all impressive. The man, on the other hand, carried a sword on his hip; it didn’t have a scabbard, but it was hung on a hook on his belt. It was wide and had a curved, T-shaped tip, and at the base there was a round hollow that had a pale blue and yellow light suspended in its center with lines trailing out of it and touching the edges of the circle. He had his thumb hooked around the handle, but obviously not in any threatening manner. 

Hitor was surprised that he had been allowed to enter with a weapon on his person, which probably spoke a lot about the trust that he had earned in  the  sect.  Hitor  was  not  about  to  dishonor  his  sect  by  acting  distrustful himself, and besides, meetings without visible weapons were just symbolic in a world where spatial storages and awakened objects existed. 

Vitor introduced him and both of them inclined their heads. It was not a full bow, but still respectful enough to someone whom the sect owed a debt. 

They  were  both  also  extremely  powerful,  if  what  his  people  told  him  was true, and his skill confirmed their stories. 

“I wanted to give you my gratitude personally, for your actions both against the invaders and the monsters,” Hitor said, then bowed his head just enough. “You will always be friends of the sect for what you’ve done.” 

“It was the least anyone should do,” the man, Zacharia, said. 

“Not everyone would agree with you there,” Hitor replied. 

The man shrugged. 

Hitor cleared his throat. It didn’t seem like either of them were big on talking, so he continued. 

“Aside  from  thanking  you,  I  wanted  to  talk  with  you  about  the intruders.  Your  swift  actions  have  saved  the  lives  of  my  warriors,  and  I  am beyond grateful for that. But…I’ve been told that, before you disabled them, one of the invaders pulled out something, a metal box, out of their storage.” 

“The Reaction Engine,” Zacharia said. 

“So  you  know  what  it  is?”  Hitor  asked.  He  hadn’t  been  sure;  few people had ever seen one in person, though most knew what they looked like from the stories. He had hoped that a Ranker wouldn’t know. 

“I do.” Zacharia nodded. “You want it?” 

“These things are…very regulated. We have rules in place for them, agreements  between  all  of  the  major  and  minor  powers  in  the  world.  Just having it makes you a target, and leaving it in the hands of individuals is—” 

“I won’t give it to you,” Zacharia interrupted. 

Hitor  stopped.  He  saw  Ikris  shuffle  on  his  feet  and  Vitor  look  at  the

two with narrowed eyes. 

“I understand that you were the one that stopped them from using it, but  it  was  brought  here  to  be  used  against  my  sect.  If  it  has  been  activated, then—” 

“It was,” the man interrupted again. He saw the woman, Nahamassa, glance at him with a frown. “It was activated,” the man finished. 

Hitor  blinked.  “I  assure  you,  if  it  was,  then  we  wouldn’t  be  having this conversation.” 

Zacharia  glanced  at  Nahamassa,  for  a  moment  there  seemed  like something  passed  between  them,  and  then  she  sighed  and  nodded.  Zacharia turned his eyes back on Hitor. 

“The only reason I am telling you this is because I was responsible for the event that the Framework threw at you. The deaths of these people are on my hands,” he said. 

“We’ve been over this.” Nahamassa tugged at his hand. “You are not responsible for what the Framework does.” 

Hitor exchanged a look with his brother, not understanding anything that they were talking about. He had been told that the man had been severely imbalanced. Had his madness progressed so far? 

Zacharia  met  her  eyes  and  then  turned  around,  looking  at  the  other three  people  in  the  room:  Hitor,  Vitor,  and  Ikris.  He  nodded  to  himself, almost as if he made a decision and then took a step closer to Hitor. 

“The Reaction Engine fired. It destroyed this peak, it rained rubble on the city, and then it swallowed it as the blast expanded. Naha, Ikris, the two of you, all of you died. And then I changed things.” 

“Changed things?” Hitor asked slowly. 

As  an  answer,  the  man  simply  waved  his  hand  and  made  a  window visible, showing a perk. 



And So It Was Again (Grand

Once per year, turn back the
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world’s time. The amount of Time
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understanding of Time and
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“Such  weapons…  The  fact  that  anyone  would  even  consider  using them,”  the  man  spoke,  but  Hitor  barely  heard  him  as  he  read  through  the perk. “I am not comfortable with allowing anyone I do not know to hold such a weapon.” 

It took Hitor a few minutes before he could answer. 




*  *  *

 

Hitor remained in the meeting room as Ikris escorted the two out. 

“Turning back time,” Vitor said. 

“How could someone arrive in the Infinite Realm a handful of years ago and become…that?” Hitor asked. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Vitor  said.  “But  I  don’t  think  that  we  should  push this. We don’t want them as enemies.” 

“We owe them our sect,” Hitor added. “Even with the event, he saved far more lives by causing it. The fact that they used it…” 

“I know,” Vitor said. 

“I  need  you  to  send  out  messengers.  Call  a  summit,”  Hitor  said slowly. “It seems like too many problems have festered without anyone doing anything about them.” 

“What are you thinking?” Vitor asked. 

“The core cannot be allowed to remain as it is. I’ll see what the others think, but perhaps we will need to involve ourselves directly.” 

Vitor didn’t respond. Instead, he just nodded. 

“Keep  an  eye  on  those  two.”  Hitor  gestured  at  the  closed  doors. 

“Keep them close, help them with anything they need. People that powerful are better kept as friends than enemies—and if he is going to keep that box, it would be best if they become close with the sect.” 

“I’ll see it done,” his brother said. 

Things were changing, and Hitor wasn’t about to let the sects fall. 

Chapter Forty-Six — Rule

 

“No.” Selia shook her head. 

“There is no reason not to!” Kerial Elhan said, raising his voice as he stood up. 

“We are guests here. How can you even suggest something like that?” 

Selia asked. 

“You  were  gone  for  a  long  time,”  her  uncle,  once  her  father,  said. 

“Things have changed. Our people have claimed territories they—” 

“You  shouldn’t  have  done  that,”  Selia  interrupted,  voicing  the  same thought again. “That was not part of the agreement with the Twilight Melody Sect.” 

“They’ve  done  well  for  themselves,”  he  said  slowly.  “But  they  are still just a frontier sect. The others understand that we can guide better than they  can.  I  don’t  know  why  you  still  refuse  to  do  anything  about  it!  You could  take  over  the  sect  without  even  needing  to  fight—no  one  would  dare say anything otherwise!” 

Selia  closed  her  eyes.  He  was  always  like  this,  always  looking  for advantages and always using her to leverage them. She had no doubt that he had  been  pushing  the  others,  filling  their  heads  with  ideas.  Many  of  the Immortal Cultivators that had come with her were old, most of them crafters, those who didn’t want to stay and serve another sect. 

“We’ve been over this. Ryun will come back, and I have no interest in taking over his sect.” 

She cursed inwardly as she felt Ryun somewhere in the distance. He didn’t want his return to be known, so she had kept her mouth shut. After his short visit, he had been running around his sect and then headed somewhere away from it. She resisted the urge to actually ask him where he was going, though they did talk from time to time, just not about sect topics. She wasn’t about to be the one to bring it up at this point—it felt like it would be a defeat

in some way. The man was so frustrating sometimes, and yet…she couldn’t deny  that  she  had  missed  talking  with  him.  She  enjoyed  their  conversations too  much,  talking  about  ideas  and  concepts  that  most  people  couldn’t  even understand. She had never had anyone who could really follow her thoughts in the same way that he could. 

“If he is too weak to hold it, he doesn’t deserve it. That is the way of sects. You know this, daughter,” Kerial said. 

“Niece,”  Selia  corrected  him.  The  sect  was  gone;  they  had surrendered,  and  with  it  the  structure  that  was  at  the  core  of  Zenshuen. 

Regardless,  she  still  didn’t  want  him  calling  her  that.  She  suffered  his presence because they shared blood, but…

“As you say.” He inclined his head, barely, and she could clearly see the sneer that he thought he hid from her. “Zenshuen is gone. We ran instead of fighting. The people are not happy.” 

“Sects  in  our  service  turned  on  us.  There  was  nothing  left  to  fight for,” Selia told him. 

“Of  course  there  was!  They  think  that  we  are  weak,  even  these…

frontier  bumpkins.  They  don’t  know  our  power,  so  they  think  that  they  can tell us what to do. You never should’ve made the decision to leave Zenshuen. 

We should’ve fought, you and Erdania could’ve killed them all—” 

“That,” she interrupted again, “is not the way of the sects. And I had no intention of ruling through fear, of killing so many. That is not how sects fight wars.” 

Perhaps  she  could’ve  done  something,  demonstrated  her  power  in  a way that they would have seen and accepted, but she had seen it in their eyes: the greed, the desire to take. They would’ve fought her, and even though she knew  that  she  could’ve  fought  them  and  won…she  didn’t  think  that  she could’ve  done  that  and  kept  them  alive.  Killing  so  many  would  lower  her honor, her name. She would never do that. 

Kerial  turned  away,  but  she  could  see  that  he  disagreed.  He  never truly  understood  what  sects  stood  for,  what  honor  and  obligation  really

meant. He had always cared only to climb higher, to take more. He had used her  for  it,  her  talent,  her  power,  since  a  young  age.  He  had  exploited  her—

and  she  hadn’t  known  better.  It  wasn’t  until  she  was  noticed  by  a  warrior from  the  Ha  Jhan  branch  that  it  came  to  a  stop.  That  was  when  she understood  what  obligation  meant.  The  best  of  sects  were  meant  to  rise,  to hold power and inspire, but they were also there to make sure that people like Kerial never rose higher. 

It was her weakness that had allowed him to climb on her name. She didn’t have the heart to throw him away, because despite him being petty and small, many in his family—a family that she’d used to be a part of—relied on him,  and  despite  everything…  She  had  never  been  able  to  just  cut  him  and that family off. Erdania always told her that she had a soft heart. 

“You don’t know Ryun,” she added after he didn’t say anything. 

“I  know  that  you  and  your…partner,  have  something  with  the  child. 

You can persuade him to give you more power in the sect. Our people have been part of one of the greatest sects in the world. They are not satisfied with this.” 

“I’ll talk with them,” Selia said. “We are not here to cause issues. We are  here  to  recover,  to  build  something  and  perhaps  take  our  sect  back.  We can’t do that through the means you imagine. We need support, need people who are willing to follow us.” 

In  truth,  Selia  wasn’t  even  sure  that  she  wanted  to  go  back.  Her  old life  seemed  so  small  now  after  all  that  she  had  seen  and  done.  There  were dangers in the world that were greater than what the average person knew or cared about. The world needed people to look toward those threats, to prepare for them. 

“Your name was seen around the world,” Kerial said. “You killed the Dome  Leader!  That  should  be  enough  for  everyone.  I  say  we  should  march on our home now. Stand and demand their service!” 

She  sighed.  People  like  him  never  understood.  They  were  like  the Classers,  who  thought  that  with  power  came  the  right  to  rule.  Her  great grandfather had taught her that no matter what, she should always remain true

to  the  tenets  that  were  the  foundations  of  the  sects,  that  they  mattered  more than anything else. 

“Zenshuen will never be made whole again,” she told him. “You must realize that.” 

He met her eyes, grimaced, and then left the room. 




*  *  *

 

“You  allow  them  too  much  freedom,”  Erdania  said.  “They  don’t deserve it. They leech off you, use you as a way to wield power.” 

“I know.” Selia sighed as she sunk into the couch. 

“I can throw them out of the sect—well, whatever we are now at least. 

All you have to do is say the word,” Erdania said. 

She had thought about it for so long. She never had the courage to do it; she always held hope that they would get better. And… She just couldn’t. 

Erdania  would  never  do  anything  to  hurt  her,  though  she  had  threatened  to. 

She put up with them because she knew that Selia… Selia didn’t even know how she felt herself. Three hundred years of life, and she was still confused about the people who’d used to be her family. She hadn’t been a part of their lives  in  any  meaningful  way  for  a  long  time,  and  yet  she  still  felt  like  she owed them for being alive in the first place. 

“It’s fine.” Selia shook her head. “I don’t think they will actually do anything.” 

“Reki  told  me  things,”  Erdania  said  slowly.  “The  things  that  the people are saying…” 

“They wouldn’t just try to take over the sect,” Selia said dismissively. 

“It isn’t the sect way.” 

No  matter  what,  she  still  believed  that  most  of  the  people  who  had come with them were good. They could’ve stayed in their homes and served someone else—instead, they had come along, honoring what Zenshuen once was. She had faith that they wouldn’t break the rules of hospitality, that they

wouldn’t stoop so low. 

“You put too much trust in them,” Erdania just said. 

Selia sighed again. “They need to know that Ryun is back, that he is Ascended,” Selia said. “That would make them understand that they are not being subservient to someone weaker than they.” 

“They  think  that  it  is…insulting,  that  they  have  to  show  respect  to  a raised immortal,” Erdania added. 

Selia knew that, and she understood. Anrosh was a fine leader, from what  Selia  had  seen,  but…everything  would  be  so  much  easier  if  Anatalien was in charge. The fact that she stood aside… Some saw that and thought that Anatalien herself didn’t think that she should follow. She had heard whispers of so many different things that she didn’t even know what the truth was. 

Some even thought that Anatalien was just a facade, a lie, that the real woman was dead and that the Twilight Melody Sect was trying to use a dead woman’s name to advance itself. 

Selia knew that that wasn’t the truth. 

The  issue  was  that…no  matter  what,  they  weren’t  a  sect  anymore. 

They  were  just  a  group  of  Cultivators  taking  shelter  in  someone  else’s  sect. 

They  were  obligated  to  conduct  themselves  as  guests,  and  Selia  was  aware that they hadn’t. They’ve broken the spirit of their stay by taking territories. 

Selia didn’t know what she was going to do about that. Reparations had to be made, though she didn’t know how to approach even bringing that up. 

“We’ve  been  summoned  to  Consequence,”  Erdania  said  after  a  few minutes of silence. “By Sect Leader Anrosh Kesh.” 

Selia  blinked.  “We  should  go  alone,  and  we  need  to  make  sure  that the—” 

“Too  late  already,”  Erdania  interrupted.  “Kerial  intercepted  the messenger.  Everyone  knows  by  now.  Besides,  the  invitation  was  for  more than just the two of us. She wants to speak with everyone important.” 

Selia  closed  her  eyes  in  frustration.  “Was  that  why  he  came  to  see me?” 

“Probably,”  Erdania  agreed.  “A  gathering  like  that  would  be  a  good place for you to try and make a move—to demonstrate your power and try to take over.” 

“How  are  they  all  such  fools?”  she  asked,  and  Dani  didn’t  answer. 

Selia already knew the answer, of course. 

“Is Ryun back?” Dani asked. 

Selia  opened  her  eyes  and  looked  at  a  wall,  sensing  Ryun  far  in  the distance. “No, but he is heading back.” 

“Perhaps everything will go well? If Ryun is there, they will see that there is no dishonor in staying here as guests.” 

Selia grimaced. “I…I think that Ryun plans on talking with us soon.” 

“Oh?” Dani asked. 

“I’m  not  yet  able  to  get  any  full  read  on  him,  but…I  think  that  he wants to ask us something important.” 

“Think he’s going to ask us for a spousal contract?” 

Selia  turned  to  look  at  her  and  saw  her  grinning,  obviously  teasing. 

“No.” Selia shook her head. “I doubt he even knows what that is.” 

“So,” Dani started, now serious. “Something about the sect, then?” 

“I think so,” Selia said. She had an inkling of what it could be, and if she was being honest, she didn’t know how she was going to answer, or how everyone else would. 

She  met  Erdania’s  eyes  again,  then  spoke.  “Why  haven’t  you advanced yet?” 

Dani shrugged. “I’ve waited for a long time. I can wait some more.” 

Selia  hated  that  she  was  holding  her  back,  but  a  part  of  her understood. 

“Besides,” Dani started again. “I am re-thinking my advancement.” 

“How so?” 

“We’ve  always  known  what  paths  we  would  take,  which  aspects. 

Now… There is no more Zenshuen Sect, and for the first time in a long time I

can make a decision on my own.” 

Selia blinked, and  then realized that  Dani was right.  Their paths had been laid down in front of them, and they were good paths. She herself had always  intended  on  taking  the  Kinetic  Force  Aspect  as  her  second  one, joining  it  with  her  Sanguine  Silver.  It  would  make  her  forged  objects  that much more powerful. 

Erdania’s  path  had  also  been  intended  for  Kinetic  Force.  With  her density and the ability to grow larger, she would be able to punch that much harder. But…they had other options now. 

Then,  she  realized  that  there  would  be  issues  with  trying  to  follow their  old  paths.  The  sources  of  their  aspects  were  in  Zenshuen,  and  they  no longer had access to them. 

It  seemed  that  Dani  was  right.  There  was  much  for  them  to  think about. 

Chapter Forty-Seven — The Sect



Nayra  walked  through  the  gardens  with  Anrosh,  their  fingers entwined.  The  cold  coming  from  Anrosh’s  hand  was…uncomfortable, forcing Nayra to channel Scorching Mist Qi through her conduits to prevent her hand from going numb. Something had drastically changed about Anrosh, and  Nayra  hadn’t  yet  asked  what,  exactly,  had  happened.  The  physical change  alone  was  incredible,  the  white  lines  crisscrossing  her  skin  were reminiscent  of  the  cracks  that  she  saw  in  Ryun’s  skin,  only  Anrosh’s  didn’t mist  how  his  did,  and  they  were  more  delicate,  more  fine.  The  cold  of  her body was another new thing, too; Anrosh had come back from the Midnight Reign  Sect  and  sent  her  off  without  explaining.  It  made  her  think  that something had happened at that sect, that somehow Anrosh had improved her True  Body.  The  more  worrying  thing  was  that  she  couldn’t  feel  any  of Anrosh’s power. 

Still, she trusted Anrosh enough that she had agreed to her request and didn’t press on the issue. She had spent the last few weeks visiting her family as part of their—though, mostly Anrosh’s and Tali’s—plan to fix the issues that had been plaguing the sect. She had gone to her parents and siblings and given  them  Anrosh’s  message.  It  was…a  lot  to  ask  for,  she  knew,  and  her parents hadn’t given Nayra a response. 

She  had  gained  a  lot  of  respect  with  her  family  and  the  people  who had come with them. After her fights against the Generals, and the defense of the city, the people looked up at her. 

And still they wouldn’t tell her anything. A part of her was hurt; they considered  her  part  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect  more  than  an  Ornn.  That hadn’t been the case before, but since they had arrived, her family had been able to see her place in the sect, see that she really was a Sect Leader. 

Still,  she  had  passed  on  the  message  and  the  invitation.  She  would find out their answer soon enough. Now, she turned her attention to Anrosh. 

Their deal was for her to tell her about what happened once she returned, and

she had been patient. 

“So,  are  you  going  to  tell  me  what  happened?”  Nayra  said  after  a while. She did enjoy the silence, spending time in each other’s company, but she was also curious. 

“Ryun,” Anrosh responded. 

Nayra blinked. “That doesn’t tell me anything.” 

Anrosh  chuckled,  then  looked  around  the  garden.  A  few  warriors stood guard above them on the walls, and children were playing in a corner. 

Then  she  pointed  them  out  of  the  garden.  “We  should  go  somewhere  more private.” 

She  wanted  to  ask  why,  but  she  held  her  tongue.  Anrosh  led  them through  Consequence’s  palace  and  then  down  the  stairs  into  the  meditation and  training  rooms.  They  had  several  newly  built,  some  even  with  weak sources.  Most  were  fire  based,  as  they  had  been  installed  by  the  previous owner of the city, but Anrosh had added a few more—at a significant cost to the sect, but they were worth it. She led them to one of the large empty rooms which  most  used  for  private  team  training.  The  fact  that  they  were underground  added  privacy,  as  some  people  wanted  to  keep  their  abilities hidden, and there were also formations in the walls that prevented spying as well,  though  they  weren’t  high  in  tier.  People  who  really  wanted  to  look  in would be able to, but it was sufficient for their purpose now. 

Once  they  were  inside  Anrosh  turned  around  and  spoke.  “I  have  to show you something.” 

Nayra frowned as Anrosh glanced up at the ceiling. 

“This should be high enough,” Anrosh said. 

“High  enough  for  what?”  Nayra  asked,  not  following  at  all  what Anrosh was trying to say. 

Anrosh’s  eyes  sparkled  with  mischief,  and  then  she  removed  her robes, storing them in her storage. A moment later, she started to change, Qi flooded  out  of  her,  and  still  Nayra  couldn’t  sense  it.  Anrosh  grew,  her  Qi transforming into a large shape that quickly solidified. 

Nayra’s eyes widened as she took in Anrosh’s new form. 

She was covered in red fur, streaked with white in the same patterns as those that were covering her skin before. She was tall, almost touching the high  ceiling  that  was  at  least  two  stories  above  them.  Her  feet—her  paws, actually—were freezing the ground where she stood, and frost crystals were spreading across the stone. The air around her was misting, her sense noticing the drop in temperature around her. Her claws were white, crystallized in the same  way  that  Ryun’s  fingers  were,  only  Anrosh’s  were  made  out  of Absolute  Cold  Qi.  On  two  of  her…fingers,  just  behind  where  the  claws peeked  out  of  the  fur,  were  rings  that  had  grown  with  her  body.  Her  eyes were pale blue orbs that instilled a sense of cold in Nayra’s bones. And then, three shapes flew out of her back: three diamond-shaped constructs obviously made out of Qi. They looked like…shields at first glance, and all three were floating  in  the  air  not  attached  to  anything.  Each  was  the  size  of  Nayra’s entire body. 

Nayra took a step closer and Anrosh dipped her head low enough that she  could  touch  her.  “You’re  beautiful,”  Nayra  said  as  she  touched  the  soft fur. It was cold, and she had to channel more Qi through her entire body as she felt her heat being sapped, but it was worth it to touch her. Anrosh closed her eyes and Nayra marveled at her. She couldn’t quite believe her eyes, that a giant red-white wolf stood before her. 

“The Evolved Realm?” Nayra whispered. “That’s what you meant.” 

She  realized  that  Ryun  had  to  have  raised  her  again.  But  when?  She had  assumed  that  something  had  happened  in  the  sect  that  she  had  gone  to visit,  but  instead…  And  those  two  rings  too,  they  were  powerful,  she  could tell just by looking at them, did Ryun give her those too? 

“Yes,” she said, her voice deep and growly. 

“He is back?” Nayra asked. 

Anrosh nodded, then returned back to her ordinary form and told her everything. 



*  *  *



Nayra  couldn’t  quite  believe  everything  that  Anrosh  had  told  her, about what Ryun had done for her, about what had happened in the Midnight Reign Sect. 

“Where  is  he  now?”  Nayra  asked  after  Anrosh  finished  her  story. 

“Why is he not announcing his return?” 

The  sect  needed  him  back;  his  presence  would’ve  done  a  lot  to stabilize  things,  though  she  had  to  admit  that  Anrosh  had  been  doing  an admirable  job  of  that.  She  had  dealt  with  another  sect,  and  though  no  one knew quite what had happened with her, there were whispers. If Nayra could no  longer  sense  Anrosh’s  power,  neither  could  anyone  else  close  to  her  in tier. People were curious. 

“He’s  doing  Ryun  things.”  Anrosh  sighed.  “He  is  going  around  the sect, listening, getting a feel for what’s going on.” 

Nayra shook her head. It was…such a Ryun thing to do. 

Something else occurred to her, then. “Is Tali with him? Is that why she’s been absent?” 

Anrosh  looked  tired  all  of  a  sudden.  “Probably.  The  two  of  them are…  I  don’t  know  if  scheming  is  the  right  word.  I  don’t  think  they  care enough to keep secrets. They’re just… I don’t even know.” 

“Is he going to be here for the gathering?” Nayra asked. It was what Anrosh  had  sent  her  to  her  family  for,  and  she  knew  that  she  had  invited Zenshuen’s people as well. 

“I don’t know,” Anrosh said. “Last we spoke about it, he wanted me to take charge. I am. I guess I lead the sect.” 

It had always been that way, but both of them had always known their limitations—except, now those obstacles were less. Nayra had gained power, and had the respect of her people. She could even level and evolve her Class again,  though  she  hadn’t  done  so  yet  for  many  reasons,  the  main  one  being that  the  Ethereal  Realm  was  still  barred  from  everyone.  Not  even  she  could

access it, and much of her Class was meant to be used with it. No one knew what was wrong, and so no one knew if it was permanent. She couldn’t risk picking  a  Class  that  would  be  crippled.  Still,  she  was  stronger  now,  a  Sect Leader who had influence in the sect as well as among their…guests. 

And  Anrosh  was  in  the  Evolved  Realm  now.  She  had  entered  the upper tiers of power, and that alone would sway many to her. The core of the Twilight  Melody  Sect,  what  had  used  to  be  Black  Viper  and  Last  Ember Sects were loyal to her. They knew her and respected her power. They also understood her relationship to Ryun. 

The  newer  people  who  had  joined  them  were  different.  They  were here for protection that the sect provided, and for the name of a High Ranker that had slain the Dome Leader. They followed her because they saw her as an  extension  of  Ryun.  She  was  that,  of  course,  but  any  decisions  that  she made were weighed, not immediately followed. 

This gathering was meant to change all of that. 

“Do you want him there?” Nayra asked. 

“I…”  Anrosh  started.  “He  and  I  have  talked  a  lot  about  it.  I  will always lead the sect, and this is my burden to bear. My problem to solve.” 

Nayra nodded. She would do as much as she could to help, but it was, as  was  said,  Anrosh’s  burden  to  bear.  All  she  could  do  was  support  her  as best she could. 




*  *  *

 

Anrosh  stood  in  the  middle  of  the  forest,  away  from  the  city.  The moon was above her, its pale light bathing the world in shadows. She didn’t have to wait long for Ryun to arrive. Nayra had returned a few days ago, and so  she  had  been  expecting  him.  This  time  he  hadn’t  woken  her  up  in  the middle of the night, at least, but instead had just sent a simple message on a slip of paper to her office, saying to meet up at the same place as last time. 

She recognized Tali’s handwriting, so she assumed that she was back, too, or

that she had written it for him in advance. She wasn’t sure if he even could write;  his  difficulty  with  reading  certain  types  of  documents  was  already something that she knew she couldn’t deal with. She relied on her sight too much. 

“So, was it a…productive trip?” Anrosh asked. 

“It was,” Ryun said. 

She  wasn’t  talking  about  the  Midnight  Reign  Sect.  He  had  already come  back  and  talked  to  her  about  that  one  before,  though  he  had  said frustratingly little. She had hoped to learn what the Sect Head Repesh wanted with him, but Ryun was tight lipped about it. 

No,  what  she  was  referring  to  was  his  most  recent  trip  around  the sect’s  territories,  and  more  precisely  their  northern  territories,  where  their Empire guests resided. 

“And what did you learn?” Anrosh asked. 

“Many interesting things,” Ryun said. 

Anrosh  glared  at  him  as  she  began  to  feel  frustrated.  “I  do  need  to know, Ryun. If everything is going to go according to plan, I need as much information as possible.” 

“Well,” Ryun said as he slowly walked up to stand next to her. “Not all of Nayra’s siblings like her. Some most certainly don’t approve of the two of you being together.” 

Anrosh blinked. That was not what she had asked about, but… It did interest her. “What do you mean?” 

“You  know,  the  classic  ‘she  is  a  filthy  Cultivator’  nonsense,”  Ryun explained. 

Anrosh  relaxed.  That  wasn’t  nearly  as  bad  as  where  her  mind  went initially. 

“But  don’t  worry.”  Ryun  put  a  hand  on  her  shoulder.  “Her  parents seem to approve, so that’s a big win.” 

Anrosh shuddered. Just thinking about standing in the same room as Nayra’s  parents  made  her  hairs  stand  up.  They  were…nice  to  her,  but  she

could tell that something dark lurked behind their eyes. They were powerful. 

She coughed and shifted her feet. “That’s not what I asked about.” 

“But it is what you wanted to know about.” Ryun smiled. 

Anrosh grimaced and didn’t deny it. 

“Fine,” Ryun said after a moment. “They are split on it. I think many are  expecting  to  talk  with  me  before  making  a  decision.  You  will  need  to sway them yourself.” 

Anrosh sighed. She hadn’t really expected anything else. 

“Are you ready for it?” Ryun asked. 

“I think so,” Anrosh answered. 

“You will do great,” Ryun said. “Well, we do have a couple of weeks before  they  arrive.  We  should  take  the  time  to  train  your  Evolved  Form.  It takes some time getting used to moving with four legs.” 

Anrosh suppressed the desire to refuse. She had too much paperwork to deal with, but she knew that she needed training, too. 

Finally, she nodded, agreeing. She had to do everything in her power to get ready for the gathering. 

Chapter Forty-Eight — Preparation She  was  still  not  quite  used  to  her  new  body.  Before,  Anrosh  had barely noticed how her body impacted the world around her, but now it was very apparent, especially with all of her items equipped. She could take a step and crack the ground. Just moving through a room at full speed would send the air rushing away from her. When she had been weaker, it had been easier to control—keeping herself to a few hundred stats of power was easy. Now, not so much. She couldn’t even imagine what people like Ryun and Tali had to do. It had to be annoying. Though, she had noticed that some of the sect’s territories  were  much  more…durable  than  others.  She  finally  understood while some high-tiered people rarely left their homes, and her problems were so much less than theirs. They had to be looking for and settling in territories where they didn’t need to hold themselves back all the time. 

“Are you sure about this?” Anrosh asked, looking Ryun straight in the eye. Tali sat on a small rock nearby, her eyes glaring daggers at both of them. 

“Of course,” Ryun answered. “You need more power, and Class is a cheap  way  of  getting  it.  You  are  still  lacking  in  stats.  Besides,  the  more power you have, the more likely our plan is to work.” 

Anrosh knew that. Her stats were a fraction of his, though she could somewhat match him with all of her items, when he didn’t use any boosting powers or items himself—and by matching him, she meant annoying him. If she  designated  her  armor  to  counter  his  Void,  there  wasn’t  much  that  he could do to damage her, though he hadn’t tried going fully all out of course. 

If even a small percent of his fully charged techniques got through, that might be enough to kill her. But his physical attacks couldn’t do much to her, and he was still adapting to his Stillness. 

If she was being honest, she didn’t see anyone really being able to get through  her  armor.  It  was  just  that  strong.  It  put  her  several  tiers  above  her weight  class  and  it  narrowed  the  gap  between  her  and  someone  who  had advanced properly, like Ryun had. Still, she understood what he meant—she

needed all the advantages she could get. 

She took a deep breath, and then leveled. They had the Essence, and she  had  already  started  selling  some  of  the  items  that  Ryun  had  given  her. 

They didn’t have a good enough vault to keep any of it in there, so most of the  stuff  was  with  him,  kept  inside  his  Void  storage.  That  was  to  prevent people from thievery-related  powers to sense  the items, the  wealth. Most of what  they  earned  from  sales  she  was  stockpiling  in  the  Sect  Interface  for now, which was protected, planning for the future expansion on projects. The amount  that  she  needed  to  level  was  inconsequential  compared  to  the amounts that the sect had now. 

She reached level 240 and gained new evolution options. 



CLASS

DESCRIPTION

POWERS

Frost-Guard Knight  You are the shield of

Durability of Frost:

 frost, guardian and

Gain +20% to stamina

 protector. 

and +20% to the

  

effectiveness of all cold-

Frost-Guard Knights

related and defensive

are guardians and knights powers. Your defensive-

of frost who use frost to

ability modifiers are

protect and control the

increased by a factor of

battlefield. A Frost-

1.2x. Gain +20% to

Guard Knight fights in a endurance. 

group, empowering

 

themselves and their

!Gain one of the

allies. 

following:



-Frost Guard (defensive

ability): Apply a

defensive ward to any

defensive object on your

person, greatly increasing

your defenses for five

seconds, and applying

Frost Essence damage to

attackers. 



-Frost Blade (offensive

ability): Apply an

offensive ward to any

bladed weapon on your

person, increasing its

damage for 15 seconds, 

and making it do

increased Frost Essence

damage. 



-Fortitude: Gain +30%

to base endurance. 

Grand Frost-Lady

 A warrior of frost, 

Grand Frost Defender:

Knight

 excelling at using the

Gain +20% to stamina, 

 cold to control and

and +20% to endurance

 defend. 

and strength when in cold



environments. Any

The Grand Frost-Lady defensive powers are

Knight is both a warrior 15% more effective. 

and a leader, a master of Your defensive abilities

frost and defense, deft in modifiers are increased

protection, and masterful by a factor of 1.5x. Gain

in command of the

+20% to endurance. 

battlefield. Like the

 

lesser evolutions of this

!Gain one of the

Class, a Grand Frost-

following:

Lady Knight is fully



capable of dealing great

-Grand Guard

damage if allowed the

(defensive ability): Apply

time to set up properly. 

a defensive ward to any

defensive object on your

person, moderately

increasing your defenses

for fifty seconds. 



-Grand Rally (support

ability): For three

minutes, increase the

stats of nearby allies and

yourself by 10%, clear

any low-tier terror-

related influences, and

bolster their mind

defenses by 15%. 



-Fortitude: Gain +30%

to base endurance. 

Undead-Bane

 You are a warrior

Bane of Undeath: All

Knight

 standing against the

damage against the

 curse of undeath. 

undead is increased by

  

25%. Your stats are

An Undead-Bane

increased by 15% when

Knight is a warrior

in the presence of

specializing in dealing

undead. Undeath Mark—

with the undead. They

most undead killed by

gain increased damage

you cannot be raised

against the undead and

again. Gain +10% to

special powers to help

endurance. 

them defeat them, or

 

prevent them from rising !Gain one of the

entirely. 

following:



-Death Ward (defensive

ability): Apply a

defensive ward to any

defensive object on your

person, increasing your

Death-related-Essence

resistances for five

seconds. 



-Holy Ward (offensive

ability): Apply an

offensive ward to any

weapon on your person, 

increasing its damage for

15 seconds, and making

it do increased damage

against undead. 



-Insight and Might:

Gain +10% to base

wisdom and base

strength. 



She  dismissed  two  of  the  choices  immediately.  They  weren’t particularly good evolutions, which she wasn’t surprised by. One was a bit of a  sidestep  instead  of  an  evolution,  and  the  other  was  a  completely  different branch,  which  she  had  no  interest  in.  She  could  see  how  she  got  them,  but only her direct evolution mattered. 

She  showed  them  to  Tali  and  Ryun,  both  of  whom  agreed  about  the choice. 

“You should take an ability,” Ryun said. 

Anrosh had been picking the base stat boost for all of her evolutions, and  those  choices  had  borne  fruit.  She  had  gained  a  lot  of  stats  from  that. 

But…she could see what he meant. She had only two more evolutions left at best,  if  Ryun  ever  raised  her  to  the  Eternal  Realm,  and  the  stats  that  she would  get  from  that  would  not  even  reach  what  she  got  from  a  single  item Ryun  gave  her.  It  wasn’t  worth  it,  but  more  abilities…  That  could  give  her more tools which she did need. 

“Which one, though?” Anrosh asked. 

“Grand Guard,” Tali said. 

At the same time, Ryun answered, “Grand Rally.” 

Anrosh tilted her head at them. 

Ryun looked at Tali and said only, “Why?” 

“Defensive abilities usually scale off of endurance or strength, which are  her  highest  and  third  highest  stats,  respectively.  Besides,  even  with  all that armor you gave her, she still needs more defense. You wrapped her up in a  cocoon  of  eternal  armor  that  I  doubt  anyone  she  ever  came  into  conflict with  would  be  able  to  crack  open.  Still,  the  more  she  can  leverage  those defenses, the more annoying she will be to crack open by any threats that are beyond her.” 

Anrosh could see what Tali was saying. 

“She  has  perks  that  boost  her  endurance  and  the  durability  of  her items, but she doesn’t have anything that really scales well for her real tier. 

Her build was poorly thought out.” Tali glared at Anrosh, forcing her to look away in shame. It wasn’t like she’d had any real education in Class; what she knew came from Ryun, and some from Nayra, but that had come later on. 

“It is about the numbers,” Tali said. “Let’s say that that shield of hers can take a punishment of someone with very high offensive scaling. Imagine someone  with  ten  thousand  strength,  striking  her  with  perks  that  increased

that  damage  a  dozen  times.  That  shield  could  take  that  punishment  without cracking, but how much of that force would transfer through to hit her body? 

It  depends  on  the  material,  on  her  stats,  on  her  stance  and  perks.  A  defense buff  increases  her  items’  resistances,  too,  which  means  less  force  will  pass through.” 

Anrosh  had  never  really  thought  about  how  that  really  worked.  She raised her shield, and if she blocked an attack, she blocked it. If not, then…

Tali seemed to recognize something in her eyes and motioned for her to stand. “Take out your shield. No armor.” 

Anrosh looked in askance at Ryun, but did as Tali asked. The woman motioned for Anrosh to brace and she raised her shield. 

Tali  blurred  forward  and  hit  her  shield  with  her  fist.  Anrosh  didn’t even buckle. 

“That,” Tali spoke, “was a hit with all of my power. I would estimate somewhere  around  eight  thousand  effective  striking  power—all  of  my strength,  some  of  my  dexterity.  You  didn’t  feel  anything,  right?  That  is because not only does your shield absorb a lot of that force, but the way that you  are  standing,  your  brace,  the  stance  itself,  increases  your  effective defending power. All items are multipliers, and shields are no different. The force  you  can  take  is  equal  to  some  of  your  endurance  added  up  with  your strength,  multiplied  by  the  stats  of  your  shield.  The  way  that  you  stand dictates how much of which stat goes into your shield. That shield is Eternal, and  its  durability  is  probably  equal  to  hundreds  of  thousands  of  stats,  likely more, and the amount that it can handle will vary depending on the angle it is struck. That crystal obviously absorbs a lot of physical force; you don’t need a lot of stats to defend with it, even against attacks that your stats wouldn’t be able to handle.” 

Anrosh nodded slowly, trying to wrap her mind around all of that. She knew some of it instinctively. 

“I fought a man once, long ago, who had a strange power. He was a Classer; I never found out what his Class was, but it was something related to mathematics.  It  isn’t  a  rare  Class,  not  even  now—many  have  similar  ones, 

though most who walk those paths are merchants or advisers, or pursers and treasurers.  He  wasn’t.  He  used  it  to  fight.  He  would  calculate  how  much power  an  attack  coming  at  him  had  in  an  instant,  then  he  would  adjust  his body  and  response  in  a  way  so  as  to  reduce  the  attack’s  power  as  much  as possible  while  increasing  his  own  defensive  ability  in  a  similar  manner.  It was a unique approach.” She shook her head, her lips curling in a smile as if she was remembering something fondly. “I tell you this to let you know that there is power in knowing these things, in preparing for it. Raw numbers can mean  much,  but  you  can  always  reduce  them.  You  should  always  have powers  that  can  add  buffs  to  your  strengths,  and  for  better  or  worse  your greatest  strength  lies  in  the  items  that  you  hold  now.  A  moderate  defensive buff would be around 20%, I would say, but a 20% buff on an Eternal shield? 

That is nothing to scoff at.” 

“I understand,” Anrosh said. 

“What happened to the mathematician?” Ryun asked. 

Tali blinked. “Hm? Oh, I killed him.” 

There was a pause. “What?” she asked after seeing their expressions. 

“Math matters, but not when numbers are too much to overcome.” 

Ryun  shook  his  head.  “My  suggestion  still  stands.  Her  items  are enough to protect her from nearly anyone on her tier of power, or even above. 

Few will be able to get through the armor or the shield.” 

“They don’t need to,” Tali said. “If they are powerful enough to just get  a  couple  percent  of  their  offensive  power  through,  that  will  mean  her death.  What  does  it  matter  if  her  armor  can  stop  a  million  effective  power when  the  attack  is  a  million  and  ten  thousand?  The  ten  thousand  will  still squish her insides.” 

“Situational,”  Ryun  said.  “The  armor  allows  her  to  negate  Essence types. Though I agree in principle, I still suggest the Grand Rally.” 

“Why?” Tali asked in the same tone as Ryun had asked her. 

Ryun’s expression grew somber. “Hastur,” he said simply. 

Anrosh saw Tali’s eye twitch. “That was one monster,” she said. 

“It taught me the dangers of mental manipulations; it is not something that  should  be  ignored.  I  am  fairly  confident  that  Anrosh  will  be  protected with the ring I gave her, but if we are ever in a war? A real war, not a sect war.  We  need  ways  of  protecting  our  people.  I’ve  been  thinking  about making a list of required items for our warriors. Perhaps we should invest in getting  them  all  mind-protection  items  or  making  mind-protection  skills mandatory.” 

“You are being paranoid,” Tali said. 

“Am  I?”  Ryun  asked.  “The  entire  world  went  to  war  the  moment Hastur was released—does that not seem strange to you? He was a monster with extremely powerful mind capabilities.” 

“You don’t think that..?” Tali hesitated. 

“I  don’t  know,  but  I  think  it’s  suspicious.  The  wars  lessened,  and some stopped altogether after we killed Hastur.” 

“They ran its course,” Tali argued. 

“Maybe.” Ryun shrugged. “Or maybe not.” 

Tali  grimaced,  then  glanced  at  Anrosh.  “Fine,”  she  said.  “She’ll  get two more abilities anyway.” 

Anrosh looked between the two of them, and then made her choice. 

“Good,” Ryun said. “Now onto the perks.” 

She glanced at her screens and started leveling again. 

Chapter Forty-Nine — Linked

 

Anrosh  made  the  first  three  choices  for  her  Class  perks  easily,  both Ryun and Tali agreeing on which ones were best. It was the last perk that was slightly  more  difficult,  as  they  had  differing  opinions.  She  looked  at  her choices again, trying to see something that might make her lean one way or the other. 



Grand Frost Wall

Once per day, create a wall of frost anywhere in a

twenty-meter range around you. The wall will be

twice your height and half as thick, and twenty

meters long. Its durability will be equal to 5x

your intelligence. 

Area of Knight’s

Once per week, you are able to summon a small

Honor

area around you that will reveal those with ill

intent. While standing inside the Area of

Knight’s Honor, no one below your highest tier

may speak words that they don’t believe to be

true. 

Knight’s Stance

You may trigger this perk and enter the Knight’s

Stance. In it, you gain +30% to endurance and

vitality, as well as increased balance and pain

tolerance. All your defensive powers become

100% more effective, and all your offensive

powers 50% more effective. The durability of

your armor, weapon, and shield are increased by

10x your endurance. You can only use one stance

at a time. Cooldown: 10 minutes. 



“Knight’s Stance is the clear choice,” Tali argued. 

“Knight’s Honor,” Ryun said simply. 

“Why would she ever need that? If someone lies to her, just kill them. 

Simple,”  Tali  sounded  like  she  couldn’t  comprehend  why  Ryun  would  ever even suggest the perk. 

Anrosh understood, though. Tali was what the sects were at their core: personal  strength,  standing  above  the  others  by  being  better,  stronger.  Sect warriors were all about demonstrating power, and using that to rule and keep enemies  at  bay.  Ryun  was  learning,  but  he  also  looked  at  things  slightly differently.  Anrosh  was  going  to  be  leading  their  sect,  of  that  there  was  no doubt.  They  had  all  agreed.  Ryun  was  thinking  of  her  more  as  a  leader,  as someone to guide the sect, while Tali looked at her like a warrior. Neither one was really wrong, but Anrosh herself was torn on the matter. 

“She already has a stance perk. Besides, being able to force people to tell her the truth will be useful. We aren’t always going to be near the sect. 

She will have to make decisions on her own.” 

“If someone dares lie to her face, then that is her failing.” 

Ryun glared at Tali. “Like how you believed the lies your friend told you?” 

Tali’s expression darkened. “Yes,” she said. “It was my fault for not seeing through the lies.” 

Ryun  rolled  his  eyes.  “No,  it  wasn’t,”  he  said.  “It  was  her  fault;  she chose  to  deceive  you.  You  might’ve  been  wrong  to  believe  her  blindly,  but you had no reason not to. Don’t blame yourself for the actions of others.” 

Tali  looked  away,  and  Anrosh  wondered  if  she  should  be  here  for this…conversation. 

“I still say that she should take the stance,” Tali said. 

Ryun  opened  his  mouth,  but  Anrosh  interrupted  him.  “I  agree  with her,” she said. 

Ryun tilted his head and looked at her. “Why?” 

“I  know  why  you  want  me  to  take  the  other  perk,  but  it  would  do more  harm  than  good.  Sects  are  not  like  the  other  factions—perception  and

honor matter. My using that perk would make anyone feel like they were not being trusted. It would be an insult to their honor.” 

“See?” Tali pointed at Anrosh. “She understands.” 

Ryun  closed  his  eyes  for  a  few  seconds,  then  nodded.  “It  is  your choice; all of this is.” 

Anrosh gave him a smile and then picked the perk. She brought up all of her choices and looked through her new perks. 



Grand Knight Focus

You gain +25% to endurance, strength, and

intelligence while wearing armor and a shield. 

Grand Lady’s Insight Gain +15% to intelligence. 

Grand Frost Burst

Once per day, you may force all Frost-related

Essence to detonate, dealing damage equal to its

durability plus 7x your intelligence. 

Knight’s Stance

You may trigger this perk and enter the Knight’s

Stance. In it, you gain +30% to endurance and

vitality, as well as increased balance and pain

tolerance. All your defensive powers become

100% more effective, and all your offensive

powers 50% more effective. The durability of

your armor, weapon, and shield are increased by

10x your endurance. You can only use one

stance at a time. Cooldown: 10 minutes. 



It  was  a  good  spread  of  passive  and  active  perks,  which  she  did appreciate. 

“Now,” Ryun started once she looked up. “Level again—evolve your Class again.” 

Anrosh blinked. 

“That would make her unbalanced,” Tali said. 

“Only  slightly,  and  it  won’t  even  be  that  much  of  an  issue.  By  the time it starts affecting her, it won’t matter. As soon as she fully cycles, I’m going to raise her to Ascended.” 

“Right, right,” Tali said slowly, her head bobbing up and down. She looked  at  Anrosh  for  a  moment,  then  back  to  Ryun.  “You’re  just  going  to raise her to Ascended, just like that.” 

“Uh… Yes, that’s what I said.” Ryun frowned. 

Anrosh tried to make herself as small as possible. The look in Tali’s eyes was…not something that she wanted pointed in her direction. 

“Why  wait?  Why  don’t  you  just  raise  her  right  now?  You  have Zenker’s vault. You can buy all the Cold-related Essence you want, have her cycle, and then give her your inspiration.” 

“Well,”  Ryun  started,  still  oblivious  to  Tali’s  tone,  “Absolute  Cold isn’t  really  cold.  It  is  a  form  of  Essence  that  saps,  or  maybe  destroys,  heat. 

There  isn’t  much  Absolute  Cold  Essence  on  the  auction,  though.  I  checked. 

We  would  probably  need  to  find  someone  who  has  a  source  of  it  and  has supplies of it, then make a direct deal with them.” 

“Right, right,” Tali said. 

“Besides,  there  is  no  need  to  raise  her  now.”  Ryun  shrugged.  “She should still take the time to familiarize herself with this realm, cycle slowly to get a feel for her core and conduits. It matters.” 

“Of  course,  of  course,”  Tali  said,  nodding.  Then  she  stood  up suddenly, her stance clearly upset. She pointed a finger at Ryun. “You… I…” 

She seemed to struggle to find the words. She opened her mouth, and then closed it. Finally, she threw her hands up in the air and her wings beat wildly  once.  “You  know  what?  Fine.  You  will  do  whatever  you  want anyway.” Tali turned to look at Anrosh with narrowed eyes. “Go ahead, level again. Let’s see what Classes you will have on offer.” 

Anrosh cleared her throat, looked at the confused Ryun and upset Tali before quickly leveling again and making her choices visible before looking at them. 

 

CLASS

DESCRIPTION

POWERS

Undead-Bane

You are a leader standing Greater Bane of

Knight Captain

against the curse of

Undeath: All damage

undeath. 

against undead is



increased by 30%, and

A Undead-Bane Knight your stats are increased Captain is a warrior

by 15% while in the

specializing in dealing

presence of undead. 

with the undead, and is a Undeath Mark—most

leader in the fight against undead killed by you or

undeath. They increase

people under your

the damage of their

command cannot be

comrades and their own

raised again. Gain +10%

against the undead, and

to endurance. 

use special powers to



help them defeat the

!Gain one of the

undead or else prevent

following:

them from rising. 



-Greater Death Ward

(defensive ability): Apply

a defensive ward to any

defensive object on your

person, increasing your

Death-related-Essence

resistances for five

seconds. 



-Greater Holy Ward

(offensive ability): Apply

an offensive ward to any

weapon on your person, 

increasing its damage for

20 seconds and making it

do increased damage to

undead. 



-Insight and Might:

Gain +10% to base

wisdom and base

strength. 

Grand Frost-Lady

 A warrior leader of frost, Greater Grand Frost Knight Captain

 excelling at using the

Defender: Gain +25% to

 cold to control and

stamina, and +25% to

 defend. 

endurance and strength



while in cold

The Grand Frost-Lady environments. Any

Knight Captain is both a defensive powers are warrior and a leader, a

20% more effective. 

master of frost and

Your defensive abilities

defense, deft in

modifiers are increased

protection, and masterful by a factor of 1.9x. Gain

in command of the

+20% to endurance. 

battlefield. The Grand

 

Frost-Lady Knight is

!Gain one of the

fully capable of dealing

following:

great damage if allowed  

the time to set up

-Greater Grand Guard

properly. They excel in

(defensive ability): Apply

inspiring the defense of

a defensive ward on any

those under their

defensive object on your

command. 

person, moderately

increasing your defenses

for one minute. 

 

-Rallying Shout (support

ability): For three

minutes, you increase the

stats of nearby allies and

yourself by 15%, clear

any low-tier mind-related

influences, bolster their

mind defenses by 25%, 

increase their pain

resistance by 150%, and

increase their

regeneration by 200%. 



-Fortitude: Gain +30%

to base endurance. 

Wolf-Knight of the  A knight in the service of Wolf of the End: Gain End*

 the end. 

+50% to all stats in

  

combat, and gain the

*Legacy Class

ability to sense death. All

ability costs are reduced

by 20% and cooldowns

are decreased by 10%. 

Gain +20% to endurance

and strength. 

 

!Gain one of the

following:



-End Block (defensive

ability): Summon a

defensive field in front of

you to block any

incoming attacks. This

field reduces the damage

of soul attacks by 60%. 



-End Strike (offensive

ability): Execute a strike

that deals increased

damage and converts half

of it to soul damage. 



-Fortitude and Might:

Gain +25% to base

endurance and strength. 



All of them just stared at one of the choices, not saying a word. 

“What is it?” Ryun asked. 

“I don’t know,” Anrosh answered honestly. She never heard of a Class like it. 

“I’ve never heard about it—doesn’t mean that it isn’t common, though,” Tali said. “I never paid much attention to how Classes worked. But it is obvious why she got this one; the name gives it away.” 

“The Wolf of the End is my Evolved Form,” Ryun said. 

“It has to have something to do with the connection between the two of you. I guess, in some ways, she is your knight,” Tali added. “Maybe because you share the Evolved Form?” 

“Why now, and not on the previous evolution?” Ryun asked. 

“Oh, that one is easy,” Tali answered. “That Class probably had a minimum tier requirement.” 

“Hm…” Ryun scratched at his cheek. 

“I don’t think that there is any real discussion needed here?” Tali

asked. 

Ryun glanced at Anrosh and she shook her head. 

“No,” she answered. There was no way she was going to pick anything else. 

“Only question,” Tali continued, “is which ability she should take.” 

“Defense,” Ryun said. “Mitigating soul damage is important.” 

Tali took a deep breath and then answered, “I agree.” 

Anrosh made her choices, then looked at her perk choices. She frowned, then spoke. 

“I don’t have any choices,” Anrosh said. “I mean, I just got a perk.” 

Both of them tilted their heads and she showed them. 



Deny

Once per day, send out a cone blast that dispels

any powers that are on or below tier 5. 



“Well,” Tali started. “I guess that there is a drawback to picking Classes like that and tying your advancement to someone else.” She glanced at Ryun. 

“It is a good perk,” was the only thing that he said. 

“Level more,” Tali instructed, and Anrosh did as she asked until she gained the remaining three perks for that tier. 



Absolute Cold Blast

Once per day, unleash a blast that instantly

removes all heat from an area. 

Protection of the End

Your defensive powers are 100% more

effective. 

End Avatar

Transform into the End Avatar. You gain +60%

resistance to physical and special damage. Your

stats are doubled and your defensive powers

become 100% more effective. While this lasts, any wounds that you suffer don’t apply their

effects; all effects are applied at the end of the

avatar state. Lasts for five minutes or until

canceled. 



“Hm. I wonder what kind of Class I would get now,” Ryun said. 

“Nothing that is worth going insane.” Tali glared at him. 

“I wasn’t really considering it.” 

“Right,” Tali said, clearly unconvinced. 

“We should test her to see how those perks work, and find a way for her to incorporate them in her fighting style,” Ryun said, changing the topic. 

Tali turned her eyes on Anrosh with a dangerous glint in her eyes. “I have been looking forward to putting her through some real training.” 

Anrosh looked between the two of them and prepared herself for pain. 

Chapter Fifty — Application of Power Anrosh stalked across the clearing, each step spreading frost over the grass  beneath  her  paws.  She  was  circling  Ryun,  and  he  was  circling  her  in turn,  both  of  them  in  their  Evolved  Forms.  She  was  still  getting  used  to walking  on  four  feet,  and  to  having  a  body  that  was  as  tall  as  some  of  the trees around her. 

His  Evolved  Form  was  slightly  larger,  and  it  looked  significantly different from her own. Where her fur was red streaked with white, his was black, violet, and gray—to the point that his fur didn’t really look like fur, but rather  a  moving  mist  that  cracked  and  whipped  around  wildly  even  when there was no wind. It was the Void snapping at the Essence around it, trying to  devour  it,  the  sound  of  air  and  the  ground  disintegrating  filling  the clearing. The claws on his feet were gray crystals of the Stillness Qi, though she knew that he could change them to Void. He didn’t, because that meant that his footsteps left violet and black mist behind that looked like fire trying to burn anything that it touched, and it forced him to either move often or else sink into the ground as his body devoured it. 

Every  once  in  a  while,  all  sound  from  his  direction  would  stop,  and then  sometimes  come  back  in  a  rush  of  scrambled  noise,  of  sounds overlapping;  other  times,  it  would  resume  normally.  She  knew  that  he  was testing his power just as much as she was testing hers—although there were things  that  he  couldn’t  control.  The  image  of  his  body  would  often  become warped,  twisted,  almost  as  if  someone  had  frozen  an  afterimage  of  him  in place  while  he  still  moved.  She  could  see  him  moving,  but  the  afterimage remained for a split second. That was his Stillness Qi affecting the light and everything  else  that  touched  him.  The  Void  would  often  just  devour  that light,  which  at  times  made  him  appear  just  as  a  hole  in  the  world,  but  only when his Stillness Qi slowed the Light down enough for the Void to devour it before it bounced off him. 

Her form was different, more natural looking, though she had her own

peculiarities.  The  air  around  her  was  losing  heat,  the  ground  was  freezing, and a faint mist was rising around her. The cold permeated everything. If she moved  fast,  the  warmer  air  rapidly  cooled,  which  somehow  made  the  Air Essence  thicker,  forcing  the   grains— as  Ryun  called  them—to  get  closer, which  caused  small  implosions  and  pulled  Essence  toward  her.  The  effect wasn’t  strong  enough  to  affect  Ryun,  but  it  would  probably  be  effective against people weaker than him. 

It  was  strange  looking  at  Ryun’s  Evolved  Form.  It  played  tricks  on her  mind  and  eyes—her  ears  and  nose,  too.  All  senses  that  required  some type of Essence to reach her from him to transfer information were affected. 

She  was  forced  to  rely  on  her  |Greater  Echo  Sense|,   though  even  that  was tricky.  She  couldn’t  actually  sense  echoes  from  him  always,  as  those  were vibrations that were created by bouncing sound off other Essence, which he either  stilled  or  devoured  with  Void.  Instead,  she  had  tried  to  focus  on  the lack of them, on the empty area from which no echo came. It wasn’t nearly enough. She couldn’t tell anything but his rough position, and she could see that from the distortions around him. Perhaps if she was better she could’ve used it in a way to track him completely, but she wasn’t Ryun. 

Sometimes he would look like a painting in the air, and other times a blur  of  light  and  sound.  Her  only  reliable  way  of  tracking  him  was  her

|Greater Threat Sense|, which would inform her of when he tried to attack, though it gave precious little to her otherwise. 

Thankfully,  she  didn’t  really  need  that  information,  not  for  this training at least. She was wearing her armor, adapted to cover every part of her Evolved Form, and her set ability set to Void. The violet and black armor shone on her body, protecting her from Ryun’s main power. 

Her  skill  triggered  and  she  dodged  to  the  side  with  |Enhanced Dodge|.  She  was  faster  and  stronger  in  this  form,  and  with  her  armor  and rings against his unarmored form, she was formidable. But even handicapped and without using his mantle, Ryun still managed to hit her. Not only was his Evolved  Form  hard  to  follow,  it  was  as  if  he  knew  where  she  intended  to dodge  as  well—which  he  did,  as  his  sense  was  incredibly  powerful,  one  of

the most powerful that she had ever seen or heard of. 

His claws raked the side of her body across her armor. This was their third bout of the day, and he had stopped using Void claws on his feet. Now the Stillness claws hit her, sending her stumbling. The effect of his Qi passed through  the  armor,  her  body  stiffening,  but  the  effect  didn’t  amount  to enough  to  be  debilitating.    The  Aspect  of  the  Absolute  Cold  was  similar; instead  of  forcing  Essence  to  stop,  however,  it  removed  heat,  created  frost that  encased  other  Essence.  She  knew  that  frost  and  cold  were  byproducts, not the real thing that her aspect did, but it was a familiar effect nonetheless. 

She  used  her  perks,  increasing  her  power  and  her  stats. Knight’s Stance  and  End’s  Avatar  made  black  and  white  mist  rise  from  her  body, slipping through her armor. Frost Reinforcement covered her armor in frost, strengthening  it.  This  was  the  last  training  match  of  the  day,  probably  the week,  as  they  all  had  other  things  to  do,  so  she  didn’t  hold  anything  back, spending her longer cooldown perks. 

Ryun  attacked  again,  but  this  time  she  moved  her  three  floating shields in place, blocking him for just long enough. He slammed her shields away,  and  then  struck  again,  sending  her  two  steps  to  the  side.  By  the  time his next swipe came, her shields had recovered and blocked it. He opened his mouth and sent a beam of Void at her. Her armor protected her, but she still dodged. Then he blasted the area with an aura of the Void, which made the ground brittle and each step dangerous. She recovered by taking a hop to the side, outside of his range, and then she went on the offensive. 

Grand Frostfall—a blade of ice fell from the sky and Ryun dodged to the side. It struck near him and a blast of frost aura reached him. The Void Essence  that  made  up  his  body  crackled  wildly  in  response.  Spikes  of  ice erupted  from  the  ground,  then,  forcing  him  to  move  again,  just  a  tiny  bit closer to her. 

She  released  her  aura,  and  everything  around  them  cooled  further. 

Then she used Frost Ring, sending a ring of frost across the ground, freezing his feet for a split moment. 

He ripped the frost and the ground up, and the debris froze midair as it

tumbled  back  to  the  ground.  Each  step  they  made  created  shockwaves—the ground filled with cracks that then froze over or were devoured by Void Qi. 

Pieces of the ground with grass still adorning it hung in the air for moments after they touched his body, stilled in place. 

The clearing had turned into a small crater filled with debris. 

With [Grand Rally] she roared, and then used Grand Frost Charge. 

She  closed  the  distance  and  leapt  as  spikes  of  ice  grew  along  her  path.  She swiped  with  her  claws  using  |Crescent  Swipe|  and  caught  him  on  the shoulder as he dodged. Her claws parted his body easily—at least initially. It was  as  if  she  had  just  sunk  her  claws  into  thick  syrup,  or  perhaps  dough.  It was  a  strange  feeling,  but  it  didn’t  last.  Her  claws  stopped  long  before  they expended  their  momentum,  the  Stillness  Qi  inside  of  his  body  freezing  the claws before the Void attacked and hurt her. The pain had just started when the  wounds  regenerated,  the  strange  substance  of  his  body  filling  up  and pushing her claws out, closing the wounds. She triggered one of her anchors and used {Glacial Shaping} to freeze the area around his legs, keeping him in place, and then she spent another anchor to create her {Avatar of Frost}. It leapt and caught Ryun, its crystal claws grabbing hold of him while its maw closed around his upper leg, securing him in place further. 

She  slammed  her  paw  against  what  was  now  completely  frozen ground, then triggered Grand Frost Burst. Every piece of frozen ground, of debris  in  the  air,  of  her  spikes  and  grand  sword  of  ice,  her  avatar—all  of  it detonated,  exploding  into  shards.  The  avatar  was  the  closest  to  him,  and  it exploded in all directions, shards of ice ripping chunks of his body away. His leg was blown apart, and gashes filled his torso. 

She protected herself with her shields as everything else exploded. 

A wave of gray blasted out of him then and the shards struck it. It was as if they had hit some thick layer of liquid—they slowed, the gray Essence stuck  to  the  shards  and  froze  them  into  place,  stilling  them—but  while  the shards  were  frozen  away  from  Ryun,  they  still  surrounded  him  in  a  sphere. 

There  was  nowhere  to  run.  She  sensed  him  preparing  a  technique  with  his Void Qi and knew that he was about to blast every single piece of ice heading

his way. 

She acted before he did. 

Deny.  His  technique,  the  adapted  version  of  what  was  her  {Glacial Armor},  withered  and  dispersed.  The  shards  hit  him  as  he  unleashed  his

{Final End}. Half of the shards were blasted into nothingness, but the other half hit, cutting wounds into his body. 

She was breathing deeply, feeling the effects of the battle as she saw his body reform from a mangled mess to full health in less than a second. He even grew a new leg. 

“That  is  so  unfair,”  she  growled  in  defeat.  She  had  nothing  left  that she could throw at him, nothing that had any chance of working. 

Ryun  tilted  his  head,  but  before  he  answered,  someone  started clapping. 

“Wow,”  a  voice  from  above  said.  Anrosh  raised  her  head  and  saw Tali, her wings beating slowly to keep her in the air above them. “That was pathetic.” 

Anrosh winced, even though she knew that it wasn’t directed at her. 

Ryun  growled  up  at  her.  “I  want  to  see  you  try  and  fight  after  your entire body has changed into a liquid goo.” 

Tali…stuck  out  her  tongue  at  him.  Anrosh  blinked  as  the  woman slowly descended. She landed on a small upturned piece of dirt and tsked at him. 

“It’s your own fault,” Tali said. 

“I’m  not  complaining  about  the  body  I  have,”  Ryun  started.  “I  just want some under—” 

“I don’t mean about the body,” she interrupted him. 

“What do you mean?” Ryun asked. 

“You  were  unimpressive  in  all  three  of  your  matches  today,”  Tali said. 

Anrosh  agreed.  This  was  the  only  time  that  she  had  done  any

significant  damage,  but  the  other  two  bouts  hadn’t  been  too  different.  Sure, Ryun wasn’t using his mantle, or his skills, but he still felt lacking. A part of it was probably because of her aspect. They had talked after their first match

—since she was protected from his Void by her armor, he had hoped to rely on  his  Stillness  more,  but  the  effects  weren’t  what  either  of  them  had expected.  Their  current  thoughts  were  that  the  two  aspects  were  somehow related, if not in a material way, then at least in concept, which made it easier for  her  to  deal  with  it.  Regardless,  if  he  had  used  his  mantle  or  really  tried, she  was  sure  that  he  would’ve  been  able  to  win—but  then,  that  wasn’t  the point of their matches. 

“And you already know why that is,” Ryun said. 

“Of course I do.” Tali grinned at him. 

Ryun  growled,  then  changed,  dismissing  his  Evolved  Form,  and Anrosh  did  the  same.  They  walked  over  to  Tali,  through  the  ripped-out ground of the destroyed clearing. 

“The reason, Ryun, is because you are not leveraging your strengths. 

And you are still fighting like you did before.” 

“Like I did before?” he asked. 

“How did you win fights in the past? What is your victory condition?” 

Tali asked. 

Ryun  frowned.  When  he  didn’t  answer  immediately,  Tali  pointed  at Anrosh. 

“Look  at  the  girl,”  she  said.  “She  is  all  defense  and  crowd  control. 

Freezing  the  area,  annoying  her  opponents  with  the  cold.  Defense,  shields, and  armor—that  you  gave  her  that  armor  is  still  a  travesty,  a  waste  in  my opinion,  but  at  least  it  makes  her  nearly  impossible  to  crack  if  she  knows where  your  main  damage  comes  from,  as  you’ve  seen  today.  But  what  else does  she  have?  Her  stats  are  abysmal  without  her  armor.  She  has  no  real strength or dexterity scaling attacks.” 

She nodded. “So, she has two victory conditions: she either harasses her  opponents  enough  and  give  her  allies  a  chance  to  take  them  down,  or

hopes that they are so weak against her cold that she just hurts them outright, perhaps by doing what she did to you just now. She prepares the battlefield, freezing  as  much  of  it  as  possible,  placing  a  few  key  assets  around—which she failed to do properly, mind you.” 

Tali  gave  her  a  look  which  made  Anrosh  want  to  squirm.  “She should’ve made sure that you were right next to as many of her ice spikes as well  as  that  giant  sword  of  hers,  not  just  her  avatar.  Not  doing  so  gave  you too  much  time  to  react.  Nevertheless,  that  is  her  big  attack.  It  takes  time, preparation,  and  her  opponent  being  willing  to  stay  in  the  affected  area  and that  they  miss  what  she  is  doing—you  shouldn’t  have  been  hit  by  that,  but that is another conversation. But, after this, she is done. No more damage to take anyone down. You survived, and so you won.” 

Anrosh grimaced. It was true. If her full attack didn’t kill her enemy, she  probably  would  lose  shortly  after.  But  she  wasn’t  that  disappointed  by that.  Not  everyone  could  just  throw  out  attacks  that  cracked  mountains  all day. 

“Myself.”  Tali  placed  a  hand  over  her  chest.  “I  am  all  area  denial, control,  and  destruction.  I  use  the  Sky  to  keep  my  foes  at  a  distance  or  to violently  expel  them,  and  Bond  to  bind  them  in  place  or  dissolve  them. 

Simple.” 

Her  expression  turned  serious  as  she  looked  at  Ryun.  “So,  what  is your victory condition?” 

“Uh…” Ryun paused. “Blast their face with Void?” 

Anrosh chuckled, and even Tali’s lips curled into a smile. 

“And  that  works  as  well  as  you’ve  seen  against  someone  like  her.” 

She nodded at Anrosh. 

“That is eternal armor, Tali. I doubt that I will ever meet anyone else as capable,” Ryun added. 

“Probably,  but  don’t  be  so  sure.  If  you  become  famous  enough, people will hire assassins that counter you perfectly. It is the way of things. 

They might just raise people designed to kill you—a hundred or two hundred

years is nothing for some of the old bastards in this world to see their plans through.” 

Ryun looked thoughtful, scratching at the side of his neck. 

Anrosh  spoke.  “He…he  usually  overwhelms  his  opponents  with power. Either physically, with raw stats, or with powerful techniques.” 

Tali  nodded.  “Yes,  but  that  worked  against  those  weaker  than  him, against people with lower stats or builds that were at a disadvantage against his. What will high stats do against someone like you, Anrosh? And you are a poor  example—you  have  defensive  perks  from  your  Class,  as  well  as  your armor,  abilities,  and  even  the  defense  from  your  techniques.  You  have  no attacks that scale with physical stats. Even if you put everything into strength and dexterity, you will not even dent that armor. Yet you still fight like you could.  You  still  fight  like  you  can  fight  someone  with  your  body.  But  you can’t, not anymore.” 

Ryun narrowed his eyes. 

“How much Qi did you spend to keep your body solid enough to hit her with all of your strength?” Tali asked. 

Ryun’s expression changed. “It was a handful of hits.” 

“A  handful  of  hits,”  Tali  repeated.  “It  is  wasteful  is  what  it  is.  The higher your strength, the more Qi you need to keep your body from splashing over  your  target.  You  spend  all  your  Qi  and  you  die.  You  are  a  regenerator now, Ryun—a full, insane regenerator. You need to think like one. You need to train yourself to fight a lot more like a mid-to-long-range caster. You put your stats into wisdom, perhaps vitality if necessary, and just blast everything in sight. You kill them before they do enough damage to you and drain your Qi, and you win.” 

“It isn’t that simple,” Ryun replied. 

“Of  course  it  isn’t,”  Tali  agreed.  “You  are  going  to  need  to  rework your  entire  approach  to  fighting,  your  style,  everything.  But…you  are young.”  Her  expression  softened.  “You’ve  obtained  your  power  so  fast  that you  never  really  had  to  adapt  to  each  stage.  I’ve  had  to  change  my  style

several times over the centuries, to accommodate new things, new aspects.” 

“You’re right,” Ryun said after a pause. “You’ll help me?” 

“Of course,” Tali said with a smile. Then she turned to Anrosh. “But first, I think that we need to prep her a bit more. We don’t want all of your plans to fail just because you weren’t sure enough in your power. I think that I can fill in for Ryun for a few days, until he figures out what he wants to do. 

Let’s see how you hold up against me.” 

Anrosh suppressed the desire to groan at the evil glint in Tali’s eyes. 

It would only make things worse. 

Chapter Fifty-One — Choice



Selia looked up as they passed through the gates of Consequence, the capital  city  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect.  It  was  a  large  city,  and  had obviously recently expanded, as its outer walls didn’t match what was further in  the  center.  The  entrance  was  made  out  of  wood,  in  traditional  sect  style. 

Wooden pagodas lined the cobbled stone streets while wooden posts loomed above, with braziers hanging from them. It was a cheaper material, especially here,  where  the  territories  were  mostly  forests.  Banners  flying  the  colors  of the sect hung from tall flagpoles: black and violet, some with trims of gold. 

As the people watched them go by, some bowed, but not many. 

“You  see,  daughter?”  Kerial  brought  his  hexi  mount  near  hers.  The tall-legged and horned beast whined as he pulled the reins. “They don’t even give us the respect we deserve.” 

“Niece,” Erdania corrected him from her other side. 

Kerial grimaced but didn’t respond to her. Instead, he leaned closer to Selia. “They don’t understand what sects are meant to be. They need to be led by someone who is deserving of leadership.” 

“We’ve been over this already. The answer is no,” Selia told him. 

“I know that you are fond of their Sect Head, but can’t you see that he is  failing  his  people?  All  people  in  the  sects  have  a  responsibility,  dau—

niece. Honor and obligation.” 

No  matter  how  many  times  she  tried  to  explain  it  to  him,  he  just wouldn’t see it. He didn’t understand what obligation really meant; to him, it was all about power and rule. “He isn’t failing anyone. Their sect is…” She knew that they had issues, that there was a lack of unity in their sect, that they had  taken  in  too  many,  too  fast.  They  were  struggling  to  feed  everyone.  It looked like weakness, so she did understand where Kerial was coming from, but…Ryun  was here, and she was confident that if she could just talk to him, she could make him see and perhaps help him change things. She didn’t need to rule the sect to do that. 

“The   sect.  What  sect?”  Kerial  asked.  “They  let  Classers,  the  Third Iteration,  settle  in  their  lands!  It  undermines  everything  that  the  sects  stand for!” 

Selia  didn’t  understand.  She  had  some  concerns  too,  but  she  also knew the Third Iteration more than he did, and she knew that things weren’t that simple. 

“Enough,” Selia said, raising her voice. “There will be no more talk of this.” 

“Leading  a  sect  means  following  the  voice  of  your  people,”  Kerial added after a few seconds. “Sometimes, you have no choice but to act for the good of everyone.” 

Before she could retort, he kicked his mount and moved away. 

“You shouldn’t let him say those things,” Erdania added once he was far enough away. “His words matter to people because he is your blood, and when you don’t lead, they look at others who do.” 

“I  am  no  one’s  leader,”  Selia  said.  “They  followed  us  here  because they  didn’t  want  to  submit  when  Zenshuen  fell.  I  don’t  want  to  be  a  Sect Head. I have already failed once.” 

“That was not your fault, and you know it,” Erdania told her. 

Selia shrugged. It didn’t matter, in the end. It was how she felt. 

What  did  matter  was  that  Kerial  had  been  spreading  things  that  she didn’t  agree  with.  A  part  of  her  wanted  to  stop  him,  but  that  would  mean actually leading again, and that was something that she didn’t want to do. She was  stuck  in  this  place,  somewhere  in  between,  where  people  looked  up  to her and expected her leadership, and yet she did nothing. She had to talk with Ryun—he had hinted at some things but didn’t want to elaborate the last time they met. 

She  could  feel  that  he  was  in  the  city,  so  she  hoped  that  he  would meet with them all and finally bring all of these talks of Selia taking over the sect to an end. 

They  reached  the  second  row  of  walls,  the  tall  stone  rising  above

them. It did not mesh well with the style surrounding it. The cold stone was imposing, but not in a way that a sect builds. Once they passed through, she saw  the  stone  buildings  rising  around  them,  all  in  a  style  that  was  closer  to the  Classer  factions  in  the  core  than  anything  else.  There  was  no  separation for families, no room for individual expression, or at least it was not intended to  have  such  things—she  did  see  some  personal  touches:  painted  walls  and banners  hanging  from  windows.  It  was  obvious  that  these  additions  weren’t intended to be there. She knew that this city was once part of a sect that the Twilight Melody conquered, built by a peak Heavenly Cultivator stuck in his inspiration. There was a sense of desire here, of a need to be great but no real substance  of  greatness.  That  was  changing,  at  least,  and  she  could  see  new buildings being raised more in line with what the sects valued. 

They  reached  the  hill  in  the  center  of  the  city,  of  the  walls surrounding a palace. It was obviously built with intent to impress, but it fell short  of  the  great  works  of  the  sects.  It  was…mundane,  a  failed  attempt  at evoking  fear  and  respect.  She  saw  the  others  around  her  notice  it  as  well. 

Reki  kept  his  gaze  to  the  front  while  the  others  gossiped  and  spoke  insults that they thought weren’t loud enough to be heard. Kerial stood next to two of  the  older  warriors  from  Zenshuen—both  immortal,  and  neither  from  a main  family,  but  they  had  been  respected.  She  could  already  see  that  her words had fallen on deaf ears. 

They  were  going  to  do  something  stupid,  and  she  was  going  to  let them.  They  wanted  to  use  her  name  and  her  power  to  get  what  they  want. 

They  didn’t  listen  when  she  denied  them.  Kerial  was  overstepping  and  she could admit that she was too deeply stuck in the past to do more than verbally rebut him. Erdania would’ve done more if only Selia asked…but she couldn’t bring herself to do that. She felt Ryun inside the building, and she knew him enough to know how he would react. 

Sometimes  it  was  easier  to  do  nothing,  to  let  someone  else  do  what she couldn’t bring herself to do. 

It was time that they all learned the consequence of their actions. 



*  *  *



They  were  met  by  a  Sect  Leader  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect,  one called  Embesh,  a  farmer.  She  could  tell  by  the  tone  of  Kerial’s  voice  when they  were  greeted  that  he  considered  that  an  insult.  Their  entire  party  was then  led  to  the  throne  room.  There  were  a  dozen  of  them:  Selia,  Erdania, Kerial,  Reki,  and  a  few  of  their  strongest  warriors.  Kerial  had  made  sure  to pick all of the other immortals that they had. 

Once  they  entered  the  throne  room,  Selia  paused,  surprised  twice over.  First,  the  room  was  filled  with  people.  Most  were  from  the  Twilight Melody Sect, but there, near the end of the room, at the steps of the throne, she spotted the Third Iteration’s people—Karya Ornn and her husband Ender. 

The  others  she  didn’t  recognize,  but  she  could  see  the  family  resemblance. 

There were a dozen of them, just as much as there were of her own people. 

The second thing that surprised her was the throne. Anrosh sat on it, wearing an elaborate robe of violet and black trimmed with gold. On one side stood  Nayra  Ornn,  wearing  her  armor  and  holding  her  spear  in  hand.  There was no sign of Anatalien Far Solla or Ryun. Selia could tell that he was in the room,  but  her  sense  wasn’t  as  precise,  this  close.  She  couldn’t  tell  if  it  was just her failing or if he was actively hiding from her. 

Regardless, it seemed like he hadn’t revealed himself to the sect yet. 

She wondered what he was planning. 

They were led forward to stand on the opposite side of the room from the Ornns—they were placed on the left side of the room, and her people on the right. She and the rest of her people bowed before the throne and Anrosh, showing their respect, and then moved to stand to the side. 

Selia glanced at the Ornn family and studied them for a moment. She could still see the effects of the past on them. They had suffered, had lost the Empire,  and  had  run  across  the  world  to  come  here.  She  knew  that  of  the thousands  that  came  with  them,  only  a  few  were  warriors.  Most  of  their strongest had died on the march, or on the walls before that. The Ornns had lost their children, their family. Those who had come with them were mostly

young, and those adults who had not or could not fight. 

Most of the people who had followed Selia were warriors, and while some crafters, everyone in Zenshuen knew how to fight. 

Anrosh raised her hand, and the room quieted down. Selia studied her now, noticing that there was something different about her. Her deep red skin was covered in white patterns that resembled Ryun’s cracks, only hers didn’t release  any  mist.  An  upgrade  to  her  True  Body?   Selia  wondered—Anrosh had probably advanced her second path. But also…she couldn’t feel anything from  her.  No  Qi,  no  core.  That  surprised  her;  the  woman’s  control  hadn’t been anything special before. With Anatalien as a mentor, however, she had probably learned. That was good. Hiding your intentions and power from an enemy was important. 

Anrosh looked around the room, and then she spoke. 

“Welcome,  guests,”  she  said  slowly.  “I  am  glad  that  you  have accepted  my  invitation.  There  are  many  things  that  I  wish  to  discuss  with you.” 

Selia listened in silence, wondering where she was going with it and what their plan was. 

“Both of your people.” Anrosh looked at Selia and then at the Ornns. 

“Have  come  to  our  sect  in  need,  and  have  been  accepted  as  guests.  We’ve opened  our  territories  to  you,  had  given  you  land  where  you  could  stay  in relative  safety.  We’ve  made  available  to  you  the  resources  of  our  sect, resources that both of you have taken full advantage of.” She leaned forward in her throne, her eyes passing over them all. “And then you’ve gone beyond that, breaking your rights as guests.” 

“What?” 

Selia closed her eyes as she heard Kerial yell that out. The indignity in his voice, the offense. She had always known that he looked down on the Twilight  Melody  Sect,  but  she  hadn’t  anticipated  him  showing  so  much disrespect in public. “You dare accuse us of breaking guest rights?” He took a step forward. 

Selia  was  about  to  take  a  step  forward  to  speak  when  someone grabbed her hand. She turned her head and saw a man wearing a hood over his  head.  She  recognized  Ryun  and  his  cloak  that  masked  his  appearance. 

Before she could say anything, Anrosh continued. 

“Have  you  not?”  she  asked,  her  tone  even  and  calm.  “The  Ornn family has taken territories outside of our borders, the same as you have. That might not break guest rights in principle, but it does in spirit.” She turned and glanced at Karya and Ender Ornn. “You’ve grown crops to sustain yourself, but also to sell to other sects, earning from our land without paying anything to us. I understand that; you don’t know much about the sects, and so you, at least, could be forgiven.” 

Then, she turned to look back at Selia. Her eyes passed her and Ryun for just a moment, and then she turned to Kerial, who was standing closer to the throne’s steps. “But you…you understand what it is that you were doing. 

You  built  a  city  on  our  territory,  spurning  the  shelter  we  gave  you.  You cleared  our  forests  and  killed  our  monsters,  all  without  asking  permission first.” 

“Shelter?  You  gave  us  hovels  and  called  it   shelter.  We  are  part  of Zenshuen! It was an insult! To think—” 

“There is no Zenshuen anymore,” Anrosh interrupted. “You lost your home and came to us for shelter. Did you think that you could just insult us to our face, spurn our good will, and break our rules just because you once were a part of a Great Sect?” 

“You…”  Kerial  was  visibly  trying  to  contain  his  anger.  “Where  is your  Sect  Head?  Where  is  Anatalien  Far  Solla?  I  will  not  be  insulted  by  a child like you!” 

“I  am  a  Sect  Leader  of  Twilight  Melody  Sect.  I  am  in  charge  of  all things related to the Sect. I lead it,” Anrosh stressed. “I am who you will deal with.  And  I  would  urge  you  to  keep  your  tongue  still  before  you  say something that you won’t be able to take back.” 

Selia  knew  that  would  infuriate  Kerial,  but  before  he  could  say anything Anrosh raised her hand, almost as if she was dismissing him. 

Then, she raised her voice. 

“I have called you here to give you a choice. This will not continue—

you  will  not  exploit  the  good  will  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect.  You  have broken  the  rules  of  guests,  and  as  such  will  either  leave  our  territories  to survive on your own. Or…” She made eye contact with Selia, then turned to look  at  the  Ornns.  “Or,  you  will  join  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect,  accept  our rule, and be brought in as two new families of the sect.” 

Selia blinked. She hadn’t expected such an offer, but… She wondered why  it  wasn’t  Ryun  who  was  saying  this,  why  he  wasn’t  here,  and  why Anatalien  wasn’t  here.  Such  a  message  would  be  received  better  if  it  had come from them. This almost invited—

Kerial placed his foot on the first step, glaring up at the throne. 

“You  dare  insult  us  like  this?  You  are  a  child.  You  are  weak!  We know that you’ve left the sect to search for people taken prisoner by another sect.  And  here  you  are,  having  returned  without  your  people.  Who  would want to be part of a sect led by someone who can’t even promise their own people  safety?”  Kerial  asked,  this  time  looking  back  at  the  throne  room,  at Selia and their people, at the Twilight Melody Sect’s own people behind him. 

She could see that his words were…heard. 

He  knew  more  than  he  had  told  her.  She  closed  her  eyes  as  she realized—Kerial  had  spies  in  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect.  He  had  done  more than she had believed. And she knew that Ryun was back, that he had been back for a while now.  Oh, you poor idiots.  They didn’t know. She saw Kerial look at her with the grin of someone who thought that he was going to win, but he didn’t know. 

“Look  here,  at  someone  who  is  fit  to  lead!  Selia  Ha  Jhan,  my daughter, the Spear of Sorrow. We came here, followed her because she can protect  us.  She  has  the  power  to  keep  danger  away.”  He  looked  back  at  the Twilight Melody Sect’s people. “She doesn’t want to lead you. She is much too  honorable  to  take  a  sect  from  someone  she  respects,  but  where  is  your Sect Head? He died because of his weakness, abandoned you for decades in the  hands  of  this”—he  waved  back  at  Anrosh—“ignorant  child.  A  raised

immortal,  who  almost  fell  in  battle  to  a  handful  of  undead,  who  had  to  be saved by a legend returned from the dead, who failed to retrieve people taken from  your  lands,  who  can  barely  feed  you.  Who  knows  not  when  to  show respect to her betters!” 

He turned back and glared at Anrosh. 

“Your…daughter,”  Anrosh  started,  “doesn’t  stand  next  to  you,  and she doesn’t speak for herself. Should they all just believe your words?” 

“She doesn’t need to.” Kerial raised his head. “She shouldn’t sully her hands  with  trash  like  you.  I  am  enough.  You  are  unworthy  of  the  titles  you hold. You are unworthy of the throne you sit upon. You are unworthy to lead. 

I, Kerial Elhan, the Red Rain, challenge you to a duel.” 

Selia took a step forward, but the hooded man stepped in front of her. 

“He  is  going  to  kill  her,”  Selia  told  him.  “If  you  won’t  let  me,  you need to stop this yourself.” 

Ryun just smiled. “You don’t know as much as you think.” 

Selia wanted to say more, but then Anrosh stood and responded. 

“I accept,” she said calmly. “To the arena.” She waved her hands and everyone moved back, letting her walk pass, leading the way. 

Chapter Fifty-Two — Consequences Selia watched as Kerial followed Anrosh out of the throne room. She stayed  back,  frozen  in  place  for  a  moment,  until  she  felt  a  tug  on  her  hand, and then let herself be pulled forward by Ryun. 

Erdania  walked  up  to  his  other  side  and  leaned  in  and  whispered  to him.  “Are  you  sure?”  she  asked  him.  “He  isn’t  weak.  He  has  spent  a  lot  of time sharpening his craft—centuries.” 

“Just watch,” was the only thing that Ryun said as they walked. 

They exited the throne room in a hurry, and walked to the small arena in the courtyard outside. 

Selia walked away from Ryun and Erdania, needing to try to stop this, no matter what they said. She found Kerial as he was about to head inside. 

“Don’t do this,” she told him. “I don’t want it.” 

“It  is  not  about  what  you  want,”  he  said.  “It  is  about  what  we  need. 

And  that  is  someone  strong  leading  us.  If  you  won’t  be  that,  then  I  will.  I would rather die than let myself be led by some weaklings from the frontier.” 

Selia  could  stop  him,  could  hit  him  in  the  head  and  drop  him  to  the ground.  Or  she  could  actually  lead—could  take  control  in  the  way  that  he wanted  her  to.  He  would  respect  that,  though  he  would  probably  still  try  to find  ways  to  scheme  and  attempt  to  raise  his  position.  If  she  did  choose  to lead,  then  she  could  apologize  on  his  behalf.  But…she  had  grown  tired  of tolerating him, of trying to rein him in. If she did do that, it wouldn’t stop. It would just get worse. 

No, she would let him do as he pleased, and if Ryun was content to let this happen, then she was too. She turned away from him and walked to the stands.  She  found  Erdania  standing  with  a  hooded  figure.  More  people  had come  than  had  been  in  the  throne  room,  including  other  Twilight  Melody Sect  members.  The  Ornns  were  in  a  corner,  looking  interested  in  what  was about to happen. 

Selia turned her eyes to Kerial as he walked onto the arena stage. He pulled out his combat gear: red woven robes with lines of silver that covered his body. Two focuses appeared on his hands, one on each. He put his hands to  the  side  and,  Blood  Qi  flowing  through  his  focuses,  shaped  two  crystal blood  spears  that  floated  above  his  shoulders.  Each  was  pointed  at  Anrosh, who stood across from him. 

Then he stilled, watching and waiting. 

Kerial  followed  a  path  similar  to  Selia.  He  didn’t  have  the  same aspect,  of  course,  as  that  was  reserved  for  the  main  families.  No,  his  aspect was Blood, and his paths were The Path of the Blood Shaper and The Path of  Precision,  with  the  Duplicator  Class.  His  build  was  meant  to  emulate hers, the build of a main family, and it was lesser in every way. Still, it was powerful. Once, he’d had dreams of following that same path—he had stolen a path from the main family, and only once he realized that getting a way to remove his own path would be too costly had he turned his attention to Selia, giving  her  a  path  that  she  wasn’t  supposed  to  have,  forcing  her  to  be  the instrument of his rise. That he was alive still was only because the sect had seen Selia’s talent and had decided that his actions had given them something that they might’ve otherwise overlooked. 

“You can still change your mind,” Anrosh said slowly. “This will not go the way you think it will.” 

Kerial  shook  his  head.  “Come,  trash—let  me  teach  you  what  power means.” 

Anrosh nodded, then loosened her robe. Three small diamond-shaped objects that looked to be shields rose from her back and floated above her. In the  next  breath,  a  mist  flashed  around  her  as  she  donned  her  own  gear.  A rainbow-colored armor covered her head to toe. 

She  looked  at  him  and  then  her  armor  rippled,  the  rainbow  color replaced with a deep red. 

It  was  strange  armor,  but  Selia  could  tell  that  it  was  powerful.  She knew  what  Ryun  had,  and  she  wondered…   He  wouldn’t.   And  yet,  he  had given  gifts  to  her  and  Erdania.  Would  he  not  do  the  same  for  Anrosh?  Was

that masterwork armor? Eternal? She didn’t know, but Ryun… He didn’t act in the ways that most would. 

“Come, take out your weapons, or are you too scared?” Kerial taunted Anrosh. 

Anrosh  took  a  deep  breath,  then  exhaled  slowly.  A  shield  of  a different  shade  of  red  appeared  on  her  arm,  again  shaped  like  a  diamond, looking as if it had been carved from glass. In her other hand, a short sword manifested: an awakened object, Ryun’s old sword. 

Kerial waited a moment, and then the battle started. He gestured and sent the two spears flying in her direction. Two spears turned into four as his focus  flashed.  Anrosh  didn’t  move  at  all.  She  raised  her  shield  and  blocked one  of  the  spears,  and  the  three  shields  above  her  moved  and  blocked  the other three. Kerial’s attack was stopped in its tracks as his spears broke into crystal shards, and then the Qi dissipated. 

“You won’t win,” Anrosh told him. 

Kerial growled. “You hide behind your equipment.” 

Anrosh just shook her head. Kerial attacked again, sending wave after wave  of  attacks.  Spears  flew  in  her  direction,  and  she  never  moved.  She never attempted to close the distance and attack him; she just let him attack her with no response. 

Selia saw how that angered Kerial. He raised his hands and Blood Qi flowed  out,  shaping  a  large  spear,  more  like  a  giant  ballista  bolt.  Then  she saw it start to glow as he layered perks and abilities on it. A moment later, he yelled out as he sent it flying in Anrosh’s direction. It was a powerful attack, one  that  would  make  even  Selia  think  twice  before  letting  it  anywhere  near her.  Kerial  was  an  immortal,  an  old  one,  one  who’d  had  time  to  learn  his build. While his paths weren’t as good as Selia’s, it could still deal incredible damage. 

Anrosh raised her sword hand and Selia saw Qi flow out of her. The area around the flying ballista was filled with it, and frost covered the bolt. It slowed  it  slightly  and  then  Anrosh  moved,  taking  a  step  to  the  side  and

swinging her shield. She bashed the attack away, the construct bouncing off to  the  side,  where  it  stabbed  into  the  ground.  A  moment  later  it  detonated, sending a shower of debris in all directions and leaving a crater where it once was. 

Kerial  paused,  clearly  surprised.  Anrosh  had  moved  fast,  and  the power one needed to bash away such an attack was…significant. 

Then  Anrosh  dismissed  her  sword  and  shield.  Selia  frowned  as  she watched. 

“Will you concede?” she asked. 

Kerial shaped two more spears above him in response. 

Anrosh  sighed,  and  frost  spread  from  behind  her  face  plate.  A moment later, she changed. Her armor rippled and grew as Qi filled it, and in the span of a second Anrosh had been replaced by an armored animal form, a wolf, towering over Kerial and filling the room. Frost started to spread across the floor, reaching for Kerial. 

“Evolved,”  Kerial  said  in  shock  from  what  they  were  all  thinking. 

Everyone  in  the  arena  felt  a  deep  chill  of  her  Qi  accompany  the  sense  of disbelief. 

“You…you!”  Kerial  yelled.  “You  think  that  being  raised  to  the Evolved Realm will save you? Let’s see how you like this!” 

Kerial  attacked.  The  two  spears  duplicated,  and  then  blazed  with crimson  light.  They  launched  at  Anrosh,  who  didn’t  move  at  all.  She  just stood  there,  looming  over  everyone.  Mid-flight,  the  spears  multiplied  again and Selia knew that Kerial wasn’t holding anything back, that he was using his main and most powerful attack. The eight doubled again, then the spears flashed  and  disappeared.  A  moment  later,  thirty-two  spears  appeared  all around Anrosh, and flew at her from all angles. Each spear hit her armor and shattered, not penetrating it. Still, the attack wasn’t over, and the shards of the spears turned to liquid and splashed Blood Qi all over the armor that was the same  color  as  the  Qi.  Kerial  roared  as  he  raised  his  hands  and  his  focuses flashed. 

The  blood  covering  Anrosh’s  body  ignited,  then  exploded  in  a  wave of crimson fire. A shock wave expanded and sent some of the watchers to the ground. Cracks appeared in the floor, reaching outside of the arena. 

The dust settled, and Anrosh stood there unharmed. 

Selia knew that he had lost. That was his most powerful attack, and it did nothing. 

“You can’t win,” Anrosh told him. “Concede, and we can still mend what is almost broken.” 

Kerial’s face twisted into an angry grimace and then he turned to look at  the  people  in  the  stands.  “Look  at  your  leader!  A  raised  Cultivator  who doesn’t  deserve  her  power!  Who  hides  behind  unearned  armor,  a  realm  that she didn’t achieve on her own! Is this who you want to lead you!” 

She  understood  what  he  was  trying  to  say,  but  the  fact  of  the  matter was, he didn’t understand his audience. He had never really understood honor or  obligation.  She  looked  at  the  faces  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect’s  people and saw…admiration, pride. It didn’t matter that she had been raised, that she had armor that was powerful. She was theirs, and she had the power to stand against a Cultivator from the Zenshuen Sect. That was all that mattered. 

When  no  answer  came,  Kerial  seemed  to  realize  his  mistake.  He glared at Anrosh and then spoke. 

“I will not let frontier trash lead us,” he said softly, angrily. Then he pulled out something out of his storage, a bright blue stone. Selia recognized it  immediately  as  a  signal  stone.  He  raised  it  high  and  then  broke  it.  As  it shattered,  light  shot  out  straight  up,  a  blazing  pillar  of  blue  light.  “There. 

Now we have no choice.” Kerial turned to look at Selia and she felt his look and words in her gut. She didn’t know what he thought he was doing, but she could imagine—something that would force her to act. 

But he didn’t know. The poor, stupid idiot. 

For  a  few  seconds  nothing  happened,  and  then  Kerial’s  expression turned confused. 

Anrosh told him, her voice barely more than a whisper. “Nothing will

happen.” 

“And  that  is  my  cue,”  Ryun  said  and  jumped  from  the  stands  to  the arena  floor,  killing  any  faint  hopes  she’d  had  that  she  hadn’t  been  right. 

Erdania grabbed her hand, and took a step in front of her, looking her in the eyes. 

“Selia,”  she  whispered.  “We  can  talk  with  him,  ask  him  to  show mercy.” 

Of  course  Erdania  had  already  figured  things  out.  Selia  closed  her eyes.  Kerial  hadn’t  known,  couldn’t  have  known,  but  there  were  no  secrets which  could  be  from  Ryun  while  near  to  him,  and  she  had  sensed  him moving all over his sect. She had sensed him in the city where Selia’s people stayed, moving about for days without visiting them. She had known that he was doing something like…

She looked down at the arena and answered Erdania. She, too, knew what was going to happen. She knew Ryun and how he was. He didn’t judge people on what they thought, on what they planned. He judged them on what they did. That was why he had waited for so long, why he had given Kerial all the chances in the world to change his mind. 

She  watched  as  he  walked  over  to  Kerial,  then  removed  his  hood, which  made  his  features  change  back  into  his  own,  much  to  the  surprise  of everyone watching, and then he spoke. 

“All  people  make  choices,  and  they  live  with  the  consequences  of those  choices.  You  chose  to  have  your  people  go  around  my  sect  and  plant formations that would detonate and cause the death of my people. You sent the signal fully believing that would happen—and now you get to suffer the consequences.” 

A moment later Ryun changed, taking his own Evolved Form, a giant wolf, just like Anrosh, who walked over to stand next to him. 

Kerial’s  eyes  widened,  and  he  looked  at  the  stands,  at  her.  “Selia, please—” 

He  didn’t  get  to  finish  before  Ryun  opened  his  mouth.  A  red  mist

filled  the  arena  as  it  flashed  around  him  for  just  an  instant,  and  Void swallowed Kerial whole. Selia closed her eyes and steeled herself, feeling a weight falling of  her chest. Actions  had consequences, and  she had covered for her…father’s, for long enough. She had let him manipulate her because of that  small  connection  of  their  past—choosing  to  forget  the  beatings,  the control, all in the service of making her strong. That he had succeeded meant nothing. He had done it all only for himself, so that he could advance his own standing when he himself was not able to rise higher. 

Erdania pulled her close and she let it all go. 

Chapter Fifty-Three — Build

 

Ryun  sat  on  the  grass,  his  expression  thoughtful.  Tali  looked  at  him with  a  conflicted  grimace,  on  the  verge  of  saying  something.  A  spread  of items  was  in  front  of  him,  his  picks  from  Zenker’s  hoard.  He  had  spent  the last month alone with Tali, training and creating a combat style for him. He had to change some things, to tweak his techniques and develop new ways of using them, and his combat style was markedly different now. The only thing that was left was to pick a gear set for himself. He had never relied on items before, but with Zenker’s inheritance, there was no reason not to. One of the main  reasons  why  he  had  never  relied  on  items  was  that  his  Qi  didn’t synergize  with  them  well—and  if  he  was  being  honest,  he  had  never  really needed them. 

Now,  there  were  some  concerns  with  his  choices.  The  nature  of  his new style meant that he had to be careful with his choices. They had spent the last  day  comparing  items,  but  now  he  had  stored  away  everything  that  he wasn’t picking. 

He  reached  for  the  first  item,  which  was  of  course  his  cloak.  Black and made out of rough fabric, it had nothing special to it, no embroidery or flourishes, nothing to draw the eye. It made sneaking around easier than ever, even with the ways that he had learned to make himself stealthy—namely, by destroying any Essence that gave away his position around his body. 



Cloak of Grand

+400 to Dexterity

Obfuscation

+300 to Wisdom



When worn, the cloak makes your presence

harder to detect. Anyone looking at you

will find you unimportant unless their

attention is explicitly drawn. You will

appear as an average and forgettable

member of your race. These effects depend on an observer’s mental stats and state. 



It wasn’t anything grand, but it did work wonders even against high-tiered  people,  as  long  as  he  wasn’t  doing  anything  out  of  the  ordinary.  He didn’t  need  it  for  nefarious  purposes—he  needed  it  to  simply  walk  around unnoticed.  The  range  of  his  sense  was  large  enough  that  he  never  really needed to get close to listen in. He put it inside his Star Forge. 

Next  was  one  of  his  old  rings.  He  had  given  his  Grand  Ring  of Stamina  Regeneration, Honzul’s  Preparation,  and  Halting  Barrier  of Aegis to Anrosh for the Sect Vault, as he no longer needed them. He couldn’t increase  his  stamina  supply  anymore  through  endurance,  but  he  didn’t  get tired when he was active, either—his stamina regeneration was just insanely high. The Grand Ring of Stamina Regeneration  might  still  work  for  him, but  his  stamina  regeneration  scaled  off  of  his  vitality,  which  was  high enough,  and  most  of  his  regeneration  came  from  his  Qi.  All  of  those  rings used endurance in some way, which no longer worked for him. They weren’t necessary. 

The ring that he picked up was his reward from defeating Hastur, the Ring  of  Full  Reflection.   Despite  finding  Zenker’s  hoard,  the  ring  was  still one  of  the  most  powerful  items  that  he  possessed.  The  effect,  on  its  own, probably wasn’t that strong, not in the hands of others at least—but for Ryun, a  regenerator  of  his  scope,  it  was  the  probably  the  greatest  weapon  in  his arsenal. It stored damage that his body suffered, and allowed him to reflect it back  at  them.  He  had  tested  it  out  against  monsters,  though  admittedly  not any truly powerful ones. If he lost an arm, he could reflect that damage and injury back to his attacker, making them lose an arm, too. If someone cut his head  off,  it  wouldn’t  kill  him,  but  with  his  ring  it  would  kill  them—unless they  had  perks  that  could  counter  that.  But  then,  that  was  the  reality  of  the Infinite  Realm.  There  were  so  many  different  powers  that  he  had  no  doubt that something out there would be able to counter him. It was still extremely powerful. 

He  had  chosen  a  few  more  rings  from  Zenker’s  stash.  Five  of  the rings on the ground in front of him were stat rings. They were Grand Rings of Strength, Dexterity, Vitality, Intelligence and Wisdom, all eternal items that gave a bonus of 3500 to a stat, with the same ability to double their bonuses for a duration of five minutes at the cost of giving half the stats afterward for ten minutes. 

The last ring was a simple but powerful one. 



Grand Ring of Health

+400 to Vitality

Regeneration

+420 to Endurance



Increases 

your 

base 

physical

regeneration by 350%. 



He lost on the endurance stat as that no longer affected him, but it was otherwise incredible for him. 

He put all the rings inside his storage, then moved to the next item, an amulet. 



Will  of  the  Wandering Reduces the quest requirements for skills Drake

by 20% when worn. 



Wearing  this  increases  the  effectiveness

of  your  tier-5  and  below  skills  by  100%, 

your  tier-6  skills  by  80%,  your  tier-7

skills  by  60%,  your  tier-8  skills  by  40%, 

and your tier-9 skills by 20%. 



You  may  evolve  three  skills  without  the

need  to  create  anchors,  but  the  power  of

these skills will be capped at 70% of their potential maximum and can only be used

while wearing this item. 



It was the only item that Zenker wore that had survived his battle with Hastur.  Ryun  had  already  tested  it,  and  while  he  didn’t  rely  on  quests  to evolve  his  skills,  the  other  bonuses  were  powerful.  He  wasn’t  sure  if  he would ever use the anchor part of the item, but it was a good thing to have. 

He put it away, too, and then moved to the armor. 

They  had  discussed  several  different  options.  Armor  that  boosted regeneration was notoriously hard to make, as he had learned in the Empire, but it was also hard to use for people like Ryun. He could survive attacks that would destroy most armor, and he had no defensive perks to boost an armor’s effectiveness aside from one: Forged in Stars, from Bright Star. 

In the end they decided to go with something that would provide him pure  defense  and  allow  him  the  freedom  of  movement  he  needed—a  full armor  set  that  would  protect  him  from  attacks  as  long  as  possible  before being  damaged.  Everything  that  it  could  tank  for  him  saved  him  Qi,  and besides, he would use copies, which meant that he could replace the armor if it ever got too damaged. 

The  armor  had  been  in  Zenker’s  storage,  and  it  had  been  damaged when he found it. It had a repair function, of course, but those only worked outside of storage places for some reason. Ryun assumed that items with that function  needed  Essence  from  the  world  around  them  to  repair  themselves, and that wasn’t present in storage spaces. The damage had been…extensive. 

It’d  had  a  crack  across  the  middle  of  its  almost  crystalline  plates,  though  it was  pristine  now.  Ryun  wondered  if  Zenker  had  used  it  against  Hastur,  if perhaps it had been damaged enough that he had to switch to something else

—or if it had been in his storage for longer, from some other fight. 

In the end, it didn’t matter. 

Ryun  looked  at  the  blue-and-white  armor  made  out  of  interlocking

plates,  all  of  which  were  glowing  faintly.  It  had  been  shaped  for  a  drake’s body when he’d found it, but it had equip, which meant that it shaped itself for his body when he wore it. It also had adaptive and durability—one meant that it could even change its shape in the extreme ranges, like for his Evolved Form, and the other meant that the natural materials it was made out of had their durability increased beyond normal. The helmet had no visor, no gap for eyes, but it was see-through from the inside. 



Armor of the Last

+2000 to Strength

Star Plate (chest)

+2000 to Endurance



When worn, this armor increases all of your

natural resistances by 50% and reduces the

physical damage taken from all sources by

50%. Adaptive, equip, repair, durability. 



Part of the  Last Will of An Aspect Set; if all five pieces are worn, activate  Last Will. 



Armor of the Last Star +2000 to Strength

Gauntlets (gauntlets)

+2000 to Wisdom



When worn, this armor increases the power

of all physical and special attacks by

100%. Adaptive, equip, repair, durability. 



Part of the  Last Will of An Aspect Set; if all five pieces are worn, activate  Last

 Will. 



Armor of the Last

+2000 to Strength

Star Helm (helmet)

+2000 to Intelligence



When worn, this armor increases your

willpower by 50% and the power of all

perception-based powers by 100%. 

Adaptive, equip, repair, durability, 

clearsight. 



Part of the  Last Will of An Aspect Set; if all five pieces are worn, activate  Last Will. 



Armor of the Last Star +2000 to Strength

Trousers (leggings)

+2000 to Vitality



When worn, this armor increases your

willpower regeneration by 20% and reduces

special damage from all sources by 50%. 

Adaptive, equip, repair, durability. 



Part of the  Last Will of An Aspect Set; if all five pieces are worn, activate  Last

 Will. 



Armor of the Last

+2000 to Strength

Star Boots (boots)

+2000 to Dexterity



When worn, this armor increases your

physical speed by 20% and increases your

balance by 100%. Adaptive, equip, repair, 

durability. 



Part of the  Last Will of An Aspect Set; if all five pieces are worn, activate  Last Will. 



Armor of the Last

When  all  five  set  pieces  of  armor  are  worn, 

Star Set:

you gain the Last Will of An Aspect buff. 

 Last Will of An Aspect  

Last  Will  of  An  Aspect:  While  this  buff  is active,  the  armor  is  immune  to  all  Heat-related  effects.  The  wearer  is  immune  to  all

special movement-restriction effects, and the

wearer’s  mass  is  counted  as  if  it  has  been

increased  by  2000%  when  effects  impact

them.  The  stat  bonuses  of  all  pieces  are

increased  by  100%.  This  effect  warps  time

and  space,  reducing  the  effectiveness  of  any

related powers around you by up to 60%. 

You  can  activate  the  Last  Will  of  Kha  Yu, which  inflicts  the  high  gravity  of  a  stellar

core on everything around you, dealing tier-9

Gravity  Essence  damage  and  reducing  the

speed  of  everyone  impacted  by  up  to  50%

based on their stats—the damage depends on

the density of Essence around the wearer. 



The biggest draws were that it was extremely hard to damage, despite the fact that Zenker had fought something that could, in fact, damage it. The armor  would  provide  him  with  protection,  letting  him  save  his  Qi,  and  with Bright Star’s bonuses it would be even stronger—if he managed to reach his next bond level with Bright Star, of course. 

Next  were  two  weapons.  One  was  a  reward,  just  like  his  ring,  the Focus of Indomitable Might. He had played around with it a bit, and learned how to use it. With the ways that he and Tali had tweaked his techniques, it had proven itself very good. 

The last was  a short throwing  javelin. Despite not  having used them for a while, it ended up being the best weapon for what he had based his new fighting style on. 



Javelin of True

+400 to Dexterity

Throw

+360 to Strength



When held, this javelin allows you to mark

your target. When thrown, the javelin is able

to curve anywhere within 90 degrees in a

cone in front of it, prioritizing any marked

targets. 

Increases accuracy by 50%. 



It  was  simple,  but  it  didn’t  need  to  be  anything  better.  It  was  a disposable  weapon—a  masterwork,  but  still  disposable.  It  was  exactly  what he  needed.  He  would  of  course  copy  it,  and  use  copies  for  his  use.  He wouldn’t want to destroy the original. 

He put it in the Star Forge, too, and then turned to look at Tali. He had given  her  a  few  more  items,  in  addition  to  the  gifts  he  had  granted  to  her before: a weapon and a ring, masterwork and eternal, respectively. They were going  to  need  them,  he  felt.  They  had  both  been  invited  to  the  gathering  of Sect  Heads.  Both  of  them  were  allowed  to  bring  one  person  with  them,  a second,  who  would  be  put  under  the  same  oaths  as  they  were.  Tali  had already  chosen  her  second,  Lesamitrius—which  surprised  Ryun.  It  seemed that she had a bit more of a soft spot for the ravzor than she had let on. Ryun was  under  the  impression  that  he…annoyed  her.  Ryun  was  still  debating

about  who  to  take,  but  it  would  probably  be  Erdania  or  Selia  as  he  didn’t want to put more things on Anrosh’s shoulders. 

He  had  given  them  some  time  after  what  happened.  Both  were  in Consequence,  talking…politics.  He  had  left  everything  in  Anrosh’s  hands regarding  the  sect.  She  had  demonstrated  her  power,  and  he  had  shown everyone that the two of them were more than a Sect Head and Sect Leader, but  that  they  were  family.  People  hadn’t  missed  that  they  had  the  same Evolved  Form.  It  was  now  her  turn  to  make  her  plan  into  reality,  to restructure  the  sect.  He  had  given  her  his  thoughts  and  opinions,  but ultimately it was her time to shine. 

He  had  his  attention  on  the  gathering,  which  was  going  to  happen soon. They still had some time before they had to leave, enough for Ryun to test his powers and gear in a real situation. 

“You are not still thinking about doing this?” Tali asked. 

“Of course I am,” Ryun said. 

She shook her head, but Ryun had already made his decision. 

 “You ready?”  Ryun asked. 

 “Can’t wait,”  Bright Star responded. 

“You are insane,” Tali grumbled. 

Ryun  saw  her  point.  Who  in  their  right  mind  would  burn  through  a wealth of items such as what Zenker had? 

Well,  Ryun  had  never  relied  on  items,  and  he  had  already  given  out what he had wanted. A few powerful items he had also put aside for the sect, for  any  people  who  had  yet  to  rise  and  prove  themselves.  Many  legendary and mystic items, aside from what he had already given to Anrosh, had been set aside as well. But in Ryun’s opinion, those items weren’t the real wealth that  Zenker  had.  It  was  the  Essence  Crystals,  the  reagents,  the  potions,  and elixirs. The items were powerful, but not all were useful for everyone. In the end, they were his now, and this was what he needed. 

He  started  pulling  items  out  and  feeding  them  to  Bright  Star.  The awakened  forge  exclaimed  in  excitement  with  every  item  that  Ryun  let  it

consume,  learning  more,  taking  something  from  it.  He  didn’t  know  how much Bright Star was going to need, but he kept at it, feeding dozens of items of high rarities to it. It was why he had taken Bright Star in the first place—

being able to improve their bond through resources had always been a draw, especially since the Star Forge hadn’t been an object created for him. 

Then,  finally,  he  felt  it,  their  bond  increasing.  He  skimmed  his notifications and saw that they had been right. He could finally store eternal items in his forge. 



Forged in Stars (Bond Perk)

Any item worn by the user gains

+80% to its durability. 



Star Forge-Bright Star

Armory of the Stars

Grants the user the ability to store up to

16 items into the Star Forge up to

eternal rarity. Each item placed in the

forge will be replicated and stored

alongside the original, to a maximum

of 16 copies. The rate of replication is:



Common rarity: 1 per 30 minutes. 

Uncommon rarity: 1 per 2 hours. 

Rare rarity: 1 per 8 hours. 

Epic rarity: 1 per 24 hours. 

Legendary: 1 per 48 hours. 

Mythic: 1 per 72 hours. 

Relic: 1 per 96 hours. 

Masterwork: 1 per 120 hours. 

Eternal: 1 per 144 hours. 



Any item stored in the forge is granted equip  and  repair while in use by the user. The item copies will last for 30

minutes outside of the forge if they are

not used by the user. 

Star Improvement

Any item placed in the forge for longer

than 7 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. 

Rare rarity: +20 to all stats and +14%

to its durability. 

Epic rarity: +30 to all stats and +18%

to its durability. 

Legendary rarity: +40 to all stats and

+20% to its durability. 

Mythic rarity: +50 to all stats and

+22% to its durability. 

Relic rarity: +100 to all stats and +24%

to its durability. 

Masterwork: +200 to all stats and

+26% to its durability. 

Eternal: +400 to all stats and 28% to its

durability. 

Anvil of Stars

Allows you to pull out the anvil of stars

from the Star Forge scape. Items made

on the Anvil of the Stars gain +20% to

their durability and +100 to one stat

based on the materials they are made

out of. 



Like  before,  the  bond  level  improved  the  previous  perks—a  part  of him wondered if he should just continue, see if he could reach the last bond level, but something told him that he shouldn’t. 

“Such a waste,” Tali said. 

“Not  to  me,”  Ryun  told  her  with  a  smile.  And  it  wasn’t—he immediately  entered  the  Star  Forge  scape  and  placed  all  of  his  items  in  the empty slots. The two of them were on their way to a territory some distance away  from  the  sect:  a  territory  filled  with  dangerous  monsters  where  they could both unleash their power and train. He needed to have his gear copies ready for it. 

Once  he  was  done,  he  stood  up  and  spoke.  “We  should  hurry,  we don’t have much time.” 

They had to head back within a week, if they were to make it to the gathering in time. 

Visibly  resigned,  Tali  beat  her  wings  and  took  to  the  sky  as  Ryun shaped steps and followed after her. He couldn’t wait to try everything out. 

Chapter Fifty-Four — Territory



They floated, or at least Tali did while he stood on a disk of Void Qi, above the territory, looking at the landscape. It was a small territory, nested high in the mountains—a valley with a river splitting it in half, with a small forest glade surrounded by jutting stones on one side. On the other side was an  ascending  series  of  small  plateaus  covered  with  vines  and  shrubbery. 

Large,  round  openings  on  every  cliff  side  led  into  caves,  which  themselves led deeper into the mountains. Some, they suspected, led into the Under. The main monsters of the territory were spider-types known as hakza; there was a queen and a bunch of smaller males nesting in the forest, killing and feeding on  the  birds  that  nested  higher  up  in  the  mountains,  above  the  valley,  when they came down to drink from the river. 

“You sure we want to test things here?” Tali asked. 

Ryun  didn’t  turn  his  head  from  the  territory  below.  “The  report  said that the highest monster the scouts saw was only a tier-18 masterwork hakza-queen.” 

He did know that there were dozens of monster nests. He could even feel  some  of  them  far  down  below  them  in  the  burrows  that  covered  the forest. Hidden in bushes and beneath tree roots, they waited to ambush their prey, but even if each nest had a masterwork monster he didn’t think that they were  very  dangerous.  The  male  hakza,  according  to  the  report,  were  mostly legendary, but on lower tiers of power. 

Hakza were spider-like creatures, in the sense that they wove web-like constructs.  Theirs  were  a  bit  different,  though,  as  they  hardened  over  time and became their nests. They were also more territorial monsters than most. 

Each nest had a single queen and hundreds of male spiders that protected the nest and scrounged for food. In a way they were more ant- than spider-like, but by sensing them Ryun felt like they looked more like spiders, in a vague sense at least. They had eight legs with their bodies being covered in sensory hairs. The difference was that they were less insectoid and more mammalian, 

with  larger  muscles  and  bones  instead  of  the  carapace.  Their  heads  were  a strange triangular shape at the front of their squat bodies that had just a single long  fang  at  the  tip,  which  they  stabbed  into  their  prey  and  used  to  drain them. There were many of them, which was why Ryun thought this territory was a good testing ground. 

Tali shook her head. “Not that,” she said. “I meant the other thing.” 

Ryun  blinked,  and  then  realized  what  she  was  talking  about.  He pulled out an object out of his storage and looked at it for a few seconds. 

“What are you thinking?” Ryun asked at last. 

“This is a high-tier territory,” Tali said. “It won’t be easy.” 

“I don’t need easy.” 

“Sure, but you’re not yet as comfortable with your body and fighting style as I would want you to be,” Tali told him. 

“I’m  not  going  to  that  gathering  without  refining  my  power,  and besides, battles have a way of teaching me more than anything else.” 

Tali  crossed  her  arms  over  her  chest.  “We  should  have  more  people here. We don’t know what type of scenario it is.” 

“Hm…” Ryun didn’t comment. Still looking at the Town Stone in the palm of his hand, he thought about his decision. The scouts had attempted to claim  both  this  and  surrounding  territories.  Three  had  been  scenarios,  or  at least  they  thought  they  were,  as  the  scouts  never  returned.  Sometimes  a cluster of the territories would have similar claiming quests, so they assumed that this territory was no different. It was, however, the most dangerous of the territories, which probably meant a more dangerous test. 

A shriek made Ryun turn his eyes above, to a mountain towering over them that he couldn’t see. A large bird was flying in circles, probably having been disturbed by the two of them. The speed and ease with which it moved made him wonder how strong it was. The territory they were in was high tier, meaning that the Essence it was made out of was of higher quality and tiers. 

The air was denser, harder to move through, and its gravity was stronger too. 

There  was  so  much  Essence  that  it  was  hard  for  him  to  see  far  into  the

distance with his eyes. He often described his sight as looking through a fog or  mist,  and  now  the  mist  was  much  denser.  It  didn’t  matter  much,  as  he could still  see  with his skill—still, the monster above had to have some really high stats to move that fast through such dense Essence. 

Tali was right, in a way. More likely than not, this scenario was going to be a difficult one. He remembered the last, and the only, scenario that he was  part  of,  what  now  seemed  so  long  ago.  It  had  been  hard,  yes,  but  the Twilight Woods wasn’t such a high-tier territory. This one was. 

Regardless, he did want the sect to grow, to expand, and while Anrosh was dealing with the politics and agreements, he had to help somehow. And besides…  he  had  been  looking  for  a  new  place  to  call  home,  somewhere away from other people where he didn’t need to constantly hear their spoken words. A remote mountain valley? This was perfect. 

And  there  was  still  the  matter  of  training,  of  challenge,  both  for himself and for Tali. 

He glanced in her direction. “I’m still inclined to do it, but for now”—

he put the Town Stone back into storage—“I should start clearing monsters.” 

Tali  waved  her  hand  in  a  manner  that  he  had  come  to  understand meant for him to get on with it. 

Blue and yellow scales covered him as he equipped the Armor of the Last Star. He didn’t see the color, of course—Tali had to tell him. To him, the  Essence  was  that  of  a  strange  metal  that  he  hadn’t  seen  anywhere  else before.  He  was  told  that  the  armor  looked  like  a  dark  black-blue  sky  filled with  stars.  Next,  he  equipped  his  Focus  of  Indomitable  Might  in  his  left hand. All the rest of his gear, he had already been wearing. 

He  dismissed  his  disk  and  began  falling,  picking  up  speed  rapidly. 

Less than a step away from the ground, he halted his momentum and came to a full stop, then touched the ground lightly. Already he could feel the spiders react; the webs that were spread all over the forest reacted to his presence, the tiniest  of  air  vibrations  announcing  his  arrival.  He  hadn’t  bothered  to  hide, and that disturbed the monsters even more. He felt them moving, thousands of feet, all heading their way. 

“They  are  coming,”  Ryun  said,  not  raising  his  voice.  Up  above,  too far for sound to reach, Tali responded. 

“I’ll watch from up here,” she said, and while he hadn’t heard her, he sensed her words. 

The  thousands  of  monsters  stirred  as  they  noticed  an  intruder  in  the heart  of  the  forest,  and  chittering  noises  filled  the  air.  His  sense  became…

murkier.  There  were  too  many  monsters,  more  than  they  had  assumed,  it seemed.  Is this just one hive or several?  he wondered. The range of his skill narrowed significantly as more and more chaotic movement came to life. He didn’t  move,  didn’t  try  to  find  a  better  position,  didn’t  try  to  gain  some distance to lessen the load on his skill. That wasn’t the point. 

He could sense far enough. 

The first spiders crawled out of the burrows, dozens of them at a time. 

They were the size of dogs, with eight legs and tiny hairs covering all of their bodies. Each was squat, with longer, bent legs that ended in long claws made for  digging  through  the  ground.  Ryun  prepared  himself  as  they  came,  and pulled on the Essence around him. 

The  Air  moved,  and  the  Essences  of  Nature,  of  Shadow,  and  of everything  else  that  surrounded  him  moved  too.  He  wasn’t  reaching  for anything  particular.  He  just  pulled  everything  as  he  settled  into  a  breathing form. 

Months  spent  trying  to  figure  out  how  to  control  unbound  Essence around him, experiments both alone and with Tali, had borne fruit. He didn’t need  to  breathe;  in  reality,  he  actually  couldn’t.  It  was…more  of  a  mental state  that  was  aided  by  the  motion  of  him  breathing  air  into  his  body.  It served  the  same  purpose.  As  he  opened  his  mouth  and  inhaled,  while  his body didn’t have lungs, it mimicked the body of a human on the surface and just beneath. He had a throat, but the walls weren’t flesh, they were Void and Stillness. He had tested things with Tali and others, to figure out how things worked.  He  still  had  mouth  and  a  throat,  a  hollow  going  halfway  down  his chest that held air. When he talked, his body reacted, and the walls of Void and  Stillness  vibrated,  affected  the  Air,  somehow  mimicking  what  vocal

cords  did  to  produce  sound.  It  was  an  Essence  reaction  that  he  didn’t understand, but it just showed how different things were in the Infinite Realm in reality. The effects were the same, they just didn’t happen in the same way. 

Everything  was  Essence,  and  reactions  could  seemingly  happen  between Essences in ways that wouldn’t be possible in his old reality. 

Still,  he  inhaled  by  pulling  in  Air  Essence  into  his  body  through  his mouth, more than what he was gathering all around him. He sent it down the hollow in his throat, down into his body where the Void tried to consume it and  the  Stillness  tried  to  halt  it.  He  expanded  his  chest  in  the  memory  of reaction.  It  wasn’t  important,  what  was  happening;  the  breathing,  the  form was  more  than  that.  It  was  a  mantra  in  a  way,  to  teach  a  Cultivator  how  to move Qi. Ryun had just applied it to the Essence. It made things easier. 

The  first  of  the  monsters  came  out  of  their  hidden  burrows,  their strange bodies rushing him with an unnatural-looking gait. 



Hakza Warrior (Tier 13)



A monster stabbed its hollow fang in his direction, and a line of web-like  substance  shot  out  straight  at  Ryun’s  back.  He  sidestepped  it,  still focusing on the Essence he was pulling in and gathering just at the surface of his body. He struggled to keep it there without it entering his body, struggled to make it move in a pattern that he wanted it to move in. 

A  few  more  monsters  attacked  from  a  distance  as  dozens  more  rose from  the  ground,  gathering.  He  moved,  his  sense  telling  him  where  the attacks  were  coming  from.  He  was  fast,  strong—just  the  armor  alone  gave him insane stats. 

Then,  the  monsters  decided  to  make  a  real  attack.  A  dozen  of  them leapt, their front limbs extended and claws ready. Some fired their web-like substance,  while  others  just  keened  in  eerie  tones.  This  time  Ryun  didn’t move—instead, he finished preparing the technique. 

As they nearly reached him, he unleashed a {Final End}. 

The Essence of the forest around him blasted out in a sphere. It hit the monsters and sent them flying back. It was mostly Air Essence, but there was a  lot  of  other  Essence  there,  too.  The  effect  was…unimpressive.  It  wasn’t even close to what he could do with the Void; it was just a blast of Essence in its  natural  state.  It  wasn’t  like  Qi,  which  had  been  cultivated  by  his  own power, and thus able to change form so as to be liquid, crystal, or mist. No, it was  just  a  blast  of  Essence—Air  and  Dirt,  Shadow  and  Cold.  He  couldn’t reach out to the unbound Essence and order it to do whatever he wanted it to, but he had learned how to do his own techniques, or some of them at least. 

The  monsters  recovered  and  more  joined  the  glade.  Hundreds  of  them  were now charging him, while thousands were still crawling through the burrows, heading for the surface. 

His  first  task  was  done.  He  could  use  Essence  quickly  enough  in combat—not  as  quickly  as  techniques,  of  course,  but  fast  enough  that  he could make use of it. 

Now, he turned to his core and pulled on his Void Qi. The monsters attacked again, spraying him with threads that were supposed to bind him. He triggered his {Mantle of Gathering Twilight} and increased his strength and dexterity  along  with  his  wisdom.  He  moved,  walking  through  the  air  as  he shaped steps of stilled Air. It cost him less Qi to use stillness in this way, but the Essence that his Stillness Qi touched didn’t stay still for long, unlike his Void,  which  could  remain  in  a  solid  state  longer.  Stillness  didn’t  consume other Essence, but rather attached itself to it, robbing it of the ability to move, to react, holding Essence still for as long as it had the energy to do so. 

He ran across the glade, not going too high, but high enough that he could  avoid  the  threads  that  the  monsters  shot  at  him.  Then,  he  shaped techniques.  He  sent  three  threads  of  his  Void  Qi  outside  of  his  body,  just above his head, and then channeled the fourth into his Focus of Indomitable Might. 

His perk allowed him to channel as many techniques as he wanted, at the price of an increased cost after the third. 

Quickly,  three  orbs  of  black  and  violet  the  size  of  pearls  appeared

above his head, and a technique charged outside of his body. It was hard to focus on the three of them outside of his body, but he had practiced. He had other  techniques  that  he  could  use  to  create  things  at  a  distance;  it  wasn’t anything more complicated than shaping spikes away from his body. Still, he tied off the threads and the links to his conduits and then kept the techniques from activating with his will. 

A  hakza  that  was  larger  than  the  others  leapt,  high  enough  that  he could  touch  him,  and  Ryun  fired  his  techniques.  Three  beams  of  {Twilight Cutting Void Flicker}, thin as one of his fingers, blasted out, splitting the air for just a moment and bisecting the leaping monster. He saw that one of them missed  and  he  cursed.  Aiming  just  with  his  willpower  was  harder  than  he thought.  I should use my |Target Mark| skill next time.  The techniques were short;  the  amount  of  Qi  that  he  had  tied  off  tiny  compared  to  what  he  was channeling inside his body. 

He aimed with his hand at the mass of monsters below him and fired a beam through his focus. It was an older version of his technique, a beam of Void  as  wide  as  his  spread  hand.  He  cut  through  dozens  of  monsters  as  he swept  it  across  the  glade  and  moved  his  Qi  out  of  his  body  to  shape  three more  flicker orbs,  as he had come to call them, above his head. 

He grinned as he felt the battle finally draw him in. He had…missed this  feeling.  With  a  smile  behind  his  armored  face,  he  leapt,  moving  from step to step and firing attacks at the monsters below. 

Chapter Fifty-Five — Training



Tali  watched  from  above  as  Ryun  moved  through  the  glade,  leaving dead  monsters  everywhere  he  went.  At  first  he  stood  high  enough  up  that they couldn’t reach him, but by now he had gotten lower, just a meter or so above the ground. That gave the monsters a chance to strike at him, and a few even had, though their attacks couldn’t so much as get through his armor. 

He  was  unleashing  techniques  with  every  passing  moment.  By  now, he  had  timed  his  techniques  in  such  a  way  that  he  always  had  three  orbs above his head, creating a new one just as another fired. She could see why he called the technique a flicker—it lasted for just a split of a moment, so fast that most might miss it. He was using his focus to fire the same stage of his technique now, and she could see that he was trying to switch his stats around in  bursts,  putting  everything  into  dexterity  and  strength  when  he  fired  his flicker.  He  was  probably  trying  to  kill  as  many  of  the  monsters  with  it  by

“flicking”  his  hand  fast  enough  to  cover  a  large  area  before  the  technique ended.  He  had  sacrificed  the  continuous  effect  for  speed.  She  knew  that  he had  tried  to  extend  it,  but  to  get  a  beam  of  such  speed  required  a  rapid discharge  of  charged  Qi.  They  had  tried  to  tweak  the  technique,  but  were unsuccessful—if he wanted a continuous effect, he needed to sacrifice speed. 

Soon,  he  was  moving  through  the  thousands  of  monsters  trying  to overwhelm  him.  Looking  at  him  now,  she  couldn’t  help  but  think  that  his sensory  skill  truly  was  unfair.  He  was  leaping  around,  looking  as  if  he  was jumping  on  air—which  he  was—wearing  heavy  armor  that  he  obviously didn’t know how to properly move in. He looked clumsy, his movements…

untrained,  and  yet  they  weren’t  exactly  wrong  either.  His  skill, |Enhanced Adaptation|,  let  him  correct  himself.  She  doubted  that  he  even  noticed  it. 

Every time he made a step that threatened to put him out of balance, his body corrected itself—it adapted. It didn’t work just on his body, but rather on his entire  being.  Such  passive  skills  were  always  incredibly  powerful,  even though they might not seem so from the outset. 

He  was  adapting  to  a  new  style  of  fighting  incredibly  quickly.  She could literally see him improving as he was fighting the monsters. The horde of monsters wasn’t a true test, of course, as he had always been good against hordes  of  enemies.  The  only  thing  that  they’d  changed  to  his  approach against such opponents was that now he tried to keep his distance. He always kept himself at a range that let him use his techniques to the fullest, but also let him stay far enough away that they couldn’t touch him. The times of him using his physical stats to overcome opponents were gone. They’d based his style on one thing and one thing only: survival. The less he got hit, the more Qi he had available to throw at his opponents. 

He  wasn’t  killing  many  of  the  monsters.  His  beams  were  cutting through them, but he was killing dozens at a time at most. Thousands more were waiting for him to make a mistake and land a blow. 

Then she saw him stop using Void and switch to Stillness. 




*  *  *

 

A  hakza  was  soaring  through  the  air.  The  monsters  had  started building web-like platforms to get more height, to get closer to reaching him. 

He had played around with Void enough, had gotten a good sense of how to tether  techniques  outside  of  his  body  in  combat  situations  and  what  that would afford him. With his sense, he could fire them in any direction, could cut  apart  anyone  coming  his  way  without  needing  to  move  his  body  or  fire from his hands. Aiming was an issue, but he just needed to learn how to rely more on his skills for that. 

Now,  as  a  hakza  neared  him,  he  switched  his  Qi  type  and  shaped  a different technique. With a {Twilight Shaping Cast}, he created a small box of space filled with Stillness Qi—the area the hakza was passing through. All Essence that his Stillness touched came to a stop, anchored in space. 

The result wasn’t at all what he had expected. He hadn’t practiced this against monsters—he hadn’t practiced them against anything living, but only

against Tali’s techniques. 

He had missed, or half missed at least. His box was off center, and he had caught only a third of the hakza in it. What happened was that a third of the  monster  was  stilled  in  place,  and  two-thirds  of  it  weren’t.  The  monster screamed,  flapping  with  six  of  its  legs  in  the  air,  and  a  crunching  sound happened the moment his technique caught it. But now… He saw flesh bulge, blood start to seep through its orifices, and within moments the monster died. 

It was hanging up in the air with a third of its body frozen and pristine, and the other two were…a mess. 

Ryun’s  mind  was  faster  thanks  to  his  perks,  allowing  him  time  to think during situations such as this. What had happened? Well, it was easy to imagine  that  he  had  managed  to  still  part  of  its  body  while  it  was  moving, that its momentum had torn its organs as it came to a sudden stop, but more than that… This monster was flesh and blood. Its blood circulation had been interrupted,  and  its  flesh  had  ripped  itself  apart  as  muscles  that  were  half stilled  tried  to  move.  He  had  caught  its  back  side,  severing  bones  with  the momentum of its leap, and maybe its spine too, if what he was sensing even was its spine. 

What  had  happened  probably  didn’t  matter—what  did  was  that  he could  do  it  in  the  first  place.  Could  he  just  still  someone’s  heart?  Could  he stop  blood  from  trying  to  enter  an  area  where  Essence  was  stilled,  hitting  a wall and not having anywhere to go? Would that just rupture veins, or would it simply slow, with nothing beating to pump the blood? Or would a person with their heart stilled just rip themselves apart if they moved while another part of them was bound in place? He would need to practice all of that, but not now when he was in battle. He would need a much more meticulous way of testing. Already he had a suspicion that the tier of Qi and the power of the target  would  have  something  to  do  with  how  much  he  could  still  them.  He doubted that he could just affect Tali’s body like that. His Qi would have to penetrate through her body, her Qi. It wouldn’t get far. 

He switched to his branch technique as the Stillness Qi ran out and the monster  fell  to  the  ground.  A  dozen  of  the  monsters  were  mid  leap,  and  he

released another technique. 

The  {Field  of  Twilight’s  Calm}  hit  all  of  them.  This  was  a significantly less targeted blast of Stillness, and not nearly as intense—it was like he had thrown a curtain of mist at them. The monsters he had hit slowed in  their  leaps,  the  air  around  them  stilling  with  the  outer  layers  of  their bodies, but nothing as extreme as what had happened before. 

He  moved,  walking  on  air,  pushing  through  the  Stillness  Qi  he  had filled the area with and getting out of their range before the effect was over. 

A few moments afterward, they were moving again, but he could tell that the technique  had  done  some  damage.  The  monsters  fell  to  the  ground,  some colliding with one another, then became disoriented. 

Before  he  had  a  chance  to  do  anything  else,  the  ground  shook,  and just as his narrowed sense caught something beneath the ground, the monster ripped through the dirt, sending scores of the smaller hakza flying. 



Horde Queen-Hakza (Tier 18)



The much larger hakza had only four legs, all muscular and long, with wicked claws tipping six fingers. She was as large as a school bus and, akin to  the  smaller  hakza,  had  a  triangular  head  with  a  hollowed-out  fang  at  its front. The main difference were the legs, and the spiked tail on her back. She bent her legs and then jumped, spraying something that wasn’t at all like the web-like threads of the males, but instead something like a geyser of liquid. 

Ryun wasn’t about to let that thing touch him, so he used |Pouncing Rush| to move out of the way. He lowered the effects of gravity on himself, allowing his body to move faster and farther into the air. Once he was high enough up, he stopped his momentum and then completely nullified the push of gravity on  his  body.  He  stood  high  in  the  air,  watching  as  the  monster  landed  and turned to look up above. He grinned as he saw more queens jumping out of the ground. This was what he had been waiting for. 

He pulled out a javelin and then pulled on his Qi. 

 


*  *  *

 

Tali watched as Ryun pulled out a javelin, a copy of the masterwork weapon that he had decided on using. Her attention was on him as he started his attack. 

They had tried hard to find a way for him to be able to do damage at a distance. He was now hundreds of meters in the air above the monsters, too far for them to reach him. He could probably fire his flicker technique and hit them, but that technique had limitations. Against more powerful opponents, it wouldn’t quite be enough, not at such a distance. Some would be fast enough to avoid it, whereas others would have defensive techniques that could guard against it or else deflect the attack entirely. His only high-damage move was his  main  path’s  fruit  technique.  His  cut  skill  and  perk  were  strong  too,  but, ultimately,  they  were  mid-range  attacks,  and  better  left  as  an  ace  in  case  he got surrounded or someone closed the distance with him. 

No, they had decided on something else, something that most would consider insane, but…Ryun, as always, was unfair. She watched as he moved his Qi and pushed it all into the javelin, shaping the technique at the core of the  weapon.  The  masterwork  weapon  was  filled  with  Qi,  something  that  it was never meant to channel. Violet cracks spread through the weapon; it was becoming  unstable,  but  its  durability  was  increased  enough  that  it  would survive for a few more seconds at least. Plenty of time, it seemed. 

Ryun pulled his arm back and she saw him aim, still pushing the Qi into the weapon and probably using his targeting skill. Then he threw it with great  strength.  He  had  most  likely  moved  some  of  his  other  stats  into  his physical stats, as the glowing javelin flew through the air and hit the monster queen  in  the  back.  The  javelin  pierced  the  flesh  and  then  it  gave  out.  The metal handle cracked fully, and the technique was released. 

A  sphere  of  black  and  violet  expanded,  a  {Final  End}.  A  hundred meters of the forest became a crater filled with nothing, the queen and all of the  monsters  surrounding  it  nowhere  to  be  seen.  With  many  of  his  stats

pushed  into  wisdom,  his  technique  was  one  of  the  most  destructive  things Tali  had  ever  seen.  It  wasn’t  as  strong  as  some  out  there,  but  it  was  close. 

Ryun  had  charged  the  technique  fully;  it  had  taken  him  a  more  than  ten seconds  to  fully  charge  the  technique  compared  to  the  eight  that  he  needs when  doing  it  in  his  body—probably  because  he  had  been  pushing  Qi  just through the conduits in his arm and then shaping the technique outside of his body. 

She  still  couldn’t  help  but  wince  every  time  he  threw  one  of  those javelins.  It  was  hard  to  remember  that  they  were  copies.  Too,  it  was  one  of the first things that new formation masters learned how to do. A formation, at its  core,  was  just  a  more  developed  and  specialized  technique,  bound  in  an object made to hold it. Most things simply weren’t made for things like that. 

Techniques  couldn’t  last  in  them,  or  as  she  had  just  witnessed,  the  objects broke down if the Qi pushed into them was something destructive like Void. 

No one would do anything like this, ever. A masterwork item was the lowest  rarity  item  that  could  survive  Ryun’s  technique,  and  it  was  only because  his  awakened  forge  increased  the  durability  of  his  items  by  a  high margin.  Still,  it  could  only  last  for  a  short  period  of  time—though  she doubted  that  even  many  eternal  items  would  do  much  better.  Destroying  a masterwork  item  just  to  throw  a  melee-range  technique  at  a  distance  was ludicrous,  and  yet  Ryun  had  his  copies.  His  awakened  forge  let  him  treat items  as  disposable  things.  Even  the  armor  that  he  wore  was  a  copy.  She could  go  down  and  unleash  one  of  her  most  powerful  attacks,  destroy  his armor,  and  he  would  just  pull  out  another  set  out  of  his  forge.  It  was…

annoying, to say the least. 

Another javelin flew through the air, and the target leapt, evading the attack.  But  the  javelin  curved  in  the  air  and  hit  its  target—another  of  the queens—moments  later,  and  another  sphere  of  black  and  violet  flashed  into existence. 

At least he could only have sixteen copies, which meant he could use that  technique  sixteen  times  at  a  distance…   Only  sixteen,  she  thought  to herself with a shake of her head. 

He was so unfair. 

Chapter Fifty-Six — Scenario



Tali watched as the red mist filled the glade, with Ryun at its center. 

He  had  spent  only  a  few  of  his  javelins  to  kill  the  largest  groupings  of monsters, focusing on taking down the queens. It took five days for his forge to create another masterwork item copy, so he didn’t want to spend too many

—though, of course, he had been making copies of this javelin since he had still been in the Empire’s territory. He had always used such thrown weapons as a way to reach some enemies. 

She  watched  as  Ryun  focused  on  using  his  Void  beams  to  kill  the remaining  monsters,  though  many  were  running  back  into  their  burrows. 

They  had  hit  the  monster  population  hard,  but  they  hadn’t  intended  on clearing them fully. Having some monsters in the territory could be beneficial if he intended to make this his home in the future—it might deter people from annoying him. 

Tali  took  a  deep  breath  and  decided  to  head  down  as  well  and  help him out. She shaped a technique and, as she descended, brought the might of the sky down on the monsters. 




*  *  *

 

Another  few  thousand  monsters  and  a  little  while  later,  the  two  of them were standing on one of the staircase-like plateaus. 

“Here, you think?” Tali asked. 

In lieu of an answer, Ryun plopped a handful of Void crystals into his mouth and hummed. 

“Oh,  yes,  Tali.  Here  would  be  great,”  she  said,  trying  to  mimic  his tone mockingly. 

He glanced in her direction and threw another crystal in his mouth. 

“Why are you like this?” she asked him. 

“I’m  still  thinking.  Don’t  rush  me,”  he  told  her.  “I  want  to  find  the perfect place.” 

“We’ve been standing here for the last half an hour, staring at the side of a cliff,” Tali said, just a tiny bit annoyed. 

Ryun tilted his head in her direction. “Just because I’m standing still, doesn’t mean that I’m not looking.” He waved a hand in a circle next to his head and she grimaced. 

“Right,” she said. She still forgot sometimes the insane range that his skill had. “So, do you have any ideas, at least?” 

“I do,” Ryun said. 

She  waited,  then  started  tapping  her  foot  against  the  ground.  After another five minutes of silence, she finally broke. “And you are not going to share these thoughts with me?” 

Ryun blinked. “I haven’t made a decision yet.” 

“And  it  doesn’t  occur  to  you  that  perhaps  I  could  help  you  come  to that decision?” 

He frowned. 

“Seriously,  Ryun,  you  come  to  ask  me  advice  about  all  kinds  of nonsensical things, but nothing about this?” 

“I  ask  you  about  things  I  know  you  have  knowledge  about.  I  wasn’t aware  that  you  knew  anything  about  the  best  placements  for  Territory Interfaces,” Ryun said slowly. 

Tali  sighed  in  defeat.  “Even  if  I  don’t  know  anything  related,  you should still ask. It is…courteous,” Tali said. 

“Fine,” he waved his hand. “So where should I put it down?” 

“Well,  since  we  are  not  going  to  be  building  anything  here  right now…probably somewhere hidden,” Tali answered. 

Ryun nodded. “So, one of those caves?” 

“That would probably be a good place.” 

They  started  walking  toward  the  side  of  the  cliff  where  two  round

cave  entrances  led  into  the  tunnels  below.  Some  connected  to  the  burrows beneath the forest, but Ryun said that he didn’t detect any monsters nearby. It was a good place for a secluded home. They could build a compound on top of the plateaus and buildings over the caves, then expand into them beneath the ground to build some of the things that a Sect Head needed to have—like a vault, a meditation room, and a secure room for the Interface. 

They walked through the tunnels for a while until they found a small cavern in the side of one of the tunnels. 

“This looks like a good place,” she said. 

“Are we ready?” he asked. 

“Are  you?  I’m  not  the  one  who’s  been  fighting  for  the  past  several hours,” she said, looking him in the eyes. 

Ryun pulled out a potion out of his storage—white with glowing blue particles—and then he downed it. She recognized the Qi-regeneration potion. 

It  was  the  greatest  advantages  that  he  now  had.  Zenker  had  always  had potions  and  elixirs  for  everything,  and  Ryun  had  gotten  many  of  Zenker’s supplies. Some, she knew, Zenker had to have spent in battles, but from what Ryun had showed her, there were enough battle potions to last him years of constant battle. 

“I’m ready,” Ryun said and pulled out the Town Stone. 

“Remember,”  Tali  warned.  “We  don’t  know  what  to  expect.  Be ready.” 

They didn’t know what the event was going to be. They didn’t have a town already built, but that didn’t really matter. Most made towns in order to have  some  defense  in  case  of  an  invasion  event,  or  just  to  have  a  base  of operations  while  they  finished  it.  The  two  of  them,  however,  were  going  to claim the territory on their own. There was danger in that, true, but there was also a chance for great rewards. 

Ryun nodded and then activated the stone. 

The effect was immediate. Everything around them filled with bright light  that  lasted  for  a  mere  moment.  She  blinked  and  then…there  was

nothing, only blackness. She couldn’t see anything, but she knew that it had worked, and that they were somewhere else. 




*  *  *

 

There was no flash of light like last time, or at least Ryun couldn’t see it. Through his eyes, it looked like…as if the Essence around him had been wiped clean by a curtain of endless blackness, and then in the same breath the Essence was replaced with Essences of a different configuration. There was no  Light  Essence  anywhere,  but  that  meant  nothing  to  him.  The  Essence around  them  was  of  Air,  and  the  walls  of  thick  Stone,  and  there  was something else in the air that he couldn’t quite identify, an Essence of some kind. What was the most intriguing, was what his sense told him: they were in  the  tunnels,  similar  to  the  place  where  he  used  the  stone,  with  one  big difference: his sense couldn’t  see  anything behind the walls around them. He could  sense  far  into  the  distance—the  twisting  corridors,  even  the  other tunnels  intersecting  with  the  one  they  were  in—but  he  could  only  sense  a meter  or  so  of  stone  around  them,  and  then…nothing.  It  was  as  if  only  the tunnels existed, suspended inside a nothingness that surrounded them. 

It  wasn’t  like  he  was  sensing  a  Void  or  anything  similar.  There  was no Essence beyond the tunnel walls at all. And even the walls were strange. It didn’t seem to be related to Void, not as he understood it. Void was a force that  sought  to  destroy  everything  else;  it  hungered  for  all  other  Essence.  It wasn’t  an  emptiness,  an  absence  of  Essence,  in  the  way  that  some  might think. It struggled against other Essence, it fought, and so there was a balance there. This thing beyond was just…nothingness. 

Before  investigating,  he  pulled  up  the  notification  waiting  in  the corner of his eye. 



You’ve been teleported to the testing area The  Den  of the  Ancient  One.  Find   The   One  That  Sings  Of  Stone

and defeat it. You will be given rewards based on your performance. 



“It’s  pitch  black,”  Tali  said,  and  Ryun  turned  to  look  at  her.  He pushed the notification away and nodded. He could still see—he didn’t need light, of course, but he saw no Light Essence, which meant that she wouldn’t be able to see anything. 

“Too  bad  for  the  Framework  that  you  and  I  are  among  the  best equipped to deal with darkness.” She chuckled, and Ryun did too. 

Tali had been blind for centuries, and she had adapted. Now that she was  recovered,  she  could  sense  her  surroundings  by  the  changes  in  the  air. 

Her range wasn’t as large as his was, but her sense wasn’t at all weaker than his. 

“A boss battle, seems like,” Ryun said. 

“Yes,”  Tali  agreed.  “Any  ideas?  The  air  is  mostly  undisturbed.  The ripples  of  our  arrival  are  painting  a  map  of  long,  winding  tunnels,  leading down into the ground.” 

Then he walked up to a wall and studied it for a moment. The Essence was high tiered, and dense, far denser than anything he had ever seen before. 

He didn’t think that he would be able to deal much damage to it, if any. 

“I  don’t  think  we  are  underground  at  all,”  Ryun  said  slowly.  “My sense can’t see behind the walls.” 

Tali frowned, but then shrugged. “Not like it matters. We only need to find the boss and kill it.” 

Ryun agreed. He focused on his sense. With the amulet he had gotten from Zenker, his range was longer, and he could tell that there was something deep beneath them that all the tunnels led to—a cavern that he could feel just an edge of. He told Tali this, and they agreed to head in that direction. 

As they walked, neither one of them felt any signs of enemies. Even when the entire cavern filled his sense there was nothing. He could sense that there was a large stone formation of some kind down there, a spiral that had

to be artificial, but nothing else. They hoped that there was a clue down there, as there were no tunnels leading out of the cavern, and nothing above them or in the other tunnels. They were trapped. 

“Something is strange here,” Tali mused after a while. 

“What do you mean?” Ryun asked. 

“Don’t  you  feel  it?  There  is  something…oppressive  in  the  air,”  Tali said. 

Ryun  frowned.  He  wasn’t  really  feeling  anything,  but  he  closed  his eyes and tried to feel it anyway. He used his |Mental Fortitude| skill, but he didn’t feel anything trying to invade his mind. His sensory skill didn’t sense anything  amiss  either.  He  glanced  at  Tali—she  was  wearing  her  combat robes, while he was inside his armor. He removed the helmet for a moment, but  still  he  couldn’t  tell.  Was  she  imagining  it?  Doubtful;  Tali  was  old  and powerful.  She  didn’t  imagine  things.  He  put  his  helmet  back  on,  and remained on guard. 

“Tell me if you sense something more,” Ryun said. 

Tali nodded, and they continued. 

It  took  them  a  few  hours  at  their  pace  to  reach  the  bottom  and  step into the large cavern. It was massive, the size of a city, with a tall ceiling and flat floor—except for the stone formation in the center of the cavern. It was tall,  at  least  fifty  meters  high,  and  rounded.  It  was  like  a  snake,  a  massive snake, curled up on itself in a spiral. The walls of the structure were rough, uneven, but no different to his eyes than the stone all around them. He could feel nothing strange about it. 

“It is worse here,” Tali said slowly. “You really don’t feel anything?” 

“No,” Ryun said. “What does it feel like?” 

“As  if  something  is  pressing  down  on  me.  I  don’t  know  how  else  to explain it. It is as if we are in a presence of something…great.” 

Ryun  narrowed  his  eyes.  The  only  answer  that  he  could  see  make sense  was  that  the  reason  he  wasn’t  feeling  it  was  because  their  innate differences.  What  did  Ryun  lack  that  she  didn’t?  She  was  at  a  higher  stage, 

and had more path perks. She also had Soulful perk, from her Crucible of the Soul—was  she  just  more  sensitive  than  he  was?  Or  did  he  have  something that protected him? Indomitable,  Reaper’s Aura,  the Eternal Hunter… It could be anything. 

The reason didn’t matter, though. He trusted Tali. 

“Keep watch,” he said slowly. “I’m going to see if there is something about this structure.” 

He  refused  to  believe  that  the  structure  had  nothing  to  do  with  this scenario. 

He walked up to the stone wall and looked at it closely. The Essence was  of  the  highest  tier,  but  it  was  different  than  any  he  had  seen  before somehow.  It  was  denser  and,  just  like  the  walls  around  them,  he  couldn’t sense anything deep inside, beyond the surface. Were they supposed to break in?  He  didn’t  immediately  resort  to  that.  Instead,  he  walked  around  it.  The scale of the thing didn’t really sink in until he started walking—the diameter of  the  structure  was  hundreds  of  meters  across,  and  it  filled  a  significant portion of the already large cavern. 

“Anything?”  Ryun  asked  as  Tali  landed.  She  had  scouted  the  top while he had walked the bottom. 

“Nothing, but then, I can’t really see in the dark. I sent a few blasts of wind over it, and nothing stands out,” Tali answered. 

Ryun  grimaced  and  then  made  a  decision.  “I’ll  try  to  get  through, then.” 

He walked up to the stone and placed his focus against it, then started channeling his technique through it. A moment later, he fired a beam of the Void. It hit the stone and, slowly, far too slowly, he felt the stone losing out. 

His Void Qi was tier 9, but the stone was tougher than anything he had ever tried  to  damage  before.  He  was  barely  scratching  the  surface.  He  kept  his hand on it, though, in contact with the stone, pushing physically just as much as he was with his Qi. 

And  then,  in  a  single  moment,  something  changed.  The  ground

rumbled,  the  sound  of  stone  grinding  exploded  and  Ryun  screamed  as  his eardrums—or  whatever  it  was  that  he  had  in  their  stead—exploded.  He  felt his  insides  tearing  themselves  apart,  the  Essence  that  made  up  his  body shaking and crumbling. Something pulled, then, through his hand that lay on stone. 

He was healing, his Qi repairing the damage as it was happening, but then Qi burst through his arm, exploding his conduits as it overloaded them. 

The stone pulled his Qi out of his body and into the stone. His eyes widened and  he  tried  to  move  back,  but  something  prevented  him.  With  a  roar  he shaped claws on his other hand and stabbed into his right arm as he dismissed his armor, then tore the arm from his shoulder. He stumbled back and shaped a  pillar  beneath  his  feet,  pushing  himself  up  and  back.  His  sense  was  filled with noise; he could barely sense anything, and his hearing was coming back only to be damaged and healed again. He regrew his arm and put his armor back on as well as another copy of his focus—the last one, as he hadn’t had the time for Bright Star to make more. 

And then the sound and the vibrations stilled, and the structure in the middle of the room moved. 

A  third  of  his  Qi  was  just  gone—from  healing,  in  part,  but  mostly from whatever it was that had pulled the Qi out of him. 

He  saw  Tali  flying  to  his  side,  a  sphere  of  blended  Essence  around her,  Bond  and  Sky,  protecting  her.  He  looked  back  at  the  structure  and  saw what it really was. 



Worldstone Worm: The One That Sings Of Stone

(Tier 27; Image of Worldstone; Bloodline of the

World Worm)



He stopped on a platform of void and looked as the massive creature raised its head up. A round head with no discernible features turned in their direction,  and  then  it  opened  its  mouth,  showing  a  gaping  maw  filled  with

jagged  teeth  made  of  stone.  For  a  split  second  he  could  feel  inside  the creature, but then it roared and everything turned to noise. He tried to use his scanning ring, but it gave him nothing. 

He could already tell that this was going to be difficult. 

Chapter Fifty-Seven — The One That Sings Of Stone



Tali  grimaced  as  her  sense  disappeared,  the  air  beyond  her  {One Bonded  Sky}  shaking  with  the  power  of  the  monster’s  roar.  The  sphere around  her  kept  her  safe,  particularly  as  she  had  used  both  aspects  to strengthen  her  technique:  Bond  to  keep  the  Sky  together,  to  hold  off  any influence  from  the  monster.  While  the  air  beyond  her  sphere  shook  and trembled,  the  air  immediately  around  her  was  calm.  There  was  no  real  Sky here, but anything above the ground, in the air, could be considered as such. 

It was all a matter of perspective. Still, the fact that they were inside a cavern limited  the  power  of  what  she  could  bring  to  bear  from  outside  of  her  core. 

She couldn’t pull on the vastness of the Sky, but her Qi was still strong. 

No,  her  biggest  problems  now  were  sight,  or  her  lack  of  it.  She couldn’t see in the dark, and the monster was doing something to the Essence around them. She closed her eyes and pulled on her Qi. It spilled out of her core and she transformed, using her Evolved Form: Grand Minokawa. Six wings  spread  around  her  form  as  she  expanded  {One  Bonded  Sky}  to  still encircle  her  now  much  larger  form.  A  cloak  made  out  of  Sky  shrouded  her large form and activated another technique—{One With the World}, which increased her stats. This was no time for holding back. She had seen the name of the monster for the split second before it woke. 

With an effort of will and mind, she pulled on the deepest part of her being. 



Domain: Sky Expanse



The light came back into the world as her Realm came into being in the real world. It was an expanse of sky, a bright blue landscape, unending, stretching for infinity in all directions. There was no sun, but there was light

as  it  was  part  of  her  Sky.  The  winds  and  the  faint  white  clouds  surrounded them.  There  ahead,  she  saw  the  monster,  a  massive  being  the  size  of  a mountain now that it had uncurled itself. Her domain suppressed the effect of the monster had on the air around it, and even the strange sensation that she had felt that she still couldn’t quite put her finger on. Now she could both see and sense it, though her sense got…messy the more it neared the monster. It was floating in her sky, of course, and she had expected something like this. 

She  could  feel  something  intruding  on  her  domain,  a  force  that  was  the opposite  of  hers.  Stone?  It  was  something  related  to  the  monster.  It  didn’t matter; it was moving somehow, and it sprang into action. 

She beat her wings and pushed herself out of the way with her |Mine Are the Wings, And The Sky|, as the monster opened its maw and tried to swallow  her  whole.  She  just  barely  managed  to  get  out  of  the  way,  and something still hit her. A small vibration pierced through her Qi and made the air around her vibrate so hard that it shook her bones. One of her ribs cracked under  the  onslaught  and  she  knew  that  she  couldn’t  afford  to  be  hit—she wasn’t  like  Ryun,  who  could  regenerate  constantly.  She  immediately triggered  her  Ascended  State:  Sky  Bond  Ascendancy  and  felt  her  body healing. 

In the distance she saw Ryun in his own Evolved Form, wearing his armor,  with  his  avatar  standing  next  to  him.  As  the  worm  flew  through  the air, they both opened their mouths and fired thin beams of Void. Their attacks hit  the  worm’s  side,  but  she  could  tell  that  they  had  barely  scratched  the stone. 

It was twisting through the air, as if flying, only… No, not flying. It was  spinning,  as  if  it  was  burrowing  through  the  ground.  And  something about that effect around it made her think that it was protecting it. Was that…

a domain, or something similar? A domain that only it could see and interact with? 

Either way, they needed to act. She had learned her lessons from the past.  You  don’t  hold  back,  ever,  not  against  the  weakest  of  ambushers  or monsters such as this one. 

The  air  beyond  her  technique  was  still  vibrating,  shaking  from  the sheer presence of the creature. She needed to speak with Ryun, but there was no  way  that  she  was  going  to  be  able  to  hear  anything  that  he  said. 

Thankfully, her domain had probably settled their surrounding enough that he would be able to hear her, so she spoke. 

“Don’t  attack.  You  can’t  damage  it  enough  like  that.  Be  ready,  look for a weakness, and try to do as much damage as you can. I’ll try to hit it with enough to break whatever it is that protects it.” 

He didn’t respond, of course, but she saw him nod. He was firing out waves of his Stillness Qi as a technique, which told her that something in the air  outside  of  her  protection  was  constantly  impacting  him.  He  wouldn’t  be wasting  his  Qi  otherwise.  Her  sphere  defended  her,  but  he  didn’t  have anything  like  that  aside  from  his  armor,  and  that  obviously  wasn’t  working for some reason.  Vibrations.  That  was  what  had  hit  her—perhaps  the  attack was just bypassing his armor, somehow. 

She pushed those thoughts away and focused. 

The two of them, even in their Evolved Forms, were tiny compared to the sheer size of the creature, but they had to find a way to harm it. This event was obviously meant to be won by an army, but they were alone. They would have to be enough. 

The  worm  turned  and  headed  in  her  direction.  It  opened  its  maw, showing  only  darkness  within.  Then  something  rent  the  space  and  sky  in front of it, creating a spreading wave of destruction headed her way. 

She  pulled  on  her  will  and  used  her  skill  perk, Hold  the  Sky.   The monsters attack hit and slid around her, and then she went on the offense. 

She focused her mind and being. 



 —Empty Sky—



The  Sky,  or  the  might  of  what  it  represented— unbound,  infinite, heavy—expanded  outward  from  her  body.  The  blast  hit  the  monster  and

staggered it, made it turn, and the weight that she had been feeling vanished. 

She saw and felt the stone of its skin crack in some places. Her blast stifled its power, whatever it was, and then she followed through. 

Qi  flowed  through  her  conduits;  two  techniques  were  ready.  She reached the monster and beat her wings, sending both techniques out. 

{Empty World} left her wings as a ball of compressed Qi. It hit the side  of  the  monster,  and  the  technique  activated.  A  sphere  of  Bond  Qi expanded,  and  all  Essence  it  touched  lost  its  bonds.  The  stone  that  covered the monster crumbled and fell away, and still it wasn’t enough. The stone was damaged, filled with cracks, but something held it together. 

Her  second  technique  followed. {Empty  Detonation}  struck,  hitting the  same  location,  and  a  moment  after  the  Essence  of  Sky  seeped  into  the cracks,  it  detonated.  A  sphere  expanded,  the  concepts  of  Sky  pushing  out anything not related to it. A blast of concussive force staggered the monster and  it  keened,  making  the  air  around  it  shiver  as  the  stone  protecting  it  fell away,  leaving  a  small  gaping  hole  that  showed  the  true  flesh  beneath:  a brown  and  rough  skin  texture.  A  moment  later,  she  narrowed  her  will  to  a single point and attacked. 

|I Shatter The Sky|

The  world  that  she  had  brought  into  being  trembled,  and  a  line  tore open.  Cracks  in  reality,  in  space  and  in  Essence  itself,  rushed  forward  and struck the monster’s exposed body. 

Everything exploded. The stone over its body shuddered as the crack spread  from  the  wound  and  the  flesh  beneath  sundered.  Liquid  spilled  out, black  and  silver—the  monster’s  lifeblood,  a  geyser  of  it,  was  now  floating within the trembling sky. 

“Now,  Ryun!”  she  yelled,  hoping  he  could  hear  her.  She  had unleashed  everything  that  she  was  capable  of,  and  still  the  monster  moved. 

The stone trembled as her domain tore itself apart. 

The sphere protecting her was filled with cracks; it wouldn’t last for much longer. 

 


*  *  *

 



Ryun  stayed  back  as  Tali  fought,  engaged  in  his  own  battle.  He couldn’t speak, couldn’t let her know. The way that she spoke made it clear to  him  that  she  wasn’t  aware  of  what  was  happening,  that  Ryun  was  barely holding  on.  If  he  had  been  alone  here,  he  would’ve  been  dead  a  hundred times over. 

This  monster  was  the  worst  type  of  enemy  for  him.  The  monster’s very presence was doing something to the world. It violently shook Essence itself,  was  tearing  him  apart  with  every  passing  moment.  His  body  was healing constantly, his vitality was the highest it had ever been, and he had to push  more  into  it  just  to  keep  up.  He  was  constantly  assaulted  from  all directions, and even with his body constantly lowering the damage, becoming immune  to  it,  it  was  as  if  there  was  an  infinite  amount  of  different  attacks coming  from  all  directions.  If  he  didn’t  have  that,  he  would’ve  died  in  the first minute. 

As it was, he wasn’t going to last for much longer. 

His Qi was nearly spent. He had already converted the Essence that he had in his core to replenish his Qi. This was the last of his supplies. He was forced to use Stillness on the air around him to lessen the power of its attacks, or  even  just  delay  them.  A  monster  that  dealt  constant  damage  to  its surroundings  high  enough  to  kill  with  each  second…  He  had  drawn  out nearly  80%  of  his  core  already  just  to  keep  himself  from  being  torn  apart, using it constantly to heal himself. 

Tali wasn’t feeling it, he could tell. Her technique protected her, but more than that, he believed that it was her aspect—Bond. Her body was more solid, the bonds between the Essence greater than his. It allowed her to ignore the brunt of the attacks. 

Ryun couldn’t do much, so he focused on what he could do. 

Tali  attacked,  and  he  saw  her  bring  to  bear  her  great  power.  She wounded  the  monster,  got  through  its  powerful  stone  shell,  and  then  it  was time for him. 

He  sent  his  avatar  forward,  and  followed  a  moment  behind,  running on the platforms made out of the Void. He used only his Void Qi to create the avatar,  and  he  could  see  it  falling  apart  as  it  got  closer.  The  void  was lessening the monster’s attacks, but it was… like an aura, one which became more powerful the closer one got to its body. It was tearing his avatar apart. 

Still, it managed to reach the monster, and in particular its wound, and Ryun activated the  Presence of the Eternal Hunter. 

His stats soared so high that for a moment he lost his mind. His body reformed  itself  fully,  healing  in  an  instant.  His  mind  overloaded  and  his senses went insane. And then he adjusted, and his body was damaged again by the vibrations emanating from the monster. 

His avatar bit into the wound of the worm, clawing and pushing itself inside as the monster roared. And then, as its head and upper torso got inside, his avatar released a {Final End}. Ryun’s Qi dipped again, dangerously low now, but the blast was rippling through the monster. 

A violet and black sphere blossomed for an instant as his avatar was destroyed  in  turn,  and  a  large  wound  in  the  monster’s  side  appeared.  It  had left behind a hole the size of a house, and still it wasn’t nearly enough. His blast should’ve done more, should’ve cut the worm in half, and yet its flesh, its might, had suppressed his attack. 

It  turned  its  head  somewhere  ahead,  and  the  world  around  him trembled  and  the  Sky  Essence  fled.  Stone  Essence  expanded  out  from  the worm,  almost  as  if  it  was  pushing  Tali’s  domain  back.  It  rushed  in  his direction, and Ryun… He had so little Qi left. He couldn’t shape and run, or his body wouldn’t be able to heal anymore. The monster opened its maw as it came  down  on  him—fast,  too  fast.  He  tried  to  get  away  with  a  |Pouncing Rush|, but it was too large. A few meters wasn’t enough distance. 

Field of a Thousand Cuts

It  didn’t  matter.  The  monster  passed  through  as  a  thousand  cuts attacked  its  maw,  scratching  the  stone  and  spilling  blood  inside  its  mouth. 

Not enough. 

The worm arrived and swallowed him whole even as it was being cut. 

Immediately  the  maw  closed,  leaving  him  surrounded  by  only Darkness  Essence  and  Stone.  The  insides  constricted  and  a  jagged  piece  of stone stabbed through  his armor, impaling  him through his  stomach. His Qi attacked  the  stone  and  couldn’t  break  it  down.  His  core  leaked  Qi,  healing him, and then—

He ran out of Qi. 

His  body  was  tearing  itself  apart  from  the  vibrations  that  were  even more intense inside the monster. He couldn’t heal. 

 Again,  he thought.  Dead again. Not even a year after the last time. 

He could feel it now, what Tali had to have felt before, the full brunt of it. It was the monster’s soul, its weight, its greatness. And he was going to die again. 

It  would  be  easy  to  let  it  go.  He  would  come  back;  it  was…an inconvenience, a few years taken away from him. He closed his eyes, slowly letting it happen. 

And  then  he  stopped,  something  inside  of  him  rebelling  at  the  mere thought of it. 

 Ah…  This  is  what  it  feels  like.   He  understood,  finally,  how  they  all became like this—the immortals of this world, how they stopped reaching for more,  how  they  became  content  with  their  power,  how  they  stopped advancing. He could let it go, stop the struggle, and know that he would wake up again. In doing so, he would defeat himself, becoming complacent. 

 No,  there  are  things  that  I  have  to  do.  Anrosh,  Kri,  Erdania  and Selia… Tali. They are important to me, and they don’t deserve to wait again. 

He  focused  his  will  and  pushed  it  all  on  his  skill, |Greater Restoration|. It helped his body heal passively, and now he made it hold his body together on fumes, on raw willpower. 

 Think, think—what can I do? 

He focused on his ring, and then extended his paw. With a thought he used  one  of  the  stored  instances  of  damage,  when  Tali  had  cut  him  in  half with  an  axe.  He  felt  the  monster  tremble,  and  he  was  wrenched  inside  the monster,  but  the  monster  hadn’t  been  cut  in  half.  He’d  hurt  it,  but  even though the damage was supposed to be scaled up to the size of the monster, the  effects  of  its  shell,  of  its  entire  body—the  stifling,  oppressive  might—

dampened everything that they could do to it. 

He spent the other two instances of damage, too. Each had an effect; blood  spilled  from  above  him  and  splashed  all  over  him  and  his  armor,  and still  the  monster  didn’t  die.  It  squeezed,  the  walls  falling  down  on  him  and constricting  around  him,  more  and  more  until  his  armor  cracked.  He grimaced  and  dismissed  his  Evolved  Form,  ripped  himself  from  the  stone spike  and  fell  to  the  fleshy  ground  beneath.  Inside  the  hollow  of  the monster’s body, he tried to move, but the monster did something, and then it felt as if the weight of the world was on his back. An oppressive force was leaning on him, on his soul. And he realized that now the danger was greater than  he’d  thought.  It  was  damaging  his  soul—it  was  trying  to  kill  him permanently.  He  lay  there,  his  healing  stopped,  his  body  damaged,  tearing itself apart. His core was empty, and his soul was under attack. 

He had failed. 

There  was  nothing  but  emptiness  inside  of  him,  a  hollow.  His thoughts  slowed,  approaching  stillness.  Still,  he  struggled,  his  hand  moved, guided  more  by  his  will  than  anything  else.  What  could  he  do?  He  could force his skills to evolve, but…how? What could save him? He couldn’t let it kill  him  now,  when  there  was  no  hope  of  resurrection.  He  didn’t  know.  He reached for his storage, pulled out an elixir and put it entirely into his mouth. 

He bit down and broke the vial, and the Eternal Elixir of Pure Willpower spilled  down  his  throat,  absorbed  by  his  body.  He  focused  and  found…

nothing to grab on to. 

The  last  time  he  had  died,  it  happened  in  an  instant.  He  didn’t  have the time to think, to reflect, to even wonder if he would wake up again. This

time… His mind had the time to think, and his thoughts were moving so fast that time might as well have been standing still. 

He  wanted  to  move,  to  pull  out  another  of  his  potions,  but  time   was standing still. Everything around him was still—his body, filled with wounds, had been torn apart. His soul was being pressed down on by one that was as vast as a world made of stone. The monster around him was stopped, frozen, stilled. He couldn’t feel anything beyond its body, its stone shell keeping him in the darkness, in this hollow world. 

His core was empty. It was a gaping Void, and it was Still. 

He turned his will toward it, remembering Kri, hoping for something. 

He  found  the  deepest  parts  of  his  core,  the  place  where  two  tiny  points resided,  one  next  to  the  other.  He  realized  what  they  were:  tiny  gates, conduits to the Void and Stillness. 

He  bashed  his  will  against  them,  trying  to  open  them,  but  neither budged. They didn’t answer his call. 

 Why?  He  knew  Void,  he  understood  Stillness.  Why  did  they  deny him? 

He pushed his will more, and then—



 —Conclusion Dominance—

  

His ideal came into being, and threads surrounded him. His death was written there. He snapped one, his will greater than it had ever been, but two more came into being. He was going to die, and not even this ideal could stop it. 

He  turned  his  will  and  ideal  back  to  his  core.  There  were  threads there, too, and he tried to pull on them. He didn’t try to see what they were, what they would do—he just snapped everything in his way. 

 Open! Open! Open!!! Give me more! 

He  was  almost  pleading.  This  is  not  how  my  story  ends!  I  am  the Witness of Journey’s End! I have to be there to see the last end! 

He pushed against the conduit to the Void, that plane that wanted to end  everything—he  felt  the  hunger  inside  of  it,  the  destruction  of  it.  And then…

 The Void consumes all. 

Something  shifted  inside  of  him.  What  would  there  be  to  witness  in the end if it destroyed everything? A part of himself was whispering to him, a voice that he recognized, now more in tune with him than ever before. It was the Wolf of the End, what he had become when he had accepted that he had changed what the Aspect of True Death used to be. It was not Void. The True Death was not destruction, it had never been. It was an end. It was that which had  guided  him  on  the  path  to  his  ideal.  The  Void  was  a  stepping  stone…

And Stillness… Why  had he chosen  that? Because something  inside of him had always desired for that…silence, the quiet. The calm of…

The two conduits trembled, but they didn’t open. They weren’t what he  wanted  for  or  related  to,  and  ultimately,  they  were  not  what  he  had desired. 

But, together, they could point the way. 

At the edge of his mind, his being, his soul, inside his core, something reached out. Not Void, not Stillness—something more. 

He accepted. 

Chapter Fifty-Eight — Ayin



Nothing, a No-thing, an existence beyond anything and everything. 

It  called  to  him  and  he  accepted.  His  core  shuddered  and  the  two conduits  reaching  to  two  different  planes  blended  together,  reaching  to something else entirely. They were related—of course they were. 

Death,  Destruction,  Void,  Darkness,  True  Death,  Stillness.  All  of these things had somehow touched his life. 

Death had filled his life before the Infinite Realm. Zach’s suppression had  robbed  him  of  his  power  for  so  long.  Darkness  was  the  result  of  his blindness.  The  Void,  he  had  accepted  into  his  being.  True  Death  was  now part  of  him,  as  the  Wolf  of  the  End.  Stillness,  a  state  of  being  that  he  had sought  without  really  realizing  why,  was  an  existence  where  nothing mattered. 

They  were  stepping  stones  to  something  beyond.  The  desire  to  see stories,  to  witness  the  ends  of  journeys.  It  all  came  with  the  understanding that someday, sometime, all of this would end. And he wanted to live to see it. 

His core connected, in that moment of defiance, of his refusal to die and  see  his  end  come  before  any  other.  He  connected  and  touched  with another plane, a realm that was a concept made manifest: a realm of nothing. 

The  conduit  in  his  core  slid  open  and  something  poured  in.  No, nothing  poured  in…  Both?  It  erased  what  was  inside,  it  filled  him  and  yet didn’t, it made him feel empty and filled at the same time. It was a paradox of existence and non-existence. He glimpsed into this realm and his mind broke, again  and  again,  into  pieces  that  could  barely  comprehend  themselves.  This realm refused him. He was of Essence, of matter and being, and even though it had extended its hand, it still tried to push him out. He didn’t belong. 

It  was  as  if  he  wasn’t  worthy  enough.  A  part  of  him—the  part  that was the Eternal Hunter, one half of the Aspect of True Death, the Wolf of the End—understood, and as one part of him fell asleep, another fully woke, for

perhaps the first time. 

Death  was  a  transition,  the  end  of  one  life  and  the  beginning  of another type of existence. True Death was more; it was still a transition, but from  existence  into  the  nothingness  that  had  come  before  and  would  come after. And now, at the edge of the cliff, as his soul was threatened, as he faced that nothingness and True Death, he saw into this realm and beheld nothing. 

It was an absence of everything. Essence… Was there even Essence here? He couldn’t  grasp  it,  couldn’t  quite  make  his  mind  understand.  There  were secrets  here  that  he  wasn’t  equipped  to  know,  to  understand,  and  a  part  of him made him certain that this was still part of reality, of the Framework, of all existence. Somehow, it was perhaps a key part of it all. 

Understanding teased him. It was there, just at the tips of his fingers, just  beyond  the  nothingness  that  surrounded  him.  But  he  couldn’t  reach  it, and  that  made  him…sad.  It  pained  him,  made  him  want  to  cry  and  scream and  rage  all  at  once.  But  something  whispered  from  the  nothingness,  from Oblivion,  something  that  promised  that  he  would  know  its  secrets,  in  time. 

His mind was thrown out of the plane of this Oblivion, and back into the real world. 

His core was transforming, filling with the emptiness, the nothingness that  was  Oblivion,  and  it  transformed  into  Qi.  It  seeped  into  his  body  and into his soul, and he felt it transform everything that it touched. For a moment he panicked, and thought about fighting it, but then he remembered the perks that he had been gaining up until this point. 



Eternal  Qi  Control  Master—Endless  Threads:   You  weave

 endlessly, holding all until the end. 

True  Body—Untethered:   You  walk  alone,  untethered  from  the

 natural laws of the universe, bringing the end to those in your way. 

Inner Refinement—Void Chassis:  You are built of Void. 

Astral Eyes—Sights Unseen:  You thrive in the darkness, and now, 

 your blind eyes see what others cannot. 

Void Aura—Oblivion’s Persistence:  Oblivion endures. 

Titanic 

Abyssal 

Core—Void 

Well: 

Nothingness 

and

incomprehension rule here. 

Wolf of the End—True Death of All:  You will see the end of all. 

  

There  were  others,  too,  but  all  were  the  same.  End,  Void,  Darkness, and Oblivion. This had always been the way, the Path of the Final End. 

Oblivion. 

He was changing, and his perks were changing. He could feel it, and he could see them flashing in the corner of his eye, wanting to be called and read. He couldn’t, his body remade itself, healed itself, and…something else was there. Something new. 

His will grabbed hold and pulled it out. 

The power filled him, it sang to him of the silence at the end of all. It was  nothingness,  and  it  sought  to  bring  about  nothingness.  On  instinct,  it came to him, and he reached out with his hand. His ideal was still active, still showed him the threads that filled the monster and all of its actions, that filled Ryun himself too. He looked for a thread, somehow knowing that he needed one,  and  found  it.  There  was  a  thick  line  going  through  the  core  of  this monster,  this  being  of  stone.  The  thread  was  filled  with  light,  with  the Essence  of  Stone,  with  the  history  of  a  world  that  had  long  since  vanished, and of creatures that this was the last and the greatest of. 

It was an ancient world, an ancient life, of growth beneath the stones of  a  world  that  dwarfed  all  others,  of  a  reality  with  no  sun,  of  battles  and scars and glory. It was the thread of a life. 

He knew what it was—it was the thread that represented the existence of  The  One  That  Sings  Of  Stone.  He  grasped  with  his  hand,  touched  the monster’s flesh, and let the power seep out of him. It touched the thread and all  of  it  went  black.  Reality  whined  around  him,  crying  out  in  sorrow  and despair.  It  withered  and  decayed  as  what  it  had  been  was  made  no  more  as the  power  of  Oblivion  itself  touched  it.  He  knew  the  name  of  this  power;  it

whispered to him as he let it work through him. Ayin followed his will. 

And then the world returned, and he was on the ground, in the cavern made of stone, and no signs of the monster or their battle remained. Tali was above, and she quickly landed and changed in her normal form as he rose to his feet. 

“Ryun…  what…  what  were  we  doing?”  She  held  her  head,  as  if  in pain. 

It took him a moment to understand. What he had done had affected her  as  well;  it  was  still  active,  still  doing  something.  He  reached  inside  to Ayin, and he released the parts of it that influenced her. 

She frowned, her eyes blinking as memories returned to her. 

“Ryun, what did you do? Where is—” 

“It  is  no  more,”  Ryun  said,  and  knew  it  to  be  true.  He  had  taken  all aspects  of  it  away,  and  made  them  not.  But  he  returned  its  impact,  the memories of what it had done, and its history, so that Tali could remember. 

Tali  pulled  out  something,  a  gemstone  that  gave  off  faint  Light Essence, letting her see. He saw her eyes widen as she looked at him. 

Then, after a few moments, she spoke. 

“How?”  Tali  asked  slowly,  her  eyes  wary.  He  frowned.  Something was bothering her, obviously. 

“I did what Kri did. I managed to touch the plane of an aspect,” Ryun said. 

“What  she  did  was  nothing  like  this,”  Tali  said  slowly.  “You  are changed, Ryun.” 

He  frowned  again,  then  raised  his  hand  and  looked  at  it.  He  saw…

nothing. There was a hole in the realm of Essence shaped like his hand. He moved  it  and  the  Essence  flowed  around  it,  as  if  bent  out  of  the  way,  not interacting with him at all. No, there was a layer, a thin layer of…something Essence-like, which made out the surface of his skin. He saw light bouncing off of it. He didn’t know what it was, or what it meant, so he decided to pull up his notifications, going through them from the time the first had arrived. 

 

Aspects combination initiated. 



The Stillness of the Void Aspect acquired. 



Perk upgrade initiated…canceled. 



Aspect evolution detected. 



Reintegration of aspect initiated. 



Void—removed. 

Stillness—removed. 



Oblivion Aspect gained. 



Perk upgrade initiated…



Insightful knowledge acquired



You have peered into the deeper law and the concept of an Essence, glimpsing the truth behind it. 



Great Feat accomplished



Rewards:



—Personal Feat: Glimpse of Aspect Title

—Ayin Title and Grand Perk



Titles





Personal Feat:

Glimpse at the core

+5% to all stats

Glimpse of Aspect concepts of your aspect, (Aspect Improvement), and gain a deeper

50 Celestial Essence

understanding. 

Ayin

Your achievement, 

+100 to base wisdom, 

drive, or effort is

Ayin (Grand Perk), 10

recognized. 

Celestial Essence



Oblivion (9) (Aspect Perk)

Your Qi passively enhances your

body with the concept of

Oblivion. You are immune to any

direct tracking or scrying

methods. Any attacks against you

will lose a portion of their power

based on the disparity between

you and the source. You are

immune to the direct influence of

all movement-restriction effects. 

Gain +50% to wisdom and

intelligence, and +25% to vitality. 



Ayin (Grand Perk)

Tap into the source of pure Oblivion. Once

every 100 years, erase anything that you are

touching from existence, with all or any

aspects of it as you desire. Willpower can

reduce or oppose this effect. Can only be

used while Conclusion Dominance is active. 

 

Then there was the notification about their scenario. 



Congratulations for defeating The Den of the Ancient One scenario! 

You can leave the scenario whenever you wish. Rewards given based on your performance:



—Guardian of Worldstone (Territory upgrade)

—Shrine of Worldstone (Territory upgrade)

—Palace of Worldstone’s Memory (Territory upgrade)

—Vault of The One That Sings Of Stone (Territory upgrade)

—50,000 Immortal Essence

—Title: Superiority



Superiority

Defeat  the  One  That +100 to base strength, 

Sings  Of  Stone  in  The vitality, wisdom, +10% to Den  of  the  Ancient all stats, 5000 Immortal One scenario while not Essence

yet  at  the  peak  of  a

focus  and  with  fewer

than 

5 

people

attempting to defeat it



There was more—some of his perks had changed—but he pushed that all aside and looked at another window that asked him if he wanted to leave the  scenario.  He  mentally  pressed  an  option,  and  they  were  let  out  of  the scenario’s realm. 

He turned to look at Tali and then shared everything with her. 

He remained silent as she read through the many windows, and then finally once she was done, she just shook her head. 

“So unfair.” 




*  *  *

 

They walked out of the cave system, and back to the surface. 

“Your cracks have changed color, probably to the color of Oblivion. It is now black and silver, but there is still some violet there, at the edges.” 

Ryun  didn’t  particularly  care  about  that;  he  couldn’t  see  color  as others  did  anyway.  What  he  wanted  to  know  was  what  Oblivion  even  was. 

He  couldn’t  see  it  like  he  could  Essence,  and  even  his  Qi  was  somehow different.  And  yet,  it  was  there,  only  invisible.  He  didn’t  think  that  the Framework  would  allow  anything  outside  of  its  purview,  and  just  as  it  had assimilated the Aspects of True Death… Oblivion felt like it was part of it all, only he didn’t yet understand it fully. 

Regardless,  he  had  time  to  think  about  that,  and  to  see  how  he  had changed.  It  would  be  a  while  before  they  reached  their  destination:  the Dragon’s Heart Sect territory. 

“You do realize that we came here so that you could train and become accustomed  to  your  new  power,”  Tali  said.  “And  we  are  leaving  with  you needing to do everything again from scratch.” 

Ryun  bowed  his  head.  He  wasn’t  going  to  complain;  he  had  nearly died. But they would have to train and explore his new…everything, on the way. They couldn’t miss the gathering. 

“We’ll figure it out,” Ryun told her. 

He couldn’t wait. 

Chapter Fifty-Nine — Science of Essence Twenty years ago



There  was  always  more  to  learn,  to  discover,  to  experiment  with,  to understand. Sometimes, she wondered if it was she who was the aberration, she who was so different from everyone else. She had thought that she would find  a  home  with  the  Seekers  of  Knowledge,  but  even  with  them,  these people who were world renowned for their striving to find the secrets behind their world, she felt herself to be…an outcast. 

Her  questions  were  often  met  with  the  rolling  of  eyes,  even  dark looks. She didn’t understand why. Why didn’t they want to know everything? 

They  only  looked  for  knowledge  that  could  make  them  more  powerful,  that could  give  them  an  advantage,  that  taught  them  how  to  navigate  the Framework—not how to understand it. It saddened her. 

She  turned  her  attention  back  to  her  work.  She  switched  the  small box-container beneath the microscope and took a look. The arrays in the item activated  and  increased  the  magnification,  but  also  allowed  her  to  see  what she was looking for in the first place. The path to understanding Essence was a  difficult  one;  most  never  even  gave  it  a  second  thought.  The  Framework enabled everything, so there was no reason to try and learn the secrets. Here, though,  surrounded  by  the  recorded  knowledge  of  worlds  that  no  longer existed—their histories, their science, their beliefs—Valthua looked for what was  beyond  it  all.  The  knowledge  was  not  exactly  relevant;  the  Infinite Realm  was  too  different.  Still,  there  was  much  to  be  learned  from  the mistakes  of  their  ancestors,  from  what  they  had  believed  in,  from  the philosophies that they had developed over periods that dwarfed the history of the  Infinite  Realm.  Even  the  sciences  were  important.  She  knew  that  the Exalted Empire used much of their race’s previous knowledge, finding ways to adapt the Framework to achieve what they had lost. 

She  also  had  records  of  interesting  cultures  in  the  Infinite  Realm, 

knowledge  that  she  used  only  for  research.  The  others  disregarded  these, considering  them  to  be  merely  monster  cultures,  brought  here  to  the Framework  to  fuel  their  growth.  But  there  were  secrets  even  there,  just waiting to be discovered. 

As  she  looked  through  the  device,  she  saw  the  Essence  inside  the container.  Actually  seeing  Essence  was  one  of  the  biggest  obstacles  in  their study. Ordinary, even improved, sight was unable to detect the true form of Essence.  To  them  it  all  just  looked…well,  how  the  world  was  perceived  by sight.  It  was  as  if  there  were  two  worlds,  existing  at  the  same  time  in  the same place, but how they were perceived was different. A small rock would always  look  the  same  in  the  Real  Realm:  a  clump  of  matter.  The  color  and texture  might  change  slightly  depending  on  the  actual  composition  of Essence,  but  everyone  would  be  able  to  recognize  a  rock.  And  in  the  other realm,  the  real  realm  of  Essence,  it  was  tiny  particles,  arranged  in  different patterns. 

The  piece  of  stone  inside  the  container  she  had  placed  beneath  her device  had  been  recovered  from  the  Island  of  Dungeons.  It  was  a  rock-type Essence  that  was  naturally  in  a  mist-like  state.  It  was  strange,  and  exactly what  she  loved  about  her  research.  She  had  done  extensive  tests  with  the samples  she’d  had  delivered.  It  seemed  like  the  stone  was  in  this  state naturally, but if anything tried to go through with sufficiently high speed and mass, it hardened into a crystal-solid state. 

Essences that could change state weren’t that rare, and so most people just accepted them as if such a thing wasn’t fascinating. 

Valthua  wanted  to  know…everything.  Each  Essence  had  a  natural state, and all Essence could be observed in its natural state, as tiny particles that together created an effect. 

Essence  was  a  tiny  particle,  a  grain,  that  changed  based  on  various factors. Each Essence had different particles, but most of them followed the same rules. They had two parts—an outer shell, which changed, and an inner core, which she believed to be the  meaning  of Essence, and which remained constant unless transformed by a very strict rules that changed it into another

type of Essence. Fire might interact with Wood to create Ash, and so on. The shell and core together were what Valthua called Essence Particles, the base building pieces of their reality. 

The shell was different based on the natural state of the Essence. Solid Essence  had  particles  with  a  shell  shaped  like  a  cube,  each  particle  tightly pressed  against  another:  strong.  Liquid  Essence  shells  had  many  sides, shaped like a many-sided die, an icosahedron—she’d had to dig deep in the old  world  books  to  learn  that  one.  They  were  still  tough,  but  the  particles rolled  over  one  another  and  had  more  give  to  them.  A  mist  Essence,  or aerosol as the people on old worlds used to call it, was in between. The shells were spheres, but there wasn’t much strength in them, and they moved out of the way of any intrusion—unless, of course, some conditions were met. 

She had learned from the old books that the other universes had four states of matter, or rather six if her cthul ancestors were to be believed. She had tried to apply some of that old knowledge to her research, but it didn’t fit everything.  Fire  was  a  perfect  example:  it  was  definitely  a  mist,  rather  than what the old ones considered plasma—she hadn’t even seen anything in the Infinite  Realm  that  matched  what  they  described  plasma  to  be.  To  be  sure, there were things that appeared like it, but taking a real look at the particles always proved that they fell into one of the three states that she knew about. 

Most were liquid or mist that was extremely dense, or hybrid Essences. 

When the shells of different Essences touched, they interacted based on their  meaning, which Valthua considered the hard laws of the Framework. 

Fire burned most other Essence it touched, and it needed Air Essence to exist, constantly  consuming  it.  The  density  of  Fire  Essence  and  the  tier  dictated what it could actually burn. Water attempted to fill any holes, to take shape, and  it  obeyed  Gravity,  while  some  mist-state  Essences  like  Air  were  barely affected by it. Heat came into being from Fire, from Sunlight, and a hundred other different things, transferring and touching other Essences, bonding with them unless there was enough of it to melt. Water turned solid naturally if its temperature was reduced, or rather if there was no Heat. 

And all of that only concerned what she called the Material Essences, 

or  Elemental  Essences—though  that,  too,  provided  difficulties.  There  were no great schools or science institutes in this world. Those who were interested in learning did things on their own, and so each had their own classifications and  naming  schemes.  Laypersons  adopted  their  own  naming  schemes,  as well, muddling the waters further. 

And  that  didn’t  even  include  what  most  people  called  Laws  and Concepts. It was…all so inconsistent, and she wished that someone would try to gather all the research and make something orderly of it. In a way, that was what she was doing. 

The Essence that she was looking at now was in its mist state. It was inside a specially made container that excluded all other Essence—or, rather, most—which  allowed  her  to  look  and  see  it  without  Air  or  Light  Essence interfering.  It  wasn’t  really  seeing,  as  when  she  put  her  head  on  the  device, the arrays used her eyes as conduits to paint a picture inside of her mind. She sadly didn’t have an ability to see Essence, as that was a very rare thing, with only a handful of instances having even been recorded. 

As she looked at the Essence, she turned a knob, which changed what she  was  seeing  slightly.  The  container,  filled  with  spherical  gray  particles with  tiny  pearls  of  black  in  the  middle,  were  suddenly  not  the  only  thing inside.  Tiny  white  threads  were  connecting  each  shell  of  the  mist-form Essence  particles  with  one  another.  These  particles  were  the  Bond  Essence, the  thing  that  kept  everything  together.  Depending  on  the  particle  shell,  its influence increased or decreased. So, a particle of solid Essence would have stronger  Bond  Essence  tying  it  together,  a  particle  of  liquid  Essence  more weak, and mist the weakest. It was everywhere, existing on a layer below the Material Essences. There were several different layers, and as such different tiers of Essences themselves. 

Though,  again,  it  all  depended  on  so  many  different  things:  tiers, densities, types. Combinations were endless. 

People  had  different  names  for  these  Essences,  laws,  and  beyond them,  the  concepts.  Laws  were  unique  in  that  they  weren’t  uniform.  Bond was,  in  her  opinion,  a  law,  and  perhaps  slightly  a  concept?  She  had  no  real

way  of  testing  it  properly  to  figure  it  out.  Its  appearance  and  rules  were different than those of other laws. Gravity was a constant wave pushing down on everything, even what was inside the container, just like Time and Space. 

It was extremely hard to isolate law-type Essences from…well, anything. 

Her theory was that those Essences existed on several planes at once, and so they were that much harder to remove compared to just those which existed only in the Real Realm. 

Still,  there  were  many  Essences  that  were  combinations  of  two  or more  Essences,  or  even  two  categories,  and  that  made  them  hard  to  study. 

Rules  weren’t  uniform;  they  changed  based  on  the  situation,  on  what Essences were present and interacting with one another. 

Then,  there  were  concept-type  Essences,  which  were  the  most difficult  things  to  quantify  and  categorize.  Life  was  present  nearly everywhere around them, and it was for the most part invisible, even barely perceptible—unless  you  had  its  opposite,  Death,  for  comparison.  The particles of concepts were the only Essences that had no shell, that were only meaning.  Some  could  barely  even  be  seen  at  all,  even  with  the  best equipment  available.  She  had  only  ever  been  able  to  actually  see  Life  and Death Essences, which was why she knew that they had no shells. Their core, the meaning, influenced a wide area beyond its confines. A tree might have one core, one particle of Life as  meaning, but the Life Essence would affect an  area  beyond  the  tree.  The  impact  that  the  concepts  had  on  the  world changed, varied, depending on too many factors. 

And she could only infer the existence of other concepts, mostly from the few examples that she had observed. Time, for example, often acted like a concept. It was invisible to all, but everyone could feel it. She had never seen a  particle  of  Time,  but  she  knew  that  it  was  always  present.  That  made  her think  that  Time  was  a  hybrid  Essence  of  concept  and  law—because,  in  her experience,  laws  were  usually  present  everywhere  and  inhabited  several layers   of  reality,  whereas  concepts  were  usually  tied  to  a  single  layer  or realm. 

The  other  source  of  her  information  were  the  few  reports  of

Cultivators that she’d managed to get her hands on. She wished that she lived closer  to  the  sects,  or  that  she  could  even  stay  in  a  sect.  The  fact  that Cultivators  could  sense  and  interact  with  Essence  was  fascinating.  Classers didn’t care for the most part, as the Framework directly enabled their power. 

Skill  users,  for  their  part,  were  mostly  hardheaded  individuals  who  didn’t care  to  understand  what  they  were  doing,  but  instead  focused  only  on  their will. 

Cultivators,  though…  She  wished  that  she  could  study  Qi,  that  she could  see  what  it  was.  The  reports  she  had  access  to  said  that  Qi  was processed  Essence,  and  that,  somehow,  this  process  of  cultivating  Essence into  Qi  allowed  the  Cultivators  a  greater  control  over  the  Essence  or  Qi, allowing them to force it to change state. 

She pulled away from her device, having not learned much new. The Bond Essence was tighter around the particles of this Essence, but… It was the  meaning, the core, that governed how it reacted to outside influence. That was  something  that  she  couldn’t  really  study  any  way  other  than  with experiments—many experiments. 




*  *  *

 

 Ten years ago



They  had  come  for  the  library.  Valthua  had  known  that  they  would, the  moment  the  city  gates  had  been  breached.  It  was  one  of  the  most defensible places in the city of Dall’dvor, and the Seekers of Knowledge had allowed  the  people  to  hide  inside  their  halls.  The  library  was  falling;  she could hear the Seeker Warriors fighting and dying outside. She still couldn’t believe it. It still wasn’t real to her. The taken, people turned into followers of a  monster?  It  was  so  hard  to  believe—it  went  against  everything  that  she thought was real. 

And  now,  she  was  left  with  a  decision,  the  final  decision  she  had  to

make. Her standing in the Seekers had been shaken. They didn’t approve of all the things she was willing to do to reach the answers she wished. She felt like she wouldn’t remain in the organization for much longer. And yet… She still was part of them, and so she had a responsibility as the last living Seeker in the library. 

She  looked  around,  saw  the  people  hiding  behind  the  rows  of bookshelves,  and  knew  that  there  was  no  escape  for  them.  She  had  a  single array,  purchased  so  long  ago  that  she  often  forgot  about  it:  an  array  that would  get  her  to  safety,  but  it  could  only  take  one.  If  she  let  them  know, someone would take it from her—to save themselves or a loved one, it didn’t matter. 

The  city  had  fallen,  and  those  who  weren’t  being  killed  were  being turned into these…abominations. 

She was not going to be one of them. 

The doors leading to the inner chamber shook as something smashed against them. Everyone tensed, and then they burst open and warriors spilled inside.  The  first  line  were  people  with  all-black  eyes,  and  many  black  lines spreading  over  their  skins.  With  mad  roars  and  empty  minds,  they  crashed into the tables and the obstacles they had put in the way. Attacks came from the people inside, cutting them down. 

Then,  another  stepped  in:  a  tall  minotaur  with  wet  and  dark  fur.  She was  surprised  at  what  she  saw.  He  wore  robes  that  were  clearly  those  of  a Cultivator,  and  the  fact  that  his  fur  and  even  horns  appeared  to  be  wet…  It had to be a true body of some kind that she had no reference to identify. His eyes were those of someone who could reason, but he had to be a taken, for he was standing next to the others, and yet she saw no obvious signs of it. He raised  a  hand  and  a  wall  of  wet  brown  earth  crashed  into  the  defenders, moving  and  curling  around  everyone  and  hardening  as  it  went.  She  saw  the ethereal  glow  around  the  mud  and  immediately  recognized  the  Essence,  or rather  Qi,  as  Soulmud,  one  of  the  most  dangerous  aspects  in  the  Infinite Realm.  It  fell  on  top  of  the  people  encased  within  it,  weighing  them  down, crushing them and draining their souls through contact. 

She couldn’t let herself be touched by it. Standing behind it all, in the center  of  the  library,  she  made  one  last  look  at  the  people  around  her, struggling  to  survive.  She  closed  her  eyes  and  asked  for  forgiveness  as  she activated  the  library’s  self-destruct  array  and  then  used  her  personal  one  to teleport  out.  She  fell  on  the  ground,  hundreds  of  kilometers  away  from  the city  and  the  fighting,  knowing  that  the  library  was  gone,  destroyed  in  a  fire that  had  consumed  all  of  its  accumulated  knowledge,  along  with  all  the people inside it, taken or not. 

Quickly,  she  turned  and  started  walking  south,  then  west—toward safety, and the sect territories. 

Chapter Sixty — Offer

 

How long had he been here? He was trapped in the open, a forest and a waterfall, running and always coming back to the same place. He couldn’t escape  this  trap,  either  because  something  was  influencing  his  mind  and always turned him around, or because this place was some separate piece of land  that  curved  back  on  itself.  Or  perhaps  this  was  just  the  reality  of  this piece of the Ethereal Realm. What worried him was that he couldn’t tell the passage  of  time;  it  was  a  sensation  unlike  any  other.  Without  knowing  how much time had passed… He worried that he would slip and become a shade. 

His protections wouldn’t last forever. 

A  moment  or  a  year  later,  he  still  sat  at  the  edge  of  the  waterfall, thinking and worrying about his situation, paralyzed by the very nature of this place. Then, something changed. The world snapped into focus, and footsteps alerted him. 

Kael  turned  and  saw  him.  Tall,  wrapped  in  a  silver  armor  covered with symbols that emitted an eerie light blue glow, was a yeti, a monster with white fur of the purest snow and gray ringed eyes. There were so many rings that  just  looking  at  them  sent  chills  down  Kael’s  bones—an  old  shade,  a powerful shade. 

“What?”  The  yeti  grinned  at  him.  “No  attempts  to  ambush  me?  To fight and escape?” 

Kael  had  already  witnessed  this  being’s  power,  and  knew  that  there was nothing that he could do. He was at the shade’s mercy. 

He didn’t respond. 

The  yeti’s  grin  widened,  turning  almost  unnaturally  wide.  “Smart. 

Perhaps you will be useful after all. But first…” 

He  pulled  out  the  same  orb  as  one  that  he  had  before  when  he  took him  from  the  dungeon.  This  time  it  wasn’t  glowing,  though.  The  yeti approached,  and  Kael  forced  himself  to  remain  calm,  Tranquility  flowing through  his  conduits.  The  yeti  was  now  close  enough  to  touch,  and  the  orb

was pressed against Kael’s chest. 

The yeti frowned and then pulled back, knocking on the orb in what looked to be confusion. “I hoped it was just a temporary issue, but something has  changed,”  the  yeti  whispered.  Then  he  raised  his  eyes  from  the  orb  and looked at Kael. “Do you know what changed?” 

Kael shook his head. “No,” he answered, hoping that he didn’t trigger the clearly insane shade somehow. 

The yeti nodded, then he gestured at the orb. “I created this from the Essence  of  a  spirit  I  killed,  a  spirit  tied  to  time.  It  could  point  me  in  the direction of the things that I need, things that I could use to bring about the most favorable outcome for myself. It led me to you,” the yeti said. “But now it is silent.” 

The yeti tilted his head, and then his left arm blurred and he carved a symbol  in  the  air  next  to  them.  It  shone  with  a  green  glow,  and  pulsed rhythmically.  “Something  is  wrong.  I  can  feel  moments,  seconds,  minutes, hours,  or  days  if  I  push…but  there  are  no  mirrors  to  look  at,  no  far-off possibilities. There is only what is just ahead. And it rumbles, it burbles, and it roars. Something is moving ahead, pushed by a great weight…” 

Kael remained still as the yeti lost himself in his own little world. He wondered  if  he  should  try  and  take  advantage,  if  he  should  attack  and  hope that he could catch the shade off guard. 

 “It is unlikely that we would win,”  the voice of his awakened object, Rem, said. 

 “I know,”  Kael responded. It was a fool’s hope anyway. 

The yeti turned back and looked at Kael again. 

“Well, regardless.” He threw the orb to the side, where it landed in the pool of water with a big splash. “What to do now?” 

Kael  didn’t  understand  what  was  happening.  Most  likely,  the  shade was just completely insane and nothing he did would change the outcome of this  situation—and  yet,  he  couldn’t  just  resign  himself  to  death.  He  had people who were waiting for him, who depended on him. He had a purpose to

fulfill, and his work had only just started. Their plan had caused chaos in the core,  but  they  still  needed  to  capitalize  on  that  chaos,  to  tear  down  the oppressors,  those  who  stood  above  and  guided  the  world  in  the  directions they, and only they, wanted them to go. 

“Why did you take me?” Kael asked slowly. “What do you want with me?” 

The  yeti  blinked.  “What?  Ah,  I  needed  an…agent,  someone  who could  do  something  for  me.  It  had  to  be  someone  from  the  other  side, someone  who  was  still  whole.  You  were  one  of  the  few  who  had  not  yet succumbed, had not yet become a shade after the way was barred. You were the most promising choice.” 

“Am I not still?” There was hope then. If the shade wanted Kael for a purpose, then perhaps a chance to escape would present itself. 

The  yeti  smiled,  and  then  laughed.  “Already  planning  your  escape? 

Ha!” He shook his head. 

Kael froze.  Am I that transparent?  he wondered. 

“Would the change impact what you could’ve been? Or… Hm… This is new, not something I know. The Framework changes, and yet again I am left behind.” The yeti sighed, and then met Kael’s eyes. 

“You were the best choice for a reason…” the yeti started. “Perhaps we still can make this work. How about a deal?” 

Kael blinked. “A deal?” 

“Of  course.”  The  yeti  spread  his  arms,  that  wide  and  unnatural  grin blossoming  on  his  face.  “I  am  not  a  monster.  Did  you  think  I  was  going  to force  you?  Ah,  yes,  these  rings  on  my  eyes  make  you  think  that  I  am untrustworthy  and  mad?  Perhaps  I  am  mad—slightly.  Still,  how  about  an exchange? A service for a service. Tell me, is there anything that you want? 

What  is  your  greatest  wish?  Your  goal?  I  am  old,  and  I  am  powerful.  I  can grant you many things. Simply ask.” 

Kael narrowed his eyes. He wasn’t foolish enough to actually tell the shade  what  his  desires  were,  but  still,  he  had  to  think  realistically.  The

Ethereal Realm was somehow sealed away, and the more time he spent here, the  greater  the  risk  that  he  would  turn  into  a  shade.  He  couldn’t  escape, neither from the Ethereal Realm nor the yeti. 

“Can you keep me from turning into a shade?” Kael asked. 

The  yeti  nodded  seriously.  “Of  course.  I  already  did.  Can’t  you  feel it?” He gestured around. “I’ve curved this space, cut it off from the rest of the Ethereal Realm. It is still in it, of course, but you will not turn as long as you are here. That is not the kind of exchange I was thinking about. I can do great things,  but…balance  is  important,  and  equality  of  service.  I  see  it  in  your eyes  that  you  don’t  really  want  to  honor  such  an  agreement,  that  you  just want to escape, but we have time. I will convince you. Agree to a contract to do one thing for me. In return, I will let you out of this realm, and I will fulfill one service for you.” 

Kael wondered what he could ask for. A secret weapon that could kill High  Rankers?  A  treasure  of  the  Ethereal  Realm?  He  remembered  the  past, the  things  that  they  had  done  to  him…and  the  mercy  of  someone  who  had given him the tools to change things. His teacher, she had taught him how to control his madness, had given him the tools to keep it in balance, had taught him how to keep his Class from killing him. 

There was only one thing that he had always lacked. 

“Can you give me power? Help me become stronger, to advance?” 

The  yeti  tilted  his  head,  and  studied  Kael.  His  eyes  bored  into  him, almost physically affecting him. 

“This thing around you, around all of us, the Framework… Ah, how it limits  you  all,”  the  yeti  whispered.  “Cultivation?  Improving  one’s  body  to gain strength. You want power? You need to take it into yourself, to sacrifice. 

Are  you  willing  to  do  that?  I  can  give  you  more  power  than  you  have  ever dreamed of. I can teach you. But you will have to step away from the paths that the Framework has laid down before you. All you have to do is say the word.” 

A  chill  bore  into  Kael’s  soul,  and  something  stirred.  It  was  an  old

pain:  the  hate  and  the  anger  at  the  world,  at  the  Framework.  Was  this madness?  Or  was  it  an  opportunity?  He  looked  deep  into  the  eyes  of  the shade, the many rings filling them speaking of age and power. 

He gave the yeti an answer. 




*  *  *

 

Kael sat on the surface of the water, glowing symbols rotating around him.  He  had  been  here  for  so  long—hundreds  of  years,  or  perhaps  more. 

Here,  he  had  been  learning,  mastering  a  craft  unlike  any  that  he  had  ever known.  He  had  ignored  the  Framework’s  warnings,  and  had  been  rewarded for it. He sighed and sent out a thread of his will. The symbols trembled and then shattered, their pieces flowing back into Kael. 

He  looked  at  the  tree  line  and  saw  the  space  twist  as  Ra’azel,  his teacher,  returned.  He  had  done  something  to  this  place,  this  space  carved away  from  everything  else.  Time  had  already  been  fluid  in  the  Ethereal Realm, but here, it… Even with all the lessons Kael received, he still didn’t quite  understand  it.  From  what  Ra’azel  told  him,  it  was  a  place  where  time was bound into a loop, continuously passing while the rest stood still, at least from Kael’s perspective. Once he left this place, it would be as if he had just been captured by Ra’azel. 

While  the  solitude  was  great,  he  had  advanced  beyond  any  point  he could’ve  dreamed  of.  His  teacher  had  provided  him  with  spirits  of Tranquility,  taught  him  how  to  consume  them  and  take  their  Essence,  and how to cycle it. 

A  few  decades  later,  he  had  advanced  to  the  Ascended  Realm,  and had  chosen  Fury  as  his  second  aspect,  on  Ra’azel’s  advice.  Ra’azel  didn’t want  him  to  mix  them,  telling  him  that  they  were  only  temporary,  tools  to prepare him for the future. 

Half a century later, he had reached the Eternal Realm. He knew that this  was  just  a  preparation  stage,  for  strengthening  of  his  soul.  Ra’azel  said

that the Framework limited him, but he had to admit that the advancement of the soul was streamlined and faster than what he’d had to go through. 

And Kael knew just how necessary a powerful soul and will were for Ra’azel’s way of using power. 

He walked over the water to greet his teacher. He would often leave and deal with matters outside. Kael didn’t know what he was doing, but his teacher  had  enemies.  Aside  from  learning  how  to  enforce  his  understanding on  the  world  through  soul  and  will,  Kael  had  learned  a  lot  about  the  world that his teacher had grown up in. The previous version of the Framework…

The cruelty of it knew no bounds. 

“Teacher.” Kael bowed his head as the yeti grinned at him. 

“Ah, Kael—it is time,” Ra’azel said. 

Kael blinked. “Already?” 

“You’ve  reached  the  end  of  your  path.  Your  soul  is  strong  enough now,” Ra’azel said. 

Then, he gestured. 

Two  cages  appeared  next  to  him,  each  containing  a  powerful  spirit inside. He could tell that they were old—it was a thing he had learned before he’d  met  Ra’azel.  The  old  spirits  tended  to  have  an  effect  on  the  Ethereal Realm, and while this place was separate, he could feel an echo of that effect. 

None  of  the  spirits  that  his  teacher  had  brought  before  had  been  powerful enough  to  manifest  such  an  effect  in  this  place.  One  was  an  antlered  spirit, with feathers of the purest white covering its entire body, and with antlers of dimly  glowing  pale  light.  Its  blue  eyes  looked  at  him  with  a  calm  that penetrated  all  of  his  protections,  making  him  want  to  sleep  and  dream  of peace. 

He  wrenched  his  eyes  away  and  looked  at  the  other:  a  spirit resembling  a  winged  and  scaled  wolf,  only  far  more  monstrous.  It  had  a narrow snout and wicked fangs, and was covered in orange scales and scars of  deep  red  trailing  over  its  limbs.  Its  eyes  were  burning  with  hate,  with  a fury that could turn the entire world to ash. Its mere presence stirred Kael’s

own  anger  and  fury.  It  promised  the  end  of  all  in  his  path,  if  only  he succumbed and let everything go. 



Spirit of the Moon’s Tranquil Dream: Lapareu, 

Dream Weaver (Tier 25)



Spirit of the Sun’s Flaming Fury: Infaarg, Ashen

Trail (Tier 25)



“These ones are…?” Kael asked slowly. 

Ra’azel nodded with a grin. “Yes. It had taken me a while to find the right material, but they will do. Are you ready?” 

It seemed like his teacher wasn’t going to delay at all. 

“I am,” Kael said, his decision made. 

“And so, our agreement is made. I will remake you, give you power, and  in  return  you  need  only  find  someone  in  the  Real  Realm  for  me,  and activate  what  I  left  behind.”  Ra’azel  extended  a  thread  of  his  soul  from  his chest to Kael’s. 

A  Framework  window  appeared.  Its  words  were  muddled  and incomprehensible—it had no direct ways of establishing a soul contract, not in  the  way  that  Ra’azel  could.  It  enforced  things  through  its  own  ways, ridding them all of personal choices and consequence. Kael accepted and felt the agreement between them settle. 

“Good,” Ra’azel said. “Now, I’ll need your little soul-bound friend to act  as  an  anchor.  Sadly,  that  might  destroy  the  thing  residing  inside,  but…

Sacrifices. Oh, and this might hurt.” 

Before Kael could say anything, the world exploded into light. 

And he was right—it did hurt. 

Chapter Sixty-One — Speaker



Kaeliss  Cloudwrought  woke.  The  pain  and  the  agony  echoed  in  his mind, and yet…he could tell that they were just that: echoes in his head. He felt balanced, as he had never been before. It was almost laughable just how different he was. His mind, which had always been filled with the struggle of trying to calm himself and find tranquility, was now at peace. 

He  was  lying  on  the  ground,  looking  at  the  pale  and  uniform  light above.  No  sun  shone  down  on  him;  there  was  no  source  of  light  at  all. 

Slowly,  he  stood  up  and  saw  the  changes.  His  body  was  different.  His turquoise scales had been replaced by orange ones, and the claws at the tips of his fingers were red. His once colorful feathers were now pure white. The wings  on  his  back  were  orange,  framed  by  white  feathers.  It  did  not  elude him that those were the colors of the two spirits that his teacher had brought; he knew what he’d planned on using them for, but he hadn’t expected…this. 

Then he remembered. 

 “Rem?”  Kael called. He felt nothing where his companion used to be. 

“Sacrifice.” 

Kael turned and saw his teacher standing to the side. 

“You… Was that really necessary?” 

“The Framework is touchy when it comes to adjusting the souls of its chosen. Your soul weapon was the only conduit I had, as an anchor for your ascension.” 

    Kael  closed  his  eyes.  He  knew  sacrifice  well.  Too  many  had  died already, but he would not make their sacrifices be in vain. He looked down at himself, and felt his power. 

“It worked, then?” Kael asked. 

“The  Framework  interfered,  obviously.  It  could  not  stop  what  I  did, but it…adapted. So, you tell me. What do your screens say?” Ra’azel asked in turn. 

Kael met his teacher’s eyes, and noticed that he was…shorter? No—

Kael  was  taller  now.  He  glanced  at  the  water  in  the  pool  and  saw  his reflection.  As  a  child  of  a  karura  and  a  drake,  his  features  had  always  been strange.  His  body  had  been  that  of  a  drake,  covered  in  scales  with  feathers growing  unevenly  over  his  body.  His  snout  had  been  narrower,  more  beak-like than an ordinary drake’s, and his eyes had been those of a karura. 

Now,  he  had  been  changed,  but  was  just  as  strange.  He  had  small antlers at the top of his head, as pale as moonlight. He had feathers around his wrists,  and  on  top  of  his  head,  all  white.  His  snout  was  slightly  wider  now, but still retained the beak-like shape. 

He  turned  to  his  screens  and  looked  at  what  he  now  was.  His  titles were  all  still  there,  with  no  changes.  He  had  wondered  if  the  Framework would brand him a heretic or something like that. Next, his Class—it was still there, intact. His teacher had told him that he wasn’t going to touch it, that he didn’t  understand  it  enough.  His  skills  remained  as  well.  That  focus  his teacher  had  seemed  to  respect,  at  least  somewhat.  The  last  thing  was  his Cultivation, and he turned his eyes to his two paths. They remained as they had been, unchanged. 

It seemed as if his teacher had been correct. He had found two spirits that  were  compatible  enough,  as  Kael  hadn’t  wanted  to  lose  his  paths.  He knew  them,  knew  how  to  use  those  techniques  and  how  to  fight  with  them. 

He didn’t want to need to learn something new. So he turned his eyes finally at his Cultivation perks, and saw that all of them had been changed Looking  at  the  perks,  he  saw  the  changes.  Some  things  he  had  lost, some were joined together, and others remained the same, but his teacher had done as he had promised. He had given Kael power, had fixed the problems that his Cultivation had. He looked next at his notifications, and saw a slew of  errors  and  corrections.  He  saw  the  adaptation  that  the  Framework  had undertaken. The spirits had already been part of the Framework, so what his teacher  had  done  clearly  wasn’t  completely  forbidden.  There  were Cultivation  paths  and  Classes  out  there  that  did  similar  things,  consumed other beings to gain power. 

As he had expected, there were no mentions of his power over runes. 

What his teacher had taught him was outside of the current Framework, even though the basis for it still remained. He didn’t have powers like his teacher had  that  allowed  him  to  use  runes  more  effectively,  but  just  like  one  didn’t need  Framework-recognized  skills  to  learn  things,  he  had  nevertheless learned runes. He simply didn’t have any bonuses to show for it. 

He bowed his head in his teacher's direction. “Thank you,” Kael said. 

Gaining more power was welcome, but what Kael was most grateful was  being  truly  balanced.  He  could  see  now  just  how  much  of  his  previous life  had  been  a  struggle  between  madness  and  calm,  between  purpose  and control. Now, he was finally free. 

“Of course,” Ra’azel said. “Now, it is time for you to fulfill your part of the bargain.” 

Kael nodded. “Tell me what you need me to do.” 

“I need you to find a man, a human. His name is Zacharia Gardener, and  I’ve  left  something  with  him,  a…contingency,  in  case  I  hadn’t  found  a way out of this realm on my own.” 

Kael didn’t recognize the name, though it did sound familiar. He had a big network of people, however, and he would find him. 

“And once I find him?” Kael asked. 

“All you have to do is touch his right arm and cast a Ka-shi-ou rune on it. That is all,” Ra’azel said. 

Kael  blinked.  “Ka-shi—  That  is…space?  No,  in  that  configuration, it’s transport? No, no…translocation, swap?” 

Ra’azel smiled, but didn’t answer. 

“Is there anything that I should know about him?” Kael asked. 

“We met a while ago, and he wasn’t nowhere as strong as you then. 

However,  he  survived  the  dungeon  where  I  found  you,  so  I  would  be…

cautious,” Ra’azel said. “You don’t need to kill him, or even fight him. Just activate the rune, and our bargain is done.” 

Kael nodded. “It will be done.” 

“Good,” Ra’azel said. “Now, it’s time to get you out of this place.” 

His teacher turned and led Kael out of the forest glade that had been his only home for a long time. Kael didn’t even look back. His time here had just  been  a  stepping  stone.  He  passed  through  the  spatial  door  behind  his teacher, and stepped onto a mountain top underneath a churning red sky. 

“We  need  to  be  quick.  The  damn  dragon  will  notice  me  doing  this, and he will try to stop it,” Ra’azel said. 

Kael knew only a little about his teacher’s enemy, who was some kind of powerful dragon spirit. If it had enough power to oppose Ra’azel, then it was dangerous indeed. He readied himself as his teacher began carving runes all around him with his pick and hammer. 

Kael closed his eyes and let his other senses take in what Ra’azel was doing.  It  had  taken  him  a  long  time  to  learn  how  to  feel  souls,  and  now  he could  follow  along,  almost  see  how  Ra’azel  had  torn  away  tiny  portions  of his  soul,  bound  them  with  will  and  runes,  to  create  an  effect,  to  make  the Essence obey. 

Rune carvings strength didn’t come from stats, or even from will, but instead came from the user’s own soul. It was a sacrifice, an offering to the power itself. Kael had often wondered if there existed a Class or a Cultivation path  that  would  allow  someone  to  do  what  Ra’azel  did,  but  within  the Framework.  Perhaps  one  did;  perhaps  that  was  why  the  Framework  hadn’t stepped in and stop him. 

Ra’azel had told him that the power was the same as it had been in the last version of the Framework, the one that he had came from, that the only thing that had changed were the tools that were given to the chosen to utilize it. 

The runes settled into the very fabric of the Ethereal Realm itself, and then Kael felt a tugging. 

“Be ready!” Ra’azel yelled, and then everything changed. 

“Curses.”  His  teacher  moved  faster  than  Kael  thought  was  possible. 

More  runes  flashed  all  around  them,  just  as  something  hit  them—a  will  so

large and so fast that it shook the mountain. What followed was heat, and a bright green flame that sought to consume everything. Runes shaped a shield around them, protecting them, and Kael looked at the conflict in awe. Even if he wanted to help, he didn’t even know how to approach doing so. This was so far beyond him that he would be swallowed up in an instant. 

Ra’azel grimaced, then raised his hammer and yelled. He slammed it onto  his  pick  and  a  rune  flashed  bright  white.  Then,  the  tugging  became  a pull, and Kael flew away, being pushed through something. He felt the will of the one that had attacked them, felt it try to crush him, but his teacher was there, protecting him. 

And  just  as  fast  as  it  started,  it  was  over.  Kael  was  thrown  out,  shot through  a  crack  in  the  planes,  and  he  had  arrived  in  the  Real  Realm.  The world around him shook and Essence went wild at his arrival, the echoes of the battle in the Ethereal Realm slipping through. The entire forest where he had  arrived  turned  into  a  blaze  that  consumed  everything  in  an  instant, leaving only ash and scarred ground. 

Kael  remained  on  the  ground,  in  a  crater  that  he  had  caused  on impact.  His  body  was  smoking,  his  scales  glowing  from  the  heat.  He  didn’t move  for  a  long  while,  taking  the  time  to  recover.  Hours  later,  he  finally stood and started walking, picking a direction at random, hoping that he was close to the Claimed Territories. 

It was time for him to fulfill his part of the bargain. 

KAEL PERKS SHEET



Perks



Tranquil Fury Qi; 

The Qi of balance, of fury and tranquility. You are

Tranquil Dream and directly connected to the Origin Plane of Tranquil Flaming Fury

Fury, passively enhancing you with the concepts of

(Aspect Perk)

Tranquil Fury. You are in perfect balance; all your

stats are counted as 1.5x their value when used for

offensive powers. You are immune to any outside

emotional impact effects. You are highly resistant

to all madness-inducing mental effects. All

previous mental influences are removed. Any

attacks against you will trigger the Tranquil Fury

state, which increases all base stats by 10%. Gain

+50% to intelligence and wisdom. 

Mind of the Dream

Your mind is wrought from the mind of the

Weaver (Path Perk) Lapareu and is connected to the plane of Tranquil Dream. Any mind invasions will be pulled into the

plane of the Tranquil Dream. Gain +500% to all

mental defenses. Gain +40% to intelligence. 

Ashen Dream Core

Your core is forged by the cores of two spirits, 

of Tranquil Fury

each at the heights of their power. Together, they

(Path Perk)

draw upon the Essence of Tranquil Fury. Your core

is tied to the Essence Origin plane. Your Qi

regenerates at a rate of 1% per second. Your Qi

speed is increased by 150%. Your Qi draws

meaning from the Origin plane, increasing the

effectiveness of your Qi on your techniques by

35%. Gain +70% to wisdom. 

Conduits of

Your Qi conduits are crafted from those of Lapareu

Weaving Trails (Path and Infaarg, providing you with great control over

Perk)

your Qi. Your conduits are immune to any adverse

effects of channeling too much Qi. You are able to

use six techniques at the same time. Your Qi

conduits are nearly indestructible, and are highly

resistant to any powers that seek to harm them. 

Your Qi is manipulated with the grace and rage of

the two spirits, such that nothing leaks out. Gain

+350% to Qi speed; your control is based on your

wisdom. Gain +55% to wisdom. 

Aura of the Moon

Your body naturally exudes the aura of the Moon

and the Sun (Path

and the Sun. Based on your desire, it will enforce a Perk)

sense of tranquility or fury onto anyone in your

presence. The effect of tranquility is stronger at

night, and the effect of fury is stronger during the day. You may manifest your Qi as a physical form, 

filling the area around you with the aura of

Tranquil Fury. The aura’s influence clears any

mind-control effects and aids all targets’ control. 

Gain +40% to wisdom and intelligence. 

Sun and Moon

Your body is wrought out of the Spirits of the

Amalgamation (Path Moon and the Sun. Your physical attributes are Perk)

increased by 50% while in the Ethereal Realm. 

You are highly resistant to fire-related and dream-

related effects. Your body is masterful and allows

you full control over all of its functions. Your

willpower’s effects are increased on skills that

warp the environment. 



During the day, your physical stats are increased by 25%; during the night, your mental stats are

increased by 25%. 



The first time you are hit by a movement-restricting special attack at night, you are immune

to its effects. Each successive attack weakens your

resistance to it by -20% additively (2nd Attack:

80% resistance; 3rd Attack: 60% resistance; 4th

Attack: 40% resistance; 5th Attack: 20%

resistance; 6th Attack: 0% resistance.) This effect

can occur only once per day-night cycle. 



The first time you are hit by a physical attack

during the day, you are immune to its effects. Each

successive physical attack weakens your resistance

to it by -20% additively (2nd Attack: 80%

resistance; 3rd Attack: 60% resistance; 4th Attack:

40% resistance; 5th Attack: 20% resistance; 6th

Attack: 0% resistance.) This effect can occur only

once per day-night cycle. 



The first time you suffer damage, you gain a stack

of Fury. Each stack increases all your stats by 1%. 

At 25 stacks, you gain Flaming Fury, and increase

your physical stats by an additional 25% for an

hour. Stacks reset every day-night cycle. 



Your presence influences your surroundings; all

image effects are 250% more effective. 



Gain +40% to all stats. 

Ruler’s Eyes:

You hold the eyes of the Dream Weaver. You can

Moon’s Dream (Path put those who meet your eyes into a dream-like Perk)

state, transporting them to a dream of your

choosing. The effect depends on the target’s

willpower and intelligence stats. Gain +30% to strength, dexterity, wisdom, and intelligence. 

Stamina of the

Your body is built for long hunts, and as such your

Ashen Trail (Path

stamina regenerates at a rate of 1% every 5

Perk)

seconds. It burns with the fury of Infaarg, 

increasing the effectiveness of your powers by 10%

when stamina is spent to power them. Gain +60%

to endurance and vitality. 

Immortality: Echo of Your body is made of spirits, and as such upon Spirits (Path Perk)

suffering too much damage you will return to the

Ethereal Realm as a spirit to recover. You are

barred from all afterlife realms. Gain +50% to

wisdom and intelligence. 

Evolved Form:

Assume the form of either of the spirits whose

Dream or Ashen

parts now make your body, gaining their full

(Path Perk)

power. Moon Spirit transforms you into Lapareu, 

and changes your aspect to the Tranquil Dream

Aspect. This form increases your mental stats by

250% and grants you a +200% bonus to all special

damage you deal. Sun Spirit transforms you to

Infaarg, and changes your aspect to the Flaming

Fury Aspect. This form increases your physical

stats by 250% and grants you +200% bonus to all

physical damage you deal. Gain +50% to strength

and wisdom. 

Domain: Tranquil

Summon your Realm into the real world, bringing

Lake (Path Perk)

the calmness of a tranquil lake into your

surroundings. Gain +40% to intelligence and

wisdom. 

Manifest Power:

You may manifest the core principles behind your

Dream Weaver—

power, allowing you to summon spirits related to

Ashen Trails (Path

your aspect from the Ethereal Realm. Gain +30%

Perk)

to wisdom. 

Ascended State:

Enter your ascended state, which increases all of

Spiritual

your resistances by 10x, your overall speed by 15x, 

Ascendancy (Path

and all regeneration effects by 5x for a short period Perk)

of time. Gain +40% to wisdom and intelligence. 

Soul and Spirit (Path Your soul is bound to your physical form. All soul Perk)

defenses are increased by 800%, and all soul-

regeneration effects are increased by 150%. While

your body is uninjured, your soul regenerates

200% more quickly than it otherwise would. Gain

+25% to strength, endurance, and intelligence. 

True Name (Path

You’ve delved deep and discovered your true

Perk)

name. You hear any instance of it being spoken no

matter the distance; you may listen in on the area

where it was spoken, and once every three months, 

you may step through reality to reach the spot

where your name was spoken. Gain +20% to all

stats. 

Chapter Sixty-Two — Concept



Ryun  arrived  at  Wolf’s  Grove  just  before  midday.  It  had  been  a frustrating  trip.  He  had  changed,  far  more  than  he  had  initially  thought—he never really realized just how much his Qi affected everything. Now that he no  longer  had  Void  or  Stillness  Qi,  he  was  left  more  lost  than  he  had  been when  he  upgraded  his  body.  Some  of  his  perks  had  changed  slightly,  his aspect ones more dramatically so. 

His Qi was the most frustrating part. 

He  just  didn’t  understand  it.  Tali  had  tried  to  help,  to  try  and  guide him, but all of her attempts had failed. Her Bond Aspect was not elemental, but rather law. When she had tried to apply lessons that she had learned from her aspect to his, it failed miserably—the only thing apparent was that their two aspects were nothing alike. They didn’t manifest in the same way, and he couldn’t use his how she could used hers. 

The  worst  part  was  that  he  couldn’t  really  see  his  aspect,  not  in  the same way as he could all other Essence. It was an emptiness inside of him, a connected nothingness, while all other Essence looked like grains of sand to him. It was as if the world around him had been shaped in the desert, out of sand, in a reality that knew no other material but that. He, on the other hand, was water, whole and connected, completely alien to it. When he used his Qi outside  of  his  body  with  his  techniques,  he  could  see  it,  for  as  long  as  it lasted,  but  the  way  he  saw  it  changed  significantly  from  technique  to technique. Sometimes, even the effects of his techniques changed. 

They  had  tried  to  test  it,  but…neither  one  of  them  really  understood what was happening. 

One  of  the  tests  they  had  done  was  of  his  damaging  techniques.  He used his branch technique on a stone and it cut through with no issues, even better  than  Void  would.  Oblivion  just  straight  up  deleted  Essence.  With  his eyes, he could see the grains disappearing as a beam of nothingness pierced through  them,  all  that  it  was  touching  disappearing.  He  didn’t  see  any

reactions as he could with Void Qi, where it consumed other Essence with a physical reaction, damaging other Essence and burning through it. 

Oblivion just touched Essence—and it was gone. That also meant that there  was  no  lingering  effects  as  there  was  with  Void  Qi,  no  damage  that lasted after the technique was done. It was slightly different in execution, too. 

Its  range  was  seemingly  infinite.  He  could  reach  across  a  territory  with  his beam,  cutting  through  everything,  probably  forever,  but  the  drain  on  him would increase proportionately. The further he wanted his beam to reach and the  more  Essence  was  in  its  way,  the  more  Qi  he  needed.  They  had  figured out that what mattered was the density and tier of the Essence. He could still send  it  out  in  a  beam  that  traveled,  by  using  a  previous  version  of  the technique where he was doing a constant stream of Qi to his hand, rather than charging it for a flicker. 

He  had  practiced  a  bit,  so  he  knew  how  much  Qi  was  required  for what distance. The issue was…well, Tali. They had tried to test the technique on her, too, to see how damaging it was, and the result was painfully weak. 

He  could  barely  scratch  her  when  she  used  her  strengthening  techniques. 

Even when she wasn’t using them, the result was almost exactly the same. He had tried his beam on her arm, with her techniques, and the result was a tiny layer of her skin removed, easily healed. Without her technique, it left behind a  web  of  scars;  again,  not  hard  to  heal.  That  was  with  his  fully  powered beam. 

After  those  tests,  they  hunted  monsters,  experimenting.  He  had  no issues  with  any  of  them,  even  with  monsters  that  had  higher  defense  than Tali’s  base  was.  They’ve  even  tried  on  one  of  his  eternal  armor  copies;  he obliterated  them  all  in  an  instant,  his  flicker  cutting  through  even  eternal armor  like  it  had  no  resistance  at  all.  When  he  used  his  {Final  End},   a  big sphere around him simply deleted everything. He charged his technique, and then…there  was  no  wave  of  Qi,  but  rather  just  a  flash  around  him,  and everything was gone. 

Well, not everything. 

They had noticed, or rather Tali had noticed, that his technique didn’t

touch  light,  sound,  air,  and  some  other  Essences.  It  deleted  only  what  was material—so,  from  her  perspective,  one  moment  he  was  standing  among trees, and the next he was floating in the air having removed the influence of gravity  on  his  body.  His  Qi  was  invisible  to  her  sight  and  most  senses.  The strange thing was the next time he had used his technique—that time, his Qi had deleted everything, every bit of Essence around him, at least as far as he could see. Tali said that to her that time it looked like a pure black sphere just flashed  into  existence,  a  hole  filled  with  nothing,  which  then  slowly  faded away to reveal him in its center. 

It  didn’t  destroy  all  Essence,  though,  but  it  did  make  him  see  more clearly what was there—those Essences that were usually lost in the noise of everything  else.  Space  most  definitely,  perhaps  Time,  and  others  that  he didn’t know about. 

What  was  apparent  was  that  he  had  no  idea  how  to  use  his  aspect effectively.  He  couldn’t  even  change  it  like  he  had  altered  Void  Qi.  He couldn’t crystallize it or change its state at all, it seemed. It acted more like Stillness,  except  far  worse.  He  couldn’t  make  his  platforms,  which  forced him to leap across the land after Tali. True, he could still go fast, but still, it was the principle of the thing. 

Tali was surprised at the fact that he had even gotten a new aspect and not  just  a  hybrid  version  of  his  two  aspects.  Ryun  hadn’t  know  that  that would  happen  either,  or  how,  and  yet,  a  lot  of  his  perks  had  Oblivion mentioned in them prior to this happening. It seemed…inevitable. 

Regardless, he needed to talk to someone who might know more. 

He had his cloak up as he walked through the main parts of the town, heading  toward  the  area  where  he  sensed  his  target.  He  entered  the  school and  made  his  ways  down  the  halls  and  then  into  the  courtyard  behind  the building. He was noticed before he arrived, and he saw one of the two people turn  in  his  direction  before  he  rounded  a  corner,  ready  for  anything.  Ryun stepped into the yard and pulled back his hood. 

The man blinked in surprise. “Ryun!” 

“Hello, Vryull,” Ryun greeted the cthul. “I apologize for not greeting

you sooner. I had many things to take care of.” 

“No worries. Selia and Erdania mentioned some things,” Vryull said as he stepped forward and offered his hand. Ryun shook it and glanced in the direction of his conversation partner. 

“Sect Head.” The other cthul bowed at her waist. 

“Valthua, how’s the school?” he asked. 

“Things  are  progressing  as  planned,”  she  answered  after straightening. 

Vryull  tilted  his  head  as  he  looked  at  Ryun.  “Something  changed about you,” his eyes narrowed. “This isn’t just a friendly visit?” 

“No,  unfortunately.”  Ryun  inclined  his  head.  “As  you’ve  noticed, something  has  changed.  I  was  hoping  you  would  be  able  to  help  me  get  a handle on it.” 

“Your aspect—did you take another? Did you merge them? I’ve heard that Cultivators can do that,” Vryull said. 

“My  aspects  merged  under  a…unique  circumstance.  I’ve  gained  a new aspect that doesn’t act in the same manner. It is making things difficult.” 

Vryull nodded. “What aspect, if I may ask?” 

Ryun glanced at Valthua next to them. 

“Apologies,  Sect  Head.  If  you  wish  it,  I  can  leave  you  alone  to discuss.  But,  if  you  permit  me,  perhaps  I  may  offer  some  insights?”  she asked. 

He  was  about  to  refuse,  but  then  he  remembered  her  research.  Ryun hadn’t  looked  into  it  too  much;  he  had  only  learned  of  the  woman  when Anrosh  brought  her  to  his  attention,  and  she  had  only  done  that  because accepting  her  into  the  sect  could’ve  made  issues  with  her  previous organization,  the  Seekers  of  Knowledge.  Ryun  didn’t  care  about  that,  so  he accepted  her,  on  the  condition  that  she  didn’t  break  the  rules  of  the  sect  in pursuing her research. He had checked in on her from time to time—without her knowing, of course. She had kept to the agreement. 

“You research Essence, yes?” Ryun asked. 

“Yes, Sect Head. One of the reasons why I moved here was because I thought studying Cultivators could help my research,” she answered. 

Ryun  wasn’t  quite  sure,  but  Vryull  spoke  up  before  he  could  say anything. 

“Valthua is very knowledgeable. She has a brilliant mind,” he started. 

“We’ve had many discussions on the topic of Essence, discussions that have helped me further the understanding of my own power.” 

Ryun  turned  to  look  at  the  other  cthul,  thinking.  In  the  end,  he  was frankly  desperate.  Besides,  he  trusted  Vryull’s  opinion,  and  she  was  part  of his Sect. That meant something. 

He  made  his  decision.  “Very  well.  Let  us  head  somewhere  more private.” 




*  *  *

 

They  moved  outside  of  the  town,  into  the  forest.  He  found  a  small clearing and led them there. 

Once  they  reached  it,  Ryun  had  them  stop,  and  then  told  them  what happened. He didn’t skip anything. It wasn’t like he was keeping something a secret; the only thing that they might learn was about Grand Perks, but Vryull and a member of his sect in charge of shaping the next generations of his sect weren’t people he would keep that from. 

“Oblivion…” Vryull said slowly. “I’ve never known anyone with that aspect. Obviously I’ve heard of it, but I can’t remember if I read about it in the records of old worlds or somewhere else. Still, based on everything that you’ve  told  me…  Like  all  Essence,  it  should  be  shaped  by  your understanding  of  it.  Though  I’ve  never  witnessed  Essence  that  can’t  change state.” 

“It is a concept,” Valthua interjected. 

Ryun  turned  to  her.  “I’ve  heard  of  concepts  before,  I  thought  that Void  had  elements  of  a  concept,  too—a  lot  of  my  understanding  of  it  came

from that.” 

“No.”  She  shook  her  head.  “Void  is  principally  an  elemental  aspect. 

Perhaps  it  has  slightly  higher  meaning,  which  might  make  it  seem  like  an concept,  but  it  has  Essence  that  has  form,  that  has…  In  my  research  about Essence I’ve discovered many things, but to explain this I think that you need to know the basics. First, though, could you show me your Qi?” 

Ryun  put  his  palm  up  and  channeled  his  {Twilight  Cutting  Void Flicker} outside  of  his  body,  keeping  the  Qi  inside  a  ball  of  Oblivion,  then held it there. Valthua leaned down and pulled out a pair of thick glasses. He saw her tap the side and the Essence of the glasses moved. 

“Ah… I see. This is a pure concept,” she said. 

“What does that mean?” Vryull asked. 

Valthua  leaned  back  and  put  her  glasses  away.  Ryun  released  the technique  and  it  shot  to  the  side,  making  a  hole  in  a  small  tree.  He  hadn’t channeled that much Qi into it so it didn’t go far. The two of them looked at the tree and then turned back to Ryun. 

“As  I  was  saying,”  Valthua  started.  “Essence  is  made  up  out  of  tiny little  particles,  individual  Essence  pieces  if  you  will.  Each  one  of  those  has two  parts:  a  shell,  and  meaning—or  a  core.  Shells  interact  with  one  another and make up the larger Essence. The shape of the shell dictates what state an Essence  is  in.  Elemental  essences  have  shells  that  can  be  in  three  different states: solid, liquid, and mist. Laws are all unique; their shells and meanings different from all other Essence types and other Laws. And finally, you have Concepts, which have no shell, but only meaning.” 

Ryun immediately understood. The grains that he saw were clumps of these particles, or maybe even the particles themselves. His eyesight wasn’t sharp  enough  to  see  them  clearly,  no  more  than  his  eyes  on  Earth  could’ve seen  the  tiny  crystals  in  grains  of  sand.  “No  shell,”  Ryun  said  slowly, realizing why he couldn’t use Oblivion Qi in the same way. “That means that it can’t change state.” 

“Exactly.” Valthua nodded. “A concept interacts with the surrounding

Essence  through  meaning  only.  It  impacts  the  other  Essences’   meaning directly.” 

Things  were  starting  to  click  into  place  inside  of  his  mind,  but  he continued to listen as she spoke. 

“I don’t know what the concept of Oblivion is, or what it does, other than as you’ve said that it is related to Void and Stillness somehow. But what you  should  try  to  think  about  is  the  concept  itself,  your  understanding  of  it. 

What it does is tied to its  meaning. ” 

“My  body  is  made  out  of  it—Oblivion,  that  is.  Why  do  I  then  have this hard shell? My body.” He touched his hand, the skin on his forearm. 

Valthua leaned down and looked at it. “It is still Oblivion,” she said. 

“How? It doesn’t act like how my Qi does,” Ryun said. 

“A  body  is  a  vessel.  You  are  a  soul,  and  the  meaning  of  your  soul impacts the appearance of your body and how it manifests,” Valthua said. 

“My soul is Oblivion, too,” Ryun added. 

“It doesn’t matter. A soul can be made out of other Essence types—

it’s  like  a  hybrid  Essence,  in  a  sense.  Fire,  Air,  Water,  Oblivion…  These things change the soul due to one’s aspect, but at its core, the soul is all three types  of  Essence  at  once.  What  is  most  important  is  that  it  has  a  core  of meaning,  and  that  is  who  you  are.  That  meaning  is  what  guides  your  body and controls the Essence it is made out of.  Meaning  is reality given form; it is the  breath  of  existence.  Your  soul  sees  you  this  way,  and  so  the  Essence  of your  body  forms  into  the  closest  thing  it  can  be.  Oblivion  doesn’t  have  a shell, but the Essence around you does. This surface of your body? It is made out of the Essence around you, changed by the meaning of your soul.” 

Ryun  blinked.  That  was  going  to  take  some  time  to  truly  digest.  He glanced  at  one  of  his  perks,  at  one  that  had  been  changed:  his  aura,  now Oblivion Aura. Her explanation made him remember that it had mentioned meaning. 

  

 Manifest  your  Qi  in  the  form  of  an  aura  around  you,  affecting  the

 meaning  of  the  Essence  that  your  Qi  touches  based  on  your  will  and understanding. Gain +20% to wisdom. Oblivion endures. 

  

Will and understanding…

“So,  you  are  telling  me  that  my  Qi  can  interact  with  other  Essence, based on what my aspect is capable of, which is guided by my understanding of it,” Ryun said slowly. 

“Yes,” Valthua said. 

“I’ve tried to use one of my techniques, an attack. I had no problem with  it  against  the  environment  and  or  monsters,  but  when  I  used  it  against another person, it barely had any effect.” 

Valthua thought about it for a few seconds. 

But then Vryull  spoke up. “If  your Qi affects  meaning directly now, then that attack that you just showed us didn’t hit the shell of Essence, which is what usually creates effects and reactions. It just made the Essence where yours  passed  through  disappear.  Like  what  you  told  me  your  understanding of the Void was, yes? An absence of something.” 

Ryun frowned as he thought about it. 

Valthua  nodded  eagerly.  “Yes,  if  you  use  it  against  the  Essence around you, then your Qi just needs to overcome the meaning of what you are hitting. I would assume that none of this Essence here was anywhere close to high enough tier to oppose your Qi’s meaning. Perhaps your will, too?” she mused  slowly.  “Yes,  that  might  also  play  a  factor.  If  you  are  affecting  the meaning   directly,  and  Oblivion  is  an  Essence  that  brings  this  nothingness without  causing  a  reaction  of  Essence  shells…then  perhaps  your  will  has  a role to play, too.” 

As  they  spoke,  Ryun  was  realizing  a  few  things.  When  he  had  used his  {Final  End},  it  hadn’t  hit  Air,  Light,  or  Sound—but  then  next  time,  it had. His will could influence what his Qi interacted with. It wasn’t a physical thing; it had no shell. It was just meaning. When he had attacked Tali… He had never really wanted to hurt her, and perhaps his Qi just didn’t damage her

because  he  didn’t  want  her  to  be  hurt—just  like  with  Air,  Light,  or  Sound, when  they  were  unaffected  by  his  fruit  technique.  And…if  it  was   meaning against   meaning,  then  her  Bond  Qi  had  to  have  an  impact,  too.  It  held  her body together—the bonds between the Essence that made her body were far stronger than most other things. Tali might be the worst type of an opponent for  him  if  that  was  the  case.  They  would  need  to  test  things  out  again  with him really trying to hurt her. 

But for now, he turned back to the two cthul. There were more things that he wanted to ask and learn about. 

Chapter Sixty-Three — Oblivion



Valthua and Vryull had done a lot to help Ryun wrap his head around his aspect. The conversation had continued for the entire day, and far into the night.  By  the  end  of  it,  he  felt  like  he  understood  a  lot,  but  in  the  end  he needed to do testing on his own. He didn’t have a lot of time, as he needed to head  for  the  gathering  soon—and  he  still  hadn’t  talked  with  Selia  and Erdania, either, which he needed to do before then. 

But  he  wasn’t  going  anywhere  without  first  having  a  handle  on  his power. 

So,  he  made  his  ways  into  the  unclaimed  territories,  away  from everyone, where he could practice in private. The first thing that he realized was  that  his  power  could  only  cause  effects  that  the  concept  of  Oblivion aligned  itself  with.  Now,  after  that  long  conversation,  he  understood  that most of his ideas and understandings of Void had aligned a lot more closely with Oblivion instead of Void and Stillness. He wondered just how much the part of him that was the Aspect of True Death influenced that. It was a final end,  an  aspect  that,  just  like  Death,  was  one  of  transition.  In  the  case  of Death, it was from Life to an Afterlife; for True Death, it was from Existence to Oblivion. 

He  started  practicing  with  his  Path  of  the  Final  End’s  techniques. 

They had been the easiest to understand and adapt to. Once he realized what Oblivion  did,  it  was  a  simple  adjustment.  Those  techniques  were  made  in  a specific way that resonated with the concepts of Oblivion, or at least part of it.  They  involved  not  the  destruction  of  things,  but  rather  the  negation  of existence. 

Both his {Twilight Cutting Flicker}—he had removed  Void from the name — and his {Final End} were back to where he could use them reliably. 

The Oblivion Qi that he released in those attacks influenced the  meaning  of other  Essence  around  him,  guided  by  his  own   meaning.  He  understood meaning as intent, separate from willpower, though somewhat influenced by

it.  If  he  didn’t  actively  focus  on  any  intent,  his  technique  deleted  anything around  him  that  was  what  he  considered  in  a  solid  state  of  Essence:  the ground, trees, stones, and so on. If he focused, he could just delete any other Essence he targeted. He believed that as long as he intended to hit something, it would get hit by his Qi. 

His base technique, the {Mantle of Gathering Twilight}, had grown significantly more powerful. The boost that he gained was still the same, but now,  while  it  was  active,  he  could  move  around  all  of  his  stats,  aside  from external stats like those that came from items—all of his total stats, any other boost that he could activate with his Cultivation Perks, everything. 

The  effectiveness  of  Oblivion  on  other  Essence  was  also  guided  by the  meaning  of  his  Qi,  which  scaled  off  of  his  wisdom.  It  was  basically  the raw  power  of  his  meaning,  which  had  an  effect  on  the  meaning  of  other Essence. He didn’t think that most Essence types had high meaning. Most of their power came from their shells, which his Qi bypassed. From what he had seen  with  Tali,  though,  anything  tied  to  someone  powerful  would  have powerful  meaning.  Other  Cultivators’  Qi  would  probably  be  harder  to overcome than unbound Essence. 

His  second  path’s  techniques,  on  the  other  hand,  were  a  bit  more difficult.  He  had  experimented  a  bit,  and  come  to  the  realization  that  the techniques  had  an  innate  intent  behind  them,  involving  what  the  technique was  meant  to  do.  So,  while  his  primary  path’s  techniques  had  the  intent  of removing other Essence, turning everything in their path into nothingness, his secondary path’s techniques were the complete opposite in nature. They were defensive  techniques  at  their  core,  for  the  most  part,  and  Oblivion’s  effects manifested  along  the  lines  of  its  concepts.  He  had  only  started  to  explore those  concepts,  but  his  understanding  of  Void  and  Stillness  impacted  it, obviously, as otherwise he wouldn’t have gained Oblivion when his aspects had  merged.  He  was  drawn  in  the  direction  that  most  aligned  with  his understanding. 

Oblivion  was  a  state  of  nonexistence—separated  from  reality, untouchable,  able  to  remove  anything  tied  to  existence  no  matter  how

important it was. His Grand Perk, Ayin, indicated some of what the core of Oblivion was. He had gained it after glimpsing the depths of Oblivion. Most of  the  things  he  had  seen  in  that  place  he  had  forgotten,  but  impressions remained. 

His  techniques,  though,  were…changed.  Oblivion  Qi,  just  like Essence,  didn’t  have  a  shell,  and  so  he  couldn’t  change  its  state.  Qi  was processed Essence. Qi allowed the Cultivator to influence Essence, bringing it  fully  under  their  control,  allowing  them  to  change  its  shell  and  meaning. 

With Oblivion, he couldn’t change its state, but he could bring the Essence of Oblivion fully under his control. With it, he could influence the meaning of other Essence. 

When he used his other techniques, their effects were very different. 

A  wall  made  out  of  Oblivion  Qi  was  invisible,  for  instance—he  had  tried  it with Tali, but it was there. He had thought that it just didn’t do anything, but the  key  was  that  it  acted  according  to  the  intent  of  his  technique,  unless  he actively focused his meaning on changing his intent. 

The {Twilight Shaping Cast} created shapes in the area around him. 

When he used different Qi, it had different effects. If he solidified the Qi, it was a wall, but at its core, the technique just filled an area of space with Qi, and  so  the  technique  just  filled  an  area  with  his  Qi.  That  was  unhelpful because  of  the  nature  of  his  aspect.  Though…  He  hadn’t  tried  using  it  for protection at all since the failed tests with Tali, but at that time he hadn’t truly understood the nature of Oblivion. And if it was guided by the intent of his techniques  and  his  own,  then  perhaps  something  had  changed,  now.  He would  need  to  do  some  testing,  and  to  do  that  he  would  need  to  have something help him out. 

His sense caught monsters nearby, and he made his way there. 

He  found  a  herd  of  horned  monsters  that  weren’t  too  powerful,  but they  would  serve.  He  got  closer  to  them  than  he  thought  he  could  without them  noticing.  One  of  the  things  that  he  had  realized  was  that  he  no  longer gave off any scent, which likely helped. 

The  monsters  noticed  him  and  became  agitated.  As  he  kept  walking

toward them, they finally decided that he was a threat. Two of them charged him and he shaped a wall in front of himself. In his eyes, he saw the Oblivion Qi  nestle  itself  in  between  other  Essence,  but  not  really  affecting  it.  One  of the  monsters  hit  the  wall  and  it  stopped,  for  a  split  second.  Its  head  was pointed down, as it connected with its horns, which cracked, weirdly. It held still only for a moment as its legs pushed it forward. It was passing through the  wall  slowly.  It  realized  that  something  was  wrong  after  its  head  was through and it came to a complete stop, but it looked disoriented, and its body was a mess. 

His  sense  had  allowed  him  to  see  everything,  and  what  he  had  seen left him dumbfounded. 

When  it  connected,  it  was  as  if  the  parts  of  its  body  that  hit  were affected by Oblivion Qi. They stopped—and not like they hit something, but as though they just froze. The rest of the body didn’t, however. The Oblivion spread  from  the  impact  point  outward,  but  slowly,  and  the  back  part  of  the monster was still moving forward, effectively pushing the monster through as Oblivion  engulfed  it.  By  the  time  that  happened,  the  monster  had  suffered internal damage as it was basically squished from front to back. 

The other monster paused when it saw that, and then its horns started glowing. It snapped its head and sent a bolt of lightning at him. It hit the wall, and  the  same  thing  happened—the  lightning  hit  the  wall  and  got  pressed against it. It didn’t push through at all, but then, it didn’t have any real mass. 

Ryun  frowned  as  he  tried  to  think  about  what  all  that  meant. 

Obviously it did something…

And then it hit him. It was robbing anything that passed through the wall of momentum. As it started working from the impact point back to rear of the object hitting it, it basically squished it together. That was much more useful than he had thought. He walked forward and touched the wall, and was annoyed  that  his  fingers  passed  through  easily.  He  frowned—he  had  hoped that he could still use it as platforms, as that was his biggest issue right now. 

He hadn’t been able to stand on platforms before, when trying with Tali. His feet just passed through. Her attacks had passed through, too, but now these

monsters  hadn’t.  His  understanding  of  his  aspect  had  changed  after  his  talk with Valthua and Vryull. 

So, perhaps…he shaped a small platform in front of him and tried to step on it. Immediately, he felt his foot sink and then stop. His eyes widened, but he quickly realized why. It robbed everything that it passed through of its momentum, but his fingers were made of Oblivion, and so he was unaffected. 

His foot, though… he was wearing boots made out of other Essence, and that was what his Qi stopped. That was one problem solved, though he wouldn’t be  able  to  leap  through  the  air  barefooted.  His  Evolved  Form  had  the  same issue,  too.  He  would  need  to  always  wear  armor,  unless  he  figured  out another way. 

Still,  it  was  good  progress.  He  remembered  the  monsters  and  saw them  both  frozen  in  the  wall,  unable  to  move  as  his  Oblivion  constantly removed  their  momentum  as  they  tried  to  build  it.  The  rest  of  the  herd  was watching  from  the  distance,  stomping  their  feet  in  a  display  of  threat.  He dismissed the wall and moved away as the herd came to check up on the two injured monsters. 

Ryun started thinking of what more he could do. Obviously, he could focus and change his intent, make it so the Oblivion wall did more than just rob momentum. That was probably a remnant from the core of the technique: a  wall  that  stopped  objects  coming  at  him.  He  could  have  it  delete  light, sound—anything,  really.  He  could  make  it  delete  anything  that  comes  in contact with it. Though… He needed to test it against someone powerful first, like Tali, and see if her techniques could get through. He felt like the result would be the strength of Qi, of aspect, and the strength of meaning. Oblivion seemed like a very powerful, top-tier Essence, but he wasn’t going to assume. 

Next  he  tested  out  his  branch  technique.  It  didn’t  take  him  long  to figure it out: it was similar to creating his Mist Void armor. He could shroud himself  in  Oblivion  Qi,  which  would  delete  anything  that  he  came  in  touch with,  or  rather  most  things.  He  still  hadn’t  tried  to  affect  higher  tiers  of Essences  like  Space,  Time,  and  Gravity  Essence.  He  knew  that  he  could, though, and that was enough. 

He could also use it for stealth a lot more easily. Changing intent, he could  make  it  so  that  it  turned  him  into  a  walking  piece  of  Oblivion—not affecting  all  Essences  like  Earth  so  that  he  could  walk,  but  deleting  Light, Sound, and Air, could make him for all intents and purposes invisible. Sure, if someone looked directly at him, they would see something, Tali had seen a black hole, twisting through space, for example, but he could probably tweak it  with  further  practice.  He  could  also  expand  the  armor  into  a  sphere  of Oblivion,  or  just  a  blast  of  Oblivion,  like  what  he  had  used  to  do  with Stillness.  It  could  have  nearly  the  same  effect;  he  could  just  choose  which Essence to delete and stop things mid air. 

His  Avatar  was  just  a  walking  piece  of  Oblivion—all  black,  or nothingness, with silver and violet threads around the edges. That technique didn’t change too much, and it still did the same thing. 

With his techniques somewhat understood, he moved to the next item on his agenda. He had noticed that his aura had the word  meaning in its perk now,  and  he  wanted  to  do  some  more  testing  with  it.  He  had  a  hunch  that there was a lot more that he could do with it now. 

Chapter Sixty-Four — The Reach of Oblivion Unleashing  his  aura  felt  easier  than  it  ever  had  before,  and immediately, he noticed differences. When he had used his Void Aura, it had always drained Qi from his core to use. This time, it did not; instead, what he felt was a different kind of sensation. Whereas using Void Aura had felt like he  was  activating  a  perk,  something  more  mechanical.  This  was  something else. It felt as natural as breathing. There was no drain on his core, either—it was deeper than that, almost as if… He didn’t even know how to explain it. 

An  aura  was  an  Aspect  Manifestation  perk.  He  could’ve  chosen different ways for it to manifest, but perhaps there was something more to it than  he  had  realized  before.  The  aura  spread  in  a  sphere  around  him  to  a distance  of  about  two  meters,  filling  his  immediate  surroundings  with Oblivion. He could barely see it among the other Essence, but it wasn’t doing anything. Of course, he realized that it needed his intent, or rather his will, as it said in the perk. His first tests were easy; he started by focusing only on air. 

Slowly,  the  aura   leaned   on  the  Essence  of  Air,  and  it  started  to  disappear from  the  range  of  his  aura,  leaving  only  vacuum.  The  process  wasn’t instantaneous—it  was  gradual,  but  effective.  He  almost  didn’t  feel  it,  aside from having to open his mouth and let the air out of the cavity inside of him. 

He  had  nothing  in  his  body  to  expand,  but  he  could  see  the  lack  of  Air Essence. 

Next,  he  started  deleting  more  and  more  Essences,  trying  to  see  if there  was  a  limit  on  his  aura.  He  didn’t  seem  to  be  able  to  find  it  after deleting  more  and  more  Essence  types  at  the  same  time,  though  the  effects weren’t as quick as they were with his techniques. Still, he continued testing. 

Focus  and  will  were  required  to  use  the  aura,  and  he  could  change  the intensity and range just as he had before. 

The  more  he  used  it,  the  more  adept  he  became  with  it,  and  more quickly than he anticipated. He felt that his Aspect Mastery helped a lot, too. 

Then, he tried extending the range of the aura, wanting to see his limits. The

sphere  grew  around  him,  larger  and  larger,  enveloping  the  clearing  he  was standing  in,  then  the  forest  around  him,  and  then  beyond  that.  The  more  it grew,  the  more  he  felt  the  presence  of  his  core.  It  didn’t  drain  his  Qi  but something was…

 Ah,  that’s  where  it’s  coming  from.  Ryun  felt  the  Oblivion  filtering through his core, but the source was beyond it. The realm of Oblivion that he had glimpsed, that  endless, bottomless, realm of nothingness that—

The aura stopped, and a sharp pain went through his head. He could almost  see  it  again,  Oblivion  in  all  of  its  glory,  the  understanding  that  it offered. It was there, at his fingertips, and then it slipped away again. 

He realized that the aura had reached the farthest it could reach, which was almost half the territory. He couldn’t see the edge of the aura, of course, but he felt it as another sensation. He could tell that there was other Essence within his aura, or perhaps that his aura was in between other Essence. The range  was  actually  about  the  same  as  his  skill  sense,  which  he  didn’t  think was  a  coincidence.  Was  that  just  the  distance  that  his  mind  could  handle? 

Perhaps there was something to that. 

The  sensation  he  gained  from  his  core  was  gone  again,  but  he  could tell  now  that  the  aura  was  fueled  by  the  plane  of  Oblivion  connected  to  his core. He focused his mind and tried to delete the Air Essence inside his aura. 

Immediately, he grimaced as he felt pain shoot through him.  A big no-no  on  attempting  to  delete  the  Air  Essence  in  half  a  territory  at  once.  The range had to be an issue, or maybe the amount of Essence that he wanted to delete. 

Next,  he  tried  using  his  techniques,  wanting  to  see  how  the  aura’s effectiveness  increase  interacted  with  it.  He  charged  a  flicker  and  felt  Qi surge  out  of  his  core,  far  more  than  he  wanted  to  pull.  He  frowned, wondering  if  something  was  wrong,  but  then  decided  to  release  it.  The technique  shot  out  and  he  sensed  it  cut  through  the  territory.  He  blinked  in surprise at what his sense was telling him. The technique had shot to the edge of  the  aura,  deleting  everything  in  its  way.  He  hadn’t  planned  for  that,  nor was  he  certain  that  it  should’ve  reached  that  far.  From  his  previous  tests,  it

should’ve  taken  him  a  lot  more  Qi  to  hit  that  same  distance  and  delete  as much Essence as he had just now. 

He pulled his Qi back, and fired off quick shots from time to time, not really  focusing  on  them  that  much.  Each  time,  the  technique  ended  at  the edge  of  his  aura,  almost  as  if  it  was  a  range  limit  for  it.  Each  use  cost  a  lot less, almost a third less—he tested it out without the aura, and his techniques would cost much more when trying to hit the same range. 

About  an  hour  later,  he  had  learned  a  few  things.  His  aura  made  his techniques easier to use within its range, as well as less expensive, but he also didn’t need to worry about how much Qi he needed to get through something or  reach  some  place.  His  techniques  used  his  aura  as  intent.  That  was  very useful. 

Another thing he’d learned was that, the greater the range of his aura, the less it could do. Things closer to him were more easily affected by it, and the amount of Essence, and its tier, played a part. On the other hand, the aura, even  when  spread  thin,  to  its  maximum  range,  enabled  his  techniques, making them stronger and cheaper. Plus, it allowed him to control their range without needing to focus on it. He had a feeling that the aura would be hard to  detect  for  most  people.  It  was…nothingness,  and  if  he  didn’t  use  it  to actually affect something, it was likely undetectable to all but those with the most powerful perks and skills, or eyes like his. 

Somehow,  for  the  first  time  in  a  long  time,  Ryun  felt  like  his  build and his style of combat were clicking into place. Things came easier to him now,  as  if  this  was  what  they  had  always  meant  to  be.  Those  things  that  he tried  to  do  with  Void  or  Stillness  were  now  possible.  It  was  as  if  he  had always been trying to reach this point, and perhaps he had. Now, it felt like he had been chasing this, chasing Oblivion, since the moment he had come to the Infinite Realm—no, since the moment he merged with the Aspect of True Death. All the death, all the carnage, the emptiness in his mind and heart, it was all searching for this: one aspect that resonated with him, with his ideal, his soul. 

He felt whole. 

 


*  *  *

 

A day later, he had managed to test out more lot things. His combat styles  from  the  past  few  years  had  somehow  merged  seamlessly  together. 

What  before  he  felt  might  be  wasted  time  and  effort,  now  proved  to  be anything but. All those things had been stepping stones on his path. 

He  still  had  some  things  that  he  had  to  test  out  that  he  would  need other  people  to  help  him  with.  He  suspected  that  damage  over  a  continuous period of time would still be his biggest weakness—constant healing drained him  too  much—but  he  had  some  ideas  about  how  to  lessen  that.  Burst damage  was  almost  completely  useless  against  him,  as  it  had  been  for  a while. He could lose half his body in a single shot and it would barely slow him  down.  Forcing  his  body  to  constantly  regenerate  significant  damage remained a different story. 

His combat style flowed from what he and Tali developed: long- and mid-range, keeping distance and taking down foes from afar. It felt right. 

Now,  he  turned  to  something  that  he  had  been  waiting  for  a  while now. He had gained his territory a long time ago, and had taken that because he had an idea that he had never been able to bring to fruition. He had tried with Void, and later with Stillness, but it was just never enough. 

His territory was a space in his soul, a place that he could physically enter.  He  could  walk  out  of  the  Real  Realm  and  step  inside,  disappearing from this place. Once he had asked Tali how he could possibly do that, and her  answer  was  uncertain.  From  what  she  knew,  the  soul  was  nestled  in  a deep layer of a plane that crossed the Real Realm and the Ethereal, and those who  had  territories  could  bring  their  bodies,  the  vessels  their  souls  used,  to this  realm  somehow.  He  gathered  that  she  didn’t  know  as  much  as  she pretended to. 

His  territory  was  small,  about  two  meters  across  and  from  floor  to ceiling.  It  had  been  empty,  a  space  filled  with  nothing  but…well,  Space

Essence.  There  was  no  Air,  not  even  Oblivion.  He  had  been  able  to  exist there, but then, he was hard to kill. He doubted that anyone else could. The walls of the territory were the most interesting; they had almost felt like his soul, a barrier containing the space inside of it. Yet, there had to be a way to expand  his  territory.  He  had  pulled  things  inside  before—items,  furniture, even some plants. They couldn’t survive for long in that emptiness, but it had taught him how to expand it all. 

Tali  had  told  him  that  it  took  Cultivators  a  long  time  to  shape  their territories,  the  same  as  domains,  that  he  had  to  give  a  piece  of  his  soul  to shape an environment, and that it had to be done slowly. 

Ryun had always planned to cheat. He hadn’t risked Bright Star, but his  plan  had  always  been  to  try  and  manifest  the  realm  of  the  Star  Forge inside  his  territory,  so  that  he  could  physically  enter  it,  and  so  that  others could too. Bright Star was connected to his soul, and the territory was a space inside of it. It seemed like it should work; he’d just never tried it, not after his failures. 

Now, he turned his attention to his test. He used his aura, limiting the range  to  just  his  immediate  surroundings.  Then  he  focused  and  cleared  his intent as he shaped Qi. He crafted a box, with only the walls being Oblivion, and leaving air trapped inside. Immediately, he saw the effects. The Oblivion pushed against the Essence of Space, and it didn’t take long before something snapped.  Through  his  eyes,  he  saw  the  Space  Essence  inside  the  box disappear,  leaving  only  a  hard  box  of  Oblivion.  The  space  around  the  box trembled  and  then  threads  of  it  reached  out,  connecting  with  space  through the box—no, over the box, through a layer that didn’t touch it. He felt his Qi trying to stop it, and with an effort of will, he stopped the process. The space repaired  itself  and  everything  was  as  it  used  to  be,  except  that  his  Oblivion box  held  something  inside,  separate  from  the  world  outside.  In  his  sense  it was  strange,  but  also…familiar.  The  area  where  his  box  was  had  almost  an overlap  of  space  that  was  like  seeing  double,  or  sensing  double.  The sensation was similar to how storage spaces had always felt to him. 

He had tried to do this with Void, but he had never been able to. He

knew that crafters used Void to somehow separate spaces that could then be made into storages through spatial powers, or that at least that was one way to do it. He had never managed to get Void to consume space. He didn’t know why, though he had a suspicion now. Perhaps his understanding had always aligned  more  with  Oblivion,  and  perhaps  that  interfered  with  what  he  could do. Or, perhaps, there was some trick. It didn’t matter now. 

He pushed his hand through the box—his hand was made of the same material,  so  there  was  nothing  to  block.  Then,  when  he  was  touching  that separate  space,  he  reached  to  his  Territory perk  and  pulled.  The  space  was drawn out of the Real Realm and into his territory. The result wasn’t anything spectacular; he had just separated Space and what was in it, which had been only Air. Still, he felt his territory expand a tiny bit, as that Space joined the Space inside his territory. 

He smiled as he saw it work, that meant that what he planned could be done. He could cheat. 




*  *  *

 

The  territory  he  was  in  wasn’t  that  high  in  tier.  The  monsters  were between tiers 6 and 10, and most of them were the herds of the monsters he had tested his wall on, called Ishi. It was a peaceful territory—it had a large forest, a lake, and several tall hills covered in stone formations. 

It would do. 

He stood in the air above the ground and spread his aura as far as it would  go,  covering  the  hills  and  half  the  forest—the  grass  plain  where  the herds grazed, two lakes, and some of the ground, but more of the sky. 

And  then  he  shaped.  The  aura  didn’t  just  have  an  effect  on  his primary  techniques;  he  had  figured  out  that  it  gave  his  secondary  ones increased range. It was far easier to send threads of Oblivion through his aura than  it  was  through  unbound  Essence.  His  Qi  spread  out,  his  core  emptying rapidly. This was going to take everything that he had. He had already drank

three  elixirs  to  strengthen  his  Qi  and  boost  its  regeneration,  and  still  he pushed for more. He tried to reach for his aspect, for that conduit to the plain, to pull more of the Essence than his aura was giving him. He didn’t know if he succeeded; his mind was filled with his great working. His sense allowed him to monitor what he was doing, and he felt the walls of Oblivion rise all around him, at the edge of his range, to half of the entire territory. 

And then with an exertion of intent, of meaning and will, he separated the Space inside from the Space outside. 

The world around him trembled. He was locked inside his own space, isolated from the reality outside of it. Some Essences still remained, gaining access even here in this place: the laws of Time, of Gravity, of things that he didn’t yet know. 

He spread his arms and pulled. It wasn’t violent. It was…almost as if he  was  compressing  space,  or…no,  as  if  his  soul  was  spreading  out  to consume  the  space.  Down  below,  he  felt  the  monsters  panic  as  the  light winked  out,  as  what  had  been  trapped  inside  hit  the  walls  of  the  space disappeared, gone in a way that Ryun didn’t understand. 

And then, he felt himself pulled into his territory along with his space. 

He remained where he was, but knew that he was now inside his own soul. 

He reached into his storage and pulled out a small orb. He leapt up high, near the  edge  of  his  soul,  and  there  he  used  it.  A  small  ball  of  light  came  into being, sending Essence down onto his territory. 

He smiled, and then felt weak. His Qi slipped and he fell all the way down  to  the  ground.  He  crashed,  sending  debris  flying  everywhere,  and  felt the last of his Qi drain as his body regenerated. But that was distant. He was feeling exhausted, and not in any way that he had before. It didn’t take him long to figure out that it had to do with his soul, that he had strained it with the space that he had taken. 

But he had done it, and that was all that mattered. 




*  *  *


 

He  exited  his  territory  in  the  same  place  he  had  entered  it.  He  was high above the ground, standing in the air. The Space had repaired itself, the Air had returned, as had the Light. But the territory had a gaping hole in the middle, a box-shaped crater where he had taken a piece of it for himself. 

He chuckled, and then turned in the direction that the bond in his head pointed him at, heading back home. 

It was time to go to the gathering. 

Chapter Sixty-Five — Reunited

 

Selia sighed as she sunk into the chair, exhausted after another day of meetings.  There  was  too  much  to  do,  and  too  little  time  to  do  it.  She  had spent weeks, now, in talks with the most influential members of the Twilight Melody  Sect  and  the  factions  that  were  going  to  join  it,  hers  included.  The rough draft was done, and the three families within the new Twilight Melody Sect had been decided. Now they had to deal with everything else. The sects had  too  many  different  paths  and  different  sub-sects  as  part  of  it,  as  often happened  with  frontier  sects  where  people  who  had  no  prospects  came together and joined into a single sect to survive. 

Anrosh,  along  with  the  rest  of  their  small  council,  had  decided  to allow  everyone  to  choose  which  of  the  main  families  they  wanted  to  join, regardless of their paths, as long as their focus aligned with the core direction of  the  family.  The  rest  would  need  to  make  their  own  families,  which wouldn’t enjoy all the benefits of high-rarity paths, of course. Although, not even  those  who  joined  would—only  their  descendants  could,  or  else  those who still had room to grow and could take another path. 

The  three  families,  as  decided,  would  be  Dagda,  Woll,  and  Ekoa.  It was  a  standard  way  of  unifying  a  sect  made  out  of  many  different  families, and  even  Zenshuen  had  started  that  way.  For  now,  all  that  joined  a  family would  add  a  new  name  to  their  current  ones.  Over  time,  the  sect  would  be forged into a more cohesive unit. 

Still, there were…things that were unlike those that she had come to be accustomed to. She had expected that; Ryun wasn’t at all a traditional Sect Head, and it seemed that Anrosh was following in his footsteps. Each of the three  families  would  have  an  overall  focus,  or  at  least  a  primary  purpose. 

That in itself wasn’t anything new. The way in which Anrosh had imagined it, though… Usually, families would try to follow the same paths, or at least related ones. The three families of the Twilight Melody Sect would only be required to follow the general focus of the family. 

It  was  a  lot  to  take  for  someone  like  her,  who  had  been  part  of  the more traditional sect. She had been part of the discussions, of the decisions, however, and all parties had compromised. 

The Ornn family was taking on the name of Dagda—an old name for a  god  from  the  old  Earths—as  was  chosen  by  Karya  Ornn.  Their  family would  be  led  by  Ender  Ornn,  who  would  be  given  the  role  of  Sect  Leader. 

Ornn’s Dagda Family was going to be focused on agriculture, on growth and the  production  of  food,  as  well  as  special  plants.  Sect  Leader  Embesh  was likely  to  join  the  family,  as  Anrosh  wanted  the  primarily  Classer  faction  to learn more about Cultivation. 

The  Woll  Family  would  be  the  central  family  of  the  sect,  led  by Anrosh  herself.  It  was  to  be  a  faction  focused  on  territorial  defense  and management,  crafting  and  building.  It  was  a  bit  wide  as  far  as  focus  duties went,  but  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect  wasn’t  ordinary.  The  name  came  from Anrosh;  it  had  some  significance  to  her,  but  Selia  didn’t  know  it.  The  Woll Family  was  going  to  keep  Ryun’s  paths  as  the  primary  focuses  for  their defenders. 

The last family was going to be made with the Zenshuen remnants at its  core.  Ekoa  was  named  after  the  ekoa  tree  that  was  brought  from  the demasi  homeworld  of  Enhell.  It  was  a  name  that  Selia  had  chosen  for  her grandfather’s  love  of  it,  and  the  stories  he  used  to  tell  her  beneath  its  tall branches when she was young. Ekoa would focus on the more martial paths, accepting  all  warriors,  hunters,  or  adventurers.  Their  main  job  as  a  family would  be  to  hunt  high-tiered  wandering  monsters,  to  explore  beyond  the sect’s borders, and to help claim new territories. 

Of  course,  every  faction  would  still  have  warriors,  crafters,  and everything else that they wanted or needed to support their main jobs, but a primary  push  for  a  focus  was  established.  This  was  just  the  beginning.  It would take years, even decades, for them to truly grow into what they were imagining the sect to become. 

They hadn’t made any agreement regarding which family Ryun would join. In fact, the current sentiment was that he shouldn’t join any, to remain

as  neutral  a  leader  as  possible.  In  practice,  it  didn’t  matter,  as  she  doubted that  Ryun  would  care  for  politics.  Still,  they  had  the  agreements  made,  and would  soon  be  putting  them  into  practice.  Selia  had  been  asked  to  lead  the Ekoa Family, to become a Sect Leader again. After what had happened with Zenshuen,  she  had  resisted  leading,  in  part  because  she  didn’t  want  to  have responsibility for an entire sect. What they were asking of her here, however, was closer to what she had been for Zenshuen while her grandfather had been alive.  It  was  a  familiar  role,  where  she  wouldn’t  need  to  be  making  any decisions that would have extensive consequences. 

“You  look  exhausted,”  Erdania  said  as  she  entered  the  room  and found her sitting in the chair. 

“I am exhausted,”  she said. Their  last meeting had  lasted for several hours, and she had to spend it all trying not to think about the sensation in her head. 

“How did it go?” Erdania asked. 

“As good as it could’ve. We are mostly agreed on everything. Only a few minor things left to work out,” Selia answered. “Also, Ryun is back.” 

“He attended the meeting?” Erdania asked, somewhat surprised. 

“No,” Selia answered. “He skulked around, waiting for it to end. He is in the palace now, probably meeting with Anrosh.” 

Erdania chuckled. “I admire the shirking of responsibility.” 

“His  trust  in  Anrosh  is  absolute—not  that  I  disagree.  She  is  young, but she has proven herself. And you saw what effect Ryun had on everyone, back  then  when…”  She  shook  her  head.  “Whether  he  intends  it  or  not,  the mysterious Sect Head role suits him and this sect.” 

“True,” Erdania agreed. 

Selia opened her mouth, then stopped, and tilted her head. 

“What is it?” Erdania asked, noticing her distraction. 

“He is coming here,” she told her as she stood up and walked out on the balcony. 

A  shrouded  form  leapt  through  the  air,  stepping  on…nothing.  Selia

frowned. She didn’t detect any Qi in the air around him, nor did she see his usual Void cubes. As he drew nearer and slowed, she saw something strange. 

Every time he took a step, his foot would hit something invisible in the air, causing  a  ripple  would  go  through  his  pants—something  that  stopped  them from billowing in the wind for just a split second. 

He stepped on the balcony and tilted his head. 

“You noticed something,” he just said. 

Selia met his eyes, and then said what she had seen. 

“Ah. I didn’t think about that.” He looked down at his pants. “It robs my legs and everything touching them of momentum. Hm…” 

“You  might  want  to  explain  what  you  mean  by  that,”  Erdania  said from behind her. 

Ryun  raised  his  head,  then  removed  his  cloak,  which  obscured  his features. Selia blinked as she saw that he had changed. The cracks in his skin were more pronounced, and silver had joined violet and black. 

“Yes, I think I should explain. Let’s go inside.” 

Selia followed him inside her rooms, eager to hear what he had to say. 




*  *  *

 

 Oblivion.   She  hadn’t  actually  ever  met  anyone  who  had  that  aspect. 

She heard of it, though she didn’t remember from where or in what context. 

From  what  Ryun  told  them,  it  was  very  powerful.  Again,  she  felt  a  pang  of jealousy—he had advanced and he had grown in power again, while she still remained  in  the  Evolved  Realm.  Erdania  had  advanced,  too,  after  Selia  had finally managed to convince her that she shouldn’t wait for her. Both of them had spoken to her about the inspiration for the next realm, had tried to help, but  she  just…couldn’t.  She  still  had  the  elixir  that  Ryun  had  gifted  her,  the one that he said would help her gain inspiration, if not outright let her skip it. 

She kept it in her ring, trying not to think about it. In part, that was because she  wanted  to  reach  the  Ascended  Realm  on  her  own,  because  she  didn’t

want to feel inadequate. 

“I also have this.” Ryun offered them a small, orb-like item. 

Erdania took it first and frowned, then offered it to Selia. 



Shrine of Worldstone

Place a shrine source of tier-9

Worldstone Essence



“Worldstone?” Selia asked. “I’ve never heard of that Essence.” 

“It  was  the  Essence  of  the  monster  Tali  and  I  fought,”  he  answered. 

“It was very powerful. The most powerful monster I ever fought, aside from Hastur, perhaps. Even then, I could damage Hastur—I couldn’t do anything to this monster until I merged my aspects.” 

Selia frowned. 

“I  was  thinking  about  placing  it  somewhere  in  this  territory,”  Ryun said.  “Near  Consequence.  I  think  that  it  might  go  well  with  Anrosh’s Absolute Cold, and the Path of the Unbreakable Wall.” 

“A high-tier Essence source is a treasure either way,” Erdania said. 

Selia nodded, agreeing. 

“Yes,” Ryun said. “I’ve also been wondering if perhaps you would be interested in taking this aspect as your second.” 

Selia blinked. “We already have paths that we’re following.” 

“Paths and builds that are not your own,” Ryun said. “I know that you both plan on picking the Kinetic Aspect as your second. I’ll understand if you don’t want it, but…Selia, this aspect is highly compatible with willpower. It is highly resistant, strong, powerful. It might be a better pick for you.” 

Selia  glanced  to  the  side,  and  saw  Erdania  with  a  thoughtful expression on her face. 

“You’re not really thinking about it?” she asked. 

“I… Yes, I think I am,” Erdania said. 

Selia  opened  her  mouth,  and  then  stopped  herself.  She  gave  it  real thought.  Her  build  was  one  that  her  sect  had  honed  over  a  long  period  of years. Adding the Kinetic Aspect to her own would give her constructs extra power.  This…  She  didn’t  know  what  this  would  do  for  her.  She  only  had Ryun’s  description  of  the  monster’s  power—which  was  impressive,  but  it hadn’t been tested. 

“Well,”  Ryun  started.  “I’m  not  going  to  press  you  on  it.  You  make your own decisions. I came here for another reason, actually.” 

Selia tilted her head. 

“I’ve  been  invited  to  a  gathering,  in  the  Dragon  Heart  Sect,”  Ryun said, and before she could even process his words, he continued. “I wanted to see if perhaps, you, Erdania, would like to come with me as my second. Tali is coming, too, and she is bringing Lesamitrius as hers.” 

Selia  blinked,  then  turned  to  Erdania,  who  was  surprised  by  the question. 

“I was just thinking that this is a good opportunity for the two of us to spend  a  bit  more  time  together,”  Ryun  continued.  “Selia  and  I  can  talk whenever  we  want,  and  she  will  be  busy  with  the  sect’s  issues  for  the foreseeable  future.  I  wouldn’t  want  you  to  get  bored,  sitting  in  the  sect  and not doing anything.” 

“You should go,” Selia said. 

Erdania met her eyes. “Are you sure?” 

“Yes,” Selia said. “I can always talk with Ryun, and you two should spend some time together.” 

She had spent so much of her life with Erdania, but now that she had advanced… A part of her wanted to be on her own for a bit, to try and find the spark to her Cultivation again. Somehow, she felt that as long as both of them were near, she would only compare herself to their achievements. 

“If you are sure,” Erdania said hesitantly. 

“Don’t worry,” Ryun said. “We won’t be gone long.” 

Selia  felt  a  weight  she  didn’t  know  was  hindering  her,  lift.  She  had

never been alone for a long period of time, and perhaps that was what she had been missing. She would take this opportunity and see if she could discover herself anew, to see if she was worthy of advancing on her own. 

Chapter Sixty-Six — Arrival

 

“We  have  an  airship?”  Ryun  asked  as  Lesamitrius  led  them  to  the subject of his question. 

“Of course we have one.” Anatalien snorted in his direction. “I made Anrosh buy one. We can’t be a proper sect without also appearing like one.” 

“Why did you make me walk all the way to the Midnight Reign Sect, then?” Ryun asked. 

“What?  You  wanted  to  train,  and  besides,  fuel  is  expensive.  Before you arrived, we barely had enough to purchase food. I wasn’t about to waste sect funds on fuel.” 

“But… I… Whatever.” Ryun seemingly gave up. 

Erdania  just  blinked  at  the  exchange.  She  was  standing  next  to  a figure from the old stories, Anatalien Far Solla, someone who had been there for  all  the  major  events  of  history—who  was  one  of  the  people  who  had created the sects. She was an icon. 

“It isn’t that impressive,” Anatalien said. “It is an older model.” 

“Master  Far  Solla  is  correct,”  Lesamitrius  interjected.  “It  was purchased  through  my  father’s  contacts  in  the  Oken  Eye  Sect.  It  is  a  solid vessel,  but  it  isn’t  anything  special  compared  to  what  the  Sect  Heads  in  the core have.” 

Erdania glanced at the wooden ship and agreed with the assessment. It looked  like  a  terrace  with  a  house  on  it,  or  perhaps  a  house  and  a  small courtyard.  Made  out  of  dark  brown  wood,  it  had  yellow  clouds  stuck  at  the bottom. The house was square and small, probably having only a few rooms, and the courtyard was maybe ten meters across. 

She had seen much larger airships, or flying fortresses. Still, it was a good  thing  that  they  had  something.  Erdania  wasn’t  the  best  at  traversing long distances. 

They  boarded  it,  and  Lesamitrius  went  inside  to  start  their  trip,  with

Anatalien  following  behind  him,  leaving  Ryun  and  Erdania  alone  in  the courtyard as the airship slowly started to rise. 

“So, how does it feel?” Ryun asked as she leaned over the railing. 

She  glanced  at  him  and  tilted  her  head.  “It’s  strange.  It  almost  feels like it doesn’t want to change states, as if it wants to stay in the solid state.” 

She  had  taken  the  Worldstone  Aspect  after  a  long  discussion  with both  Ryun  and  Selia.  Her  Cultivation  path  was  that  of  Gravity,  making  her heavier and hobbling her foes as she brought her greater mass to bear, or used Gravity  to  enhance  her  attacks.  The  Worldstone  Aspect  spoke  to  her.  Ever since Ryun had described the monster, she felt something like a…a nagging inside her head. She’d had to take it. There was a part of her that she had kept quiet for a lot of her time in Zenshuen, one that had let herself be guided by the  sect  and  more  experienced  Cultivators,  as  had  been  the  norm.  But  now, she was free—they all were. 

The Zenshuen builds  were good, even  great, but the  more she spoke with Ryun, the more she felt…like a path was a thing that one should walk on their own. She understood why Zenshuen’s builds were good, that they were the  proven  thing,  and  that  she  probably  should’ve  stayed  with  them.  And yet…seeing  him  just  reach  and  take  more  and  more  power,  awakened something in her, too. She wanted that. She had always wanted that. 

“It  was  extremely  powerful  in  the  solid  state,  as  the  skin  of  the monster,” Ryun said, bringing her out of her mind. “But perhaps… Maybe it has some pieces of a concept in it, too? It does feel somehow…grand.” 

Erdania understood what he meant. He had told her that the Essence had some kind of anti…everything, aura around it, a weight to it. She could feel  it  inside  her  core,  in  the  Qi  of  Worldstone.  She  just  hadn’t  figured  out how to manifest it quite right. It did feel somewhat like Sanguine Silver, as if it was sensitive to willpower. 

“I’ll  figure  it  out.  We  have  time,”  Erdania  said  with  a  smile  as  their airship  rose  into  the  clouds  and  started  moving  away  from  their  sect.  She didn’t  know  exactly  why  they  were  going,  as  neither  Ryun  nor  Anatalien would  say,  but  an  invitation  to  Dragon  Heart  Sect  was  no  small  thing.  She

didn’t  care  for  politics,  but  she  was  very  interested  in  why  they  had  invited Ryun.  Anatalien,  she  could  understand,  though  she  wasn’t  sure  how  they would know that she was still alive. Ryun… Perhaps they just wanted to see someone who had been part of the team that defeated Hastur, but if so, then why weren’t Selia and she invited? 

She would learn what it was soon enough. She could wait. 

“How does your Qi feel?” Erdania asked. 

“It’s… I don’t even know how to explain it. An emptiness? Can you imagine feeling like you were nothing? That there was no substance to you? 

Oblivion  Qi  is  somehow  like  that,  and  yet  it  can  reach  out  and  touch anything. I am still only scratching the surface of what I can do.” 

“And how are  you feeling?” 

“What do you mean?” Ryun asked. 

“You  said  that  your  body  has  changed,  too,  but  I  don’t  see  many changes, at least outwardly.” 

“Ah… Yes. I am a being made out of Oblivion. What you see is kind of  a  shell,  I  guess,  crafted  by  my  soul’s  intent.  I  guess  that  it  acts  how anyone’s  body  would  act,  because  my  intent  wants  it  to.  I  feel  pain,  I  feel touch, I can hear and see and smell. All these things should be irrelevant, but they  are  not.  Soul  Essence  interacts  with  the  Essence  of  my  body  and  my surroundings  to  bring  into  being  this  gestalt  form.  Essence  interacts  with Essence.” 

“So,  everything  still  works  as  it  used  to,  huh?”  Erdania  raised  her eyebrow. 

“Well, yes.” Ryun frowned. “Oh.” 

“We  should  probably  make  sure  though,  right?”  Erdania  smiled.  It had been a while. 

She grabbed him and pulled him toward the house. “Let’s make sure.” 




*  *  *


 

They  arrived  at  the  Dragon  Heart  Sect’s  great  city  at  dawn,  a  few weeks  after  they  set  out.  They  saw  the  Dragon’s  Peak  through  the  morning sun, through the mist that was slowly fading as they rose higher and higher. 

The first thing that they saw was the hole in the wall. 

“They were attacked,” Anatalien said. 

 Were,  she’d  said.  Erdania  looked  closely,  and  saw  no  signs  of conflict.  People  were  working  on  the  wall,  repairing  it.  Then,  as  their  ship rose, she started to see a lot more ships around them, coming out of the mist all  around  the  peak.  The  winding  road  leading  up  the  mountainside  was filled, too—and then, they rose above the walls and she saw…

“Heavens,” Lesamitrius voiced her thoughts. 

There were so many airships above the city. There was an armada of airships presenting the Dragon Heart Sect’s colors watching over each of the three peaks, but it wasn’t what really caught her attention. It was the towers in  the  city,  the  docking  berths  that  were  filled  to  the  brim  with  ships,  each bearing a different banner. 

“Lesamitrius,”  Anatalien  said,  and  the  ravzor  moved  instantly.  He entered  the  house,  then  climbed  up  to  the  roof  and  hung  the  banner  of  the Twilight Melody Sect. 

Erdania saw it all and realized that this was more than she assumed it was.  This  was…a  gathering  of  sects,  of  Sect  Heads.  Instantly,  she  realized why both Ryun and Anatalien were so closed mouthed. 

They were part of the Council of Sects. 

Erdania  wasn’t,  and  she  wasn’t  even  supposed  to  know  about  it,  but the  League  had  acquired  the  information.  They  had  always  wanted  to  get someone on the Council. How had they…

But  this  was  far  more  than  just  the  Sect  Heads  that  were  part  of  the Council.  They  had  called  everyone.  Of  course,  only  a  small  group  was actually  a  part  of  the  Council,  but  this  way  they  could  hide  their  gathering among all these Sect Heads that weren’t aware. 

“We  should  make  way  for  the  third  tower,”  Anatalien  said  as Lesamitrius came back. “I see some empty room there.” 

“Of course, Master Far Solla,” he said, and adjusted their course. 

“So many sects,” Erdania said. 

“Yes,”  Anatalien  agreed.  “I  wonder  what  the  Dragon  Heart  Sect  is planning.  This  will  make  the  rest  of  the  core  nervous,  no  matter  what  the actual reason for it is.” 

Erdania  nodded  in  agreement.  The  wars  between  the  sects  and  the other core factions had been over for a long time, but there had always been a mistrust between both sides. They had to know about this gathering by now; she knew that they had spies in all the great sects, and the League had them, too. Especially now, after all this chaos in the Settled Territories. 

Just  knowing  that  the  sects  had  gathered  like  this  was  going  to  be troublesome. 

“Can  they  do  anything,  though?”  Ryun  asked.  “The  rest  of  the  core had been in more wars than the sects have, and have lost more than this side did. At least, that is what you told me.” 

“That is exactly  why this might  set something off.  They are weaker, and  they  might  see  this  as  the  sects  trying  to  take  advantage  of  that weakness,” Anatalien answered. 

“Regardless,” Ryun said, shrugging, “we have been invited, just as all of these other sects have been. There isn’t anything that we can do about this now.” 

“You’re right.” Anatalien sighed. “I guess that we’ll find out what this is all about soon enough.” 

They  remained  silent  as  their  airship  docked,  and  then  they  readied themselves to disembark. 

Chapter Sixty-Seven — Backroom Meeting Hitor looked out of the window of his tower, high up on Fah Storrah’s peak. The city had recovered well from the attack; they rebuilt the buildings and would soon rebuild the broken wall. His people were more vigilant now, the  memory  of  the  assault  still  fresh  in  their  minds,  and  it  would  remain  so for  the  foreseeable  future.  Up  above  the  city  the  armada,  the  best  airships available to his sect, floated. Many of them had been damaged in the fighting, and they were still not fully repaired, but their presence at least spoke to the people, giving them a sense of security. He didn’t know what more he could do. The attack had gotten through their defenses, and if it hadn’t been for an outsider, a visitor to their sect… The attack would’ve succeeded. 

His sect, gone in an instant. He still couldn’t quite believe it; he had forged his sect into one of the greatest factions in the world. Few would dare attack them so blatantly, and fewer still could succeed. Nevertheless, they had been  played.  They  had  lost,  no  matter  that  they  had  been  saved—in  some different time and place, they hadn’t been prepared. 

A part of him wanted to declare war on the Collective, to attack and destroy them. They  had interrogated the  prisoners, and they  knew who they were.  The  powerful  were  always  known,  always  recognizable.  Untraceable attacks were hard to accomplish because the very nature of powers meant that they  could  be  identified.  It  would  take  a  lot  of  resources  to  raise  someone without  their  power  being  noticed—a  lot  of  resources  and  patience,  if  one was to do it right. 

The  attack  on  his  sect  was  provocation  enough,  he  knew.  He  could declare  war  and  attack  his  enemies.  And…and  perhaps  cause  another  Great War,  pitting  sects  against  the  Classer  factions  once  more.  A  war  that  would cost them all. 

He  looked  out  at  the  thousands  of  airships  in  the  city,  both  the  ones that were docked and the ones only just arriving. Each carried a Sect Head, or at least their emissaries, from every sect in the Settled Territories. The news

of the attack had spread, and he knew what they were all probably thinking. 

They thought that he had called them here to propose war against the rest of the Settled Territories. They were right, he wanted war. 

But they were wrong about the target. 

Still,  he  had  used  their  belief  to  bring  them  all  here,  where  he  could convince  them.  Among  all  the  Sect  Heads  were  a  few,  a  couple  dozen  at most, that were part of the Council of Sects. Hitor had to convince them first. 

The rest would follow the strong. 

This  gathering  had  given  him  a  great  excuse  to  summon  everyone without their being any suspicion thrown toward the Council members. It was all theater, in a way, but a necessary one. Still, there were deals to be made—

the future of the entire world would be decided here. 

A knock on his door pulled him out of his thoughts, and he called out for them to enter. A sect warrior entered and bowed. 

“What is it?” Hitor asked. 

“Sect Head,” he said as he straightened. “You wished to know when the Twilight Melody Sect arrived.” 

“They are here?” Hitor asked, now eager to hear the news. 

“They’ve started disembarking now,” the warrior answered. 

“And who is…?” 

“Four people. One matches the description of their Sect Head, Ryun Nacht;  one  is  Erdania  Xi  Jhan.  The  other  two  are  a  ravzor  attendant  and  a winged demasi woman,” the warrior said. 

Hitor immediately relaxed. He didn’t know much about the Twilight Melody  Sect,  aside  from  the  fact  that  their  Sect  Head  had  been  part  of  the group  that  had  killed  the  Dome  Leader,  which  was  worthy  of  respect  on  its own.  That  Erdania  Xi  Jhan  had  come,  too,  was  a  surprise,  but  Vitor  had informed him of the rumors that some of the former Zenshuen members had gone to the frontier sect. 

No, what he cared about the most was the last person that arrived. 

“The demasi woman—does she match the description I gave you?” 

“She does, Sect Head.” 

Hitor smiled. Vitor had passed along rumors, and they had tried their best to investigate over the past month. He hadn’t truly believed it until Vitor found a warrior that had been part of a battle against the undead outbreak a few years ago. His account was what made Hitor finally give credence to the rumors. Now, he had a card to play. 

“Send word to the Dockmaster: I want the Twilight Melody group to be  ushered  to  the  Crystal  Spire,  as  quickly  as  possible.  Respectfully,  of course,”  Hitor  instructed.  The  people  at  the  docks  already  knew,  but  it  bore repeating. Most of the Sect Heads and their entourages were placed in the city itself, and only a few had the privilege to be given rooms in one of the three peaks.  Even  if  the  rumors  had  been  untrue,  Hitor  would’ve  still  granted  the Twilight Melody Sect’s Sect Head the honor. Killing the Dome Leader was a service done for everyone in the world. 

Hitor called in an attendant and sent him off to find his brother. 

A short while later, another person entered his room. 

His brother met his eyes, and then spoke. “They are here,” Vitor said. 

Hitor nodded. “I want to meet with our guests, now.” 

Vitor took a deep breath and then nodded slowly. They had kept them waiting for a few days, and he had Vitor entertaining them, excusing Hitor’s absence as the inevitable result of the gathering and too much work. In truth, Hitor had been waiting for confirmation. The two of them left the room and Hitor followed his brother through the hallways of their tower. 

They  reached  their  destination  quickly,  a  small  and  discrete  meeting room in the center of the tower. There were no guards in front—not because they weren’t needed, but because Hitor didn’t want anyone to know who was inside. The occupants of the room had been escorted there through the secret passages by Vitor himself. No one in the sect knew that they had arrived. 

Vitor unlocked the door, and the two brothers entered the room. 

The  two  occupants  stood  up  and  greeted  them.  The  first  one  was  a young female drake. Pale skin could be seen behind her dry scales, a sign that

told  him  that  she  was  undead.  The  only  thing  separating  her  from  mindless monsters  was  the  look  in  her  eyes—the  eerie  orange  light  that  blazed  from within. 

She inclined her head and spoke. 

“Sect  Head,  thank  you  for  your  hospitality,”  the  undead  body  spoke with a voice that was deeper, tinged with something ethereal. 

The  other  occupant  was  a  human  male,  with  blond  hair  and  striking blue  eyes.  He  inclined  his  head  and  gestured  with  one  hand  in  a  way  that Hitor didn’t understand the meaning. 

“Necromancer,”  Hitor  said,  using  the  title  that  the  being  in  front  of him was best known for, as he inclined his head toward the undead vessel of Eratemus Prideborn, the Lord of Death. 

Then,  he  turned  to  the  other  person.  “Shah,”  he  said,  greeting Sigmund Otensson. “I apologize for the delay in meeting with you. I had a lot to catch up with since my seclusion, and with the gathering…” 

“It  is  understandable,  Sect  Head.  No  offense  is  taken,”  the  undead drake said. “Your brother has proven himself a great host.” 

Vitor bowed in respect and Hitor gestured for them to sit. 

“I thank you for coming. I know that it is hard for you to leave your own  territories,  especially  with  everything  that  is  happening  in  the  core,” 

Hitor said as he took a seat across from them. 

“We  were…intrigued  by  your  invitation,”  Eratemus  said.  “I  assume that this has something to do with the attack on your sect, and the gathering you’ve called for?” 

Hitor wasn’t surprised that they knew. Rumors spread fast, even with the size of the core. 

“Yes and no,” Hitor said slowly. 

“I guess that to most in your lands, the gathering would seem like we are readying for war,” Hitor said slowly. 

Sigmund raised his hands and gestured. Eratemus then translated. “It does  seem  that  way,  especially  since  the  sect  have  fared  better  the  last  few

years.  Your  wars  haven’t  been  nearly  as  bad  as  some  of  the  others  in  the core.” 

Hitor shook his head. “It’s madness. It never should’ve been allowed to happen. I never believed that the peace in the core was so fragile as to be broken like that.” 

“There  are  some…circumstances,  that  influenced  those  events,” 

Eratemus said slowly. 

Hitor met the undead’s eyes. “Like?” 

“The  Dome  Leader,”  Eratemus  answered.  “I  believe  that  many  of the…weak-minded individuals in the world were influenced by the monster. 

Its mental power was significant; our assault on it nearly failed because of it. 

If one of us hadn’t managed to free himself from the mental prison… All of us would’ve died.” 

Hitor blinked. “The monster caused the wars? You are certain?” 

“It pulled on the animosities that were already there, fanning the fires. 

I don’t think that  no wars would’ve happened without its influence, but they wouldn’t have reached these heights.” 

“The Dome Leader is dead now, though,” Hitor added. 

“The  Dome  Leader’s  influence  might  still  be  there,  or  it  might  be gone, but the events of the past cannot be erased. Too much death has already occurred,” Eratemus said sadly. 

Hitor wondered why the sect hadn’t been so affected if what Eratemus said was true. Some protection unique to Cultivators? Or was it just cultural? 

Sects abhorred death on such a large scale. Honor and obligation meant that the  death  of  the  few  was  enough  to  establish  superiority  and  proclaim  a victor.  Lives  were  a  resource  that  the  sects  considered  far  more  important than the rest of the world did. 

“Regardless,  the  reason  why  I  invited  you:  the  taken.  That  should never have been allowed. They never should have been able to expand so far and  take  so  many  people.  The  fact  that  the  rest  of  the  core  turns  a  blind eye…” 

“I  agree,”  Eratemus  said.  “Sadly,  everyone  looked  out  for  their  own interests  instead  of  coming  together.  Alliances  that  had  lasted  for  centuries were broken.” 

Hitor  knew  what  Vitor  had  told  him  of  the  events.  He  despised  the way that the rest of the core acted toward the taken. If the abominations had been in sect lands, they would’ve been burned out long ago. 

“These taken are not just an inconvenience,” Hitor stressed. “They are a threat to the entire world. If they won’t deal with the enemy right at their doorstep, we will. I will not allow an infection to remain in the heart of the Settled Territories and fester until it kills us all. It is insanity that the others ignore it.” 

Sigmund  tilted  his  head,  then  gestured  quickly  at  Eratemus.  The undead  drake  frowned,  then  looked  back  at  Hitor.  “That  is  what  this gathering is about? You do plan a war.” 

“I’ve  had  a  long  conversation  with  one  of  the  people  that  killed  the Dome  Leader  with  you,”  Hitor  said.  “Zacharia  Gardner.  I  know  what happened to the Empire, and I am not allowing that to happen to the sects. If I need to march and level a thousand factions in my way to reach the taken, I will.” 

“They will see it as a war regardless of what your target is,” Eratemus said. 

“Yes.”  Hitor  sighed.  “Which  is  why  I  called  you.  I  need  influential people  to  secure  passage  for  me  and  the  rest  of  the  sects,  after  I  convince them to go. Perhaps we can even convince some of them to join us.” 

“That…”  Eratemus  paused.  “It  might  be  possible,  but  it  would  be costly.” 

“You  can  bribe  them  if  you  must,  and”—Hitor  turned  to  look  at Sigmund—“I  am  sure  you  can  convince  many  factions  just  by  asking. 

Though, I would like to use your territories as a staging point.” 

Sigmund’s eyes narrowed, and then he signed. 

Eratemus didn’t translate immediately, but instead he spoke with the

man. “Sigmund, it was three hundred years ago.” 

The blond man signed again, and Eratemus shook his head. 

“His  price  is…”  Eratemus  paused,  glanced  at  Sigmund,  and  then finally continued. “Awirren.” 

Hitor  had  expected  as  much,  though  not  many  knew  of  Sigmund’s past, and his animosity toward Awirren. 

“Awirren  is  many  things,”  Hitor  said.  “But  she  upholds  the  laws  of the  sects;  she  never  shied  away  from  fighting  threats.  And,  while  she  might be insane, she keeps herself in control. We are going to need her for what is to come.” 

Sigmund cut through the air with his hand, then signed again. 

“That is my price,” Eratemus translated. 

Hitor  nodded.  “Perhaps  I  can  offer  you  something  better  than  her head.” 

Sigmund narrowed his eyes. 

Hitor  continued.  “I  have  something,  someone,  that  I  am  very  much sure you would want more than Awirren.” 

Both  of  them  tilted  their  heads  in  expectation.  As  a  response,  Hitor only smiled. 

Chapter Sixty-Eight — Who Are You? 

 

Once  docked,  they  were  greeted  by  people  wearing  what  Ryun presumed  to  be  Dragon  Heart  Sect  uniforms.  The  docks  were  filled  with people,  as  was  the  city—so  many  of  them  that  he  was  having  trouble focusing and had to pull his attention to the smallest sphere he could. There were  millions  of  people  in  the  city,  too  many  conversations,  too  much movement, too much…noise. 

Lesamitrius  took  the  lead,  acting  as  their  voice.  The  moment  he introduced them as the Twilight Melody Sect, the welcome committee went from  bored  people  doing  the  same  thing  for  the  hundredth  time  today,  to attentive  and  far  more  respectful.  Ryun  and  Tali  exchanged  looks;  she  had told him to expect a lengthy process. Instead, they had been rushed out of the crowded  docks,  then  transported  through  the  city  to  one  of  the  tall  peaks. 

From Tali he knew that those were the headquarters of the sect’s three largest families, which was…confusing. What he overheard on the docks and on the way told him that most of the sects were given places in the city itself. Ryun didn’t think that the Twilight Melody Sect had enough renown to be treated like they were. 

Something was up, that much was obvious, though neither he nor the others  said  anything,  of  course.  So,  in  less  than  half  an  hour,  they  were  led across  the  city  and  escorted  to  the  rooms  given  to  them.  The  walls  of  the structure they entered were made out of crystal, seamlessly connected as if it was made out of a single piece. It was interesting, and he imagined how such a  thing  could  be  achieved.  Carving  the  inside  of  a  truly  massive  piece  of crystal, or perhaps growing it somehow? 

Their rooms were lavishly decorated, with art on the walls, thick and soft carpets, and furniture carved out of single pieces of wood of the highest-tiered Essence. There were refreshments on the tables, with servants bringing in food as their escorts gave them a short tour. Their quarters were the size of his entire palace in Consequence. Two floors, two kitchens, two toilets, and

one  large  bathroom  connected  to  a  room  that  had  a  hot-spring  pool.  There were  six  rooms,  each  larger  than  the  last,  with  massive  beds  covered  in pillows and covers made from the finest silks. There was so much wealth and treasure in these rooms alone that it was all probably worth more than most frontier sects altogether. 

Their  escorts,  or  rather  minders—Ryun  assumed—apologized  for  no higher-ups  meeting  with  them,  which  Ryun  understood  and  was  far  less bothered  by  than  they  seemed  to  be.  Organizing  a  gathering  of  this  scale probably  required  a  lot  of  people.  Still,  there  was  something  off  about everything, and the others sensed it too, though still no one said anything. 

They  were  allowed  time  to  bathe  and  relax  after  their  journey,  and then food was served to them by the Dragon Heart Sect’s servants. Ryun had to admit that the food was some of the best that he had ever eaten. Only after the meal were they left alone. The four of them gathered in the living room, taking seats on the couches and armchairs. 

“So,” Ryun started. “Any idea why we had such a…reception?” 

Everyone  was  frowning,  but  Tali  was  the  one  that  answered  first. 

“Even  before,  at  the  height  of  my  sect’s  power,  I  wouldn’t  have  been received like this.” 

Ryun raised an eyebrow, then glanced at Erdania. 

“Don’t look at me. I was a Sect Head, I was treated with respect, but this… This is a reception worthy of only the most powerful Sect Heads.” 

“Not us,” Ryun clarified. 

“Well,” Tali started. “You did help kill the Dome Leader, and if Hitor hadn’t changed much, he would respect that more than most. So, I guess that could be it. I doubt it, though. This reeks of sect politics.” 

“What do we do?” Ryun asked. 

Tali  shrugged.  “Nothing.  We  enjoy  it  and  see  what  comes  out  of  it. 

It’s  not  like  we  can  really  do  anything;  we  are  treated  with  respect  and  like honored  guests.  It  wouldn’t  be  courteous  of  us  to  complain,  or  demand answers.” 

Ryun  grunted.  He  really  hated  sect  stuff.  He  wished  he  had  brought Anrosh—then he could’ve just pushed her in front and let her deal with it all. 




*  *  *

 

Ryun  and  Tali  were  escorted  through  the  building.  A  Sect  Leader arrived, a strong drake with metal scales, asking if they would meet with the Sect  Head  of  the  Dragon  Heart  Sect.  It  would  be  just  the  two  of  them,  or rather at first just Tali, but neither of them agreed to that, and it didn’t seem like they wanted to push it. 

After a day spent in the large quarters, all of them were eager to get some answers. 

They were led to one of the rooms that Ryun couldn’t sense anything from, just like how the entire peak seemed to keep anything from the outside from getting in, even restricting his sense to just the crystal walls. Once they entered,  they  were  met  with  a  single  person  inside:  a  winged  drake,  with scales similar to the Sect Leader who’d escorted them, but so much different. 

The  scales  and  the  body  were  made  out  of  a  strange  Essence  that  he  hadn’t seen  before,  somehow  related  to  the  Essences  of  the  Sect  Leader,  but  far greater.  There  was  a  sense  of  power  coming  from  the  man,  of  greatness.  It was  not  just  something  that  he  could  see  in  the  man’s  Essence,  but…a sensation that filled the air around him, that made him fill the room with his presence. 

Ryun  couldn’t  feel  the  man’s  Qi,  but  somehow  he  was  sure  that  the drake was in the Eternal Realm. 

Tali and Ryun greeted him. He bowed his head and pressed his fists together as he had been taught, showing just a bit more deference to the man. 

The man returned the bow, slightly shallower. 

And then he looked at Tali, and smiled. 

“Old friend,” he said and stepped forward. 

Tali’s  perpetual  frown  grew  softer  and  she  met  him  halfway  in  an

embrace. 

“I am so glad that you are alive,” the Sect Head of the Dragon Heart Sect, Hitor Fah Storrah, said. 

“As am I,” she said. 

“You must tell me everything—when we have the time, of course.” 

Tali  stepped  back  and  looked  at  Ryun.  “This  is  Ryun  Nacht,  Sect Head of the Twilight Melody Sect, a sect that I am part of.” 

Hitor tilted his head. “I’ve only heard rumors. I barely allowed myself to believe it was really you.” He inclined his head to Ryun again. “Welcome to  my  city,  Sect  Head.  I  am  familiar  with  your  name  and  accomplishments. 

You are an honored guest, and always will be for as long as the Dragon Heart Sect remains.” 

Ryun was surprised. “I only did what was needed to protect my own,” 

he said. 

“Perhaps. It still doesn’t change that you, a Seventh Iteration Ranker, acted  when  the  rest  of  the  world  turned  their  eyes  away  from  the  threat,” 

Hitor said, then stopped himself. He glanced at Tali. “There will be enough time  to  talk  about  that.  This…  I  was  hoping  to  speak  with  Tali  alone,  but  I understand if you wish to be safe. I can only imagine what happened to force you to disappear for three hundred years.” 

“You can say anything you want in front of Ryun,” Tali said. 

Hitor nodded slowly, then spoke. “There is more than a single thing. 

For one, I hope that you will attend the gatherings, both the public gathering and the Council of Sects gathering.” 

“That was my intention. It is time that I step back into the light,” Tali added. 

“Good,”  the  drake  said.  “The  other  thing  is  more…delicate.  I  hope that  you  won’t  begrudge  me  my  games.”  He  gave  her  a  weak  smile.  “But sometimes they are necessary to push people in the right direction.” 

Tali’s eyes narrowed, but before she could speak, there was a knock at the door. 

“Enter!” Hitor yelled. 

The  doors  opened,  letting  Ryun  sense  beyond  them.  Three  people walked  in,  a  scaleless  drake  leading  them,  with  a  tall  human  and  a  female drake  that  was  undead  trailing  behind.  Ryun  recognized  the  human,  though he couldn’t quite recall from where. 

Tali  went  rigid,  her  back  turned  toward  the  new  arrivals,  and  Ryun narrowed his eyes. He reached for his Qi warily and stepped in front of her as he turned to stare at the new arrivals. 

The two behind the scaleless drake stopped, seeming just as surprised as Tali was. Then, after what felt like an hour, but was probably no more than a second, Tali turned around. 

The  human’s  face  went  through  a  myriad  of  emotions,  and  then finally settled on one—anger. His eyes glared over Ryun’s shoulder, staring at Tali. His expression twisted, darkened, and then he opened his mouth. 

“WHO ARE YOU?” 

The words boomed like thunder. It was a wave of willpower, so vast and powerful, that Ryun felt small. The force of it moved through the world, though it was not directed at him. The question was for someone behind him, for Tali. The force of it blasted by him, however, and the edge of it hit him regardless. Ryun was too slow to marshal his own willpower, to defend, and his mental skill barely held for a moment as the edge of the words wormed its way in. 



WHO ARE YOU? 



The  words  forced  him  to  answer.  His  mouth  opened  not  of  his  own volition and—

Nothing came out. 

The words had a grasp on him, on his very soul, and they twisted and demanded  an  answer.  He  heard  voices  around  him,  but  he  couldn’t  quite understand  them.  Everything  went  dark—his  sight,  his  skill,  his  hearing

muted and his world narrowed down. He fell to one knee. 

Ryun knew who he was, and he tried to offer it. 



 I am Ryun Nacht, Sect Head of the Twilight Melody Sect. 

  

It  was  not  what  the  words  demanded.  It  was…a  simple  question,  so simple,  and  yet…so  deep.  The  willpower  guided  the  question’s  intent,  and they  demanded  something  more,  something  deeper  that  Ryun  didn’t understand. 

  

 I am the Witness of Journey’s End! 

  

He cried out, now feeling…panic? He couldn’t ever remember feeling quite like this. He was at the mercy of this power that he didn’t understand. 

He  reached  for  everything  that  he  had.  His  Qi  thrummed  through  him, Oblivion  Qi  trying  to  remove  the  influence  of  everything  that  was  holding him.  He  couldn’t  find  it;  willpower  wasn’t  an  Essence.  It  was…  He  didn’t know what it was. How could he destroy that which he didn’t know? 

Then he pulled deeper as the words demanded of him, to the part of him that had become the core of who he was, and an ancient piece that he had absorbed that was now at the center of who he was. 

He felt the Presence of the Eternal Hunter unfurl itself around him. 



 I am the Wolf of the End! 

  

The words weakened, for a moment, and the might of the Incarnation of the Aspect of True Death was greater than paltry words. And yet the words remained—not  because  they  were  stronger,  but  because  they  were  not searching  for  what  Ryun  had  given  them.  It  wanted  something  else, something that Ryun didn’t know how to give. 

He searched, deep inside, looking for something that could encompass all that he was.  Who are you?  The answer had to be more than a name, more than a title, more than nature. 

He  felt  his  soul  tremble,  pulsing  in  the  rhythm  of  his  Qi  moving through his body. The core of himself was shaking. 

He  opened  his  mouth,  words  coming  without  knowledge  or understanding, from somewhere within that he hadn’t quite yet grasped. 

“I… AM… HE… THAT… STANDS… A—” 

The effort nearly broke him, and the last words were too large for him to pull out, to know. He was going to tear himself apart, he realized. 

And then, as he nearly said another word something took it all away. 

And he slumped down to the floor, the effort robbing him of everything. He slipped into sleep, and knew no more. 

Chapter Sixty-Nine — Dream



 Alone, always alone. I floated in the void between worlds, staring at the last embers of a dying star. It was its time; the end came for them all. It was, in many ways, a beautiful end, a life well lived. He understood that, even if most others didn’t. 

 The Aspect of the Star stood before him, weakening as the core of its Essence cooled and approached the right time. 

 “This can’t be the end. It is too soon,” the Aspect said. 

 It pleaded, it begged, it tried to run. 

 In  the  end,  it  mattered  not.  I  hunted  the  Aspect  down,  and  when  the time came, I raised my scythe and gave it an end. 

 The star’s light went out, and a story had reached its end. 

 And  there  he  stood,  all  alone.  Loneliness  weighed  on  him,  after  all this time. He watched over all, seeing them making connections, taking joy in the fleeting moments of their lives. And yet it was denied to him, for all feared him. 

 With  a  step  I  was  across  reality,  at  the  edge  of  this  place  that  all things  existed  in.  It  was  the  end  of  the  end,  so  far  that  nothing  had  yet reached it. With a hand of white and black, I pushed on the wall separating the  dream  and  the  end  beyond  it.  I  stepped  out  of  the  reality  and  into  the nothingness beyond, the oblivion. 

 It sought to extinguish me, to take me; but it could not, for I, just like all reality, was made from a piece of something greater than even this place. 

 I  sensed  them  before  me,  without  sight  or  sound  or  any  sensation  at all. It came from within, a piece of me that was part of them. 

 The Three were here, so vast that I could not comprehend it. Greater than reality, greater than all things. Three pieces of existence dwelling inside an infinite oblivion. 

 This  gave  me  hope.  Perhaps  they  could  understand.  I  spoke,  and  I

 asked. 

 The  answer  came  like  a  roar  of  a  million  suns,  the  grinding  of  a thousand  worlds  pressed  together;  songs  not  yet  invented  and  all  that  had been  sung  before.  It  was  impossible  to  comprehend  the  full  breadth  of  their words, as they were on a level so far beyond everything else. Yet I understood one meaning, a tiny part of what they meant, for I was like all else, made out of a piece of them all. 

 Their answer was: No. 

 Anger  rose,  and  I  turned  around  and  left  before  I  did  something  to end  my  existence  before  its  time.  Still,  the  Three  wouldn’t  have  cared; nothing he did could ever anger them. For them, it would be as if they were angry at themselves. 

 I returned to reality and pondered. 

 So  long  I  have  served,  so  long  I  have  done  their  bidding,  all  alone. 

 Cycles  beyond  cycles,  countless  versions  of  their  reality,  and  now  this Framework. I was there before all others—the first from whose pattern they had  shaped  all  others.  It…wasn’t  fair,  but  I  knew  that  they  were  so  far beyond that they could never see how much this loneliness hurt. 

 Reality  was  created  for  them,  to  alleviate  the  pains  of  their  great existence.  And  so,  why  should  I  be  any  different?  They  might  not  grant  me what I want, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t do it by myself. 

 I raised my scythe and looked at it for a long time. And then I made my decision. 

 With all of my vast power and intent I swung. 

 What was one, was now two, and the loneliness was no more. 

  

Ryun

 

He  woke  up  slowly,  feeling  a  great  sorrow.  The  loneliness  was  too much for anyone to bear. The dream… It had been a long time since he’d had one, and this one was the oldest memory yet. Ryun was in balance with the

part  of  him  that  used  to  be  the  Reaper;  he  knew  the  history,  perhaps  not instinctively, but somewhere deep inside, he knew all that the Reaper knew. 

It was just too much for his fragile form to handle. 

This dream, though… It was already fading, but he had always had a sense  of  a  purpose  behind  the  dreams,  as  if  they  came  when  he  needed something from them. This one, though, didn’t feel like it was meant for him. 

Still, it affected him. 

“You’re awake,” a voice above him said and he raised his head to see Erdania looming above him. His head was in her lap. 

“What happened?” Ryun asked, his memory was a bit fuzzy. 

“You got hit by something that you weren’t supposed to,” Tali’s voice said from his side. 

Ryun  turned  his  head  and  saw  her  sitting  in  an  armchair  to  the  side. 

“That man… He said… He asked something, and I…” 

“Sigmund,” Tali said. 

“Ah,” Ryun said, understanding. She had told him about him. “So he attacked us?” 

“No, no,” Tali said quickly. “It was… He wanted to make sure I was who I appeared to be. But…you shouldn’t have been affected like you were. 

Something unforeseen happened.” 

Ryun  got  up  to  a  seating  position,  trying  to  remember  what  exactly happened. 

“What do you mean?” 

“His  skill,  it  targeted  me,  forced  me  to  answer  him.  And  I  did,  but you…you only caught the edge of it, and you went…a bit crazy there.” 

Ryun tilted his head. “Crazy how?” 

“You  shouted  your  name,  your  title,  and  other  things.  The  whites  of your  eyes  turned  red,  and  then  you  unleashed  your  aura  and  blasted  the apartment with your raw Qi. Thankfully, you only destroyed the room, but…

everyone close enough was hit by your aura. Rumors are already circulating.” 

Ryun  narrowed  his  eyes.  “I  remember  now,  the  question.  It  grabbed hold of something inside of me. It wanted an answer, and what I was giving it wasn’t enough.” 

“It  shouldn’t  have  affected  you  like  that.  You  are  powerful  enough, especially since it wasn’t directed at you.” 

“Do  you  have  any  idea  why  it  would  affect  him  like  that?”  Erdania asked. 

“No, but I would think that it has something to do with his perk,” Tali answered. 

Ryun didn’t know himself, but anything was possible. What he didn’t like was the fact that someone could do something like that to him. He would need to find a way to prevent it in the future. 

“What happened after?” Ryun asked. 

“Once  you  lost  consciousness,  we  rushed  you  here,”  Tali  said.  “I…I barely had a chance to talk to the people involved. But there were…apologies thrown  around.  They  owe  you  a  debt,  Sigmund  especially,  whether  it  was intended or not.” 

Ryun nodded. “You didn’t talk with him then?” 

“Not yet. I was invited to a…dinner.” 

“You should go,” Ryun said. “I know how much—” 

 “Ryun?”  Selia’s voice inside his head interrupted him. 

 “Yes?” 

 “What happened? I…I lost consciousness and, I had a dream unlike anything I had before.” 

It seemed that he wasn’t the only one who had been affected. 



 *  *  *

Selia

  

Selia  woke  up  from  the  dream  in  her  rooms,  Reki  standing  nearby. 

Faintly, she remembered that she was with him, training in the courtyard, and then… The dream. 

She groaned as she stood up. 

“Elder sister! You’re awake,” he said and rushed over to her. “Thank the heavens. I was about to call for a healer.” 

“I’m fine,” Selia answered. Then she felt something wet on her face. 

She touched her cheek and realized that she had been crying. 

“Do  you  know  what  happened?”  he  asked.  “One  moment  we  were training, and the next you just fell over.” 

Selia didn’t know what happened, but the dream… It stayed with her. 

The sorrow. The loneliness. It was so great that she could scant even imagine it. It hit her in the places that she had long since tried to forget, roused fears that she had tried to push aside. 

“No,” she answered. “But I know who does.”  Probably. 

She reached out to Ryun, and asked him. 

 “Ah,”  Ryun  responded.  “I  was…influenced  by  a  skill.  According  to Tali, it shouldn’t have affected me as much as it did. I didn’t… I don’t know how it caught you, too. Did you feel any…urge?” 

 “No.  I  lost  consciousness,  and  I  dreamed,”  Selia  answered  slowly. 

She had known that there would be a price to pay for taking the power that he offered  to  her.  She  had  agreed  to  it,  but  this  was  not  something  that  she expected.  “Is  this  something  that  can  happen  again?  Things  happening  to you, or to me, happening to the other?” 

 “I…I  don’t  know.  Melody  and  I  were…  We  didn’t  get  the  chance  to explore everything,”  Ryun told her. 

Well,  there  wasn’t  much  that  they  could  do  now.  She  doubted  that there  was  anything  aside  from  death  that  could  remove  the  power  that  they now shared. 

 “Try and warn me next time something like this might happen, if you have the chance,”  she told him. 

 “I will try,”  he responded. 

With  that  she  pulled  back.  There  was  more  to  talk  about,  but  she could feel his confusion just as much as her own. She was going to give him some time to figure things out. 

She told Reki what it was, repeated that she was fine, and then asked for  some  alone  time.  With  one  last  glance  at  her,  he  left  her  alone  in  her rooms. 

Selia sat and stared at her hands, remembering the dream. 

Ryun  had  told  her  a  little  of  the  beings  whose  power  they  inherited, but this had been the memory of a single being. She would need to ask him for more, to explain everything as she should have done before, but it always seemed like something more important came up. 

The sorrow that the being felt at living his life alone was… She knew that,  though  she  couldn’t  even  compare  the  scales.  And  now,  her  fears  rose up again. She felt the fear of losing both Erdania and Ryun, of them leaving her so far behind as they advanced together. She feared that, eventually, they would realize that they didn’t need her. 

Then  her  life  would  be  filled  with  sorrow  again.  She  urged  them  to go, because she thought that being alone might give her perspective, help her advance. Yet she was still afraid to try. She trained with Reki, tried to push herself, but she ignored the things that could help her grow. 

She  went  back  to  the  dream,  to  the  great  will  and  courage  of  the being. He split himself in half, destroyed the being that he was in order to rid himself  of  the  loneliness.  He  did  so  against  the  will  of  the  Great  Gods themselves,  if  that  was  what  they  were.  The  memory  of  them  was  blurry  in her mind, as if she couldn’t quite grasp them. The Aspect of True Death had done what it had to. 

It inspired her. 

She  pulled  out  two  objects:  one,  a  mask,  and  the  other,  a  fruit.  The first  was  an  awakened  item  granted  to  her  as  a  reward,  and  the  second  the fruit  that  Ryun  gave  her  as  a  gift.  Both  were  powerful,  but  right  now…she needed  to  get  over  the  fact  that  she  had  been  left  behind,  and  take  the  help

that Ryun offered. He said that he thought the fruit would help her advance to the Ascended Realm, and there shouldn’t be any shame in using that help. 

She took a long breath, and then put the mask back. Resolved, she turned around and left her room, heading outside the city to a secluded place. 

It was time. 

Chapter Seventy — Fruit



Selia found a small clearing in the forest near Consequence. She had debated having Reki accompany her, just in case something went wrong, but this was her ordeal. She felt that she had to do this alone. 

In  the  palm  of  her  hand,  she  held  a  small  fruit,  green  and  black  in color, unlike any fruit she had seen before. That last part wasn’t that strange, though—there were always new things in the Infinite Realm. What was new, was  the  impression  of  power  that  she  got  from  the  fruit.  Ryun  had  told  her what it was and how he got it, and she couldn’t help but wonder what exactly was it going to do to her. She checked its description again, trying to discern something that she might’ve missed before. 



Fruit of Laqruud’s

Consuming this fruit will improve all

Physical Legacy

aspects of your body, granting you bonus

base physical stats based on your current

ones. It will cleanse and forge the

Essences your body is made up of and

bring them all to tier 9. You will undergo

physical changes depending on your

body’s compatibility (death possible) and

your race will change. The change is

violent and painful. 



It was a fruit that was supposed to improve all aspects of her body, to make  her  more  than  she  was  now,  to  re-shape  her  body  in  the  image  of  the creature  that  Ryun  had  encountered.  There  was  a  lot  to  consider,  but  in  the end…she was tired. She was so tired of letting her sorrows weigh her down. 

She  raised  the  small  fruit  and  put  it  in  her  mouth.  The  juices  that  it released  were  pleasant—they  had  an  earthy  taste  to  them  that  she  couldn’t

quite place. Then, her mouth started to heat up, followed by her throat. She grimaced as the heat started to increase, and then, her entire body started to burn. Pain filled her entire being, and her vision grew hazy. Her ears felt like someone was playing drums right next to her. Her skin started to itch, then to hurt, as if it was being peeled away. Her bones shook and sent shockwaves of sharp  pain  through  her  entire  body.  Her  Qi  trembled,  the  Sanguine  Silver inside her veins churning and boiling. Her core twisted, and everything went red. 

She had never been in more pain. For a moment, she felt like she had made a mistake, that this was going to be her death. But she held on, refusing to  let  this  be  her  end.  She  couldn’t  feel  her  body—her  entire  existence  was just pain, and sensations that she had never experienced before. 

She  couldn’t  tell  time,  but  to  her  it  felt  like  an  eternity  of  pain.  Her thoughts  were  sluggish.  She  could  barely  remember  who  she  was,  or  what she was doing. She clung to a single thought, to the need to endure. 

And,  after  a  time  beyond  the  comprehension  of  her  mind,  the  pain started  to  recede,  and  slowly  her  consciousness  returned.  Thoughts  and memories returned, as did the cause of the pain. She couldn’t move yet; her body was aching like it hadn’t been used in a long time, and every movement sent an echo of pain through her head. 

Slowly,  she  let  her  body  settle,  and  then  she  opened  her  eyes.  The light  stabbed  into  her  eyes  and  forced  her  to  close  them  quickly.  There  was too much light, and so she slowly opened her eyes a tiny bit, letting her eyes adjust.  Then,  as  her  muscles  burned,  she  tried  pushing  herself  up.  She realized  that  she  was  lying  in  a  pool  of  something  dark,  and  as  her  nose started working again, she inhaled an awful stench that made her retch, which sent  stabs  of  pain  through  her  stomach.  She  slipped  and  fell  back  in,  then rolled to get out of it and onto the grass. 

She just laid there for a while, breathing slowly in and out through her mouth, trying to get herself together. She felt like an infant learning how to move  again.  Eventually,  she  managed  to  push  herself  off  the  ground,  and nearly let herself fall back down when she saw her hands. 

They  were  black,  covered  in  scales  with  claws  at  the  tips  where  her fingertips  had  been.  She  sat  on  her  knees  and  pulled  back  her  sleeve—her clothes  were  drenched  in  a  disgusting  black  ooze—and  saw  that  the  scale went  all  the  way  to  her  elbow.  Her  skin,  which  had  been  a  pale  silver-blue, now  had  more  of  a  darker  tint  to  it,  a  dark  gray.  She  grimaced  and  then removed her clothes as she walked to a nearby stream. She studied her body as she carefully made her way down the hill. She had scales on her legs, too, and  her  feet  had  changed—they,  too,  were  clawed,  and  her  heel  had  raised up.  She  had  walked  on  her  toes;  not  as  drastically  as  it  was  with  some animals,  but  significant.  It  was  strange,  as  she  got  more  accustomed  to  her body, it made her feel somehow lighter on her feet. There were scales down there too, as well on the sides of her body. 

The  scales  themselves  were  strange,  unlike  those  of  a  drake.  They were  larger,  and  pointier,  slightly  raised,  and  rough,  almost  hide-like.  They looked  almost  like  scutes,  the  scales  of  some  reptilian  monsters  found  in water. Once she reached the stream, she looked down and saw her reflection. 

Her  features  were  the  same,  but  much  had  changed.  Her  horns  were thicker and longer, black and more bone-like. They spread from the sides of her brows up and slightly to the side and back, and her hair was black, too. 

Her  eyes,  though,  had  changed  the  most—they  were  reptilian,  dark  green, with  a  black  line  through  them.  Then  she  noticed  that  everything  she  was seeing was clearer. She blinked and raised her eyes, realizing that the world seemed  much  more  colorful  than  it  had  before.  She  pushed  that  aside  and stepped  into  the  stream  to  wash  the  filth  from  her  body.  She  let  her movements fade into the background, and then she looked at her screens. 

She didn’t check her notifications just yet. Instead, she looked at her Cultivation. 

Immediately,  she  saw  it,  the  first  change  in  a  long  time.  She  could advance  to  the  Ascended  Realm.  It  hit  her,  then,  the  inspiration  for  the Ascended Realm: refining and improving one’s body. The thing that the fruit had  done  for  her,  that  she  had  suffered  through  for.  The  pain,  her  enduring through  it,  holding  on.  She  did  want  to  live,  did  want  to  advance,  and  now

she could. 

She sighed, and then noticed another change.  My aspect?  she thought in confusion and panic. Quickly, she read through her notifications. 



Congratulations! You have gone through a Crucible! 

 

 

Fruit of Laqruud’s Physical Legacy — +200 to base strength, dexterity, endurance, and vitality; +500 to strength, dexterity, endurance, and vitality

 

New title available—Lesser Crucible of the Body



Lesser Crucible of

Go through a physical +200 to Endurance

the Body

experience to improve and Vitality, +1% to

your body by forging all stats, Lesser

it under unusual

Unyielding (Body

conditions based on

Perk), 20,000 Greater

your physical state. 

Essence



Lesser Unyielding

Your body is resistant to physical

damage and can function at

moderate condition in all states, 

even after being damaged beyond

the point where most would falter. 



Nothing there explained the changes that she saw. She dismissed the notifications and looked at her full screens. 

Her  Cultivation  perks  had  changed—her  aspect  had  changed.  Her

entire  plan,  the  build  that  she  had  been  following,  had  been  turned  on  its head.  She  felt  herself  panic,  but  then  she  took  control  of  herself  and  read through  everything  again.  The  new  perks  had  changed  her,  but  not  in  too many different ways. Most were upgrades of her previous perks, flavored by the  fruit.  But  something  told  her  that  this  ran  deeper;  the  connection  to  this Laqruud was mentioned a few times, and her immortality… She didn’t know what to think. 

Her  Qi,  her  aspect,  hit  the  hardest.  She  pulled  it  out  of  her  core  into her  hand  and  felt…  It  responded  in  the  similar  way  as  her  previous  aspect had, and it could be influenced by willpower. She sighed in relief. Being able to  control  her  constructs  with  her  will  was  one  of  the  cores  of  her  build.  It seemed that she hadn’t lost that quite yet. 

This was going to require time, and training. She needed to get familiar with all that her body could offer now. The Ascended Realm beckoned to her, but she pulled her eyes from it.  Not yet,  she said to herself. First, she was going to learn everything about her new body, and only then was she going to advance. 
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Perks



You've inherited the refined Essence of an

Ancient line. The Sanguine Flame of Laqruud

Sanguine Flame of

deals soul, fire, and blood damage. When used, 

Laqruud Qi (Aspect

your Qi increases your regeneration by 4x of

Perk)

your vitality. Using your Qi in any form

against someone you have True Insight of will

increases its effectiveness by 25%. 

Your mind is focused, improving your

Greater Focused and

concentration and insight greatly. All scrying

Insightful Mind—

and detection powers are 50% more effective. 

Peak of Concentration Gain -30% to any mental power costs and (Path Perk)

+25% to intelligence. Your focus, unshakable. 

You've inherited the core of the greatest in an

ancient line of Lindwurm. The power of the

Laqruud's Core—

entire line is yours to draw on. You are

Blood and Flame

immune to the damaging effects of any

(Path Perk)
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Your core, a well of flame and blood. 

Construct Library
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your mental library of objects. 
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Recreate (Class Perk)
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Boost Object (Class
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Perk)
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Mass Projection
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Projection

You can control any construct you’ve created

Manipulation (Class
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Perk)
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Perk)
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Sanguine Flame of
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Laqruud Cloak—Will

Sanguine Flame of Laqruud techniques used
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(Path Perk)
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Conduits (Path Perk)

through your conduits by 200% and Qi speed

by 50%. Gain +25% to wisdom. 
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Chapter Seventy-One — Vengeance of the Son

 

His arrival back to the Real Realm was thunderous. Kael didn’t know where  he  was,  but  what  he  did  know  was  that,  if  he  was  still  in  the  Settled Territories, his arrival would be heard. So, he moved at top speed, putting as much  distance  between  himself  and  the  place  where  his  teacher  had  ripped open the boundary between the Ethereal and the Real Realms. 

A couple of days later, he encountered the first settlement, and found out where he was—and how long he had been gone. 

He  was  in  a  small  kingdom  at  the  edge  of  the  core  in  the  far  south, near  the  coast.  He  was  lucky  that  he  hadn’t  been  thrown  somewhere  so  far away from the Settled Territories that it would take him lifetimes to get back. 

The  settlement  was  populated  by  low-tiered  people,  and  Kael’s  presence alone was enough for them to treat him like a king. It made him angry, but he told  himself  that  they  just  didn’t  know  better.  But,  one  day  soon,  he  would have  his  vision  come  true—a  world  where  everyone  could  find  their  own path,  where  they  would  no  longer  be  bound  to  follow  in  the  footsteps  of others, forced into roles that those who ruled believed were necessary. 

He had completed the first step, had caused chaos that had ignited the world.  He’d  brought  forth  fires  that  would  burn  the  old,  making  way  for something new to flourish. 

Or at least he had thought he had. 

The people told him what they knew, of the wars and how they were finally  calming  down—how,  instead  of  people  rising  to  the  occasion  and breaking free, they were still trapped in the same patterns of the past. He had learned  that  he  had  been  gone  for  barely  a  decade.  That  was  such  a  short period  of  time,  considering  he  had  spent  what  felt  like  centuries  in  the Ethereal Realm. He couldn’t exactly tell. It was…a blur. The Ethereal Realm was  not  a  place  where  people  were  meant  to  dwell—not  those  who  were alive, or sane, at least. Several years  had come and gone, and already all that he and his people had done was being washed away. 

He was going to need to do more. Perhaps one dome wasn’t enough. 

He  was  the  Speaker  for  the  Blind.  He  led  the  Unchained.  He  was  going  to bring about a new order, a world that was truly free—beyond the limits of the Framework, of the factions that forced people into orderly and small lives. 

He  knew  that  there  was  something  behind  this  law  that  guided  them all—the Framework. He was going to tear down all that it was attempting to do. Show whatever it was behind it, those in the heavens, or even beyond—

the  Dealmaker  and  the  Three—that  they  did  not  need  their  rules.  That  they could—no—they would flourish on their own. To show everyone what they could achieve without oppressive elements keeping them down. 

His  first  move  had  been  a  failure.  The  spark  hadn’t  turned  into  a wildfire to take down the entire forest, but it had burned enough. What was once  healthy  was  now  filled  with  embers.  His  next  move  would  burn  it  all down, clearing the way for new growth to come after. The leaders had to die; factions had to fracture, and the laws cease. Only when each person was free to  live  by  their  own  rules,  by  only  their  own  personal  strength,  would  the world truly be free. 

But before he could make any other moves, he had a promise to keep. 

His teacher wanted to reach the Real Realm, and Kael was going to help him. 

Ra’azel understood true freedom. Kael knew that the teacher wouldn’t follow anyone,  that  he  wouldn’t  help  any  cause.  He  was  the  true  embodiment  of what Kael wanted to bring about: unchained from everything that the world tried to use to tie them down, to hinder them and give the power only to the few. Ra’azel could see, where most others were blind. 

And as much as he wanted to do what he was instructed as quickly as possible, he knew that he couldn’t do it alone. He needed his people, and he was already late for their rendezvous, late by a few years. He wasn’t exactly close to their meeting spot, their old base, but he was a lot faster now. 

A few more weeks, and he would finally be reunited with his people. 




*  *  *


 

Six  days  of  flying  across  territories,  trying  to  avoid  any  signs  of civilization  as  best  as  he  could.  His  appearance  had  been  changed,  but someone could still recognize him, or at least mention that they saw a winged and feathered drake passing through. That would be enough. There were too few of his kind around. 

He  was…anxious.  He  moved  without  rest,  flying  at  his  top  speed, faster  than  some  airships,  but  still,  something  gnawed  at  him.  Something made him push onward, without any stops or rest, and the feeling was getting worse. 

Kael felt naked, in a way. He had achieved great power, but he had no items  on  him  other  than  his  simple  robes—they  were  of  relic  rarity,  which boosted his stamina and was almost useless compared to his new perk which allowed him to fly without rest in the first place. Everything else he had lost either before the Ethereal Realm, or in the dungeon. His teacher hadn’t given him anything, saying that it was a waste of resources, and Kael was nowhere near as proficient as his teacher in order to make something by himself. 

Suddenly  he  came  to  a  complete  stop.  He  beat  his  wings  slowly, floating  above  a  dark  forest  beneath  him.  The  moonlight  bathed  the  land  in the  shadows,  making  the  ground  look  like  a  gradient  of  dark  colors.  His scales  were  itching,  more  than  before.  His  instincts  were  screaming  at  him that something was wrong. 

Before  he  could  react,  chains  of  light  appeared  around  him  and snapped  into  place.  The  moment  they  touched  his  body  they  slipped  away, and Kael used [Wraith Dash] to move to the side. A ball of fire manifested in the center of the chains, then exploded outward, the blast hitting Kael and sending him tumbling through the air. 

He  beat  his  wings  and  managed  to  gain  control  just  above  the  tree line. That attack was powerful enough that it could’ve seriously hurt him if it had  hit  him.  The  movement-restricting  attack  would’ve  bound  him  in  place for  it  to  manifest  point  blank.  If  it  wasn’t  for  his  body,  and  the  fact  that  he was immune to the first such attack when it came at night…

More  chains  manifested,  and  this  time  when  they  touched  him,  they had an effect, but they barely slowed him down. His body was still resistant, but he knew that the more such attacks came, the more effective they would be. He channeled his Qi through his body and entered {Tranquil Fury}.  He didn’t have the chance to tinker with his techniques yet, and so their effects were imperfect; still, his stats rose, and he dashed away again as another ball of fire nearly hit him. This time he was ready, and so he evaded the blast with his |Perfect Spatial Evade: As Whisper, In the Wind|. 

His senses screamed at him. He turned in the air as a shape exploded out  of  the  tree  line,  holding  a  massive  double-headed  axe  made  out  of  red fire.  Kael  tried  to  summon  his  awakened  bracers  on  instinct,  before remembering  that  they  were  gone.  He  crossed  his  hands  over  his  chest  and took  the  attack  with  |Greater  Absorbing  Block|.  The  axe  smashed  into  his scales  and  fire  bathed  his  body  as  the  force  of  the  strike  sent  him  flying  up through the air. 

He grimaced at the power of the attack. His hands were numb, but the fire only just singed him. His body was made in part of Infaarg, a spirit of the Sun’s Flaming Fury, and so he was resistant to fire. 

He  stabilized  with  his  wings  and  looked  down.  A  shape  floated beneath him, the large axe in his arms dissipating into sparks and flying back into his forearm. 

Kael cursed inwardly as he recognized Heor Darkhoof. 

“You’ve  changed,  murderer,”  the  Beloved  of  the  Sun  said  as  he floated up to be on a level field. 

 How?  Kael should’ve lost him long ago, and yet here he found him, separated by so much ground and time. It was impossible. 

“I’ve been waiting for this for a long time,” Heor said, his expression calm, not like the sneering arrogance he had showed him last time. 

Kael  had  barely  survived.  He  had  burned  through  dozens  of  items, lost his armor, all his defensive amulets, safe blink talismans, everything that he  had  amassed  over  the  years.  The  items  that  had  let  him  keep  his  group

ahead of all the old monsters that had wanted to kill them. Heor had burned them all. He would’ve killed Kael if he hadn’t used his last trump card: a gift from  his  previous  teacher.  It  had  been  a  teleporting  talisman  that  burned through  all  of  Kael’s  Essence  supply,  leaving  him  with  nothing  in  order  to send  him  somewhere  far  away  and  safe.  Still,  Heor  had  pursued  him,  even then. He had beat the adventurer to Dall’dvor by only days, when the distance had been months of travel when Kael had escaped. 

Now, Kael was stronger, but unused to his new body—and he had no items, nothing to protect him. Even if he did manage to escape now, he had no idea how Heor had found him here. It stood to reason that he would find him again. 

He didn’t even have the chance to try and come up with a plan. Heor dashed forward, running on air, his boots glowing. He pulled out a large two-handed  sword  and  twisted  it  as  Kael  used  his  movement  skill  and  ability  to get out of the way. 

The  moment  Heor  twisted  the  sword,  cracks  spread  through  the  air, breaking space itself. His movement powers died, and Kael ran into a quickly expanding  crack,  touching  it  with  his  forearm.  He  screamed  as  his  arm cracked, the bone and scales breaking at the point of contact. 

Heor dismissed the sword as cracks stopped expanding and pulled out a hammer glowing with blue light. He swung it and Kael changed. He entered his Evolved Form: Dream. In the form of the great stag Lapareu, he dashed away, running on moonlight. 

“You’ve gotten stronger,” Heor said as he pursued him. 

He was using items now. Kael had heard stories of him fighting, and all had said that he used such items often. He hadn’t bothered during their last fight, however, but rather had just burned everything in his way. Then again, it had been day then, and it was night now. 

Heor  swung  his  hammer  from  a  distance,  and  cold  air  smashed  into Kael’s  side,  sending  him  tumbling  before  he  caught  himself.  He  turned  his head  and  looked  at  Heor,  focusing  on  his  eyes.  The  human-demasi  hybrid shook  his  head  as  the  effect  of  the  Dream  Weaver’s  eyes  attempted  to  put

him  in  a  dream.  Kael  could  tell  that  it  wasn’t  going  to  take  effect,  so  he focused  his  will  and  Qi.  He  used  {Release  All  Restraints}  and  his  stats soared further. While Heor was momentarily distracted, Kael pulled back his head and then closed the distance with his Wind Step. Then, he smashed his head  and  antlers  down,  hitting  Heor  in  the  chest.  Something  flashed  into existence  around  Heor—an  image  of  armor,  which  protected  him  for  a moment,  but  then  it  cracked  and  Heor  smashed  to  the  ground.  He  cracked trees and sent debris flying in all directions. 

Kael  turned  and  ran.  He  wasn’t  equipped  to  fight  him,  not  now,  not having had the time to adjust his techniques and accrue new items. 

A  scream  of  rage  echoed  behind  him.  Kael  glanced  back  and  saw Heor running after him, gaining on him even in this form. It shouldn’t have been  possible.  Kael  had  gotten  so  much  stronger,  and  yet…  He  pulled  his mind from such thoughts. His opponent was one of the most powerful beings in the world, and he had to afford him the respect he deserved. 

“Running is pointless, murderer!” Heor yelled. “I am not letting you get away again!” 

Kael glanced back and saw Heor raise a hand, then—



 /Oath of the Sun God: Beloved’s Call/

  

The  world  trembled,  and  then  there  was  light.  The  moon  shuddered and turned into a sun, and night was banished by day. 



 /Oath of the Sun God: Churning Nova/

  

Heor  transformed  and  a  blast  of  fire  expanded  outward,  burning  the forests and hills beneath them clean of everything. 

Kael  changed  forms  from  Lapareu  to  Infaarg  in  an  instant.  The  fire washed over him, and even in the form of the Sun’s Flaming Fury, Kael felt his  scales  burn,  but  nowhere  as  near  as  much  as  they  had  during  their  last

battle.  He  roared  as  the  heat  passed  him  over,  and  then  Heor  was  there,  his presence making the world shake. 

Heor raised his hands and a ball of fire, like the sun, appeared above him. 

A moment later, it was coming for Kael. 



 —Reject—



The fire sputtered out and disappeared. Heor laughed. 

“That  didn’t  work  so  well  for  you  last  time,”  the  man  said  as  his burning form grinned at him. 

Kael used his Ascended State and  charged  at  Heor,  pushing  Qi  into his fists to attack before the man had a chance to—

Heor  pulled  out  a  cannon  and  blasted  him  straight  in  the  face.  Kael flew back and smashed into a hill, cracking it in half. Heor was there above him again, and then—



 —Sun Fall—

  

The world turned white, and light fell from the sky: a terrible burning light that washed everything clean. Kael would die. There were no talismans to teleport him away now, no defensive items to take the brunt of the attack. 

There was only one thing, and he steeled his will and knowledge. He raised his  hands  and,  with  the  speed  of  his  Ascended  State,  he  stabbed  his  claws into the fabric of reality itself and drew. 

Three lines with a half-circle over them, and then he whispered. 

“Vhrom.” Protection. The world stilled, Essence sputtered, and then it obeyed. 

Chapter Seventy-Two — Runes

 

The  world  stilled  as  the  rune  came  into  existence,  written  on  the tapestry of the world itself, inked with a piece of Kael’s own soul and will. 

The name of the rune was not important; it was just a mental trigger. Vhrom was not a language that had power. It was something that Ra’azel’s ancestors came  up  with,  providing  names  for  the  natural  laws  and  effects  in  their universe. What mattered was the script, the written rune. It had to be written with will and soul, pieces of the world that stood above everything else, and in a pattern that resonated with the world in its basest form—Essence. 

When the rune settled into the world, its command spread, resonating with the power of Kael’s soul and will. As the terrible ideal attack descended from  high  above,  heat  and  light  falling  on  top  of  him,  the  rune  ordered  all Essence into a simple direction—protection. 

Kael saw air twist, the ground around him surge; space and time and most  everything  else  surrounded  him  into  a  protective  shell—all  except  for light,  fire  and  heat.  Even  with  the  rune,  those  were  Heor’s  domains,  too deeply  under  his  power  for  Kael  to  touch.  The  shell  met  the  attack,  and everything  shook.  Protected  inside  the  shell  of  Essence,  Kael  moved.  He stabbed  his  claws  and  wrote,  his  soul  leaking  through  his  fingers,  his  will focused on a singular goal. 

The  first  thing  he  wrote  were  a  line  and  a  cross,  the  < Sa> rune—to mark, or set a place. He carved it in the rock beneath him. Next he wrote with both hands, a series of runes. Vhrom again, as the anchor, and then he added the other runes. 



 <Vhrom—Ka-Wior-Rem—Silr> 

  

Protect, contain force and bind, then silence. He didn’t have the time to think of anything else, nor could he spare any more of his soul. Already he felt drained; his Soul and Spirit helped him regenerate his soul, but the first

Vhrom rune had taken too much from him in order to protect him. 

The shell around him cracked like crystal, and Essence returned back to its natural place. Heor stood above, looking down at him with a frown on his face. Kael didn’t hesitate. 

He  carved  another  rune,  directly  over  his  chest:  < Dor> .   Strengthen. 

The  Essence  of  his  body  obeyed.  His  teacher  had  warned  him  about  doing this,  that  it  wasn’t  just  draining,  but  dangerous,  and  he  was  nowhere  near proficient  enough  at  it.  But  Kael  had  no  choice,  and  even  though  one  such rune  upon  him  was  his  limit,  he  had  to  do  it.  His  stats  rose,  his  scales hardened, and he was filled with power. 

With the speed of his Ascended State,  he surged up to meet his foe. 

Kael’s ideal was still active, and so Heor couldn’t use his powers, though he still burned with the heat of a sun. Kael reached him and struck with all the strength of his Evolved Form. Heor blocked, but even though his stats were high as well, Kael pushed him back. He executed a series of attacks as Heor pulled out a shield and blocked. Each strike stronger than the last, his Weight of a Mountain and Wrathful Claws fueling his advance. 

“It  is  futile,”  Heor  yelled  over  the  sound  of  Kael’s  fists  hitting  the shield. The heat and the light assailed Kael constantly, but under the effects of  his  ideal,  the  form  of  Infaarg  was  enough  to  endure.  He  pulled  his  hand back  mid  sequence  and  cast  another  rune—<Ka> —force.  Then  he  punched at Heor and his shield. The air broke and Heor was sent flying through the air far into the distance, to the edge of the territory. 

Kael turned and flew away, running as fast as he could. Less than half a minute was left on his ideal, and then Heor was going to catch up to him. 

He needed to put as much distance between the two of them as he could. 

Several minutes later, what he predicted came to pass. A wave of light and fire gained on Kael, sending blasts of heat in all directions that scorched everything in its way. The territory beneath him was burning, but Kael didn’t dare slow down. Heor followed him across two territories, leaving wildfires spreading in all directions, before he came close enough to attack. 

“You will not escape!” Heor roared from behind him. 

And then a hundred rays of light pierced the air. Kael twisted, his Qi fueling  his  body  past  all  limits  as  his  techniques  burned  inside  of  him.  He evaded  most  of  them,  but  two  struck  him.  The  ray  of  light  pierced  straight through his shoulder, opening a hole from one side to the other. The second ray singed his hip. He grimaced, but didn’t even slow. The wounds cauterized immediately, and he couldn’t afford to miss a step. 

A moment later, the air in front of him twisted and Heor stepped out of a blast of fire, still glowing like a sun having taken the shape of a man. He swung his fist, and before Kael could react, struck him across the face. The heat  washed  over  Kael,  singing  his  scales,  melting  them  on  impact,  but  the physical  force  of  it  dissipated—it  was  the  first  physical  attack  against  him during the day, and so he was immune to it. Kael twisted, grabbing Heor in a hold while he was distracted from the lack of effect, then placed both his feet on the man’s chest and kicked him down. 

Without  even  looking  to  see  if  Heor  hit  the  ground,  he  was  flying, putting more distance between them. He flew for minutes—or maybe hours, he couldn’t tell. He focused his all on running faster. 

A  roar  of  rage  filled  the  air  behind  him,  and  then  the  light  grew brighter, so much so that it nearly blinded him. 

He glanced up, and saw six suns instead of one. He blinked, confused, but  then  realized  that  those  weren’t  suns,  or  rather  not  like  the  one  behind them. High in the air above him were six smaller orbs, glowing with light and heat, and then they exploded. Waves of light and heat came down, bisecting everything they touched. Kael burned through his Qi, settling into {Tranquil Dream}. His aspect resisted for a moment, but then the calm settled on him, letting him see and squashing his panic. 

He twisted and flew, danced in the air as he tried to evade. A ray of light  burned  through  his  right  side,  taking  a  chunk  of  his  ribs  along  with  it. 

Two rays punctured his wings and cut long lines through them. Another cut of his leg at the knee, and then a third one sheared off one of his antlers. 

Then,  Kael  finally  managed  enough  will  and  reason  to  unleash  his Domain.  The  light  calmed  and  settled  as  Kael’s  realm  came  into  being,  an

open  blue  sky,  with  a  reflection  in  the  calm  water  below.  Kael  fell  and splashed into the ground, the thin layer of water sending ripples through his realm, threatening to collapse it. 

He  felt  his  body  trying  to  regenerate,  but  it  was  slow,  his  rune  use having left him weakened. Heor dropped next to him, looking down at him, his expression becoming calmer as the domain influenced him. 

“Now you die, at last,” Heor whispered. “For my blood.” 

He  raised  his  hand  and  pulled  out  a  weapon,  a  spear,  out  of  his storage.  Kael  moved  with  all  of  his  speed  and  might,  his  will  focused  on  a single thing: a combination rune. 



 <Ka-shi> 



It was part of the rune that his teacher showed him before sending him back:  force  and  transport.  The  Essence  obeyed,  space  twisted,  and  Heor’s eyes  widened.  His  will  expanded,  trying  to  stop  it,  but  he  didn’t  understand what  Kael  was  doing.  He  was  pointing  his  will  in  the  wrong  direction.  The space  snapped  and  Heor  was  gone,  transported  back  to  the  prison  had  Kael shaped,  territories  away.  Kael’s  domain  shattered  and  he  groaned,  then picked himself up. His cut wings were barely able to keep him in the air, but he kept going. 

He  didn’t  know  how  long  the  prison  was  going  to  keep  Heor.  Kael might have hours, or he might have days, or even months. He had never used his runes on another in such a manner. What he knew was that setting it up had  drained  him,  diminished  his  soul.  He  wasn’t  going  to  attempt  anything like that again anytime soon. For now, he just kept going, putting more and more distance between them. 




*  *  *

 

 Fucking  monster,     Kael  cursed  inwardly.  Heor  had  done  so  much

damage  to  him,  that  if  he  didn’t  have  his  rune  knowledge…  He  shook  his head and pushed those thoughts away. He had trapped Heor days ago, and he hadn’t seen any sign of him returning, and so he had finally relaxed enough to take stock of everything. His absolute mastery of his body allowed him to channel his regeneration where he wanted, so at least he had managed to heal his wings enough to fly at full speed again. 

Then  he  had  used  a  few  small  runes—which  had  nearly  made  him pass out from the strain—to analyze himself. He found…something, clinging to his soul that he hadn’t noticed before. He didn’t know what it was, but the purpose was obvious—it was the way that Heor tracked him. It had to have been a perk or an ability, or maybe even an item that Heor used to mark him somehow without him noticing. He wondered if his teacher had noticed. He’d never  said  anything,  but  Kael  suspected  that  he  had  to  know.  Sometimes, Ra’azel  had  a  strange  sense  of  humor—or  perhaps  he  just  didn’t  think  it worth mentioning. 

Worse, to remove the mark, he had to burn that part of his soul out, weakening himself further. He needed to get to his people, to heal his body, which  would  fuel  and  increase  his  soul  regeneration.  He  was  completely unprepared  to  fight  Heor  again.  No  items,  no  grasp  of  his  full  power.  He needed  time  to  improve  his  techniques,  to  rebuild  his  armory,  to  train  and improve himself. 

And time was something that he didn’t have as much of as he needed. 

He  needed  his  people,  his  team.  They  had  always  been  more  dangerous together. Just as he had gone on a trip to find opportunities to gain power, so too had they gone on their own journeys. It was supposed to be a split of only a  handful  of  years,  but  fate  had  interfered.  Still,  Kael  wondered  just  how much more powerful his people had gotten. He was eager to find out, and he knew that they wouldn’t disappoint him. 

So, he headed northwest, toward their hidden home. 

Chapter Seventy-Three — Council of Sects Tali  walked  next  to  Ryun  as  they  were  escorted  through  the  narrow corridors to a secret meeting place. The great gathering of sects was a public affair, but before the gathering set off in truth, those with the most influence came  together  to  make  the  big  decisions.  Their  escorts  left  them  at  the double-sided  doors,  and  the  two  of  them  entered  alone.  The  meeting  place was  a  room  illuminated  by  white  gemstones,  and  with  a  round  table  with eleven  chairs  spread  around  it.  That  was  interesting—here  had  only  been seven members when Tali had attended last. 

They all entered the room at the same time, from different entrances, it seemed. 

Eleven  Sect  Heads  were  present,  at  least  she  assumed,  with  Tali herself being the only exception as a former Sect Head. Looks were thrown around the room, and Tali saw that no one was confused when they looked at Ryun—of course, these people were the ones who had decided that he should be invited to join. But there were a lot of strange looks when they looked at her. A few recognized her, and she saw their shock—Hitor apparently hadn’t let everybody know that she still lived. 

Tali’s  eyes  looked  for  a  single  person  among  the  eleven,  and  she found  her  standing  only  a  step  away  from  the  door  she  entered  the  room through.  Awirren  stared  at  her,  her  body  frozen  stiff,  but  her  eyes  and  the mind behind them were moving at speed. 

Tali just grinned at her. 

She had spent many years, a century at least, imagining all the ways that  she  was  going  to  make  her  former  friend  suffer.  She  had  dreamed  of revenge, of the things she was going to do to Awirren—but if there was one thing that her time spent as a prisoner taught her, it was patience. A part of her still wanted to jump on her, to rip and tear, but… Oh, she had plans for her old friend, and quick revenge was not part of them. 

She  turned  away,  intent  on  ignoring  Awirren  from  now  on.  Let  her

 stew  and  spiral,  trying  to  imagine  all  the  reasons  why  I  could  be  ignoring her. Let her try to figure out how I survived in the first place. 

She  noticed  Ryun  talking  with  someone,  Repesh—the  Midnight Reign Sect’s Sect Head—but her attention on Awirren had made her miss the start of the conversation. 

“We  should  take  our  seats,”  Repesh  told  Ryun,  who  nodded,  then glanced at Tali before gesturing with his head. 

Tali walked with him and took a seat next to him, with Repesh taking the one on his other side. The other Sect Heads did the same. Some she knew, mostly  the  old  ones.  There  were,  however,  a  few  who  had  sect  colors  and crests that were familiar to her, but the Sect Heads were new—replacements, most  likely,  just  like  how  Ryun  had  been  one  of  the  replacements  for  the losses  at  the  Tournament.  Some  Sect  Heads  that  she  had  known  before  had died long ago, whereas others had simply stepped down—and yet, their sects remained powerful influences. 

As  everyone  took  their  seats,  Hitor  alone  remained  standing.  He inclined his head toward everyone, and then spoke. 

“I greet you, fellow Sect Heads. As the host of this Council gathering, I offer the welcome of my sect and people. Since this will be the first Council gathering for some of you, I will introduce everyone.” 

Hitor  started  on  his  right,  gesturing  at  a  demasi  woman.  “Joining  us for the first time is Liana Con Diegn, Sect Head of the Iron Fist Sect.” 

Tali glanced at her. She was unfamiliar to her, as was her sect. What she could see and sense was that the Qi the woman possessed had a taste of metal,  and  her  robes  were  gray  with  black  edges.  None  of  them  had  any weapons on them, of course. Cultivators were weapons themselves. 

Hitor  gestured  to  the  person  sitting  next  to  Liana,  a  black-furred minotaur. “Weir Fo Fol, Sect Head of the Reges Ahn Sect.” 

Tali smiled at the man. He hadn’t been Sect Head when she saw him last,  but  he  had  been  one  of  the  Reges  Ahn  Sect’s  best  commanders—the right hand of the man that had led many of the sects’ armies during the war

with the Third Iteration. Tali didn’t know what had happened to him. She was yet to catch up on three hundred years of history. 

“Henna Rai Tarun, Sect Head of the Starlight Call Sect,” Hitor said, nodding his head at a human woman. 

Her  hair  was  white,  and  each  of  her  eyes  had  four  stars  in  it, surrounded  by  blue.  Tali  met  those  eyes,  remembering  the  woman  who  had been  one  of  the  first  to  support  and  advocate  for  Tali’s  idea  that  the  sects separate themselves from other factions. They went a long way back. 

Hitor  motioned  toward  an  orange-colored  kreacean.  “Joining  us  for the first time, Jeuk Usho, Sect Head of the Breaking Wave Sect.” 

The bulky form barely fit in the chair, and yet he wasn’t a War Form, but rather just an unusually large kreacean, it seemed. Tali had heard of the sect; it had been a mid-sized sect on the southern coast, focusing on exploring the oceans of this world. 

Another  new  member—with  Ryun,  that  added  up  to  three.  Tali couldn’t  imagine  that  was  normal.  They  had  to  have  lost  a  lot  of  members during the attack. 

“Awirren Goldenfeather, Sect Head of the Golden Sky Sect.” 

Tali  met  her  old  friend’s  gaze,  and  held  it  for  a  long  minute.  Her feathers  were  even  more  resplendent  than  they  used  to  be.  She  had  always been  beautiful,  her  coloring,  the  way  that  she  carried  herself.  It  evoked regality. Tali used to envy her that, long ago. 

It almost didn’t seem real to her that she was sitting in the same room as  her  without  trying  to  kill  her.  It  just  went  to  show  how  much  she  had grown  over  the  centuries.  Though,  if  she  was  being  honest,  most  of  her growth  had  occurred  in  the  last  decade,  by  interacting  with  those  who should’ve been as children to her, but had ended up being peers. 

She pulled her eyes away as Hitor spoke again. 

“Velorn Thorntail, Sect Head of the World Tree Sect.” 

Tali looked at the green-scaled drake. He was another person that she knew from before. She and Velorn had never seen eye to eye. His sect kept to

itself,  holding  the  territories  around  the  great  world  tree,  the  first  that  they had found in the Infinite Realm. Later, they would encounter another, but she still  remembered  seeing  the  first  one,  long  ago.  Velorn  had  brought  his people  and  laid  claim  to  it  before  anyone  else  could,  and  had  fought  and killed anyone who tried to take it from him. Their Cultivation came from the Essence  that  the  World  Tree  itself  possessed.  She  knew  that  it  gave  them some  great  powers.  The  robe  that  he  wore  was  woven  from  the  silk  threads harvested from the giant spiders that lived between the World Tree’s roots. 

“Ipali Ba Geu, Sect Head of the Crimson Tide Sect.” 

Tali didn’t know them, nor had she heard about their sect. This wasn’t their  first  time,  so  the  demasi  had  to  have  been  added  sometime  in  the  last three hundred years. The sect could’ve existed before, but Tali hadn’t really paid attention to every little sect that came into existence. A lot could change over the course of centuries. 

“Repesh  Emsis,  Sect  Head  of  the  Midnight  Reign  Sect,”  Hitor  went on, motioning toward the draugr. 

Then,  “Joining  us  for  the  first  time,  Ryun  Nacht,  Sect  Head  of  the Twilight  Melody  Sect.  And…”  Hitor  glanced  at  Tali.  “Some  of  you  might remember our old  member, now returned  to us: Anatalien  Far Solla, former Sect Head of the Grasping Sky Sect, now of the Twilight Melody Sect.” 

She noticed people look up at that, interested. 

“There  will  be  opportunities  for  catching  up  later,”  Hitor  said, preempting anyone asking questions as he took his seat. “We have important matters to discuss.” 

“Yes,” Weir Fo Fol said. “Why did you call us? Why did you call the gathering of the sects?” 

“The answer to both is the same,” Hitor answered the minotaur, then paused. “The threat of the dome monsters, and the taken in the core.” 

Velorn tilted his head. “I’ve heard no news about them moving in our direction,” the drake said. 

“They  aren’t,”  Hitor  said,  and  then  his  voice  dipped.  “That  doesn’t

mean that they are not a threat.” 

Velorn  waved  his  hand.  “The  Dome  Leader  is  dead.  What  possible threat could they pose now?” 

“What threat? The fact that none of us have done anything to counter this  threat  is,  if  I  am  being  honest,  disappointing.  The  world  collapsed  into chaos,  wars,  and  we  all  seem  to  have  forgotten,  or  else  have  ignored,  the threat that was announced by the Framework,” Hitor said slowly. “I’ve also had confirmation that the Dome Leader was responsible for much of that. It was  a  mental-focused  monster,  one  that  could  reach  the  minds  of  anyone across  the  world.  It  probably  touched  your  minds  as  well.  I  would recommend  meeting  with  a  mental  expert—discreetly,  of  course—to  check for any lingering damage. I am led to believe that the Dome Leader simply…

nudged things along, however.” 

Tali saw everyone start at that. Having one’s mind messed with was terrifying, especially for people who were powerful. 

“That,” Velorn started, “might well explain the events of recent years. 

It  doesn’t  explain  why  you  brought  us  here  to  talk  about  a  threat  that  isn’t anywhere near our territories.” 

Hitor  met  the  other  drake’s  eyes.  “The  Third  Iteration’s  Empire  has fallen  to  these  monsters.  The  refugees  are  still  spilling  into  the  frontier  and others moving beyond our borders to the north. You’ve all heard about them, I’m sure. They were not weak—you all know that—and yet they fell to these monsters and the taken. If the Dome Leader hadn’t been killed, the scattered monster waves that now follow after them would’ve crashed down upon us, and  yet  we  did  nothing  to  try  and  stop  a  threat  that  should’ve  united  the whole of the Settled Territories. Only one person here has done what had to be  done.”  Hitor  turned  to  look  at  Ryun.  “Sect  Head,  you’ve  seen  the  threat with your own eyes. Tell us what you think. Why did you go, when the threat wasn’t anywhere near your own sect?” 

Tali  grimaced.  Hitor  probably  thought  that  asking  Ryun  was  smart, that hearing his words might sway the others. He didn’t understand Ryun—

he  was  just  as  likely  to  say  that  the  monsters  and  taken  in  the  core  didn’t

matter. 

Ryun looked around the room, then spoke. “That is a simple question for me. If something is a threat to what is mine, then I will act to end it. If it isn’t, then I don’t care. The Dome Leader… Perhaps I say this because I am a new  Ranker,  because  my  homeworld  is  so  near  in  my  mind,  but  the Framework doesn’t do things that aren’t meant to push us, that aren’t meant to  force  us  to  struggle.  I  understood  that  the  Dome  Leader  was  a  threat  to what is mine. It was as simple as that. I have also seen what those monsters are capable of. I walked through the ruins of the Empire… Even without the Dome Leader, the taken and the monsters are a threat, no matter where they are.” 

At  least  he  hadn’t  said  that  they  weren’t  a  threat.  He  was  right,  of course—Tali agreed with both Ryun and Hitor. She wouldn’t have before her imprisonment,  but  she  had  gained  a  different  perspective  since.  The  others were  the  ones  who  had  to  be  convinced.  She  understood  that  sects  were  by their very nature isolationist. They looked after themselves first. 

“He  is  right,”  Hitor  said.  “I’ve  received  news  that  the  taken  and  the monsters  have  stopped  expanding,  that  they  are  fortifying  their  positions. 

There have been no people turned into taken since the Dome Leader died, but they have been taking slaves. They are collaring the captured populations and forcing them to work for them. The monsters seem to be obeying the taken, and  the  greater  monsters  known  as  a  General,  and  worse…  I’ve  received reports indicating that some people are serving them willingly. The taken and the monsters are a blight in the heart of the core.” 

“And what do you want us to do about it?” Velorn asked. 

Hitor  narrowed  his  eyes.  “If  the  others  won’t  deal  with  it,  then  we should.  I  am  not  going  to  sit  silently  as  an  enemy  grows  strong  enough  to eventually take us on.” 

He  looked  around  the  room,  meeting  everyone's  eyes.  Then,  finally, he looked back at Velorn. 

“I want us to go to war.” 

Chapter Seventy-Four — Question of War



“War?”  Velorn  Thorntail,  Sect  Head  of  the  World  Tree  Sect,  asked. 

The  drake  was  frowning,  and  Tali  could  see  that  he  was  not  in  agreement with Hitor. That wasn’t surprising; Velorn cared only for languishing among the branches of his great tree. “War with whom? They are in the center of the core,  surrounded  by  kingdoms  and  empires,  and  unless  something  has changed,  they  are  all  still  embroiled  in  their  own  wars.  They  haven’t  spent any time on this so-called threat. I don’t see that changing.” 

Hitor placed a hand on the desk. “We’ve grown complacent, all of us here,  and  those  beyond  our  borders.  We  forget  that  the  Infinite  Realm  is  a test.  I  am  done  basing  my  decisions  on  the  actions  of  others.  If  we  have  to carve  a  path  through  their  kingdoms  and  empires  in  order  to  eliminate  this threat, then that is what we should do.” 

Immediately, the room’s atmosphere changed. 

“You  want  to  attack   them?”  Jeuk  Usho,  Sect  Head  of  the  Breaking Wave Sect asked. 

The kreacean seemed almost disbelieving. 

“If they will not deal with the threat, and if they will not allow us to pass through, then yes,” Hitor answered. 

“That is madness,” Velorn said. “They outnumber us. This will mean a true war.” 

“Leaving a blight at the core of our civilization… That, my friend, is madness.”  Hitor  hardened  his  expression.  “But  are  we  really  willing  to  let danger  grow  until  it  swallows  us  whole?  I  understand  your  concerns,  and  I am in talks with several of their leaders. I’ve invited some here, to my sect. 

Eratemus,  the  Lord  of  Death,  and  Sigmund,  the  Voice,  are  here.  They understand  the  severity  of  the  threat  and  agree  with  me.  They  alone  will  be enough  to  convince  most  leaders  whose  territories  we  need  to  get  through. 

Some might even join us.” 

“All  that  we  are,”  Henna  Rai  Tarun,  Sect  Head  of  the  Starlight  Call Sect,  started,  “and  all  that  we  stand  for,  the  foundations  that  we  built  our civilizations  on:  all  of  it  is  based  on  keeping  to  ourselves,  allowing  us  the time to grow stronger in order to protect our people. You can’t think that we will be able to convince all of the sects, even if it didn’t sound like insanity.” 

Tali  knew  that  this  would  be  the  biggest  obstacle  that  they  had  to cross.  The  sects  were  built  in  a  way  that  made  what  Hitor  was  suggesting hard to accomplish. They saw themselves as better than the Classers, in that they  had  honor  and  didn’t  engage  in  the  pointless  slaughter  that  they practiced  often.  To  enter  their  lands  uninvited,  to  spit  in  their  eye  and disregard  their  autonomy…it  was  unimaginable.  It  would  be  a  breach  of personal  honor,  and  even  though  the  Classers  wouldn’t  see  and  understand that, it would mean something to the sects. Invading with armies is what  they did—not what the sects did. It would lower them in their own eyes. 

Hitor  took  a  deep  breath.  “We  were  meant  to  create  a  safe  haven  to Cultivate, to grow our power, to reach for greatness. And we have stagnated; the  entire  world  has  stagnated.  We  grew  enamored  with  peace,  playing  in little  conflicts  that  never  caused  any  permanent  harm.  This  dome  was  a wakeup call. A single dome caused all of this chaos, and it hadn’t even been opened anywhere near us. An entire civilization was brought to ruin, and its people  were  sent  running.  Our  lands  turned  against  one  another.  There  are twenty-six  Domes  remaining,  and  we  are  not  ready  for  them.  This  isn’t  just about  stopping  a  threat—this  is  about  waking  our  people  up,  about  waking everyone up.” 

There  were  twenty-six  that  they  knew  about,  to  be  precise.  The number  of  the  Domes  in  existence  had  been  inferred.  They  had  found  a handful  of  them,  and  they  were  all  numbered—as  they  had  never  found  a dome with a number higher than twenty-seven, they assumed there had been that many from the beginning, though they didn’t know for sure. 

The  silence  that  followed  his  words  spoke  more  than  anything  they could’ve said. They had to know that he was right. Tali also felt…fear. They had all seen just how quickly the rest of the Settled Territories collapsed into

wars.  Even  the  sects  themselves  had  not  been  untouched.  That  they  had managed to keep the chaos to a minimum was a credit to the system that they had built, but still…

“Before  I  arrived  in  this  world,  over  a  decade  ago…”  Ryun  began. 

Tali blinked; she hadn’t expected him to be the one to fill the silence. “I often wondered  what  this  world  was  going  to  be  like.  What  was  I  going  to encounter?  When  I  finally  reached  it,  I  was  disappointed.  You  are  given  so many opportunities, so many avenues for growth, and you, or most of you…

misuse  it.  In  less  than  a  decade,  I  have  climbed  to  match  the  power  of  the greatest in the world, lacking only in experience.” 

“You should keep your tongue still,” Velorn said slowly. “You insult us,  when  you’ve  probably  been  raised  by  Anatalien.  Don’t  mistake  your being  placed  in  this  room  as  anything  but  a  necessity  born  out  of  the recognition your name and the lucky circumstances of your past.” 

Tali  snorted,  making  everyone  look  at  her.  “If  you  think  he  was raised, then I see that you have still to learn to look beyond your own limited sight, Velorn.” 

The drake narrowed his eyes, just as Ryun unveiled his core. 

It was a strange thing. It was hard to sense at all, and sometimes Tali wondered  if  she  was  imagining  things,  but  Ryun  could  make  it…more noticeable.  Now,  a  sense  of  emptiness,  of  a  depth  without  end,  filled  the room.  Cracks  in  Ryun’s  skin  deepened  and  the  abyss  in  his  eyes  darkened. 

There  was  no  overwhelming  pressure  of  high-tiered  Qi,  nothing  pressing down  on  the  others,  and  an  average  person  would  probably  think  that  that meant  Ryun’s  core  and  Qi  were  weak.  Thankfully,  this  room  was  not  filled with weak people. The effect of his core was profound on a deeper level. It almost whispered to them, to all Essence around them, as if telling them that they only existed because he had no intent of changing that. That they were all on the edge of oblivion. 

And just as it came, the sensation ended. 

“I gathered my power through my own two hands.” Ryun spread his arms, flexing his fingers into fists. “I will not say that I wasn’t lucky at times, 

but  luck  is  merely  the  willingness  to  take  advantage  of  opportunities,  or creating your own. Cultivation is my life, what I breathe and dream, and I can see that too many sects slow their advances down for the sake of doing things right. They fear crippling themselves, or doing something wrong. Those are obstacles  that  will  simply  make  them  grow  stronger  when  they  overcome them. And if they are not able to overcome them… Well, then, perhaps they were  never  suited  for  Cultivation  in  the  first  place.  Regardless  of  what  the sects  want  or  believe,  they  are  not  safe.  They—we—are  living  in  a  state  of false  peace.  The  Infinite  Realm  has  no  peace,  it  has  no  safety;  the  more  we ignore what this world  is, the more we are going to lose when the Framework throws something down at our heads.” 

“He  is  right,”  Hitor  agreed.  “My  city  was  attacked,  and  we  fought through an event, as I am sure many of you know. What you don’t know is that the attack on my city succeeded. I am standing here today only because of  the  actions  of  one  man  who  has  reached  a  great  level  of  power—the second Ranker from the Seventh Iteration.” Hitor nodded in Ryun’s direction. 

“Zacharia  Gardner,  another  of  the  group  who  killed  the  Dome  Leader. 

Without  his  actions,  my  city  and  I  would  be  gone.  His  actions  caused  the event. Trust me when I say that there is no ignoring this. If we are to survive, if our children are to survive, we must change the way that we see the world.” 

Tali  saw  Ryun  narrow  his  eyes.  He  seldom  spoke  of  the  second Ranker from his Iteration, but she knew of the deep history there. 

“I agree.” 

Tali  turned  her  head  to  look  at  the  source  of  the  voice.  Awirren Goldenfeather, Sect Head of the Golden Sky Sect, didn’t look at her. Instead, her eyes landed on everyone but Tali. 

“A  threat  like  that  one  cannot  be  allowed  to  remain.  We  have  a responsibility, to protect even those who are not our own, even if it is from themselves.” 

Tali  tried  to  see  the  madness  in  her  and  saw  only  a  calm  golden-feathered  karura  sitting  in  a  meeting,  calmly.  But  there,  behind  the  glowing orbs of her eyes, she saw the mad fire, the golden glow that wanted to shine

the  brightest.  She  had  learned  to  cope,  to  hide  and  present  a  mask,  but  Tali knew. Awirren was obsessed with being the most beautiful, the most revered, the most loved. All that she did was in the service of that goal. She had been Tali’s best friend, her right hand. Tali hadn’t seen it in time, how her madness took root and tainted everything about her. She envied Tali her strength, the position that she held as one of the most honored and loved Sect Heads in the world. She wanted it for herself. She couldn’t stand that Tali flew and made the sky her own, not when that had always supposed to be her place—or at least that was what Awirren thought. 

She  didn’t  care  about  others’  safety.  She  cared  that  they  saw  her, glowing brightly as she saved them. She cared that they loved her. 

How  long  was  it  going  to  take,  Tali  wondered,  before  Awirren decided  that  what  she  had  now  was  not  enough?  Before  the  beautiful  and honored image that she built for herself shattered? 

Repesh  Emsis,  Sect  Head  of  the  Midnight  Reign  Sect,  shifted  in  his seat.  “What  has  been  said  rings  true.  I’ve  spent  centuries  accumulating power, gathering and putting things in place. But, even in undeath, I have felt the  ages  drag  on.  The  power  that  is  gained  is  a  trickle  compared  to  what  I once experienced. The last true struggles we had were centuries ago. A Dome has been opened. We no longer have the luxury of time.” 

Hitor  nodded.  “I  call  for  a  vote.  Let  us  decide  if  we  will  go  to  war, and if we will use our influence to convince the rest of the sects.” 

At  that,  Hitor  raised  his  hand  first.  Ryun,  Tali  and  Repesh  followed closely after, then Awirren and Henna. Already, that was a majority, but the others followed too. 

All but Velorn. 

“And  what  will  we  do,  if  they  all  turn  against  us  for  daring  to  go through their lands?” Velorn asked. 

“We  will  do  as  we  have  always  done:  struggle  and  prevail,”  Hitor answered. 

With a sigh, Velorn raised his hand in the air. 

“We are all agreed,” Hitor said. “We will marshal the sects to war.” 




*  *  *

 

Tali  and  Ryun  sat  in  their  lavish  meeting  room.  It  was  far  grander than  anything  they  had  back  in  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect,  and  it  was  just  a small part of the guest compound that had been granted to them. She looked over at the entrance where Lesamitrius was talking with his father, who had come as escort to the Sect Head of the Green Rain Sect. Ryun was speaking softly with said Sect Head, just next to her. Warriors wearing the Green Rain Sect heraldry stood in the corner, trying not to look out of place. Erdania had pulled one of the Green Rain’s Sect Leaders aside and was about to drink him under a table. 

It had come as a surprise to Ryun that the escort of a second in their invitation  only  referred  to  the  gathering  of  sects  itself,  and  that  Sect  Heads were expected to come with their full entourage. If she was being honest, it was their fault for not making it clear that they could have come with more than just the four of them. Tali had become accustomed to being alone, and Erdania had just attributed it to Ryun wanting to make a statement, which he unknowingly had. All the other sects had come with dozens, if not hundreds, of  people  as  their  escorts.  The  fact  that  they  had  come  almost  alone  made them seem far more confident than they had intended. 

She sighed as she listened back to the conversation. The Council had agreed  to  go  to  war,  and  now  it  was  on  each  member  to  convince  as  many sects  as  they  could.  Their  influence  was  what  was  going  to  guide  the gathering.    The  Twilight  Melody  Sect  had  relationships  with  many  of  the sects  in  the  frontier.  Tali  had  influence,  not  because  of  who  she  was,  but because  of  stopping  the  undead  attacks  years  ago.  It  was  a  bit  refreshing—

most  of  those  sects  were  young,  and  so  their  people  barely  knew  who  she really was. 

The  Green  Rain  Sect  would  follow  their  lead.  It  was  clear  from  the moment  they  spoke  with  the  Sect  Head  that  he  respected  Ryun’s  power,  as

well as hers. They would need to speak with a few more sects over the next few days, but Tali could feel that she would soon run out of excuses. 

Sigmund  had  been  sending  her  messages  daily,  wanting  to  talk,  and she…she had rebuffed him, using responsibilities to her sect as an excuse. 

She  knew  that  they  needed  to  have  a  real  talk,  but  she  was  hesitant. 

She  glanced  at  Ryun  and  wondered  what  he  would  do  in  her  place.  The answer  was  simple—he  wouldn’t  hide,  that  was  for  certain.  She  closed  her eyes and made a decision. 

Tomorrow, she was going to accept his call for a meeting. 

Chapter Seventy-Five — Progress



The  room  was  on  the  edge  of  being  something  that  she  could  call dimly  lit.  It  wasn’t  quite  atmosphere-inducing,  but  it  was  close.  The  room was  lavish,  as  most  in  this  part  of  the  massive  compound  were.  The  guest rooms  were  made  to  impress,  and  the  servants  walking  around  were  both discreet and impeccable with their service. 

This  meal  was  probably  the  best  thing  that  she  had  ever  eaten.  She hadn’t  realized  just  how  far  culinary  arts  had  advanced  in  the  last  three hundred  years.  Tali  felt  bliss  unlike  anything  she  had  ever  experienced before, and it was almost…inspiring. Everything about the food was artfully done,  from  the  arrangements  to  the  flavor.  The  ingredients  were  of  the highest quality she had ever seen. They even made her feel better, stronger, after just a single bite. 

The only thing that marred the experience was the awkward silence. 

Sigmund  sat  across  from  her,  focusing  on  eating,  just  as  she  was. 

They had so easily slipped into old habits without even talking about it. With his  skill,  he  was  unable  to  sign  and  eat  at  the  same  time.  So,  they  would usually eat first, then talk after. 

The dinner lasted for a long time. High-tiered people could eat a lot, and this was a meal organized by the sect. It had to be perfect in all regards. It was a presentation, with each dish served expertly, the servants regaling them with the story of how what they were about to eat came to their table. 

“This  chocku  was  grown  by  the  best  growers  in  all  of  the  Settled Territories,” the servant said as he placed the dessert in front of them. “This is from the last harvest done in the Belloi Kingdom, before it fell two years ago. 

There are only a few left in existence.” 

The fruit was dark in color, sliced open to reveal a bright yellow flesh filled in with white gelatinous cubes. Tali sliced off a piece and then put it in her  mouth.  For  a  moment  the  world  stopped,  and  she  was  transported someplace else, a realm of sublime sensations and inspiration. Something at

the  edge  of  her  consciousness  called  to  her,  a  bright  sky  spreading  around her, and a sense of herself being…somewhere else, but still bonded to herself. 

She tried to reach for it, but it slipped from her fingers. 

She  opened  her  eyes  and  realized  that  she  had  eaten  the  whole  fruit, and Sigmund had as well. She had almost grasped at something there, but she forced her mind away, tucking the experience in a safe space to dissect later. 

“We will need some privacy,” Tali said to the servant standing a few steps away. 

He  nodded,  then  left,  and  a  moment  later  she  felt  the  privacy  screen activate. 

She reached for a napkin on the table, playing with its edges with her fingers, trying to figure out what to say. 

“So,  how  have  you  been?”  she  asked.  Immediately,  she  regretted saying it. 

Sigmund  signed,  and  she  winced.  He  was  right,  this  wasn’t…this wasn’t them. 

“I’m  sorry,”  Tali  said.  “I  just…don’t  know  what  to  say.  I  can’t imagine what you felt like when you thought I was dead.” 

He signed again.  Eratemus couldn’t find your soul. 

Tali  nodded.  “I  was  too  injured,  my  soul  crippled.  I  was  captured, made a slave—” She paused as she saw his expression darken. “They wanted me for my knowledge. I was treated like any other servant, one that couldn’t leave. I spent centuries in their service. And then…I was free.” 

Sigmund nodded, then signed again.   How long? 

Tali looked away. “A decade or so.” 

He hit the table, gently, making her turn back to look at him. He tilted his head and signed again, his eyes boring into hers. 

 Why didn’t you come find me? 

Tali took a deep breath, trying to find the words. He didn’t press her, for  which  she  was  grateful.  She  wasn’t  used  to  showing  her  emotions,  after

centuries of hiding her true feelings. “I wasn’t yet healed then. My soul was crippled, I had no Cultivation, no skills, nothing. And I was afraid… Afraid of being a burden, afraid of what your life was like now. That maybe you’d found—” 

He stood up, interrupting her. He walked over to her side of the table and knelt next to her, and then he signed:

 There was always ever only you. 

She  felt  herself  relax,  the  tension  she  didn’t  even  realize  she  was feeling slipping away. She put her hand on his cheek and smiled. 

He signed again.   How did you heal? 

“It took time. Ryun helped me. I owe him more than I can say.” 

He signed again. 

“What? No, we are not like that. He is a friend, a true friend, someone who I can advance with. I…I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone like that in my life. Once, I thought that Awirren was that, but… She had fallen behind, and she was jealous, envious. She couldn’t stand someone being better than her in the things that she considered herself to be born for.” 

Sigmund’s expression darkened, and his hands moved in a blur. 

“No, no,” she said firmly. “No. It is my issue to deal with, and I will, in time. Let’s not talk about her now—there is still so much that we need to say.” 

Sigmund  sighed,  then  smiled.  He  stood  up  and  pulled  her  with  him, and then he brought her close and she relaxed in his arms. It had been so long since  she  had  been  held  like  this,  and  she  let  the  moment  drag  on,  simply enjoying it. 




*  *  *

 

The gathering of sects was being held in a large arena. Thousands of Sect  Heads  and  their  seconds  filled  into  the  hall,  heading  to  their  assigned

seating.  The  top  layer,  high  above  everyone  else,  was  reserved  for  the  most powerful  and  influential  sects  there  were.  Tali  and  Ryun  sat  up  there,  the banners  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect  hanging  from  the  balcony  of  their alcove, with colors of black and violet. Anrosh had said they’d thought about adding  in  silver,  for  Ryun’s  new  appearance,  but  she  hadn’t  made  any decisions before the group had left. 

The other sects all had two occupants: the Sect Head and their second. 

Their sect was the only with four. Erdania and Lesamitrius stood to the side of  Tali’s  and  Ryun’s  chairs,  wearing  sect  colors  and  standing  straight  with their  hands  folded  on  their  back.  Tali  had  been  given  leave  to  attend  the gathering  despite  not  being  a  Sect  Head,  because  of  her  past accomplishments  and  the  respect  she  still  held.  She  saw  the  looks  of  other Sect Heads when they noticed them. The Twilight Melody Sect was known in their  part  of  the  frontier,  but  not  elsewhere.  Some  would  probably  know  of Ryun— the  Undying  Void,  Slayer  of  the  Dome  Leader,  The  High  Ranker  of the Seventh Iteration. Many would also recognize her; others would have no idea who she was. 

The  Dragon  Heart  Sect  had  done  them  a  great  favor,  as  just  being placed up here among the greatest sects made them one of them. Perception mattered,  and  if  the  Dragon  Heart  Sect  considered  a  sect  powerful,  it  was. 

Anrosh was about to hear many more inquiries and requests, of sects trying to create or deepen prior relationships. 

There were thousands of sects here. The entire arena was filled with colorful  banners,  a  sea  of  whispers  and  an  air  of  anticipation.  The  result  of the gathering was already decided, for the big thing at least. Everyone, or at least  those  that  were  needed,  knew  that  the  sects  would  be  going  to  war. 

What was about to follow was…theatrics, face, perception. 

As everyone settled in, Hitor walked on a stage far down in the center of  the  arena.  Formations  projected  his  voice  to  the  highest  alcoves,  and  his image was displayed high in the middle of the arena, magnified and in perfect color. 

She glanced at Ryun. “Can you see?” she whispered. 

“Only Essence,” he answered. 

His eyes were a great advantage, but there were some disadvantages as well. To him, the projection would be just a moving field of Light Essence of varying density. 

Then, Hitor started to speak. “My fellow Sect Heads, I thank you for answering my call. I know that the last few years have been hard for us, for the world. We’ve fought in conflicts, our old animosities finally growing too great, for matters of honor and obligation. But, as the rest of the world turned to  chaos,  we’ve  kept  our  conflicts  within  the  bounds  of  our  laws.  As  was intended, we’ve retained our strength—we have not been weakened. You all know of the Domes: a threat, a test from the Framework itself. We were not prepared for what it brought, and through the foul and dishonorable actions of others, we have lost many of our great leaders. But new ones have stepped up to  fill  their  place:  you,  who  stand  here  before  me  now.”  He  turned,  looking around  the  arena.  “You  are  what  makes  our  people  great.  We  have  a responsibility to protect our peoples, to grow strong, as we have vowed when we  settled  these  lands.  And  yet  we  have  grown  complacent  of  late,  having forgotten  the  struggles  of  old.  We  have  settled  into  a  sense  of  peace  and safety, forgetting that this world was made for the strong.” 

He  looked  over  at  the  other  Sect  Heads,  his  expression  grim.  “The core has forgotten it, too. They destroy one another, all the while they leave a threat  to  fester  in  the  center  of  our  civilization.  That  cannot  stand.  Will  we stand idly by as they allow a threat to grow? A threat that could put in danger all that we have built? No.” He cut the air with his hand. “The time of turning our heads away, pretending that threats don’t exist just because we don’t see them, is passed. A dome was opened, and more will follow. Now is the time to grab hold of all the opportunities thrown at us. If they will not take care of the monsters and the taken, then we will. My friends, I call for a vote. I call for the sects to go to war.” 

There was debate—of course there was—but Tali tuned it out, mostly. 

The most influential figures spoke, but the most important conversations had been  held  before  the  gathering.  Some  had  doubts  and  concerns,  but

ultimately, they moved on to the vote. Tali cast the vote for their sect, a blue light lighting up above their alcove. 

The sects had made their choice, and it was war. 

The  gathering  would  last  for  a  couple  days  more.  Grievances  and concerns would be brought up, but the biggest decision always went up first. 

That way, the sects could prepare. Sect Heads would send word back to their sects,  preparing  their  warriors  for  war.  Tali  wondered  what  Anrosh  would think about all of this—she’d probably curse them for making more work for her. 

There  were  still  things  for  them  to  do  here  before  heading  back, however. There were conversations to be had, and plans to be made. 

Chapter Seventy-Six — The Fortress

 —Several Months Ago—

 

The sky was slowly getting brighter, but the orange tint remained. The flaming  clouds  moved  slowly,  in  a  circle  around  the  exact  center  of  the territory.  The  territory  was  peculiar,  and  more  so  than  just  clouds  that  were made  of  fire.  The  rivers  were  dark—what  flowed  through  them  was  not water, but liquid metal. The mountain in front of her was tall, and filled with precious ore, some not found anywhere else in the world. 

The  fortress  looming  over  them  all  now  had  never  been  taken  in  a straight  siege  before.  The  tall,  black  stone  walls  had  been  layered  over  the centuries, the formations and arrays inside of them having been made by the best in the world. It had been at the edge of her territory, being a bastion that was supposed to protect the entrance into her lands. Only a fool would try to take  the  Black  Stone  Mountain,  she  had  made  sure  of  that  when  she  had  it built. It was a city of millions, filled with some of the best metalworkers in the world. This had been a forge that fuelled the arms of her troops, that had created wonders, and now, it was in the hands of her enemies. Fallen, but not through force of armies, not through siege—but treachery. 

The Grey Horde closed her eyes, feeling…weary. More than a decade of  fighting  wars,  of  reclaiming  lands  that  she  had  lost  and  punishing  those that  had  dared  to  turn  their  eyes  on  what  was  hers,  and  this  fortress,  this territory,  was  the  last  of  her  land  that  was  left  to  retake.  The  attacks  on  her kingdom had not been a result of the madness that had consumed the rest of the  Settled  Territories.  No,  it  had  been  executed  too  perfectly—too  many things had already been in place. They had taken advantage of the chaos, as of course they had, but it had not engendered this. She had taken her armies away, far to the south to deal with another threat to them all, and then…the Tournament, the Dome, Reaction Engine, and everything…

They’d struck when she wasn’t there. They’d killed her people, taken her  lands.  They’d  known  exactly  where  and  how  to  strike.  They’d  been

preparing  for  a  long  time,  and  acted  accordingly:  crippling  her  kingdom’s economy, taking key positions, assassinating her governors. By the time she had returned, a third of her territory was in the hands of her enemies, and they were  pushing  to  take  more.  Without  the  bulk  of  her  army  there,  they  were mostly unopposed, fighting only troops that she had left to guard her lands—

which had been insufficient. 

She had returned ahead of her armies, along with a fighting force of her  fastest,  those  who  could  survive  the  pace  that  she  kept  to  return  home. 

The enemy forces stalled when they reached her inner lands, which was one thing  she  was  grateful  for.  Their  foolish  attacks  had  allowed  her  to  test  the defense of the core of her lands, and she had found them worthy. 

That did not absolve them, however, for what they had done. Fifteen factions had banded together to wage war against her, and she had crushed all of  them.  She  had  rallied  the  troop  remaining  in  her  lands  and  retaken  her territories, fighting a dozen small wars. The progress had been slow until her army  had  returned,  and  then  she  had  rolled  over  them  all,  taken  back  her lands,  and  spilled  her  hordes  into  theirs,  taking  everything  from  them, crushing everything that they had built to rubble. 

Only  the  Black  Stone  Mountain  remained.  Her  enemies,  huddled  up inside,  had  nowhere  to  go.  She  had  made  a  point  to  destroy  their  homes before  coming  here.  The  factions  they  used  to  belong  to  no  longer  existed, and  it  was  still  not  enough  to  repay  for  what  they  had  done.  Millions  of people  lived  in  the  city  beneath  the  mountain,  and  they  had  butchered  their way through it until the rest bowed, just so that they could survive. She knew that  they  had  brought  in  a  lot  of  their  own  people  over  the  years,  and  any information she had of what was happening inside had ceased years ago. She didn’t  even  know  if  any  of  her  people  still  lived.  She  couldn’t  feel  them, which  meant  one  of  two  things:  they  were  either  dead,  or  enslaved.  Collars prevented her powers from recognizing them as her own. 

And now she had to take a fortress she had built to be unconquerable. 

Grey Horde turned and looked behind her, at her army. There was an endless sea of troops, the sky was filled with her air ships and combat wings

—karura  and  skreen—flying  in  lazy  circles.  The  preparations  for  the  siege were being carried out. Fortifications were being constructed for their camps, and  siege  equipment  was  being  set  up,  all  done  by  the  drones.  The  skreen drones  were  slow,  but  methodical:  give  them  a  task,  and  they  would  do  it without stopping, even if that meant their death. 

Even  now,  after  so  long  since  she  had  awoken,  it  still  pained  her  to see them used in such a manner, but that was the reality of the skreen race. 

Unlike the other races, the skreen didn’t have childhoods—they were born as drones,  mindless  beings  of  flesh  and  little  intellect,  relying  only  on  the telepathic  guidance  of  their  hive  queens  to  accomplish  their  tasks,  their purposes.  Every  type  of  skreen  was  the  same,  from  the  warrior  types  to  the builders and the queens. Only their purpose was different. 

She herself had once been just a lowly minder queen, responsible for guiding the operation of her hive for the breeder queen. She still remembered the moment she had awoken, when she truly knew herself and the world. It was  the  day  when  the  Framework  arrived,  when  monsters  had  entered  her small  hive  and  killed  the  breeder  queen.  She  had  been  the  only  one  left  to command the hive, and she had. She had guided her hive’s grey horde against the  monsters,  and  she  had  prevailed.  That  was  the  day  she  had  earned  her soul, and her name. Now, she watched over others of her kind, trying so hard to give them the opportunity to live past their drone stage. 

A champion approached her, then came to a stop standing just next to her as she turned to look back at the fortress. 

“We’ll  be  ready  to  begin  the  siege  within  the  hour,  My  Queen,” 

Trklak, the Horde Itself, reported. 

She glanced at him, then back at the city. 

“Did I go wrong somewhere?” she asked softly. 

Her champion turned his head in her direction. “My Queen?” 

“How  did  they  think  they  could  do  something  like  this?  That  they could  attack  me  and  live  to  exploit  what  they  had  taken?”  Grey  Horde  was not one to speak so openly, but he was her closest confidant—and perhaps, he

would understand such things more than she did. He had still kept his drone name,  after  all.  In  some  ways,  he  didn’t  think  like  other  skreen.  Their  race was structured such that one did not think outside of their assigned role. The Framework  allowed  them  to  veer  off  that  path,  as  she  had  done—but  even now,  she  was  still  operating  within  her  assigned  role.  She  was  a  minder  for her hive, now a kingdom, filled with skreen and other races. She had become a creature of war, a warrior queen, whose job was to make sure that the hive was always safe. 

Trklak, for all his strength, thought more like these…other races. His defect was more than physical. 

He  didn’t  answer  immediately,  but  when  he  did,  it  was  in  a  low, hesitant  tone.  “My  Queen,  it…  Sometimes,  we  who  have  lived  for  so  long forget. Memory is a fleeting thing, even for us. The world knows and honors your  name;  they  fear  the  Triumphant  Hive,  they  fear  our  armies  and  our commanders, our great names. We are only as good as we are because of you. 

We  know  it,  as  without  your  power  we  would  not  be  nearly  as  powerful  as we  are.  But…the  last  great  war  you  had  taken  part  in  person,  on  the battlefield, was four hundred years ago.” 

“I’ve fought on battlefields since,” Grey Horde said. 

“You’ve  expanded  our  frontier,  and  have  fought  against  monsters. 

You’ve  fought  a  few  wars  against  factions  that  we  destroyed  completely, with no one left to spread the tales. And I understand why you’ve been doing that, but…that is part of why they thought that they could win. They forgot.” 

Grey  Horde  closed  her  eyes,  thinking.  She  knew  that  he  was  right. 

She  had  held  herself  back  from  making  war  on  purpose.  A  part  of  it  was because she didn’t enjoy it anymore. Everyone was so much weaker than her. 

There was no challenge in it for her. It was just…empty. Another reason was her perks—it wasn’t just a focus that could be pilfering, but perks could, too. 

And,  while  their  influence  wasn’t  as  great…it  was  still  there.  She  had  seen firsthand  how  things  like  that  could  spiral  out  of  control.  If  there  was  one thing she prided herself on, it was her control, and it had taken her centuries to get it. 

She  had  been  using  her  reputation,  the  fear  that  they  had  of  her,  to deal with issues for far too long. Perhaps she should remind them of who she was. 

“Gather  a  squadron,  only  our  best  and  strongest.  Place  them  at  the front of our formations, closest to the fortress,” she said. “I’ll…talk with our enemies.” 

Trklak paused, probably knowing what she planned, but he didn’t say anything. After a moment, he bowed his head and left her alone on the hill. 

She spread her wings and flew toward the fortress. She wondered absently if they would dare and try shoot her down. Not that they could—her army was here, and nothing that they had could really touch her. 

She landed in front of the great gates, and simply looked above at the defenders staring down at her. 

It  didn’t  take  long  for  someone  to  come  out  and  speak  with  her.  A shape  shimmered  into  existence  in  front  of  her:  a  tall  minotaur,  wearing elaborate clothing more suited for meeting rooms than a battlefield. 

“Grey Horde.” He inclined his head. No honorifics, no respect. 

She didn’t even know who he was for sure. He could be one of two people, both minotaurs. One had put in charge of the city, and the other was a merchant prince who was supposed to oversee the exploitation of her mines and the craft of the city. 

“My  army  is  here.  You  will  not  hold  the  city  for  long,”  she  said simply.  Despite  everything,  she  would  still  rather  avoid  death,  if  at  all possible. 

The minotaur’s eye twitched. “You built this fortress so that it could not be taken. I very much doubt that.” 

He  was  right,  of  course.  The  only  reason  they  had  taken  it  was because  they  had  been  betrayed  from  within,  and  they  had  teleported  their armies directly inside. 

“Besides,”  the  minotaur  continued.  “Even  if  you  manage  to  take  it, you will break your army against these walls. Let’s not pretend—you left this

place for last for a reason. And the moment we know that we are losing, we will  make  sure  that  the  mountain  and  the  city  will  never  serve  anyone  ever again.” 

Her  anger  rose  at  that,  but  she  kept  it  under  control.  Trklak’s  words echoed inside her head again, and she made a decision. 

“Very well, then.” Grey Horde closed her eyes. 

 “Come, old friend,”  she spoke, and her awakened gauntlets rose from the depths of her soul to nestle against her arms. 

 “Finally,”  War  Path  said.  “We  were  always  meant  to  lead  from  the front.” 

 “I know, my friend,”  she said as she activated his War Gear ability. 

Her body was enveloped in a suit of silver armor, leaving only her wings and antennae peeking out. 

They would learn who she really was. 

Chapter Seventy-Seven — War Path

 —Several Months Ago—

 

The minotaur frowned at her change, but she didn’t bother with him anymore. With her telepathy, she reached out far behind her, to her army, to her champion. 

 “Get ready,”  she sent to Trklak. 



Monarch’s Endurance—her endurance increased by 500%. 

Unstoppable Monarch—her stats rose by 100%. 

War 

Sovereign’s 

Restoration—her 

dexterity, 

vitality 

and

intelligence rose by 30%. 

War Sovereign’s Swiftness—her dexterity rose by another 30%, and her cooldowns were halved. 

War  Mode—might  filled  her  as  her  physical  stats  rose  and  she readied herself. 

War Titan—her stats and body grew. 



[Path  to  Victory]—she  saw  the  lines  guiding  her  toward  what  she wanted. 



Before anyone could react, she soared, in an instant reaching the sky, and  the  clouds.  Fire  tried  to  lash  at  her,  but  it  did  nothing.  She  closed  her eyes, and then:



|I Dive and Shatter Mountains|



She fell through  the sky, shattering  the air and  banishing the clouds. 

The  fire  winked  out  and  the  sky  cleared.  She  pulled  her  hands  forth  and

added her [Might of an Empire] as she crashed into the gate of her fortress, with both hands extended forward. 

She  smashed  through  the  gate  that  had  repelled  armies,  and  then through  the  walls  behind  them,  through  the  second  gate  and  into  the  large cavern-hall inside. The world shook, the cracks spread around the walls, and the  army  inside  exploded  into  blood  and  gore  as  the  shockwave  passed through them. 

The  Essence  of  blood  rose  and  seeped  into  her  gauntlets.  She dismissed her War Titan to better maneuver in the tight space, and then she roared and dashed into the mass of the enemies ahead of her. Dazed as they were, they weren’t prepared, not that that would’ve saved them. 

She moved forward, and with each punch of her Shattering  Strikes, she vaporized dozens of the enemy soldiers. Fire was coming from all around her; weapons and powers hit her, and deflected off her armor or simply failed to affect her. She didn’t dodge. She had never been the most graceful. 

An  old  song  was  awoken  inside  of  her,  and  she  welcomed  it.  How long  had  it  been  since  she  had  heard  its  tune  this  deeply?  She  didn’t  know, but she relished in the sensations. She opened herself up and pulled from the Aspect  Plane  of  War.  She  felt  it  fill  her  up,  and  make  her  better,  stronger, faster, more powerful. 

She  felt  someone  strong  nearby,  the  War  inside  of  her  singing  the song of their soul. She turned and saw a tall demasi, their spear raised high. 



 —Heart Piercing Star—



/Oath of the Hollow Stars: Barrage of Stars/

 

Powerful  trails  of  falling  stars  raced  after  the  thrown  spear,  its  tip glowing with a wicked red light. War thrummed inside of her. 

Grand Queen’s Shield,  and a sphere manifested around her, and then Defense of the Sovereign made it stronger. 

The  stars  shattered  against  her  shield,  but  the  spear  struck  and released  a  terrifying  amount  of  energy,  sending  a  surge  of  air  all  around  it, flowing  in  all  directions,  sending  soldiers  tumbling  to  the  ground.  It  hung against  her  shield,  trying  to  pierce  it,  and  it  probably  would  eventually manage it. 

She walked forward and broke her own shield, then caught the spear with her hand. An awakened weapon, it fought in her grip, but War filled her entire  being,  and  she  was  only  getting  stronger  by  the  moment.  It  turned  to mist in her hand, dismissed. 

She  glanced  at  the  demasi  as  he  readied  another  attack,  and  she charged. 

With [Flight of War] she surged through the air, casting [Burden  of Rule] at the spearman. The air around him became heavy, forcing him to his knees. An Oathbound power flared around him, but she didn’t wait for it to form—[True  Shatter  Power],  and  it  broke  before  it  even  had  a  chance  to come into existence. 

His eyes widened as she swung her fist. 

[Strike  With  My  Sphere]—his  body  disappeared  as  his  body splattered across the few hundred meters of stone behind where he used to be, painting them orange. 

The army around her had rallied. She felt the thrum of battle and more powerful individuals coming. With her reset [Flight of War], she soared into the air above them all. 

 

Falling Mountain



She  flattened  a  few  hundred  soldiers  marching  on  her  in  formation, filling  the  area  with  the  colorful  mist  of  their  evaporated  blood.  A  wall  of Earth  Essence  rose—trying  to  give  them  room  or  to  box  her  in,  she  didn’t know.  She  fell  on  the  wall  and  hit  it  with  Earth  Shatter,  cracking  it  into pieces that fell on the soldiers bellow, crushing them to death. 

Someone  called  for  a  retreat,  but  she  focused  on  clearing  the  room and  letting  them  go.  This  was  only  the  first  defensive  chamber;  there  were many more beyond it. 

Once  the  cavern  was  cleared,  she  focused  as  the  Aspect  of  War shrouded her, and then she called. 



True Link—Summon Army



Trklak  and  his  squadron  appeared  around  her,  as  if  they  had  always been there. She felt his link to them all, skreen and not—and she reached out, too. 



True Link—Hive

 

She pulled on their stats, and commanded them forward. The reached another gate, and without any spoken word, Trklak understood. He charged, his body glowing with a red light, and he smashed into the gate and the earth around it gave even though the gate itself did not. Their obstacle fell forward onto the ground, and they walked over it into another cavern. 

This  cavern,  though,  was  empty.  She  listened  to  the  song  of  War, trying  to  figure  out  what  they  were  doing.  Retreating  to  another  more defensible place? Then, she realized it as she sensed arrays that hadn’t been there when the fortress had been hers. 

Without  a  word,  her  people  reacted.  A  drake  in  the  middle  of  her army turned and jumped on a small human woman, one of her commanders

—Elisha  Senna.  He  embraced  her  and  was  then  embraced  by  those  around him, as they piled on top of each other around her. 

She focused her will and threw it out over her people. 



|I Shielded All That Are Mine|

 

The  explosion  was  great,  almost  rivaling  the  reaction  engine.  The cavern was filled with fire and she knew that her will was not strong enough to hold it off. She would survive, but her army… The cavern would collapse on top of them even if they survived. 



You Will Not Die



Her  perk  took  hold  as  her  skill  collapsed.  Her  people  had  cast  their own defensive powers, but the red fire engulfed them all. It roared for what felt  like  minutes  as  she  used  her  War  Titan  to  cover  them,  and  shield  her squadron from the debris. 

Her injured soldiers held on, her perk preventing them from dying. 

Elisha was let out from the protective shell and acted immediately. 



/Oath of the Greentouch Light: Restorative Weaves/

 

Green light spread through her army, healing them to full health. Her geomancers stabilized the earth around her, and then bore a hole to the next cavern, with Trklak punching through yet another door. They fought through another army, smashing them to pieces, even though they were outnumbered. 

She  settled  into  the  rhythm  of  War,  listening  to  its  song  and  leading her  people.  Three  ideals  were  thrown  at  them,  and  she  shrugged  them  off, before destroying her enemies. There was nothing that they had could touch her.  They  were  so…beneath  her.  This  wasn’t  a  challenge.  It  was  why  she hadn’t  fought  wars  from  the  front.  She  would  rather  her  people  get  the experience they needed. 

And  yet,  Trklak  was  right.  They  had  to  see  her,  had  to  be  reminded what it meant to cross her. 

She walked through them, bringing only carnage, her armor soaked in

their blood. 

The fortress fell within the hour, and the city followed soon after. 




*  *  *

 

Covered  in  blood,  she  sat  in  what  had  once  been  the  seat  of  her governor.  He  had  been  killed  years  ago,  when  her  enemies  had  taken  the mountain. She was still feeling the song from the Origin Plane of War, urging her on, wanting her to call on it. She let it pass over her, draining away as it found no purchase. She was its master, not the other way around. 

She was right—her people had largely been enslaved, those who had called  the  mountain  their  home.  But  many  had  been  brought  here  by  her enemies, their people. She would have to decide what to do with them now; she  would  kill  non-combatants,  but…some  of  them,  at  least,  had  been complicit. 

But  that  was  a  question  for  later.  Now,  she  looked  through  the documents that her enemies had hastily tried to destroy, looking for any clues as to why they thought they were so important. 

“My Queen.” 

She raised her head to see Trklak standing in the doorway. 

“What is it?” 

He raised a hand and showed her a Far-link Orb. 

“Lord  Eratemus  wishes  to  speak  with  you.  He  believes  it  to  be urgent.” 

Grey Horde narrowed her eyes, then relented. She took the orb from him and spoke. 

 “What do you want, Eratemus?” 

 “I  apologize  if  I  am  interrupting  you,”  Eratemus  said  respectfully, robbing her of much of her annoyance. 

 “It is done,”  she simply said.  “Speak.” 

 “I’d like to invite you to a gathering,”  Eratemus said slowly. 

 “The last time you invited me somewhere it stranded my army half a world away while my people needed me.” 

 “There was no foreseeing that—but I believe this to be important.” 

Grey  Horde  closed  her  eyes,  her  mandibles  waving  around  in  anger and  annoyance,  but  then  they  stopped  as  she  felt  the  song  of  War  intensify inside of her. There was a sound of dull and distant drums somewhere in the song. 

After a few minutes of silence, she finally spoke back. 

 “Tell me.” 
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WAR PATH – Awakened Gauntlets

Each next strike with your

gauntlets deals 1% more damage, 

Consecutive Strikes

to a maximum of 50%. This

effect works on all striking

powers. 

Every strike you make while in

combat grants you a stack of

Juggernaut that lasts for 10

seconds. All stacks are refreshed

when another is gained. Every 5

stacks give you +10 to base

Juggernaut

strength, dexterity, endurance, 

and vitality. Every 10 stacks, you

gain +1% to physical-damage

resistance. 200 maximum stacks

possible; gaining over that will

refresh the stack. 

Every strike you make while in

combat grants you a stack of

Kinetic Barrier that lasts for 10
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when another is gained. Every 5

Kinetic Barrier

stacks give you +10 to base
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The Essences of Blood and Death

seeps into the gauntlets with

every kill. When worn, they

Blood of My Enemies

release a killing intent in the

direction of the wearer's gaze that

is the sum of all those they had

killed. 

When in war, killing enemies

Yield of War

grants 20% more Essence. 

Completely envelops you in a

suit of armor. Durability of the

armor equals 50x your

endurance. The armor has no

War Gear

increased resistance for any

Essence and is considered Metal

Essence for the purposes of

incoming damage calculations. 

Once per hour, your next

Soul Quake

physical attack deals damage

directly to the soul. 

Every kill in combat fuels War

Blood of War

Path and grants you increased

health regeneration. 

Upon fully fuelling, you may

unleash your full power. Every

War Path

10 seconds until depleted, you

can reset the cooldown of all of

your abilities. 

Chapter Seventy-Eight — War Council

 

Tali followed a Dragon Heart Sect escort through the corridors of Fah Storrah Peak, with Ryun walking beside her. 

“So,” he started. “Any idea why we’re being called this time?” 

Tali  shook  her  head,  then  whispered,  “Not  at  all,  unless  you  did something again.” 

Ryun turned his eyes to the ceiling in thought. “I don’t think I did,” he said. “But I could be wrong.” 

“You  can’t  possibly  not  remember  doing  something  that  would warrant  us  being  summoned  by  the  Sect  Head,”  she  said,  looking  at  him  in askance. 

“Oh, I know everything that I did, of course.” He nodded. “I just don’t know if normal people would consider any of those things something out of the ordinary.” 

“I hate you,” she hissed at him. 

They  walked  in  silence  for  a  few  minutes,  before  he  broke  it  by humming softly. 

“Maybe this is about the training room.” Ryun scratched at his beard. 

Tali turned her head to look at him, slowly. “What training room?” 

“I asked for a room to train in, and I insisted that they give me the one that had the most powerful defenses on it. I mean, they said that it was their strongest one, but…I think they lied.” 

“What did you do?” Tali asked, trying not to sound exasperated—and failing magnificently. 

“Ah… I broke it? I think I broke it. The attendant was crying when I left.” 

“Yeah. Of course he did,” Tali added, her tone dull. 

“He  was  saying  something  about  a  ‘cascading  failure,’  but  I  didn’t

really get what he was trying to say.” 

“What were you doing in there?” 

“Practicing  my  techniques  and  getting  familiar  with  my  aspect,  of course,” Ryun said. “I think I got the hang of it now.” 

 Yeah—figure  out  a  completely  new  aspect  in  a  few  months.  No  big deal. “Ugh. I despise you.” 

“No, you don’t.” 




*  *  *

 

They  were  escorted  into  a  medium-sized  room,  with  a  large  table  in the  middle  that  was  filled  with  colorful  sand.  There  were  a  few  people already  inside—Hitor  Fah  Storrah  and  his  brother  Vitor,  alongside  a  drake with  dark  metal  scales  that  she  had  seen  around  the  two  before—Ikris,  she believed  his  name  to  be.  Eratemus  and  Sigmund  were  the  last  two  people inside. 

“Ah.” Hitor greeted them with a smile. “Thank you for coming.” 

“Of course, Sect Head. We are but your humble guests,” Tali said and inclined  her  head.  “We  are,  however,  confused  as  to  why  we  were summoned? We were in the middle of preparations for our departure.” 

“Yes,  I  apologize  for  that.  I  had  only  recently  been  made  aware  of certain…things.” He glanced at Eratemus. 

Tali and Ryun both tilted their heads in the exact same manner. Once she realized, she quickly straightened her head, but Hitor already continued. 

“We are just about to start our war strategy meeting. I believe that you should attend.” 

Tali frowned at that. “Why?” She was truly confused. 

They might be members of the Sect Council, and the Twilight Melody Sect had some influence, but there was no reason for them to be included in the planning itself—they didn’t have anything to really offer. 

“We have no great army,” Tali continued. “Nor do we have any great commanders  or  masters  of  war.  Power  itself  does  not  make  for  a  great strategist.” 

Besides,  that  wasn’t  how  sects  fought.  They  had  no  united  armies; they  didn’t  even  have  career  soldiers,  they  had  warriors.  They  fought  with smaller armies and groups with powerful individuals that acted independently of each other. They might have a unified strategy, but they had no tactics. It would  be  pointless.  They  weren’t  Classers;  they  didn’t  have  powers  that benefited them in groups, helped them fight like a unit. They were irregulars, pure and simple. 

She  had  assumed  that  some,  like  Hitor  and  Eratemus,  would  set  the overall strategy, and then…they would just march. 

Ryun hummed. Then spoke. “I could contribute. I know how to fight armies.” 

Tali glared at him. 

“Of course,” Hitor said. “Any input shall be considered. Though, as to why  I  asked  you  here  today…  I’ve  recently  learned  that  some  of  the  Third Iteration’s refugees have joined your sect. Is that true?” 

“It  is,”  Ryun  said.  “They  are  part  of  my  sect,  the  same  as  any  other member.” 

Tali rolled her eyes. He probably didn’t even realize that his tone was threatening. 

“Of  course,”  Hitor  said  again.  “The  war  ended  long  ago,  and  with their  empire  gone,  they  are  no  longer  a  threat.”  He  waved  his  hand.  “No, what interests me is that I’ve been told that one of those who joined your sect is a woman who matches the description of Karya Ó Cionaoith. Is this true?” 

Ryun nodded. “Karya Ornn, now,” he answered. “She and her family are the ones who joined.” 

“And they would be part of the troops your sect sends?” 

Immediately, Tali realized why he wanted them here. Karya had been one of the most powerful of her people’s generation—a great leader. 

“I  will  take  anyone  that  I  feel  will  be  able  to  contribute  to  the  war,” 

Ryun said. 

“Of  course,”  Hitor  said.  When  he  said  this,  the  other  doors  opened, and more people entered. Awirren, then Velorn Thorntail of the World Tree Sect, were followed by Ipali Ba Geu of the Crimson Tide Sect and Weir Fo Fol  of  the  Reges  Ahn  Sect.  The  last  two  were  people  that  she  didn’t recognize. 

“We  can  talk  about  it  later,”  Hitor  said  as  he  turned  and  greeted  the others. 

Awirren  paused  when  she  saw  Tali,  but  then  turned  her  head  and acted  like  she  wasn’t  there.  Tali  saw  Sigmund  straighten,  and  she  signed  at him quickly. Ryun and Tali walked over to the table, and were approached by the  two  people  that  she  didn’t  recognize:  a  tall  black  human,  and  a  woman who seemed to have a strange, mismatched True Body of different races, and yet she didn’t feel like a Cultivator at all. 

“Zach,”  Ryun  said  slowly.  It  took  Tali  a  moment  to  remember  the name. This was the other Ranker from Earth. 

“Ryun,”  the  man—Zach—said  slowly,  almost  hesitantly.  “I  am  glad that you’ve…returned.” 

“As am I,” Ryun said. “I need to thank you; without you, we wouldn’t have been able to defeat Hastur.” 

Zach waved his hand. “There is no need for gratitude. It was what we were  there  to  do.  Still,  I  would  like  a  moment  of  your  time,  after  this meeting.” 

Ryun looked at him for a few seconds, and then nodded in agreement. 

“Good,” Zach said, and then turned, walking to the other side of the table with the woman to stand next to Vitor Fah Storrah. 

“What was that about?” Tali asked. 

“I have no idea,” Ryun said slowly. “But I guess I’ll find out.” 

But then her attention was turned away as Hitor started to speak. 

“Thank  you  for  coming,  everyone.  This  meeting  is  to  set  our  broad

strategy for our attack on the core. We are waiting on one more person and then  we  will  start—ah,”  he  said,  as  another  door  opened  and  a  tall  crimson skreen  entered  the  room.  “And  here  he  is:  the  emissary  of  the  Triumphant Hive, who has agreed to join our war.” 

Tali blinked as Trklak, the Horde Itself, walked into the room. 

He  bowed  to  the  room,  then  spoke.  “I  greet  you  in  the  name  of  the Triumphant  Hive,”  he  said.  “My  Queen  apologizes  for  not  being  able  to attend. Matters in our lands still require her presence.” 

Tali was impressed that they had managed to bring the Grey Horde, or at least her voice, to the table. 

“No  problem,”  Hitor  said,  and  then  looked  around  the  room.  With  a tap of his fingers on the solid part of the sand table, he changed it. In a few seconds, the colorful sand arranged itself into a map of the Settled Territories. 

“Now we may begin. Eratemus, if you will?” He gestured at the undead drake vessel. 

“The  taken  and  the  Dome  monsters  have  taken  a  large  swath  of territories  in  the  core.”  A  large  part  of  the  inner  core  turned  red.  “They  are not  actually  occupying  all  of  it,  though  they  do  have  monster  patrols  going through  territories,  as  well  as  larger  groups  that  are,  I  believe,  harvesting resources.” 

“How  do  you  know  this?”  Awirren  asked.  “I  was  led  to  believe  that getting any information out of those lands is extremely difficult.” 

“It is.” Eratemus nodded. “I’ve been using undead rodents and birds to observe them. I still can’t enter their cities, though, or any place that has a high  concentration  of  their  kind.  I  suspect  that  some  of  the  Dome  monsters can  detect  the  undead,  or  at  least  anything  that  doesn’t  belong  to  them,  and they purge it all.” 

“Tell us what you know,” Hitor said. 

“There  are  two  large  concentrations  of  them,  with  several  smaller ones scattered over a vast territory. The biggest are in the Tournament City, which has been turned into a fortress filled with monsters. I’ve not been able

to  get  close,  but  most  of  the  monsters  come  from  there,  and  they  always return there. I believe that they’ve been growing more monsters in there, and I  have  seen  several  General-type  monsters  around  the  area.  There  are  no taken there; most of them hold the cities that they had conquered, though the largest  concentration  of  them  is  here.”  He  pointed  south,  at  the  city  of Emaros.  “I’ve  not  been  able  to  get  inside,  but  I’ve  observed  people  being transported out. Most of the population has been collared, and are put to work in various areas, mostly for gathering resources. The slaves are operating out of here, three territories away from Emaros.” He pointed at another city, one that Tali wasn’t familiar with. 

“The city of Helse,” Eratemus said. “There are taken there, as well as some who are working for them of their own free will.” 

Everyone around the table grimaced at that. 

“Right,”  Hitor  said.  “Our  primary  targets  are  Emaros  and  the Tournament  City.  We  should  attempt  to  execute  both  attacks  as  fast  and  as closely  timed  as  possible  to  prevent  them  from  reinforcing  any  of  their positions. But prior to that”—he turned to look at Ipali Ba Geu and Weir Fo Fol—“I  was  hoping  that  you  would  agree  to  take  your  troops  and  strike  at another of their cities, here.” 

Hitor  pointed  at  the  southernmost  point  of  the  taken  territory.  “It  is one of their staging points, where they usually gather forces. It also supplies their  raids  into  the  core.  We’ve  already  gotten  the  support  of  Dracael Brownscale; her fleet  can escort yours  upriver to within  striking distance of the  city.  We  might  not  have  much  information  about  their  closed  cities,  but they  don’t  have  any  information  about  us  and  our  movements.  Neither  the taken nor the monsters can hide from us. If you strike them there, before us, you  might  draw  a  lot  of  their  forces  in  that  direction,  letting  us  strike  their most important holdings more easily.” 

The two Sect Heads exchanged looks, and then nodded. 

“Trklak,” Hitor started, but the skreen interrupted him. 

“We will strike at the Tournament City,” the skreen said. “The taken have  pushed  too  close  to  our  lands.  My  Queen  does  not  wish  to  see  them

reach our borders.” 

Hitor  nodded.  “The  rest  of  us  will  then  hit  Emaros.  Warden Zacharia,” he said, turning to Zach. “You know the city; it would be useful if you could come with us. Or, if you could reach out to the rest of the wardens, I am sure that they would want their Citadel back.” 

Zach didn’t answer. Instead, it was the woman next to him, who Tali assumed was Nahamassa—she remembered the name from the Dome Leader kill notification, and what she had overheard Erdania and Selia say. 

“The  wardens  are  fractured,”  Nahamassa  said.  “But  perhaps  we  can see about gathering some of them.” 

“It  would  help  us  to  have  people  who  know  the  inner  layout  of  the city and the Citadel intimately,” Hitor said. 

It  was  a  sound  strategy.  Things  would  change,  of  course,  as  they always did in war. But it was a good first step. 

“What about the slaves?” This time, it was Zach who spoke. 

Everyone turned to look at him. “We will attempt to free them,” Hitor said slowly. “But if they were enslaved by the taken… It will depend on the manner  in  which  their  collars  were  made.  Usually  only  those  attuned  to  the collars can remove them without killing them.” 

Zach narrowed his eyes, but didn’t speak again. 

“Now,” Hitor started. “If anyone has any more questions or concerns, this is the time for them.” 

The meeting lasted for another two hours. 

Chapter Seventy-Nine — Past Recall

 

Zach  sat  in  the  lavish  room,  Naha  at  his  side.  Across  from  him  sat Ryun  Nacht,  the  man  whose  name  Zach  had  taken  such  pain  to  preserve, alongside  Naha’s—carving  them  into  the  mountains,  into  the  stone.  There had  been  a  lot  there;  the  ramblings  of  a  dwindling  mind.  There  were  many things he still didn’t understand, and others he lacked context for. 

But now, he had an opportunity to learn more. 

“You  don’t  remember  anything  before  Hastur  captured  us?”  Ryun asked slowly. 

The  woman  sitting  next  to  Ryun—Erdania—nudged  him.  “We  told you about this,” she said. 

She and the rest knew, though not everything. He hadn’t been in any real  shape  to  communicate  back  then.  Ryun  had  been  dead,  and  so  Zach understood him wanting to learn. 

For a moment, he wondered why she was here. But then again, Zach had brought Naha, mostly because he still needed her to keep him anchored. 

Just because he had rectified his issues did not mean that it had all been fixed overnight.  He  still…spaced  out,  and  became  obsessed  over  various  aspects. 

Even now, he was having trouble not turning all of his attention on Ryun, or rather  the  power  inside  of  him.  He  couldn’t  feel  it,  not  exactly.  It  was  his skill, |I Focused And Saw All Flaws|. It didn’t just show him the flaws in the world around him—it also let him glimpse things beyond what was ordinarily apparent.  Why  or  how,  he  didn’t  quite  understand  yet.  Perhaps  all  of existence had some innate flaws to it that he could detect, or perhaps he was mad  and  imagining  things.  Regardless,  he  pulled  his  mind  away  from  those thoughts with an effort. 

The silence had stretched almost uncomfortably, and so Zach spoke. 

“No,  not  in  the  manner  you  are  thinking,”  Zach  said,  and  then, because he didn’t want for any misunderstandings, he explained to him what had happened to him. He didn’t go into detail, of course—he just told them

that  he  had  seen  through  Hastur’s  illusion,  and  that  the  Dome  Leader  had wanted to torture him with eternity for it. Zach didn’t actually remember that, but he had read it in the stone. 

He told them of all the time he had spent alone, and how he had lost himself. 

“Well,” Erdania started. “I am grateful you’ve managed to overcome that. You saved all of our lives.” 

Ryun, on the other hand, had a different look on his face. “So much time,” he said, almost wistfully. “Such an opportunity is—” 

“A horrible thing to happen to anyone,” Erdania interrupted. 

Ryun paused, but didn’t respond. Zach could see that he didn’t share the  same  sentiment.  In  some  ways,  Zach  didn’t  either.  He  had  gained  the power he held because of it. 

“You wanted to talk with me,” Ryun said. “What about?” 

“I  want  you  to  tell  me  about  us,”  Zach  said.  “Who  we  were  to  each other, what happened on Earth, everything.” 

Naha  had  told  him  what  she  knew,  which  was  what  he  had  told  her before. He didn’t know how much his hate had tainted the story he had told her, but he would like to know both sides. 

Ryun tilted his head, his expression wary. 

“Oh,” Erdania spoke.  “This is going  to be that  kind of conversation, then.” 

As Zach turned to look at her, she leaned over the table and pulled out glasses and a bottle of something dark. She stood up and, slowly, with great care  and  grace,  poured  each  glass  while  humming  softly.  There  was…

something  about  the  act  that  echoed  to  him,  that  made  for  a  calmness  that settled in his bones. Everyone around the table was almost entranced by it. 

“Come now,” she said and gestured. “Drink up.” 

Everyone  else  reached  for  a  glass.  Zach,  for  his  part,  looked  at  the liquid  in  his  glass  suspiciously.  He  didn’t  drink—or  at  least  he  didn’t remember a time when he had. 

Slowly, he took the glass, raised it, and drank it. 

He nearly coughed. It was intense, and it burned as it went down his throat. 

Erdania  released  a  loud  sigh  of  contentment.  “Ahhh,  there.  That should cool everyone down.” 

Ryun  glanced  at  her,  then  smiled  and  nodded,  something  passing between the two of them that Zach didn’t understand. 

“We,” Ryun started, “were friends, once. Then we were enemies.” 

He  started  the  story  at  the  beginning,  which  took  place  before  what Naha had told him. He told the story of children: two friends in a world far stranger  than  the  one  that  Zach  was  in  now.  It  was  a  story  about  friendship born out of being different, and commonality. 

And then, the Framework arrived. 

“Once  we  made  contact  with  the  government,  I  left  with  Melody,” 

Ryun  said  slowly.  “Perhaps  that  was  my  mistake,  but  I  have  never  cared much for people. And I wanted to test myself against the world.” 

He  continued,  giving  him  the  short  version  of  the  time  he  had  spent wandering, their encounter with an ancient aspect, and then founding a small town. He spoke about them being attacked, and all that followed after. 

“After Melody died… A part of me died with her. The thing that was inside of my head was filled with grief, and I was filled with anger and rage

—some  at  everyone  else  for  allowing  something  like  this  to  happen,  and some at myself for not being strong enough, for letting other people slow me down.  I  wondered  if,  had  we  been  stronger,  had  we  not  settled  with  other people…” 

He shook his head. “That is the point where our paths diverged. You were protecting those who were too weak to protect themselves, and I cared nothing for those who couldn’t gain strength enough to survive. My grief, my wrath,  my  resentment,  and  my  disdain  for  all  others  grew  beyond  control.  I devoured what was left of the aspect inside of me, I changed its nature, and I went mad. I started killing anyone in my way, and we were, after a time, at

odds.” 

He  paused,  and  then  spoke  again.  “I  killed  your  wife  and  child, though I did not know it at the time. I had no patience for anyone, no care for any life in front of me.” 

The story continued. He was hunted across the world; he made a deal with the Dealmaker; the people waged a war against him; he ended the world. 

Then the story came to its end, as they were transported to the Infinite Realm, the only two humans left alive. 

Silence  stretched,  and  Zach  studied  Ryun.  There  was  no  apology—

there was no attempt to make excuses—and of course, there shouldn’t be. For what  he  had  done,  there  could  be  no  excuse.  Life  was  precious,  and  he  had taken it in droves. 

“You  know,”  Ryun  started  after  a  while,  “you  could  get  your memories back. It is within the Dealmaker’s power.” 

“I know,” Zach answered. 

“You don’t want them?” Ryun tilted his head. 

Zach  wondered  how  to  explain  it.  “Do  you  remember  your  early childhood?” Zach asked. 

Ryun  frowned.  “No.”  He  paused.  “Well,  some  things.  A  few impressions, emotions, scenes without context.” 

“That  is  what  my  early  life  is  like  for  me.  The  things  that  you  have told  me  now  are  like  that.  Emotion,  impressions,  flashes  without  context. 

Why don’t you pay a price to restore your own early memories?” 

He  scratched  at  his  chin,  and  then  gave  Zach  an  answer.  “They  are inconsequential memories. It isn’t the same.” 

“Not  for  you,  it  isn’t.  But  on  the  scale  of  my  life?  It  is  the  same,” 

Zach said slowly. He stood up, then inclined his head. “Thank you for telling me your side. It has confirmed things for me. I am who I have always been: I seek  to  protect.  And  though  I  have  stumbled  and  have  made  mistakes,  I always strived to protect others. The only thing that has changed is that I have more power now.” 

He  turned  around  and  walked  to  the  exit.  There,  he  paused  for  a moment. “I see how we came to be at odds, Ryun. You are callous with lives; you look down on those who are not strong. Yet, you fought Hastur, and for that, I think there might be some hope for you.” 

With that he left the room, Naha following closely behind. 

Once they had walked for a few minutes, she spoke. 

“How are you feeling?” 

“I am well,” he said. “You don’t need to worry.” 

“I always worry about you.” 

He smiled at her. “I know.” 

“Did you find what you were looking for?” 

“I did,” Zach said slowly. 

“You  know…”  Naha  began.  “You  could’ve  punished  him  for  what happened back then.” 

“If  I  had  been  this  strong  back  then,  yes,”  Zach  replied.  “But  the River of Time moves only onward. What has passed has been etched into the banks  of  the  river  far  behind  its  first  wave.  It  is  history.  He  has  shown  the capacity for good—and life is precious.” 

Naha nodded, and didn’t say anything more for a few more minutes. 

Then she spoke up again. “What now?” 

“Now…” Zach looked at the sky as they left the mountainside. “Now we will do as Hitor had asked of us. Let’s see if we can find and gather the wardens.” 




*  *  *

Ryun



As  soon  as  Zach  left  the  room,  it  was  as  if  the  air  suddenly  became lighter.  Ryun  let  himself  relax.  He  had  seen  Zach’s  power  when  they  had fought  Hastur,  but  now…  There  was  so  much  power  around  him  that  it

almost stifled the Essence surrounding him. There was something strange that he  could  see  with  his  sight,  too—an  Essence  that  almost  seemed  to  be anchored on him. 

“You all right?” Erdania asked him. 

“Thank you for being here,” he told her. “When you told me that he had no memory, I wondered what I would face here. But this…this is good.” 

“Good how?” she asked. 

“He is the same,” Ryun said with a sad smile. “He had only lost the naivety  of  youth—the  naivety  of  trying  to  be  a  hero,  to  save  the  entire world.” 

“And he is much stronger,” Erdania said. 

“Yes.”  Ryun’s  smile  widened,  a  deep  void  opening  inside  of  him.  It was  an  old  sensation,  one  that  he  had  nearly  forgotten.  “You  know,”  he started slowly, “when I came to this world and encountered people stronger than  me,  I  was  never  really  in  awe  of  them.  They,  you,  were  all  so  much older, you see. You’d had the time to get your power, and I knew that I would grow and reach to eclipse them eventually. It was never a question of if, but when, for me. And now… He is strong. He is someone who was born at the same time as me, and he is someone worthy. Ah… I needed this, to push me more, to push me harder. I need to get stronger.” 

“Just like that?” Erdania smiled at him. 

“Yes,”  Ryun  said.  Inside,  he  was  glad.  He  had  advanced,  but  there was more to power than just advancement. He wanted to stand at the peak, to grasp all the power that he possibly could. To most, his advancement would seem too fast, but those were their scales and their ideas about what growth should look like. He had never accepted that as his own truth. 

His path was his own, and he would grow beyond who had once been friend, beyond everyone. 

Chapter Eighty — Wardens



Zach  sat  on  the  prow  of  their  airship  as  they  left  the  Dragon  Heart Sect.  They  had  accomplished  all  that  they  had  set  out  to  do  here,  and  now they  were  needed  elsewhere.  Hitor  Fah  Storrah  had  asked  both  Zach  and Naha  to  join  in  their  war,  and  they  had  agreed.  The  taken  and  the  Dome monsters had to be dealt with. 

They  had  been  tasked  with  finding  the  wardens  and  trying  to  have them join the fight—or, at the very least, getting someone who knew the city of Emaros intimately. They were heading to a city near the coast, one where the wardens had an outpost. Neither of them knew if it was still there, or of the situation in the kingdom that it had been in, but it was the closest one that they could check. 

Naha was currently teaching Hiro about survival—how to hide, how to be aware of his surroundings. They were going to try and give him a Class that was tied to the shadows, at least for his first evolution. Zach still wanted to  try  and  replicate  his  own  Class  with  him,  and  he  suspected  that  the  early evolutions  didn’t  matter  so  much,  only  that  they  were  focused  on  different things, or aspects. Taking Shadow as one of his aspects wouldn’t be the worst choice. Naha, after all, was very effective. 

Zach’s  thoughts  were  occupied  by  his  own  trials.  He  wanted  to advance his understanding of other aspects—he needed to, in fact. He knew that his need to understand them would always be there, as was the influence of his Class, but his obsessions were better managed when he took the reins and guided them. Better that he start learning more on his own, instead of his mind narrowing down on something random that he encountered. 

For  now,  he  was  putting  the  most  effort  into  the  Soul  and  Mind Aspects,  which  had  proven  to  be  a  lot  more  difficult  than  he  anticipated. 

There was not much of such Essence around him that he could try and study, which left him only able to study himself, and his own Soul and Mind. 

 “You can always use your spirits,”  a voice from his sword said. 

Zach  grimaced.  His  sword  was  slung  at  his  waist  in  a  custom-made scabbard. The soul inside of it was that of the yeti that had been brought as a test  in  the  event  against  the  Dragon  Heart  Sect.  Ra’vallim  Helinos  was…a being from a different age, from a time when power had not been bound by a framework, where it had been innate and wild. The two of them had made an agreement:  knowledge  in  return  for  life,  such  as  it  was.  Sealed  inside  his blade,  Zach  could  slowly  gain  its  mastery  and  knowledge.  In  practice, though, it was…difficult. Zach suspected that the origin of the yeti interfered somehow  with  the  process.  He  was  pretty  sure  that  he  could  drain  the  soul and take everything forcibly, but he was, of course, not going to do that. 

Still, there was much that he could teach either way. 

“I am not going to experiment on the spirits of my old world,” Zach said. The spirits from his perks were in fact souls, somehow transformed so that they qualified as spirits, but they were inside of him—or at least inside the Framework, or the connection it had with him. 

 “You  don’t  need  to  experiment;  simple  observation  can  provide results. All power requires understanding,”  Ra’vallim said. 

Zach  didn’t  comment.  What  he  said  made  sense,  and  it  would  be harmless…for most people. Zach, however, couldn’t risk losing himself and going beyond simple observation. He didn’t even know if the spirits could be destroyed, but he was unwilling to risk it until he got a better handle on his urges. 

That left the other aspect, that of Mind. He reached through his shirt and unclasped an armband from his right arm and pulled it out. It was silver, his reward for the event. It was nothing compared to what Naha had received, of  course.  He  hadn’t  done  anything  close  to  what  she  had.  He  had  fought  a few of the monsters and then left to deal with Ra’vallim, whom he had sealed inside  his  sword,  while  Naha  had  killed  her  opponent.  The  Framework obviously didn’t consider the two equal at all. 

Still, his reward was useful to him. 



Band of Memory’s Hall

Allows for the storage and retrieval

of memory. The first person to place

memories inside the band will have it

attune to them. The owner may

impart their will to the item. To

anyone else, the band will look and

feel like a simple and worthless item. 

Anyone attempting to read the

memories without the permission of

the owner will have to overcome the

owner’s will. 



It was an item that would probably not be useful to just anyone, but it was  useful  to  him,  because  he  understood  living  so  long  that  you  simply forgot. 

And there were things that he wanted to remember. 

Slowly,  he  reached  out  to  the  band  and  started  placing  memories inside. First came Naha, the most important thing in his life, and so he started putting  all  of  his  memories  of  her  in  there.  He  wouldn’t  want  to  forget  her again. 

All the while he focused his mind, his skills, and monitored his own mind and the process. He couldn’t see the Essence, but he could feel it in the world. His will could make the world bend, and so it could also let him feel. 

It wasn’t precise, but he could tell that things were happening inside his own mind.  What  was  happening  outside  of  it,  though…  Perhaps  it  was  drawing the Essence out? Or perhaps it was copying it? Creating new Mind Essence that then duplicated his memories? It was fascinating, and there was much to learn. He lost himself in the process, as he slowly put the memories of his life inside the small band. 




*  *  *


 

They arrived in the city of Fellkor a few weeks later. Naha and Zach headed  out  into  the  city  as  soon  as  they  landed,  leaving  Hiro  to  guard  the ship. There was no need for that with there being guards at the docks, but it made him feel useful, and that was important at his age. 

After  a  few  inquiries  at  the  docks,  they  learned  that  the  Warden Headquarters in the city had been shut down and repurposed, but there were apparently  still  some  wardens  who  occasionally  stayed  at  the  Adventurers Guild, so they made their way there. 

It didn’t take them long to get to the large red-stone building that was the  headquarters  for  the  city.  They  entered  and  navigated  their  way  through the crowd, heading to the counter behind the far wall. The people in the room mostly gave them a glance or two before dismissing them as inconsequential. 

They reached the counter and flashed their badges. 

“I  am  Warden  Nahamassa  Plainrunner,”  Naha  said.  “We  were wondering if there are any wardens currently present in the city?” 

The woman at the desk looked at their gold badges and, with a sigh, responded. 

“There  should  be  a  few  around,”  she  answered.  It  seemed  that  she wasn’t going to volunteer anything more than that. 

Just as Naha was about to say something more, someone yelled out. 

“Zach! Naha!” 

They turned and saw a tall minotaur walking their way. 

“Okim,” Naha said, surprised. 

Zach didn’t know the name, but that wasn’t a surprise. He approached them and then clasped Zach’s shoulder. 

“I  can’t  believe  I  ran  into  you  here,”  he  said.  “After  everything  I’ve heard you’ve done, I had imagined you would be back at the fort.” 

Both Zach and Naha tilted their heads at that. “The fort?” 

“You don’t know?” he asked, surprised, then he noticed their badges. 

“Gold? You didn’t… We need to fix this. Come with me.” 

Confused, the two of them exchanged looks, and then followed after the man. 




*  *  *

 

An hour later, they were sitting in a private berth in the Adventurers Guild  common  room,  holding  their  new  badges.  They  were  made  out  of adamantine, and granted them the highest ranks in the guild among both the wardens  and  the  adventurers.  The  moment  they  had  touched  them,  both  of them  had  gotten  a  notification,  and  a  new  title—Wardens:  Great  Name. 

Zach wasn’t sure how that was all tied into the badges and the faction, but he was interested in finding out. For now, though, he turned his attention back to the conversation. 

“Commander Bera sent out the word to all guildhouses as soon as the notification  for  the  Dome  Leader  kill  arrived.  We  were  all  very  much impressed,” Okim Rockhands said. 

Okim, Naha informed  him, had been  the leader of  the wardens team that Zach had been a part of during the Tournament. 

“It was not an easy endeavor,” Zach said slowly. 

“I can see that. It has changed you both,” Okim said. 

“It has,” Naha replied. 

“So, what have you been doing since?” 

“Making  our  way  back  to  the  Settled  Territories  for  the  most  part. 

Then we visited the sects,” Zach said. 

“The sects?” 

“Yes, that is why we came looking for wardens. We have a message for the leadership,” Zach added. 

“Well,  the  Fort  will  be  where  you  want  to  go.  It  is  our  home  now, since the Citadel fell.” Okim’s expression darkened. 

“What  happened?  We  only  heard  that  the  taken  took  it  over,”  Naha asked. 

“Aye.” Okim nodded. “They assaulted with overwhelming force, too much  for  us  to  fight  off.  We  lost  a  lot  of  lives  there,  and  many  were  taken during the siege.” 

“How  is  the  faction  still  standing?  Our  Faction  Interface  was  there, wasn’t it?” Naha asked. 

“Commander  Bera  is  how,”  Okim  said  grimly.  “One  of  her  perks,  it seems  like—she  could  switch  the  master  interface  for  any  other  she  had access to. I guess that there is some value to having an assistant-type Class.” 

Okim  looked  around,  as  if  trying  to  see  if  someone  was  listening  in, and then he leaned in. “I am not privy to everything, of course, but apparently Warden Commander Yirrel was taken.” 

Zach  narrowed  his  eyes.  He  knew  of  the  woman,  or  at  least  what Naha had told him of her. He wouldn’t wish such a fate on anyone. 

“Bera  had  switched  the  Interface  as  soon  as  they  found  out,”  Okim added. 

“That was smart,” Zach said, admiring the foresight. 

“Yes, but sadly it didn’t save us, not really.” Okim sighed. “Most of us are barely hanging on. Commander Bera is doing all that she can from the Fort, but… The ideals that we once held are… Well, when you see the entire world go mad and break all the laws that they agreed to, it is hard to remain faithful  to  them.  Many  of  us  have  abandoned  the  faction  and  turned  to adventuring  to  survive.  The  few  factions  that  still  require  our  services  are barely enough to cover our expenses. The wardens are struggling.” 

Zach glanced at Naha. That didn’t sound encouraging, but they had to try  and  get  the  wardens  into  the  war.  Perhaps  that  would  be  something  that could give them hope: getting their Citadel back. 

“This fort,” Zach started. “Where is it?” 

“Red Forest Territory, up north,” Okim said. “You plan on going?” 

“If Commander Bera is in charge, then that is where we need to go,” 

Naha said. 

“Well,”  Okim  started.  “I  was  just  about  to  head  back  myself.  You mind if I come along?” 

“Not at all,” Zach said. 

It seemed like they had their next destination. Now, all they had to do was convince a failing faction to go to war. 

Chapter Eighty-One — The Fort



Zach  spent  the  trip  putting  in  memories  inside  his  band,  trying  to glimpse at the secrets of the Mind Essence. He knew that it could imitate all other  Essence,  except  that  it  wasn’t  able  to  have  any  influence  on  the  real world. Its domain was inside the mind, the brain, or whatever it was that held the thoughts of living things. He was starting to think that it was in fact the soul, as he had learned from Okim—when he answered his question on what he  was  doing—that  some  people  in  this  world  didn’t  even  have  brains,  as they weren’t made up of the same types of Essence. 

Following  that,  it  occurred  to  him  that  thoughts  actually  came  from the  soul.  It  did  make  sense,  in  a  way;  his  spirits  were  just  souls,  after  all. 

They didn’t have real bodies, but they could still think. That would mean that he would have to try and figure out the connection between the two before he could make any real progress. 

He wasn’t discouraged by this; on the contrary, it made him excited. 

He  had  a  real  avenue  of  research  that  could  help  him  understand  both  Soul and Mind Essence. 

 “It is interesting,”  Ra’vallim  said.  “I  have  never  delved  very  deeply into  the  mind.  But  I  see  a  lot  of  it  deals  with  change,  at  least  from  my perspective.” 

“Change?”  Zach  remembered  that  Master  of  Change  was  one  of Ra’vallim’s titles. 

 “Yes, change. That was my domain: life and death, winter and spring, all that encompassed change.” 

“You never said how you used power on your world.” 

Ra’vallim  didn’t  respond  immediately.  “It  was  through  study, through the understanding of the natural laws, and it was through the power of will.” 

It  didn’t  surprise  Zach  that  what  he  was  hearing  made  sense  to  him. 

All of reality was iterations built on iterations. That much was clear to him. 

This world was built on things that had existed before. 

 “My first domains were Winter and Spring, the time of birth and the time of slumber. It was…so long ago that I scarcely remember.” 

“What could you do with your power? How did it work?” 

 “You  build  an  inner  realm,  in  your  mind,  and  then  you  force  the world around you to accept it. You give a piece of yourself to give your vision power,  and  your  will  makes  it  so.  I  don’t  know  much  about  what  happened when the Framework arrived; I know that the way we used power changed, or  was  made  easier.  We  did  not  get  to  see  from  the  place  where  our  souls were  kept,  but  we  spoke  with  those  who  came  after.  All  that  I  know  of  the Framework is from them.” 

“Were you in an afterlife?” 

 “You  can  think  of  it  like  that,  though  it  wasn’t  anything  as  fine  as what you are probably imagining. We were disembodied souls, floating in an endless space. It was a blur, with only moments of clarity. Yet, we were still unchanging, in a semi-stasis of some kind.” 

Zach  was  interested  in  hearing  more,  wondering  just  how  close  his experience was to that of those souls. Times couldn’t be compared, of course, and yet he would like to hear Ra’vallim’s thoughts on it. Still, it was a…hard topic to broach, at least for now, and so he changed topics. 

“Do you know of anyone with the name Ra’azel Equinar?” 

 “That name is familiar to me, yes. The question is, how do you know it?” 

“I  believe  that  I  encountered  him  in  the  past.  I  can’t  remember  it,  it happened so long ago. But…he was important enough that I carved his name in my memory. Ra’azel Equinar, yeti, untrustworthy, enemy. ” 

 “I  know  stories;  I  did  not  live  at  the  same  time  he  did.  But  some  of those  that  arrived  afterward  spoke  of  him.  He  was  hailed  as  the  greatest  of our  kind,  a  Runesmith  who  had  bound  an  entire  world.  I  can’t  tell  you anything  about  his  power,  as  he  lived  in  the  time  of  the  Framework,  and  I

 don’t  know  how  that  changed  things.  What  I  know  is  that  my  people eventually  turned  against  him  because  he  wished  to  defy  the  Dealmaker.  I can’t  say  that  I  agree  with  them,  but  then  again,  my  perspective  was different.” 

“Your names, they begin similarly. Is that just a coincidence, or?” 

 “Or is he my descendant?”  Ra’vallim asked with mirth in his voice. 

 “No, he is not. Ra is a title of distinction, something that only the greatest of my kind can boast. It is earned by advancing and improving the lives of all of our people through some act, or by giving your life to protect them—in which case, the Ra is granted posthumously.” 

Zach nodded, that made sense. That meant that Ra’azel had been truly powerful. 

 “Why don’t we get back to your Essences?”  Ra’vallim suggested. 

Zach  turned  his  attention  back  to  the  band  in  his  hand,  and  they started  discussing  Mind  Essence,  along  with  ideas  about  its  connection  to Soul Essence. 




*  *  *

 

The Red Forest Territory was, as its name suggested, a red forest. Tall trees covered the landscape, but in the distance he could see a small fort on top of a hill surrounded by red. As they approached, he could see more and more details, like that it was made out of wood. Big logs made up its walls, each  as  wide  as  their  airship.  The  tree  trunks  had  to  have  been  giant  before they  had  been  felled.  Some  stone  could  be  seen  near  the  foundation  and inside the fort, making for what looked to be a small keep. 

They had to land outside of the fort, as there wasn’t much room on the inside.  Once  they  landed,  Okim  led  them  up  to  the  gate.  The  wardens standing  guard  were  looking  at  them  warily,  but  once  they  came  close enough, they seemed to recognize them. 

“Warden Gardener! Warden Plainrunner!” they exclaimed as they saw

them,  making  Zach  tilt  his  head.  Okim  had  warned  them  that  they  were…

something like celebrities among the other wardens. “You are back!” 

The excited guards stared at them with awestruck expressions, while Okim cleared his throat. 

“Send up a runner,” he said to one of them. “They need to speak with the commander as soon as possible.” 

They looked at him and then saluted. “Yes, Warden.” 

As  one  of  them  ran  ahead,  Okim  gestured  for  them  to  follow  him inside.  The  wardens  inside  stopped  what  they  were  doing—most  were sparring, while others were working in open workshops that looked like they were  everything  from  tailor  shops  to  small  smithies—and  stared  at  them.  It seemed they were indeed famous. 

Zach took note of the state of these people: the armor they wore was ragged, and their expressions almost hollow. 

“We should use your fame to get things moving a bit.” Okim grinned. 

A group of wardens stepped up to escort them to the keep. “Go,” Okim said. 

“I’ll show Hiro around. I am sure that you have a lot to talk about with the commander.” 

Zach and Naha followed them inside and, soon enough, they were let into a small room occupied by a single person. 

Commander Bera was a minotaur, taller and wider than a human, and yet  somehow  she  did  give  a  feminine  appearance.  Her  fur  was  dark,  and  a pair of glasses hung on the bridge of her snout. As they entered, she looked up from a table filled with papers, and immediately looked relieved. 

“Wardens,”  she  greeted  them.  “I  am  glad  that  you  are  well,  and  that you have made your way back to us. With no word from you… I’d feared the worst.” 

Zach was surprised at the care in her voice. He wasn’t aware that their relationship  was  so…close.  Naha  hadn’t  said  as  much,  though  perhaps  that was just the sentiment she had toward all of the wardens serving under her. 

He decided that that had to be it, which immediately raised his opinion of the

woman by quite a bit. 

“Commander,” Zach said and inclined his head. 

She pushed her glasses up her snout and froze for a moment, too fast for  most  to  notice,  but  not  too  fast  for  Zach.  She  played  it  off  by  moving  a piece of paper aside and gesturing for them to take a seat. 

“I  see  that  you’ve  both  grown  significantly  stronger,”  she  said,  her tone  changing  slightly,  her  demeanor  becoming  a  bit  more…hesitant.  She could tell, somehow, that they were strong.  Her glasses? Or just a power? 

Naha  answered  her.  “The  fight  against  the  Dome  Leader  pushed  us, and we’ve been…in a few more tough situations since.” 

“I see. Well, we are glad to have you back. The wardens are, frankly, struggling.  We’ve  lost  most  of  our  strongest  since  the  fall  of  the  Citadel—

since before that, even, if I’m being honest.” 

“Dead?” Zach asked. 

Bera  shook  her  head  quickly.  “No,  no,  they  just…moved  on.  Our faction no longer holds the same prestige and influence it once did. We can no longer support them in the way that we once had. They joined those who could  offer  them  more.  It  gladdens  me  that  the  two  of  you  have  remained true.” 

If he was being honest, it wasn’t because they had thought about it too much.  Zach  wanted  to  protect  people,  and  the  wardens  did  that.  That  they were no longer able to do that was…unfortunate. Perhaps they would’ve left, if they’d had the time to think about it more seriously. 

“Tell me,” Bera started. “What has happened since we spoke last?” 

Zach exchanged a look with Naha. They had already agreed on telling her  everything,  partly  because  she  was  the  leader  of  their  faction  and  partly because they were about to ask her to go to war. It only seemed fair. 

Naha was the one who told the story, as Zach didn’t remember parts of it. 

By the time she finished, Bera’s expression turned softer. 

“I am sorry that happened to you,” she told him. 

Zach shrugged. “It gave me power. Without it, we would’ve all died fighting Hastur.” 

“There  is  often  a  price  for  such  power…  Would  you  be  willing  to record your screens, for the records? Unless you plan on leaving the faction?” 

she asked slowly. 

Naha had told him that the wardens recorded them for their members. 

It was supposed to be confidential, with only a few people having access. 

“I  will  give  it  a  bit  more  time  before  I  decide.  I  know  why  I  joined your  faction,  but  I  don’t  remember.  I  need  to  make  up  my  own  mind  about it.” Zach paused, then continued. “You can’t read them?” 

She shook her head. “I have insight into how powerful you are, which is…very  powerful  indeed.  You  are  near  the  top  of  everyone  who  had  ever been in my presence.” She glanced at Naha. “And you aren’t that far away, either.” 

“Well,”  Naha  started  slowly.  “We  are  here  actually  to  bring  you  a message.” 

“A message?” 

“And a request,” Zach added. 

“And who would this message and request be from?” 

Zach  pulled  out  an  envelope.  It  was  beautiful,  painted  in  red  and black, with gold threads falling from the sides. The wax seal was of a three-pronged mountain peak. “A message from the sects,” Zach said, noticing her look  of  confusion.  It  was  obvious  that  she  recognized  the  seal.  Slowly,  she reached out and took the letter. 

Before she could open it, Zach spoke. “They ask that the wardens join their war.” 

She  frowned.  “A  war?”  She  met  his  eyes  with  a  frown.  “A  war  on who?” 

“The taken.” 

Her  expression  froze  and  her  mouth  opened.  And  then,  slowly  she opened the letter and started reading. 

Chapter Eighty-Two— Decision



Zach  stepped  to  the  right  and  evaded  the  large  double-headed  axe headed  his  way.  Okim  pressed  forward,  swinging  again.  Zach  raised  his sword,  the  thrum  of  voices  inside  his  head  guiding  him,  and  blocked,  then turned and stabbed with his blade. He missed as Okim used an ability to blur away. 

The  miss  made  Zach  grimace.  Okim  was  strong,  but  not  nearly  as strong as Zach was. He had an Immortal Class—a warrior type, sure, which accorded  him  some  advantages,  but  he  wasn’t  even  close  to  Zach’s  level. 

And yet…here they were. Zach could win every fight, ten out of ten, but that was only if he overpowered him, if he used his greater willpower to make any mastery  irrelevant,  and  this  wasn’t  about  that.  Zach  had  more  stats,  he  was faster and stronger, and still Okim could evade his strikes. 

He  couldn’t  touch  Zach;  his  flaws  were  laid  bare,  but  even  though Zach could see them, he couldn’t quite take advantage. His movement, even guided  by  the  Spirits  of  the  Last Sovereign of Terra,   was  clumsy.  No,  not clumsy—his  movements  were  as  perfect  as  the  voices  and  his  own  fighting mastery could make them, but for some reason, Okim could read them. Zach could  see  the  flaw  in  Okim’s  weapon,  knew  that  he  could  shatter  it  with  a well-placed strike, maybe even just a block. But he wanted more, to outclass, as he was supposed to, not merely overpower. 

Zach tried to remember a fight he had before, with a blademaster that had been so far above his current opponent, and even Zach himself. Hlyanis had been a true master, her flaws few, her mastery supreme, and he had won

—not through mastery of his own, but overwhelming willpower. He had used it  like  a  club  to  smash  everything  in  his  way.  Perhaps  that  analogy  was wrong,  too—he  had  wielded  his  willpower  like  a  mountain  at  the  end  of  a stick, and used it to crush his opponents. 

He  could  do  that,  still.  He  felt  his  will  just  beneath  the  surface,  a mountain  waiting  to  be  used  again.  He  had  recovered  most  of  it  by  now, 

though  something  was  lacking  and  he  knew  that  it  would  never  return.  He had  been…charged  before,  the  dissonance  between  the  reality  he  had  lived for five thousand years and the real world having filled him. He hadn’t been able  to  tell  what  was  real  and  what  was  not,  and  that  made  reality  easier  to control, to command. 

Now, after a lot of reflection and meditation, he believed that he had nearly  tapped  into  the  Mind  Essence  Plane,  perhaps  even  the  Soul  Essence Plane,  back  then.  He  was  almost  certain  that  was  the  reason  why  he  was drawn to those two Essences. 

Still, he wanted to improve in other ways too. He needed to learn, as was one of his drives. 

As  Okim  attacked  again,  Zach  dashed  back,  putting  more  distance between  them.  He  had  no  problem  dodging  or  avoiding  hits;  after  all,  his

|Perfect  Accelerated  Movement:  My  Time,  Slower  Than  Theirs|  let  him move faster than his stats suggested with the Skill Perk. On its own, the skill let  him  experience  time  more  slowly.  The  more  willpower  he  put  in  it,  the slower it passed. It was…a strange sensation, but it allowed him more time to think, to analyze, to see. 

His  hand  was  in  his  Time  Blade  form,  though  he  wasn’t  using  its abilities. He found that it let him become more in tune with time when it was active. It let him draw from the Plane of Time with greater ease. He refused to  touch  it  now,  of  course—he  was  training  with  restraint,  and  he  really shouldn’t need that in order to win. 

 “Perhaps,”  a voice from his sword spoke,  “you might try to embrace change?” 

 “What do you mean?”  Zach answered inside his head. 

 “It  seems  to  me  that  you  are  too  rigid,  too  predictable,”  Ra’vallim said. 

 “What?”  Zach frowned. 

 “You are letting yourself be guided by the spirits in your head, but…

 there are so many voices, all with differing opinions, such that the only thing

 they agree on is the basics. You are fighting fluidly, but you are not straying far from those basics. Your opponent understands that. He is simply reading you.” 

 “What would you suggest I change?”   Zach asked. 

Ra’vallim  told  him,  and  Zach  figured  that  he  could  try  it.  He  closed his  eyes  and,  taking  a  deep  breath,  he  let  his  perk  seep  into  him  before stepping forward. 

Okim  attacked  first,  trying  to  press  him,  using  an  ability  to  gain  a burst  of  speed.  Zach  parried  with  his  sword,  then  stabbed  forward  with  his blade.  Okim  blocked  with  the  pauldron  on  his  shoulder,  knocking  his  blade up  in  the  air.  Zach  could’ve  pushed  that—his  strength  was  greater,  but  he didn’t.  Instead,  he  did  as  Ra’vallim  suggested  by  letting  change  into  his being. 

The spirits guiding him faded away, and only a single voice remained

— Miyamoto Musashi. Zach, now using a single style of fighting, felt lighter on  his  feet  as  the  mastery  of  the  spirit  filled  him,  mingling  with  his understanding of his body and power. 

He  danced.  He  whirled  and  attacked,  taking  Okim  by  surprise.  He pulled  his  strikes,  but  he  could  see  it  in  the  minotaur’s  eyes,  the understanding,  as  Zach  tapped  him  on  the  helmet  and  wrist  with  his  sword and blade. 

Okim disengaged, trying to get more distance, and Zach let Musashi fall  away,  pulling  in  someone  else.  A  new  spirit  rose,  and  for  the  first  time Zach  felt  a  tug  of  something  from  his  sword.  A  trickle  of  knowledge, understanding of what change really meant. 

He danced, switching styles as different spirits came to the forefront every two or three attacks. Okim was overwhelmed in seconds. The minotaur fell to the ground and Zach placed his sword at his throat. 

“I yield,” Okim said. 

Zack changed his blade back into a hand and helped him up. 

“You were toying with me, weren’t you?” Okim said. 

“No, not at all,” Zach said slowly. “You’ve helped me discover some revelations.” He inclined his head. “Thank you.’

“Ah.” Okim looked a bit embarrassed. “No problem. Anytime.” 

“I  will  take  you  up  on  that,”  Zach  said.  It  was  strange  how conversation  came  so  much  easier  to  him  now.  Well,  not  really  easier—he still  had  to  think  on  what  to  say.  But  his  connection  to  Time  allowed  him more…well, time, to think things through. It helped. 

“Warden  Zacharia!”  one  of  the  runners  called  as  he  was  heading  in his direction. “The commander asks for your presence, if you are able.” 

Zach  tilted  his  head.  Bera  had  summoned  the  best  of  what  remained of the wardens, or at least those who could make the trip easily. They were supposed to be having a meeting to decide what to do… He wondered why she wanted him there. 

He nodded, and headed toward the keep. 




*  *  *

 

There were seven wardens in the room, not including Bera, Zach, and Naha. All were looking expectantly at him. 

“I’ve  informed  them  of  the  contents  of  the  letter,”  Bera  started. 

“We’ve talked about it, but they would like to hear your opinion on it.” 

“My opinion?” Zach asked. 

“You’re surprised?” She tilted her head. 

“I guess so,” Zach said slowly. 

“Look around this room,” Bera said. “Can you tell how strong all of us are?” 

He  couldn’t,  not  precisely,  but  Zach  could  tell  that  none  were anywhere close to him. He just nodded. 

“Our  strongest  have  either  fallen,  have  been  taken,  or  have  simply left. This is what remains. We are not what we used to be. You—the two of

you,”  she  corrected,  “are  the  strongest  we  have  now.  You  would’ve  been among the strongest even at our peak. Your opinion matters.” 

Zach saw that everyone in the room seemed to agree. 

“Personally,”  Zach  started,  “I  will  join  the  war  whether  you  do  or don’t.  I  agree  with  the  sects;  the  longer  we  allow  the  threat  to  remain,  the more people will suffer. And that is what wardens were supposed to prevent. 

We protect people, yes?” 

They  exchanged  looks,  with  weary  expressions  and  tired  eyes.  But there was something inside of them, a spark. 

“We should do what is right. Always,” Zach said. 

Bera took a big breath, then nodded. “Thank you.” 




*  *  *

 

Zach  left  the  meeting,  letting  them  come  to  a  decision  on  their  own. 

Naha remained behind, though. Zach made use of the time by putting in some more memories into his band—the process wasn’t quick. A few hours later, the doors opened and the wardens walked out. 

Naha approached him and he looked up at her. 

“War,” she just said. 

Zach felt relieved that they had made the right decision. “I’ll be by in a bit. I want to talk with the commander.” 

Naha tilted her head, and then nodded. 

He entered the room to see Bera slumped over her desk, exhausted. It took her a moment to notice him standing in front of her desk. 

“Warden Zacharia? You need something?” 

“Yes,” he said slowly. “I do.” 

She composed herself and gestured for him to take a seat. “What can I do for you?” 

“I’d  like  to  know  how  much  you  know  about  slaves,  and  slave

collars?” Zach asked. 

Bera  blinked.  Clearly  she  hadn’t  expected  him  to  ask  about  such  a thing. “I… A bit, why?” 

He  told  her  about  what  the  sects  knew,  about  the  taken  collaring people. 

“That  is…”  She  paused.  “We,  as  in  the  wardens  faction,  didn’t  do much work in the factions that condoned collaring. Only a few factions do, as slavery is largely despised across the Settled Territories. True slavery, that is

—I should clarify. Indentured servitude is something that some factions use to  deal  with  their  criminals  rather  than  just  putting  them  in  prisons.  Slaver Classes  are  considered  criminal  across  nearly  all  of  Settled  Territories,  and people  who  try  to  enslave  others  are  often  quickly  put  down.  Collars, though…” 

“What about them?” Zach said when she didn’t respond immediately. 

“They  are…tricky.  There  are  some  situations  where  they  are  used, where the intent is not exactly enslaving someone. Nonetheless, they are still abominable.” 

“Do you know how to remove the collars?” 

“There are many types, but removal usually can only be accomplished through the right key, pass code, or the blood of the one who put the collar on.” 

Zach grimaced—that limited his options. “Are there no ways to break them by force?” 

“I  know  that  it  has  been  tried,  but  it  almost  always  kills  the  wearer. 

The collars are formations, or arrays, so a crafter might know a way, but you would need to find someone who knows how to make them, and they don’t exactly advertise such knowledge. Even if you find them, you must then get them to reveal that information to you, if it even exists.” 

That wasn’t encouraging, but at least he had a direction now. 

“Thank you for your answers,” Zach told her, and stood up. 

“Why are you interested in collars?” 

“Eliminating  the  threat  of  the  taken  and  the  dome  monsters  is important,”  Zach  said.  “But,  lives  are  more  so.  I  am  not  going  to  let  those people remain slaves, not if it is within my power to do something about it.” 

“You are not going to follow the attack on the Citadel, are you?” Bera said. 

“There  will  be  plenty  powerful  people  there,  and  with  you  coming along  they  will  understand  the  terrain  and  the  defenses  they  need  to overcome. I am not needed there, but those people… They need me.” 

Bera gave him a long look, and then nodded. “As you say, Warden.” 
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Once per combat, gain the ability to execute

a lightning-fast attack after being damaged. 

Riposte (Class Perk)

Speed of returning strike equals two times

your dexterity stat. 

During combat, every strike with your

weapon sends a gust of wind in the direction

Wind’s Mark (Class

of your choosing. Wind powers are 20% less

Perk)

effective against you. Strength of effect

depends on dexterity stat. 

In combat, wind swirls around you, blowing

Wind Master (Class

in any direction you choose. Strength of

Perk)

effect depends on dexterity stat. 

Every kinetic attack you block stores a part Consequence (Class

of its energy. Once per combat, unleash all

Perk)

the stored kinetic energy. Amount stored

depends on strength stat. 

Once per combat, upon taking damage that

Second Chance (Class

would kill you, you may heal yourself

Perk)

instead. Healing speed depends on vitality

stat. 

Once per week, you may call upon the Spirits

of Terra, which grants you the combined

knowledge, talent, and expertise of all the

sword masters who had ever lived on your

Earth. The Spirits of Terra imbue you with

heightened senses, doubling your total stats

(150%) for the duration, and lowers the

stamina requirements and cooldowns of your

abilities by 30% (45%). All sword-based

Last Sovereign of Terra

skills level 5 times faster. You may pull out

(Class Perk)

up to (3) Spirits of Terra to fight at your side

for a short duration. The Spirits of Terra will

have half of your current total stats, and each

will be able to use up to 3 of your perks

(Currently designated: 0). While they are

using your perks, you are unable to. Upon

Spirits of Terra’s ending, you will be unable

to use abilities for 30 minutes. Duration and

cooldown depend on your highest stat. 

Once per combat, you may activate this perk

to borrow the power of all of your ancestors, 

Ancient Heritage (Class

increasing all of your total stats by 120%

Perk)

(180%) for 6 seconds. Duration of effect

depends on your highest stat. 

Summon an ethereal blade in any shape you

desire. It lasts as long as you want, but drains

you mentally while it is active. The sword

Ethereal Blade (Class

deals 20% of its damage as soul damage and

Perk)

80% as physical damage. As it is ethereal, it

can endure only 60% (90%) of the force that

would break an ordinary blade. The quality

of the blade depends on your wisdom stat. 

Twice per combat, execute a strike that will

Dazzling Strike (Class

blind the target for 1 second if your weapon

Perk)

connects with anything in direct contact with

their body. 

Once per combat, execute a strike that will

copy itself. The copy depends on, and will be

boosted by, one of the aspects from your

Double Aspect Strike

arsenal. The strike follows behind the first

(Class Perk)

one on a 0.5- (0.2-) second delay and deals

50% (75%) of the original attack’s power. 

The aspect that is used cannot be used again

until all others are used. 

Once per ten days, cut through space with

any weapon and open a rift-gate that will

Gate Fissure (Class

allow you to fully step into another plane. 

Perk)

The fissure will remain open until either the

gate is destroyed or you close it. 

Transform into the Phantom. You gain +50%

resistance to physical and special damage, 

Phantom Avatar (Class

and your total stats are doubled. If used in

Perk)

the Ethereal Realm, gain an additional +20%

to all stats. Lasts until your mental stamina is

drained completely or canceled. 

Pure Enlightened (Title

Your mind is immune to all mental effects

Perk)

unless you allow them to impact you. 

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 9 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

Shade Reaver (Unique

stronger the power and form. 

Perk)

You can use Source Drain to drain 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 spirit’s power. 

Gain a passive bonus depending on the last

plane you traveled from, even when the

Phantom Avatar isn’t active. Real Plane:

Planar Mantle (Class

+10% bonus to all stats. Ethereal Plane:

Perk)

+20% reduction to physical and special

damage. Essence Planes: +20% bonus to Essence damage of corresponding most

dominant Essence type. 

Reduces any ethereal damage you receive by

Stalwart Soul  (Class

30% (45%) and increases your soul’s natural

Perk)

regeneration by 30% (45%). 

Ten times per combat, and unlimited outside

of combat, teleport to any place in a twenty-

five-meter radius around you, or step through

Aspect Blink (Class

a weak rift in the plane you are currently in

Perk)

to blink to another plane. When the blink

ends, you gain 15% resistance to all aspects

in your arsenal. 

Once per day, you may activate this perk to

Essence Sense (Class

gain a sense corresponding to the last

Perk)

Essence plane you visited. Lasts ten minutes. 

Once per week, you may transform yourself

into an Essence Elemental for 5 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

Essence Elemental

on the tier and type of Essence you take. Any

(Class Perk)

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. 

Once per day, you may forcibly tear a weak

Greater Rift Tear (Class

spot in the plane you are in, releasing a blast

Perk)

of corresponding Essence damage increased

by 100% of your intelligence. 

Greater Rift Seal (Class

Once per day, you may seal any type of rift

Perk)

or portal that is within 100 meters of you. 

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

Rift Shout (Class Perk)

Essence damage corresponding to the last

plane you visited, and it will weaken the area

in front of you, creating new rifts leading to

the closest Essence Planes. 

Your My Art, Whirling Tempest makes you

unrelenting, and a fraction of that power

Whirling Tempest (Skill bleeds into your ordinary movements. 

Perk)

Slowing effects are 60% less effective on

you. Gain +20% to dexterity. 

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 10% (15%) of her stats added to your

True Link—Nahamassa

own. Allows for the activation of True Link

Plainrunner (Class Perk) 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. 

Warrior’s Stamina

Your stamina regeneration rate is increased

(Class Perk)

by 50%. 

Allows your partner to designate one perk

and share it with you. You will be able to use

an active perk once per five days, or a

passive one for four. Once the perk is used or

True Link — Our Power five days have passed, a new perk can be (Class Perk)

designated. Both sides will be able to use the

perk independent of each other. Cooldown

depends on your bond with Nahamassa

Plainrunner. 

You seek to understand the aspects, placing

the basis of your being in their pillars. You

are able to place three pillars anywhere, in

any plane, in the Infinite Realm. Only one

pillar can be in any given plane. Upon death, 

your soul will be sent to the Ethereal Realm

and you will retain the power of three perks

(Gate Fissure, Last Lord of Terra, Rift

Shout). You need to make your way to one

Pillars of the Aspects:

of the pillars in order to be reborn. Every

Immortality (Class Perk) future direct Class Evolution of Lord of the Aspects Class will give you two more pillars

to place and one more perk to be retained. If

all pillars are destroyed, your soul will move

on to the afterlife. The rebirth process takes

three days, during which time you will not be

able to act. When you are reborn, you will

not be able to use the aspects in your arsenal

for nine days. 

Once per day, unleash a powerful attack in

front of you, dealing 8x your intelligence in

Unleash Arsenal (Class

damage which is based on one of the aspects

Perk)

in your arsenal. Once you use up one aspect, 

you can’t use it again until you use the other

available first. 

Using this perk grants you a 50% buff to

overall speed, and +25% effectiveness to the

powers utilizing the aspects in your arsenal. 

Enemies using the aspects in your arsenal

Lord of Grace and Woe

have their related power effectiveness

(Class Perk)

reduced by 25%. You also gain +100%

stamina regeneration, while your mental

stamina is drained at a rate of 5% per second. 

These effects last until turned off or until

your mental stamina is drained. 

Your My Strikes, Rend Time influences your

attacks. Any anticipation and precognition

Time Strikes (Skill

powers of equal or lower tier that could

Perk)

detect and anticipate your attacks will not

work against you. Gain +10% to dexterity

and intelligence. 

Activating this perk makes your movements

happen 0.1 second after they were executed. 

Temporal Fighting

Drains mental stamina at a rate of 8% per

(Skill Perk)

second. Gain +10% to dexterity and

intelligence. 

Activating this will infuse your being with a

chosen aspect from your arsenal. While this

aspect is infused, it cannot be used by any

other power, and it grants you benefits based on the type of aspect. After the effect is

ended, the aspect used will not be usable

again until the rest of the aspects from your

arsenal had been used. 



Soul: Your attacks deal 50% of their damage as soul damage, and your soul defenses and

soul regeneration are increased by 250%. 

You can sense nearby souls. Costs 10% of

mental and physical stamina per second, with

Arsenal Infusion (Class

every attack and every soul injury received

Perk)

consuming an additional 1%. 

Wind: Your attacks deal 50% of their

damage as wind damage, and your overall

speed is increased by 250%. You can freely

control the wind around you. Costs 10% of

mental and physical stamina per second, with

every attack and every injury received

consuming an additional 1%. 

Time: Your attacks deal 50% of their

damage as time damage; any damage you

receive is delayed by 5 seconds. Effects of

time-related powers on you are 250%

reduced. Costs 10% of mental and physical

stamina per second, with every attack and

every injury received consuming an

additional 1%. 

Once a day, you may exploit a flaw in any

Exploit Flaw (Skill

object, decreasing its durability by 50%. 

Perk)

Gain +10% to dexterity and intelligence. 

Your mind is always focused on the task at

Always Focused (Skill

hand, and you are unlikely to be distracted. 

Perk)

Gain +20% to intelligence. 

Flaws in all objects you can perceive are

Focused on Flaws (Skill

always apparent to you, and their durability

Perk)

is decreased by 15% in your presence. Gain

+10% dexterity and intelligence. 

All flaws on objects in your possession have

Clear of All Flaws (Skill their deleterious effects decreased by 20%. 

Perk)

Gain +10% dexterity and intelligence. 

You may shroud yourself in armor wrought

out of your will. This armor’s durability will

Telekinetic Armor (Skill be equal to 7x your intelligence, and up to Perk)

twice that with the application of your will. 

Gain +10% to endurance and intelligence. 

The damage you inflict with your strikes

Across Time (Skill

inflicts its effects as if it happened 0.1 second

Perk)

before the strike lands. Gain +10% to

dexterity and intelligence. 

Key to Chamber of

Your soul is marked with a key that will

Treasures (Title Perk)

open a certain door. 

Your My Step, Through Time and Space

allows you to sense the smallest of

fluctuations in time and space around you. 

Ripples of Time and

You sense any spatial powers used in your

Space (Skill Perk)

immediate surroundings a moment before

they are executed. Gain +15% to

intelligence. 

You are in tune with the Aspect of Time. In

truly focused moments, you can draw from

Aspect of Time (Title

the Aspect of Time's Origin Plane and

Perk)

increase the effectiveness of all your related

powers. Effectiveness depends on your

understanding of Time. 

Your connection to the Plane of Time is

superior. All Time-related powers have their

effectiveness increased by 100% when

touching the Plane of Time. Your

understanding of the core principles of time

Sage of Time (Title

are superior. All time-related perception

Perk)

powers have their effectiveness increased by

100%. You may manipulate Time in a

limited radius around you, and you may alter

others perceptions of it. Effects depend on

your connection to the Plane of Time. 

Turn back the world’s time. The amount of

And So It Was Once

time turned depends on your understanding

Again (Title Perk)

of time and willpower, and the cooldown

depends on the amount of time turned back. 

When activated, your body draws from the

Time around you, allowing you to extend

For Every Second, Two

your own time by one second. For every

(Skill Perk)

second that passes in the real world, you will

be able to act as if two have passed. Gain

+15% to dexterity. 

Your body can no longer grow tired. You

store energy in moments of less movement

Tireless Will (Skill

and expend it during periods of high activity. 

Perk)

If you ever expend these energy reserves, 

your body will survive on your will, draining

it instead. Gain +15% to endurance. 

 

Lord of Aspects ( Re

Class

)

Level

419

Combat

Aspect Whirling

Ability

Wings

Movement

Aspect Wings

Ability

Support

Aspect Binding

Ability

Chains

Additional

Aspect True Sight

Ability

Additional

Aspect Shutdown

Ability



EVOLUTION ATTUNEMENT

BONUS:

All ethereal-based

powers are 10%

more effective. All

special attacks deal

Ethereal

0.5% of their total

damage as soul

damage. Gain

+10% to strength

and wisdom. 

Gain +20% to

stamina and -20%

to ability

Phantom

cooldowns when

Hunter

fighting spirits or

shades. Gain +10%

to strength and

dexterity. 

All planar powers

gain +20% to their

effectiveness. 

Changes your

abilities and

Planar

relevant perks to

planar-type abilities

and perks. Gain

+10% to strength

and dexterity. 

Passing through a

rift gives you a 20%

bonus to total stats

and -50% to all

Riftborn

ability cooldowns

for 20 seconds. 

Gain +10% to

strength and

dexterity. 

You may choose

three aspects that

you have used

before as part of

your arsenal (Soul, 

Wind, Time). All

powers using these

aspects are 50%

Aspectborn

more effective

(future perk choices

will largely be

influenced by

aspects chosen). 

Perk and ability

evolution. Gain

+15% to strength

and intelligence. 



Passive Skills

Active Skills

I Focused And Saw

I Strike Through

All flaws

Time

Perfect Spatial

Perfect Darkness

Evade: My Step, 

Sight

Through Time and

Space

Perfect Tireless

Perfect Nullifying

Body: My Body, 

Slash

Under My Will

Perfect Accelerated

Movement: My

Perfect Mind

Time, Slower Than

Training Analysis

Theirs



Perfect Greater Parry

Perfect Telekinesis:



My Will, Made

Manifest

Perfect Field of



Frozen Time



Strength

9080

Dexterity

9429

Vitality

6803

Endurance

7154

Intelligence

10635

Wisdom

8143



Chapter Eighty-Three — Smith



“You are correct; there are ways of forging Qi directly. After all, it’s just  refined  Essence,  and  everything  in  the  world  is  Essence,”  the  gruff-looking  smith  said.  “However,  the  best  results  come  from  pairing  Qi  with materials that are compatible with and receptive to it.” 

Ryun  nodded  along  as  the  smith  gave  him  advice.  He  had  spent  the last  week  with  the  Dragon  Heart  Sect’s  best  smiths,  learning  their  craft—

what they were willing to teach—and simply talking to them. It was a request he  had  given  to  Hitor  Fah  Storrah,  seeing  as  he  still  owed  him  for  the  way Tali’s reunion had gone for him. 

They  had  been  supposed  to  head  back  to  the  sect  days  ago,  but  Tali had  asked  him  for  a  few  days  so  that  she  could  spend  some  time  with Sigmund before he went back to his faction. Ryun didn’t care; he had already sent  word  ahead  to  Anrosh,  and  it  wasn’t  like  he  would  be  doing  anything personally to prepare the sect for war. 

Instead,  he  focused  on  learning.  Of  course,  the  smiths  weren’t revealing  too  many  of  their  secrets,  but  Ryun  cheated,  a  little  bit.  When inside  their  great  forges,  he  could  sense  what  every  smith  around  him  was doing, and so, he observed their processes. He was learning quite a bit. 

He had learned that every item had a cost of use. A Mortal Cultivator might be able to use a legendary item—some of them—but they wouldn’t be able  to  bring  the  most  out  of  the  item.  It  put  a  burden  on  different  things depending  on  what  the  item  did.  A  shield  that  had  a  defensive  ability  that scaled  with  endurance,  for  example,  would  naturally  put  the  burden  on  the wielder’s stamina. Some would put a strain on mental stamina, and others on the soul itself. Ryun had never really felt that, and as he understood it, most people  in  the  world  hadn’t.  From  what  the  smiths  explained  to  him,  it  was because  the  Framework  didn’t  grant  rewards  that  the  user  couldn’t  use  or would harm them. 

“That’s all for today,” the smith said. “I got work to do—and pardon

me, Sect Head, but not even my own Sect Head will keep me from it!” 

Ryun inclined his head. “Of course. Tomorrow, then?” 

“If you must. Sect Head.” The smith bowed before he walked away. 

Ryun stayed for  a few more  minutes, monitoring the  work, and then he stood up and left the smithy, heading back to his rooms. 

He had practiced a lot over the last week, and under the supervision of masters, though while most of his understanding of blacksmithing came from his Awakened Forge, he had still learned a lot. He had even managed to make a few fairly useful epic items. 

His  rooms  were  empty;  Tali  was  probably  with  Sigmund,  and  he knew that Erdania and Lesamitrius were talking with representatives of other sects, making connections. 

Ryun sat on the floor, alone. 

 “Do you think we’re ready now?”  Ryun asked. 

 “We  were  ready  a  while  ago,”  Bright  Star  answered.  “You  know more than you think you do.” 

Ryun pulled a small object out of his storage, the Inheritance of the Smith. He had been reluctant to use it until he had a better grasp of smithing. 

Bright Star was right in that he had learned smithing years ago now; he might not be the greatest smith in the world—and in truth, he probably never would be—but he was good enough. His strengths weren’t in the mastery of metals and melding formations with his craft. 

He   was  good  at  joining  refined  Essence  with  metals—that  was  his strength.  Most  Cultivator  smiths  were  in  fact  formation-makers  as  well, infusing their formations into their creations. It allowed them to make more complicated  pieces,  like  Ryun’s  armor.  What  Ryun  did  gave  his  creations passive  effects  based  on  the  Essence  he  used  and  the  manner  in  which  he used it. One of the things that he had learned from the smiths in the Dragon Heart  Sect  was  that  intent  mattered  in  Ryun’s  process,  which  was  also  why there  were  very  few  Cultivator  smiths  who  went  down  Ryun’s  path.  They rarely had anywhere near as great of Qi and Essence control as Ryun did. 

Ryun made a decision and used the item. 

Everything changed. 



He  swung  and  expelled  his  Qi  in  a  technique.  Fire  spilled  out  of him and swirled around his hammer and the metal in front of him. As it heated  up,  thin  tendrils  burrowed  in  deep,  burning  out  impurities.  He switched  to  another  technique  as  he  worked  the  metal,  his  Metal  Qi entering  the  molten  piece  in  front  of  him,  strengthening  it.  He  set  the hammer aside, and picked up a sharp needle of dragon bone—with it, he inscribed a simple formation. It took him longer than it would take most smiths,  as  he  did  not  have  a  path  focused  on  inscribing.  He  relied  on mastery of the art alone. With his Fire and Metal Qi, he kept his creation at the right temperature, reinforcing it with his techniques, imbuing the metal with his Qi. 

And  then  he  was  done,  and  the  shield  was  finished.  He  raised  it up,  and  looked  it  over,  admiring  his  work.  It  was  not  his  first  eternal item, but this one… It was the greatest by far. 

 

Ryun  felt  the  joy  of  the  smith  as  he  worked.  He  experienced  every swing of the hammer, understood every thought in the smith’s mind. It was as if he himself had crafted the shield. Before he could reflect on the memory, he was drawn out once more. 

 

The  war  was  over,  and  finally  he  could  return  to  what  he  truly wanted to do: craft greatness, not just the formulaic pieces to supply an army. He returned to his forge and let his mind clear. His hammer spoke in  his  mind,  eager  to  get  back  to  what  they  had  started,  their  grand pursuit. They would forge an item that could grow, even if it was the last thing they did. 

 

Again,  he  felt  the  emotions  of  the  smith,  the  will  and  drive.  He

remembered  what  he  remembered,  the  countless  swings  of  the  hammer,  the countless creations. But in his mind, there was only one thing that mattered. 

Memories flashed again, and again, and again. Repetitions, moments of learning and advancing in craft. A dozen memories, then a hundred. And then—

 

He had done…something. He had created a new type of item. He knew  that  he  was  the  first,  as  the  title  he  had  gained  told  him  so.  And yet…it was not what he had planned on creating. 



Congratulations! 

You’ve invented a new object type; you may name it. 



Reward: First Smith of Advancement

 

He  thought  about  a  name,  and  then  made  his  choice.  He  named this  new  item  a  spiritual  tool,  because  that’s  what  he  had  done  with  it: poured his entire spirit, his thoughts and wishes, into it. And still it was a failure.  The  creation  was  far  more  restrictive,  so  much  so  that  most people  couldn’t  even  use  it.  It  was…not  worthless,  but  he  didn’t  know what  use  it  could  have.  He  could  bond  with  it,  send  a  tiny  flicker  of  his will  to  it  and  make  it  his,  but  unlike  an  awakened  object,  he  couldn’t dismiss  it  or  summon  it  again—he  could  just  tell  where  it  was,  and breaking  the  connection  was  a  simple  as  willing  it.  He  set  it  aside alongside the others. 

 

Flashes, again, and again. 

 

One  hundred  and  ten  years  of  his  life,  all  spent  on  this  single pursuit. Others called him mad; they said that he was wasting his time, 

wasting his fortune. He hadn’t crafted anything of note in all that time, focusing only on his task. He couldn’t stop. He felt it there, just at the tip of his fingertips. He was just not good enough, he was lacking something, and he didn’t know what. 

 “Slow  now,”   the  voice  of  his  awakened  hammer  said.  “Less  is

 more. Remember what happened the last time.” 

He didn’t respond, focusing all of his mind on the task in front of him. With every swing, he pulled Qi from his core, shaping, forging. He focused  his  mind  on  his  intent,  on  his  thoughts,  pushing  it  all  along  as Fire Qi poured out, infusing the Essence with his will and intent, trying to make the Essence understand what he wanted. 

A part of him regretted his choice of aspect. It helped him in the forge,  as  he  could  heat  up  and  shape  metal  without  a  forge,  could  be more precise in ways that most other smiths couldn’t, and yet…in times like  these,  he  wished  that  he  had  an  Aspect  that  could  help  him  impart what  he  wanted  to  his  creation.  A  law-type  aspect,  perhaps;  he  didn’t even know. He was alone in his pursuits. He had studied every awakened object he had gotten his hands on and came to the conclusion that what he  was  trying  to  do  was  nothing  like  it.  The  growth  of  the  awakened object  was  too  different  from  what  he  had  in  mind.  No,  he  needed  an item  that  could  be  bonded  with  a  person  but  didn’t  require  what  the awakened objects did. No relationship, no intelligence. He was sure that it  could  be  done—his  spiritual  tools  proved  that  much.  A  Cultivator could  grow,  and  they  were  Essence.  Everything  was  Essence.  It  was possible. 

The fall of the hammer filled his mind, and he lost himself in his work. How long, he didn’t know—and then it was done. 

“Another  failure.”  He  sighed  as  he  looked  at  the  failed  Spirit Tool.  It  was  powerful,  certainly.  He  had  infused  it  with  Fire  and  Metal Qi, and he saw that it would grant the wielder great power. It was still, however, not what he had wanted to create. 

He set it aside, alongside all the other failures. Then, he prepared

to go again. 

 

Memories  flashed  before  Ryun’s  eyes.  More  and  more,  hundreds  of years’  worth  of  them.  All  until  the  last,  which  ended  the  same  way:  with failure. 




*  *  *

 

Ryun  exited  from  his  trance,  feeling  exhausted.  He  had  experienced the smith’s memories, years’ worth of them. He remembered what the smith had thought in those moments, knew it, but what intrigued him was what the smith  had  been  trying  to  accomplish.  Ryun  remembered  him  pulling  on  his Qi as he forged, and the smith was… He was good. 

Ryun’s command of his Qi, though, was better. 

He remembered what the man had been trying to create and wondered if it was even possible. 

Ryun  stood  up,  and  the  world  twisted  around  him  as  he  entered  his territory.  He  landed  in  the  very  center  of  it,  and  then  walked  to  the  nearby clearing that contained Bright Star. He had managed to pull his forge into the territory relatively easy. It felt like the mental scape had always been meant for that; it was a space where his soul could work, and it could create things that he could take out of the forge. It was a real place. 

The forge had transformed a part of his territory, turned the clearing floor  into  a  clear,  glass-like  surface,  and  as  he  stepped  on  it,  the  sky  turned into stars. He walked over to the anvil and took a seat. There, he and Bright Start discussed for hours before they started their work. 




*  *  *

 

“Hallirentom,  that’s  what  you  want,”  the  smith  said.  “It  is  the  best

material if you want to specialize in Qi forging. Though, you need extremely fine Qi control to make it work. I know of only a handful smiths who are on that level.” 

Fortunately for Ryun, he wasn’t just a smith. His control was greater than most smiths. “That will do,” Ryun said. 

“It  is  expensive,  like  really  expensive,”  the  smith  said.  “And  what supply  the  sect  has  is  under  strict  control.  We  don’t  just  sell  it,  not  even  to you, Sect Head.” 

Ryun tilted his head, an idea occurring to him. 




*  *  *

 

They were preparing to leave the Dragon Heart Sect, and just as they were  about  to  board  their  airship,  a  group  of  workers  approached.  They carried a large crate, which they placed in front of Tali, who was dealing with loading  of  all  the  things  that  they  had  been  given  as  gifts  and  such.  He wanted  to  just  put  it  all  in  his  storage,  but  Tali  said  that  this  was  about perception, that they should be seen loading it all up. 

“Ryun,”  she  called  him  over.  “What  is  this?”  she  asked  once  he walked to her. 

“Yes?” 

“There is a note here, from Sigmund. He says that this is for you, in hopes that it will repay any debt that he might owe you? What did you do?” 

Ryun  opened  the  crate,  and  then  smiled  at  the  contents.  It  was  filled with ore—hallirentom ore. 

“I wondered if he would manage it,” Ryun said. 

“You  could’ve  asked  him  for  anything,  and  you  asked  for  a  crate  of metal,” Tali said slowly. 

“Special metal,” Ryun clarified. 

“Right.”  Tali  shook  her  head  and  walked  away,  murmuring  curse

words under her breath. 

Ryun reached down and stored the crate in his ring. 

He  couldn’t  wait  to  get  started.  He  turned  around,  walked  onto  his airship and, within minutes, they were headed home. 

Chapter Eighty-Four — Failure



The sound of the forge echoed through Ryun’s every waking moment. 

He  had  been  back  in  his  sect  for  a  month,  and  nearly  immediately  upon  his return, he had sequestered himself in the forge. He split his time between the sect’s  forge  high  in  the  mountains,  and  his  territory,  working  with  other smiths when they were awake, and retreating to his territory when they were not.  His  work  consumed  him,  so  much  so  that  he  had  Tali  try  to  pull  him away from it. 

He still remembered their conversation:



 “You called the sect to war and are now just hammering at metal all the time,” Tali said. 

 “They  don’t  need  me,”  Ryun  responded.  “Didn’t  you  tell  me  that  a Sect Head should be mysterious and removed from their people? A symbol of strength, you said.” 

 She  grimaced.  “This  is  not  what  I  meant!  What  about  the  Ornns—

 pardon me, the Dagda Family?” 

 Ryun  turned  and  gave  her  a  long  look.  “You  and  Karya  are  old friends, are you not? You are far more suited to talk to her than I am. And…

 you are part of my family. Did we not decide this? Who better to send than my dear sister?” 

  

She had marched out of the forge in a huff after that, though he had heard that she had gone to the Dagda Family part of the sect. So, in a way, he’d won. 

Still, he wasn’t an idiot, and he knew that he was…obsessed with the project. A part of him did realize that it was an obsession driven in part by his focuses,  by  the  person  that  he  wanted  to  be.  Ever  since  he  had  seen  the memories of the smith who no longer lived, he had been obsessing over his

memories,  over  his  life’s  story.  He  was  the  Witness  of  Journey’s  End,  and something  about  that  life  ending  before  his  work  was  finished…nagged  at him. Ryun wanted to complete it. It was as simple as that. 

He  had  replicated  the  man’s  experiments,  and  had  gotten  the  same results, failures all. In a way, he had been repeating the same thing over and over and hoping for a different result. 

Raise Bright Star, then drop it down on his work, repeat. With every strike of the hammer, he pushed his intent, trying to shape the Essence that he was forging. He was using distilled Essence from Zenker’s hoard—one of the few things that he had kept for himself. The Essence of Fire was stored in a bottle,  and  Ryun  pulled  it  out,  then  passed  it  through  his  body,  through  his core.  He  had  to  be  careful,  as  his  core  now  consumed  all  other  Essence  put into it and transformed it into Oblivion. It made him able to cycle anywhere, at any time, though of course the ratio of how much Essence was needed to get  a  tiny  amount  of  Oblivion  was  great,  and  it  depended  on  the  quality  of Essence he was pulling in. 

He had discovered, in the process of attempting to replicate what the smith had done, a way to refine the Essence, to make it fall more under his control,  allowing  him  to  impart  intent.  He  needed  to  bond  it  with  other Essence  and  give  it  intent  in  order  for  it  to  keep  the  form  he  wanted. 

Otherwise,  the  Essence  would  naturally  gravitate  toward  returning  to  its innate state—and while having a sword that was always on fire might sound cool, it really wasn’t. No, instead he needed it as crystallized fire, embedded into the metal, giving it the properties of heat. 

He wasn’t using hallirentom, not yet. The smith whose memories he had seen hadn’t used it, but he had also never used his own Qi in forging—

the part that Ryun was actually somewhat good at—since the smith’s aspects weren’t  that  useful  during  the  forging  process—not  because  of  what  they were, but because of his grasp of them. 

Ryun finished another piece and looked at it. Again, it was the same: an epic weapon, serviceable, but not what he wanted. 

He threw it aside, and grimaced. He didn’t need to make a legendary, 

a relic, or a masterwork weapon. That was not what the smith had created. A spiritual tool had no rarity; it could be as weak as a common dagger. It wasn’t hard  to  create.  An  amateur  smith  should  be  able  to  do  it.  And,  in  fact,  they had—the smith’s apprentices had done it for him, when he was testing things. 

Ryun  hadn’t  even  achieved  that,  when  he  wanted  to  move  beyond  and accomplish what even the smith couldn’t. 

He closed his eyes and tried to go over his process, find the moment where he went wrong. 

 “It  is  the  intent  and  spiritual  purpose,”  Bright  Star  said,  and  Ryun had to begrudgingly agree. 

Ryun was failing to impart his intent into the Essence he was using to create  the  item.  He  had  thought  that  passing  the  Essence  through  his  core would make things easier, and it should’ve, but again and again he had failed. 

The items he created were just…regular items. 

And that frustrated him, especially since he knew that he could do it with his Oblivion Qi, or that he could’ve done it with Void Qi. The issue was that Oblivion didn’t play nice with other Essences, and it was a pure concept, so  it  didn’t  have  a  shell  that  he  could  harden  to  bond  it  with  the  metal  he worked  with.  And  he  didn’t  want  to  use  the  hallirentom  just  yet.  He  didn’t have a lot of it, and he didn’t want to risk wasting it. He was unsure of how Oblivion would work without being able to form its shell into a crystal. 

 “I’m doing everything right,”  Ryun answered Bright Star. 

 “Obviously not.” 

 “How  does  one  even  give  something  spiritual  purpose?”   Ryun complained.  “What  I  saw  in  the  memories  was  basically  just…  Think  at  it, hard!” 

 “Those were the memories of a master smith,”  Bright Star said.  “To him, it was probably second nature, not something that he had to think about. 

 He loved his craft. You? Smithing is a hobby for you.” 

 “I…”  Ryun started.  “I’m sorry. I’ll work more at it.” 

His awakened forge didn’t respond. They had already discussed this, 

and both of them believed part of the cause to be his inexperience with other Essence  types.  The  smith  had  understood  the  material  Essences  that  he  had worked, and while he might not have had that Essence as his aspect, he had spent  years  studying  them.  He  didn’t  need  to  draw  them  in  to  give  them intent. 

Ryun had thought that he could cheat with his eyes and being able to pull Essence into his core to refine it, but ultimately, he still fell short. 

He stood up, and was about to leave for his territory once he realized that  he  was  alone  in  the  forge.  He  paused  as  he  felt  someone  approaching, and remained where he was until Selia entered and walked over to him. 

He  studied  her  new  body.  He  had  already  seen  her,  of  course,  as  he had escorted Erdania home. He was glad that it had worked out for her. The somewhat  draconic  features  suited  her.  Her  horns  were  thicker  and  longer, and her body covered in places with scales. 

“Ryun,” she said as she walked over. 

“Hey, Selia,” he said slowly. 

“They  tell  me  that  you’ve  been  spending  every  day  here,”  she commented. 

That  she’d  heard  wasn’t  that  surprising.  The  forge  was  up  in  the mountains, near the Absolute Cold Shrine, and near Wolf’s Grove. 

“I’m practicing my smithing,” Ryun told her. 

“We are about to head out to war. You could be training for it,” Selia said.  It  might’ve  sounded  accusatory,  but  because  of  their  connection,  he knew that it wasn’t. 

Ryun waved his hand. “I know war,” he said. “My understanding of Oblivion has improved. All that is left is to cycle and advance my stage, and I can do that while forging.” 

Indeed,  he  had  been  doing  exactly  what  he  said.  On  Earth,  he  had learned  how  to  pull  in  Essence  while  moving,  and  while  it  was  slower  than when  he  focused,  that  didn’t  matter  now.  He  didn’t  have  a  source  of Oblivion,  but  his  core  could  transform  any  Essence  into  Oblivion.  It  only

required more of it. So, he had been pulling in everything. At this point, his core  was  so  developed  and  the  Oblivion  Qi  within  it  so  powerful  that  the impure Essence couldn’t harm his advancement. 

She hummed and didn’t comment further. “So, what is making you so frustrated?” 

Ryun  grimaced.  He  had  been  slipping  more  than  he  thought  if  she managed to feel something through their link. 

“Don’t,” she said as he tried to seal himself off. “You should let me feel more.” 

“I don’t want to burden you with my problems,” Ryun said. 

“Your  problems   are   my  problems.  Now,  tell  me:  what  is  it?  Who knows, maybe I can help.” She smiled. 

Ryun  looked  at  her  for  a  few  seconds,  and  then  told  her  about  the memories,  and  about  what  he  was  trying  to  do.  She  listened  patiently  as  he went through all of his failures, and his frustrations. 

He raised his hand and pulled in Air Essence, channeled it through his conduits and into his core, then out and back through the hand. With his will and intent, he shaped the Essence. In a few seconds, he had a crystal dagger made out of Air Essence in his hand. 

“See? I can do it like this,” Ryun said. “Of course, this is weak, and only  as  strong  as  the  Essence  around  us.  It  will  not  last  long,  as  my  intent is…fleeting.  Melding  it  with  another  Essence  through  forging  makes  my intent  stick,  become  permanent.  But  to  create  a  spiritual  tool,  I  need  to  add more than that. I need to give it a…a purpose, and I am failing to do that.” 

The  memories  of  the  smith  were  in  the  moment,  not  always  of  the entire process, and so he had to piece together most of what he knew—but he was certain that it should not be this hard. 

Selia tilted her head and took the dagger from his outstretched hand. 

“I  know  something  about  intent  and  will.  Most  of  my  techniques  work  that way. My former aspect was one that could be shaped just by will, requiring no  intent.  I  used  my  will  to  manipulate  techniques  and  throw  them  at  my

opponents,” she said. 

Ryun  knew  this,  but  he  let  her  talk,  as  she  was  obviously  thinking things through. 

“Now…my  new  aspect  still  responds  to  will,  but  less  so.  I  have  to give it intent while forging the technique; I can’t just shape it in the air, as the technique would fall to the ground. I am…not yet that good with it, so I’ve started  supporting  that  with  free  Essence—Air  Essence,  mostly—using  it  to hold my techniques and throw them.” 

That part he hadn’t known, and it was…interesting. 

“How?  I’ve  tried  to  use  free  Essence  in  techniques  outside  of  my body,  and  I  couldn’t  manage  it.”  Ryun  had  only  been  able  to  create techniques  by  first  pulling  Essence  inside  of  himself  and  then  running  it through his channels. 

“Will is the power to, well, bend the world to your will. Skill users are not  the  only  people  who  benefit  from  willpower,”  Selia  said.  “My  path focuses on constructs created out of my Qi, which I can manipulate through will, but I have no highly evolved skills. You should try to use will to impart intent to the unbound Essence.” 

“Can you show me?” Ryun asked. 

Selia nodded and walked over to stand next to him, then took his hand and raised it up so that his palm faced the ceiling. She mirrored his position next to him. “Watch,” she said. 

And then she started pulling the Air Essence around her, like she was pulling it into her core. But then, he felt a tiny exertion of will focused only on the Air Essence that was above her palm. For Ryun, the intent had always felt  like  something  that  came  from  his  core,  tied  intrinsically  with  his Cultivation.  He  couldn’t  feel  her  intent,  of  course,  but  he  saw  the  Essence arrange  in  a  pattern,  and  then  a  technique  was  born.  A  tiny  spear  of crystallized air floated above her palm. 

“You see?” she asked. 

“Do  it  again,”  Ryun  said,  his  eyes  focused  on  the  Essence.  He  was

going to figure this out—and then he would finish the smith’s great work. 

Chapter Eighty-Five — Spiritual Tool Ryun  ordered  the  smiths  to  leave  the  forge,  giving  him  and  Selia privacy as they worked. He knew that they were probably going to be losing time on their work, but he would grant them compensation. It was necessary; they needed peace and quiet in order to focus, and just having them anywhere near the forge strained his sense, drew attention away from his task. He had asked them if anyone knew anything about spiritual tools, hoping to get more help—it took Selia mentioning it for him to realize that he could’ve had help all along—but sadly, none had heard of them. That was strange to him. 

The  smith  had  clearly  spread  his  knowledge  to  his  apprentices,  so  it likely meant one of two things: with the smith’s death and probably those of his apprentices, the knowledge was lost, or else people just didn’t see any real need  for  them,  and  the  knowledge  had  fizzled  out,  left  to  sit  forgotten somewhere in some book locked inside a vault. 

Though, it could be that people just guard that knowledge fiercely. It wasn’t like anyone would be able to tell that an item was a spiritual tool at a glance,  or  at  least  Ryun  thought  so,  and  he  knew  that  people  in  the  Infinite Realm had the tendency to keep power for themselves. 

He  raised  Bright  Star,  then  brought  it  down  on  a  piece  of  metal sheeted in a layer of Air Essence manipulated by Selia. They were attempting to work together, her providing the intent and spiritual piece required, while Ryun focused solely on forging. They had been trying for the past five days, without rest, without stopping. He could see that Selia was getting tired. Her body  was  still  flesh  and  blood,  and  while  she  could  probably  go  for  a  long time without sleep, she had told him that she hadn’t slept since she’d used the fruit. Erdania had come to visit a day ago, and had left when watching them work became too boring for her. 

With each strike of his hammer against the Anvil of Stars, the dagger took  shape.  Bright  Star  covered  a  lot  of  Ryun’s  lack  of  knowledge;  it  knew how  to  forge,  and  it  had  devoured  countless  items,  understanding  their

composition.  Each  strike  did  more  than  just  pound  Essence  on  Essence,  but rather  shaped  it  beyond  the  impact  point.  With  every  strike,  there  was  a…

force, the will of Bright Star, that gently influenced and shaped the dagger. It made the process faster, and far better than what Ryun could have achieved on his own. 

One last strike, and the dagger was finished. A wave expelled out of the  anvil,  rapidly  cooling  the  metal  in  a  perfect  manner.  Doing  this  had  its perks; he didn’t need the fire of the forge and all the other things common in smithing, but it also drained his stamina. With the dagger finished, he pulled out a simple handle from his storage—he had commissioned the other smiths’

apprentices to make him simple handles and other tools that were needed to finish anything from armor to weapons. 

Once he placed the handle and finished the weapon, he took a look at then took a step back from the anvil, his head raised and eyes closed. 

“Well?” Selia asked. 

Ryun turned to look at her. “Another failure.” 

 “The  intent  is  still  not  settling  in  the  Essence  as  it  is  supposed  to,” 

Bright Star told him. They knew that—what they couldn’t figure out was the cause. What they were doing was enough to create a rarity holding item, but it was obviously not enough for a spiritual tool. It lacked something beyond just intent—the  spiritual part. 

She  visibly  deflated,  disappointed  just  as  much  as  he  was.  It  has become  a  point  of  pride  for  both  of  them,  and  he  could  tell  that  she  was already  prepared  to  go  again.  Ryun  walked  over  to  a  bench  nearby  and  sat down. She followed and sat next to him, their knees and shoulders touching. 

They sat there in quiet, just resting for a bit, or trying to at least. 

“Maybe,”  Selia  started  after  a  while,  “we  are  going  about  this  all wrong.” 

Ryun titled his head and glanced at her. “In what way?” 

“We  are  obviously  not  able  to  impart  our  creation  with  something beyond intent—this spiritual part,” Selia said, her words slow, as if she was

choosing  them  carefully.  He  could  feel  her  excitement  through  the  link, though. “You said that in the memories, the smith poured all of himself into his work.” 

“Yes,” Ryun said. “That’s what we’ve been trying to do.” 

Selia nodded. “But have we, really?” 

Ryun frowned. 

“Think  about  it,”  Selia  said.  “We’re  not  really  smiths.  You  are learning to be one, but what you are doing now is following the memories of someone  else,  and  all  the  things  we  tried  to  make  were  based  on  already known  blueprints.  These  are  things  that  have  been  designed,  invented  by someone else. They were not truly ours, were they?” 

Ryun saw what she was trying to say. “You think that we can’t impart our…spirituality, into something that is not ours.” 

“I think that matters,” Selia said. “Every smith loves their work, their creations,  or  the  great  ones  do,  at  least.  The  one  whose  memories  you experienced, was he like that?” 

“Yes,” Ryun answered. “His work consumed him. It was his life.” 

“What is your life?” Selia asked. 

“Cultivation,” Ryun answered easily. “What is yours?” 

She  didn’t  answer  immediately.  “Once,  I  thought  the  same,  and then…life happened. Loss and time. Through it all, there was one thing that I loved  doing.  Between  all  my  responsibilities,  I  would  often  steal  moments, time to hide away and just…tinker. I wonder if I can…” 

She  closed  her  eyes,  and  he  felt  power  flare  from  her  core.  Then,  it expanded, washing over him and everything around them, and then they were somewhere else as she brought her domain into existence. 

It  was  a  strange  effect  for  him,  his  eyes  saw  her  Qi  shape  it  around them,  by  influencing  other  Essence,  transferring…intent?  His  sense  lost  the connection  to  the  real  world,  and  his  other  senses  started  playing  tricks  on him.  Another  world  was  all  around  them,  a  small  room,  looking  like  a workshop. He could almost taste her Qi on the Essence, but it all appeared as

if was real. 

She  opened  her  eyes  and  then  looked  away.  “Sorry,”  she  said.  “It’s small. I’ve only just advanced my second path, and this is the third time I’ve managed to bring it out.” 

A  manifestation  of  her  domain…  He  wondered  what  it  did.  Tali’s simply granted her the sky, such that no matter where she was, a piece of it was inside of her. All her powers that required her to be in the sky could be activated just by using her domain. 

Selia’s seemed very different. 

“This is where I tinker with the designs for my constructs,” she said. 

With a wave of her hand, a spear appeared in front of them, made out of Qi. 

Now  that  he  had  a  chance  to  actually  look  at  it,  he  could  tell  that  it  was simpler than just creating a spear out of Qi. There were different densities of Qi throughout the spear, and if he had to guess, he would say that the intent would be different, too, for different parts of the spear. 

She waved her hand again and a suit of armor appeared, the same he had seen her wear before. 

“Did you know that you could nudge Class perks a bit? Not what they do,  of  course—they  are  more  rigid  than  Cultivation—but  the  way  that  they manifest.”  A  second  suit  of  armor  appeared,  this  one  bulkier,  more cumbersome.  “That  one  was  the  armor  that  my  Projection  Armor  first manifested. Later, I learned how to make it take the forms of my constructs. 

It had to fit within the bounds of the perk, but…” More armor suits appeared, some lighter, others heavier. Some looked like variations on one another, and Ryun  realized  that  she  had  been  doing  this  for  a  while,  iterating  on  her designs. 

“That’s…impressive,” Ryun said. 

“You think so?” Selia asked. 

“Of course,” he answered. “I’m not nearly as creative.” 

He  looked  at  the  intricate  design  of  some  of  her  things  and  almost winced.  The  most  that  he  had  done  with  his  techniques  was  create…boxes, 

walls, and sharp spikes. He realized, even though it had been in front of him for  a  while,  that  Cultivators  were  artists.  The  spears  that  she  used  in  her techniques, they were artfully made, with elaborate decals, even though their use  was  to  be  thrown  to  explode.  With  each  technique,  she  created  beauty, even though it was fleeting. 

“I can help with that,” Selia said. “Maybe we could start from scratch, build up a design in here and craft it after.” 

He  caught  on  to  what  she  meant.  “Pouring  everything  we  have  into it.” 

“Exactly,” Selia said. 

“Yes.” Ryun nodded. “I think we should try that.” 

“So, what do you want to create?” Selia asked. Then, before he could answer, she raised her hand. “Don’t think of something simple. We want this to be something you—or we, I should say—are passionate about.” 

Ryun reached up to scratch at his chin. His beard was short, trimmed, and  it  didn’t  grow  anymore.  His  soul’s  meaning  saw  him  as  having  a  short beard and chin-length hair, and so that was how he looked. He had wondered if he could change that, but he had never really tried. 

He turned his thoughts to what kind of item he wanted to craft. What was  it  that  he  needed?  Weapons?  He  had  enough,  same  as  with  armor. 

Zenker’s  hoard  had  given  him  nearly  everything  that  he  needed.  Creating  a spiritual tool that could grow with him might be better, and if he could have an  item  that  could  transcend  eternal  items  eventually,  well,  that  was  more than desirable. But he had to be realistic. At most, if this worked, they would replicate  what  the  smith  had  already  done,  not  achieve  the  man’s  lifelong dream. 

With his skills, they could hope for something that was at the level of an epic-rarity item. So, not something for him or her. 

He got an idea, then, and quickly thought back to the memories of the smith’s successes. The spiritual tools he had created were adaptable in many ways,  even  though  they  had  restrictions.  They  could  be  bonded,  but  they

couldn’t  be  stored  in  the  soul.  Ryun  didn’t  think  that  was  true  for  every spiritual  tool,  though,  but  rather  that  the  smith  just  probably  never  found  a way to incorporate that. He also knew that if they succeeded, they wouldn’t be  able  to  attempt  it  again  in  a  while.  The  smith  had  always  been  worn  out after making a spiritual tool. Because the memories jumped around, however, Ryun didn’t know just how much time passed in between creations. 

His  idea,  though…  It  was  ambitious,  and  it  would  be  more  than  any spiritual tool that the smith had created—actually, no, perhaps not in scope. 

The smith had created spiritual tools on the same level as eternal items. Ryun would probably not be able to reach that, but… Then again, maybe he could. 

If  they  were  going  to  try,  then  he  was  going  to  go  all  out,  put everything that he had and could imagine into it. 

“I  am  going  to  need  a  few  things,”  Ryun  said,  and  Selia  tilted  her head. 




*  *  *

 

A few days later, they had managed to scour the sect for most of the things he wanted. Random items were spread out in front of them on the table inside the forge. He had several items that had effects related to Life Essence, Death Essence, Cold Essence, and Soul Essence. The Soul Essence item had been  the  hardest  to  find,  but  one  of  Selia’s  people—his  people  now,  Ryun supposed—had a dagger that hurt the soul. He’d had to buy it from the man, but that was no issue for him. Some he had to go to Anrosh to take from the vault,  which  led  to  her  berating  him  about  not  helping  her  with  the  war preparations. He could tell that she didn’t mean it, though, and that she was just stressed and needed to vent. 

They spent the last few days studying the items, trying to get a feel for the  Essences  inside  of  them,  and  how  they  were  layered  into  the  items. 

Ryun’s eyes provided him a unique insight, which, along with his sense, let him  see  a  lot  more  than  anyone  else  would  just  from  looking.  Selia  studied

the  formations  that  a  few  of  them  had.  She  knew  how  to  inscribe  them,  so they would try to blend both styles: his Essence forging, and her inscription. 

“I think we’re as ready as we could be for an attempt,” Selia said. 

Ryun  nodded;  it  was  only  a  shame  that  a  single  attempt  was  this costly.  He  touched  each  of  the  items  and  had  Bright  Star  consume  them, understanding  them  fully.  Bright  Star’s  help  would  be  invaluable  in  their work. 

He straightened, and then the two of them walked out of the forge and walked across the plateau high in the mountains, to the shrine that had been placed at the edge of the cliff. 

They  entered  it  and  walked  over  to  the  center,  where  the  Essence  of the Absolute Cold was the strongest. 

“Here,” Ryun said. 

Selia nodded. 

He pulled out the Anvil of Stars, and they started their own little great work. 

Chapter Eighty-Six— Great Work

 

The  shrine  was  emanating  Essence  constantly,  and  the  air  around them was cold—of course, that cold was not actually the Essence it created, it was just the effect it had on their surroundings. The Absolute Cold sought to bring everything to a state of no movement, an absence of heat or motion. It cooled  the  air  around  them,  but  the  cold  had  never  really  bothered  Selia anyway. 

They  readied  themselves  to  start.  Ryun  pulled  out  his  anvil  and hammer,  and  Selia  focused  on  her  domain.  She  didn’t  bring  it  into  reality fully,  but  only  halfway,  just  enough  that  she  could  project  their  design  over the anvil, giving Ryun a visible blueprint to work off. 

He  placed  a  wooden  table  nearby,  then  pulled  out  their  materials.  A bar  of  hallirentom  ore,  then  bottles  of  refined  Essence:  Soul,  Death,  Life, Cold.  She  still  marveled  at  the  fact  that  Zenker  had  so  much  of…well, everything.  She  had  heard  that  drakes  liked  to  hoard,  but  she  never  really imagined anything to such an extent. 

He looked over at her. 

“You ready?” 

Selia  nodded.  Holding  the  domain  was  a  strain,  but  she  knew  that helping him shape Essence and try to put in their intent into it would be far harder. 

Ryun  took  the  small  bar  of  ore,  separated  it  in  two,  then  placed  one part  of  it  on  the  anvil  that  had  stars  shining  within  it.  Within  moments,  the metal  started  to  heat  up  as  the  Anvil  of  Stars  exerted  its  influence.  Then  he slammed the hammer on top of it. The light winked out for a moment, and the stars on the anvil and hammer flashed with light. The bar of metal changed, shaping itself into a circle. Each strike made it thinner, until it was about the size of her open hand. It was a small round disk, slightly bent: a talisman. 

They  had  thought  about  a  lot  of  things,  armor,  weapons,  but  as  they talked about what they wanted it to do, they had settled on a simple talisman

—well,  not  simple  at  all,  with  everything  they  wanted  it  to  do.  With  every strike,  he  tried  to  prepare  the  metal,  add  to  it  his  intent,  laying  the groundwork for the effects that they wanted. She saw complete concentration in him, unlike any time they had done this before. 

She felt it in herself, too. They were in tune. A soft thrum was passing through  her  head,  through  their  bond,  she  felt  his  heartbeat  as  if  it  was  her own,  beating  as  one.  Their  thoughts  were  narrowed  into  a  singular  purpose, and  through  their  bond  she  knew  exactly  what  he  wanted,  and  he  knew exactly  what  she  did,  too.  There  were  no  secrets  between  them,  no  barriers. 

They acted as two halves of a single being. Their perks activated, though not of their own volition, and it was a completely natural thing. 

Their  auras  mixed  and  narrowed  down  to  just  the  shrine  and  their grand work. 

She reached out to the refined Essence on the table. First came Soul Essence. She pulled it out of its container, then brought it over to the anvil, placing it over the talisman as Ryun brought his hammer down. She poured all of her intent into it: the desire for the item to bond with a soul, the ideas that they wanted it to embody, the things that they wanted it to do. 

He  hit  it  again,  doing  the  same  thing.  She  could  almost  feel  his thoughts, flowing from him the same way they were from her, completely in sync, feeding the Essence in front of them. Intent and thought, their care and will, their combined spirits. 

Ryun  raised  his  hammer,  and  in  the  same  breath  Selia  moved,  their mind  as  one.  She  used  her  inscription  tools  and  carved  a  simple  formation into  the  Soul-Essence-enriched  metal.  As  she  finished,  the  hammer  came down.  It  was  almost  as  if  they  were  in  a  dream,  dancing,  moving  as  one being.  Something  deep  inside  of  her  stirred,  almost  like  memories  of something from long ago, but then their combined will carried them forward. 

He pulled the second part of the metal ore and peeled a layer of metal from  it  with  a  tool  he  had  pulled  out  of  his  storage.  He  placed  the  second layer over the first, sealing the part of it that was Soul. She reached over and pulled  out  the  Essence  of  Cold  and  brought  it  over  the  talisman.  Ryun’s

Oblivion Qi flashed, a tiny technique, peeling off the shell of the Cold. They didn’t  need  the  elemental  part  of  it—they  needed  the  concept  of  Cold,  the Cold embrace of Death, the Cold before the anticipation of Life, the Cold that came with the Absolute Cold. 

They placed the Cold onto the metal, embedding it and separating the talisman  into  three  sections.  Selia  reached  out  to  Life  and  Death,  and  Ryun pulled  in  the  Absolute  Cold  from  around  them.  They  placed  the  Essence, each in its own section, layering it over the metal, bonding it with strikes of the hammer. They poured their intent into it, giving their thoughts and spirits to  their  creation,  designating  effects  that  they  wanted  it  to  have.  Some  of them  fought  them;  they  were  impossible,  or  simply  they  weren’t  good enough.  They  adapted,  changed,  as  they  had  discussed,  pushed  with  their combined  wills.  The  Essence  of  Death  settled  the  easiest—they  were,  after all,  the  Twin  Aspects  of  True  Death.  Even  a  transition  was  within  their domain. Their thoughts were as one. Life followed; what they wanted from it was simple—brute, but simple. The Absolute Cold was an anchor, a conduit, a link to the Soul and beyond. 

She  felt  pieces  of  herself  leaving  her.  Her  mind,  her  thoughts,  it  all combined  with  Ryun’s  inside  the  work,  their  combined  spirituality—their hopes and dreams of what they could create—no, what they would create. 

Every couple of strikes, Ryun would pause as Selia reached out with her  tools,  carving  elaborate  lines,  creating  art.  The  work  continued;  time seemed  to  no  longer  exist  in  their  little  world.  They  were  half  in  a  domain, and half on top of a mountain, standing in a shrine covered in ice. The wind howled around them, and the Aspects of True Death shrouded them. 

As  one  they  finished  the  three  sections,  and  then  Ryun  pulled Oblivion Qi from his core—a tiny amount, passing through his conduits. She felt him, felt it as if it was passing through her own conduits, and what was supposed to be foreign Qi was familiar to her, as if she had always known it. 

Together they shaped it, like they were cycling, turning Essence into Essence Crystals. They did  something that she  didn’t quite understand,  and a distant part  of  her  knew  that  they  were  acting  on  instinct  now,  that  they  had

become…inspired. 

In  a  moment,  she  saw  both  of  their  souls.  She  saw  their  connection with  their  bodies,  and  something  passed  through  it,  a  tiny  sliver  from  them both. As Ryun’s Qi left his body, her sliver attached itself to Ryun’s that was already there. It was not a crystal; Oblivion had no shell, but it had form, a small  round  disk,  smaller  than  the  talisman,  like  a  hole  in  reality.  They lowered it into the talisman, in the exact center, and as her will held it there, Ryun’s hammer came down. 

Her  carvings  filled  with  silver  and  violet  light,  lines  spreading  from the hole in reality that was in the center of the piece, giving it a beauty that she alone couldn’t have created. They stood there for a moment, just looking at the piece with their combined senses. She saw it through Ryun’s eyes, and he saw it through hers; she sensed it with his skills, and he with hers. 

For an eternity, there was only one. Then their connection broke, and they were two again. Her domain sputtered and died, and her breath went out of  her  lungs.  Exhaustion  hit  her,  and  before  she  could  reflect  on  anything, darkness claimed her. 




*  *  *

Ryun



He  felt  them  become  two  again,  and  sorrow  washed  over  him  at  the loss of what they had been. To be so close to someone else, to know all parts of  them  and  just…be.  Then  he  sensed  Selia  falling,  and  he  moved  without thinking—he caught her in his arms, concerned for a moment before sensing her breathing, sensing the exhaustion in her muscles and body. He closed his eyes. He felt exhausted, too, even though he shouldn’t be able to be. His head was killing him, and he felt a weariness in…his soul. 

He  knew  that  they  had  touched  on  something  more  there,  an inspiration, or at least a glimpse at it, but reflection was for later. He glanced at the talisman on the anvil, glowing with faint silver and violet light, with a

core of such darkness that it swallowed the light. He reached over and picked it up, then raised Selia in his arms and walked back to the forge. 




*  *  *

 

He  didn’t  know  how  long  they  had  spent  working,  but  for  now,  he was sitting down on the floor leaned on the wall. Selia was still in his arms, sleeping  with  her  back  against  his  chest  and  her  head  on  his  shoulder.  He closed  his  eyes  and  let  himself  relax.  The  bond  between  them  felt  deeper somehow;  he  could  almost  see  her  dreams  behind  his  closed  eyes.  He  had glanced  at  his  Eternal  Hunter  perk—it  had  improved,  again.  They  would need to test it out later, because he was certain that hers was the same. If they could touch what they had done again…

He  had  even  gotten  a  new  title, Smith  of  Advancement.  Selia probably did too. He was not the first, though, as the smith had been the one to gain it. 

He  glanced  at  the  talisman  that  was  on  the  floor  next  to  him.  He wouldn’t  have  been  able  to  do  it  alone,  and  now…  He  knew  that  they wouldn’t be able to do it again for a long time. They had given something of themselves  to  it,  a  price  to  create  it,  and  he  did  not  think  that  they  could handle another anytime soon. 

The  doors  opened  and  someone  entered.  It  was  a  point  to  his exhaustion  that  he  hadn’t  noticed,  even  with  his  sense  spreading.  His  mind was frazzled—he hadn’t been paying attention—but now, he raised his head, and saw Erdania standing at the entrance to the forge. 

She saw them on the floor, and her eyes widened as her mouth opened in an  oh. 

“She is tired,” Ryun said, nearly stumbling over his words. He was far worse off than he’d initially thought. 

Erdania’s  expression  turned  soft,  and  she  walked  over  to  them, kneeling next to them. She reached over and moved an errant lock of Selia’s

hair from her face to behind her ear with a gentle smile on her face. Then, she sat down, leaning against both of them. 

“Did you do it?” she whispered. 

Ryun grabbed the talisman from his other side and then offered it to her. She took it and looked at it for a long minute. Then, finally, she offered it back. 

“That’s…impressive,  and  it  is  beautiful,  too.  I  can  see  her  touches,” 

Erdania whispered as he took it from her. “What are you going to name it?” 

Ryun looked at for a long moment. Perhaps Selia should’ve had some input,  but  Ryun  felt  like  she  would  probably  leave  it  to  him.  The  talisman was,  in  a  way,  an  inheritance  from  the  smith  whose  memories  Ryun  had experienced. It was still not what the smith wanted, an item that could grow, but it was a step. After a few minutes of thinking, he made a decision. 



Spiritual Tool —

Requirements: Cultivator; Immortal Realm; 

Inheritance of Death’s

Absolute Cold Aspect; Glimpse of Aspect

Embrace



Trait: Soulbound; Bodybound



Stats: +10 to all base stats; +200 to all stats



Effects: The talisman will activate when the

one bound with it is near death, keeping them

alive at death’s door and preventing their soul

from leaving their body for 30 seconds. After

the time runs out, the Talisman will rapidly

and fully heal the one bound to it. The

Talisman can be used as a focus for Absolute

Cold Essence, increasing its effectiveness by

20%. The talisman can be activated manually

to bring the user from full health to near death

instantly. 





Cost: Soul strain when used. Cooldown lasts

until the Soul and Life Essence reserves are

restored to full. 



Yes, that fit with it nicely. He hoped that Kri was going to like it—

and that Anrosh didn’t kill him when he gave it to her. 

Chapter Eighty-Seven — Gift



Kri  walked  through  the  streets  of  Consequence,  heading  outside  the city. All around her, people were in a rush, which forced her to bow hastily as people stopped to greet her, or else just run by with apologies on her lips. She didn’t  have  the  time,  and  neither  did  they.  Everyone  was  taking  part  in  the war  preparations,  from  the  lowest  to  the  highest  ranked.  Crafters  were stocking up on weapons, armor, clothes, and other kinds of logistical needs; farmers  were  increasing  their  yields,  stockpiling  food  for  the  war  effort.  It had  been  illuminating  for  Kri  to  learn  all  that  had  to  be  done.  The  city  was filled  with  activity,  filled  with  visitors  from  other  territories,  making  the streets hard to navigate. 

The warriors were gathering, and meetings were being held to decide on  who  should  go.  Kri  desperately  wished  to  be  chosen.  She  had  already asked her mother, and had at least managed to convince her not to forbid Kri from being selected. 

Now, she rushed through back alleys and over the rooftops until she reached the gates and got outside of the city. The guards noticed her, but they knew  her,  so  when  she  waved  at  them,  they  just  waved  back  with  resigned looks on their faces. 

She ran through the forest, heading to where the message had said to go.  It  took  her  maybe  half  an  hour  of  full-speed  running  to  reach  the  small clearing in the hills. It was a place where her mother often went to train, and where  Tali  would  take  Kri  when  she  wanted  to  instruct  her  in  something privately. 

Neither of them were there now, though. As soon as she ran into the clearing, she saw him: Ryun was sitting on a stone, one knee pulled up, and his  hand  and  chin  resting  on  it.  The  cracks  in  his  skin  were  still  prominent, with violet, black, and silver light shining from within. 

“Ryun!” she yelled as she approached. 

Ryun turned and smiled, before another voice spoke. 

“That was fast.” 

Kri  came  to  a  stop  and  immediately  noticed  the  second  person standing  behind  him.  She  cursed  herself  for  not  noticing;  she  still  missed things  sometimes  when  she  wasn’t  paying  attention,  even  with  her  skill.  It happened  especially  if  someone  or  something  wasn’t  moving.  She  had  to work on that. 

As soon as she saw who it was, she bowed at the waist. “Greetings to you, Sect Leader,” she said, addressing Selia Jhan Ekoa. She hadn’t expected to find her here when she got the message from Ryun to come. 

“And greetings to you, young Lord,” she said in return. 

When  Kri  straightened,  she  glanced  at  her,  trying  to  figure  out  why she was here. She had heard some rumors about Ryun, Selia, and Erdania, but then  again,  she  had  heard  the  same  about  him  and  her  mother,  and  so  she didn’t give much credit to such things. No, Ryun wasn’t like that at all. 

Before  she  could  go  further  down  that  train  of  thought,  however, Ryun spoke. 

“How’s your Cultivation going?” 

Kri  brightened.  “I’ve  done  everything  that  you  and  Tali  have instructed me to. I am ready to advance to the Mid Lord Realm.”  And beyond

—but that she didn’t say out loud. 

Ryun  nodded.  “Good.  There  are  some  things  that  we  need  to  talk about. Did you think about your path, where you want to take it?” 

Kri  nodded.  They  had  offered  her  many  opportunities,  from everything that the sect had to offer really. Once she reached Peak Lord, she would  be  able  to  pick  from  any  path  in  the  sect,  but  she  had  narrowed  her choice  down  to  three:  The  Path  of  the  Unbreakable  Wall,  the  Path  of  the Empty Dominion, and the Path of the Clear Sky. 

The  first  would  put  her  on  the  same  road  as  Ryun,  and  she  couldn’t deny that she was drawn to that. He was the first person to show her what one could do if they were willing to put their all into their Cultivation. The second and the third were Tali’s paths; they were powerful, and both were capable of

pushing her high on her own path. The question wasn’t just about power, of course, but about building the best overall build for herself. 

Her Path of the Final End was powerful, and gave her hitting power. 

It  was  destruction,  and  though  her  aspect  flavored  it  significantly  different than  Ryun’s  did,  it  still  could  deal  a  lot  of  damage,  if  in  a  slightly  different way.  What  it  didn’t  give  her  was  any  real  adaptability,  aside  from  one enhancing  technique  that  raised  her  stats—but  that  didn’t  give  her  any maneuverability.  The  Path  of  the  Unbreakable  Wall  might  give  her  that,  in the same way that it did for Ryun, though she lacked a few other tools that he had to make his movements through the air work. 

The  Path  of  the  Empty  Dominion  was  at  its  core  about  area  denial, which would be useful, but also clashed somewhat with the Path of the Final End, as it required her opponents to be closer to her. Still, perhaps she could make it work. The Path of the Clear Sky was…it was a bit harder for her to utilize, lacking flight and all that. 

In the end, she already knew what she was going to choose, she’d just holding off on saying. Now, she told him her decision. 

“The Path of the Empty Dominion,” she said. 

“A good choice,” Ryun said with a nod, and she instantly relaxed. She was worried he would be mad that she didn’t pick his. 

“Did  you  give  any  thought  to  your  second  aspect,  perhaps?”  Ryun asked. 

Kri  blinked.  A  second  aspect?   Of  course  she  hadn’t.  The  Ascended Realm might as well be a dream. 

“Ryun!” Selia slapped his arm, and Kri saw him smiling. 

“Too  soon,  perhaps,”  Ryun  said.  “But  give  it  some  thought.  We  do plan on you going all the way.” 

Kri blinked.  Going all the way? 

“I  would  suggest  a  concept  as  your  second  aspect:  something  that synergizes well with your current aspect,” Ryun said. Then, before she could even  find  the  words  to  answer,  he  continued  onto  another  topic.  “But  now, 

we are here for your advancement.” 

Immediately, she brightened. “I’m ready!” 

“To Mid Lord you go, then,” Ryun said. 

Kri  immediately  got  down  to  her  knees  and  triggered  the advancement.  She  had  been  ready  for  weeks.  The  change  washed  over  her, less than advancing a realm, but still noticeable. Her core improved, and she found herself in the Mid Lord Realm. 

“Let’s see what perks you got,” Ryun said, gesturing. 

Kri took a quick look, then made it visible to everyone. 



True Body—

Your body has been reforged into your true self, 

Untethered Cold

adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of transformation and the advent of absolute

cold; as such, nothing under your domain may exert

unwanted influence over you. Any foreign

influence attempting to change your state does so at a reduced rate, and any cold-related power

attempting to exert influence over you does so at a

reduced effect. Physical changes. You walk

through the cold, absorbed in its laws. 

True Body—Death

Your body has been reforged into your true self, 

Enduring

adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of death’s survivor; as such, your body is

forged in that image. This form grants you pain

immunity, adds a second heart, and doubles your

lung capacity. All stamina-draining effects have

reduced impact on you, and your stamina

effectiveness is doubled. All effects of Death

Essence against you are reduced. Physical changes. 

You’ve seen the other side, and have walked

back to the living. 

True Body—Jotun

Your body has been reforged into your true self, 

adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of surviving in the cold; as such, your body is forged in that image. This form grants you high

resistance to cold and increased size. Your stamina

regeneration is increased while in cold

environments and reduced in warm ones. Physical

changes. 



“Hm…” Ryun said slowly. “I would say that Untethered Cold is the clear winner, but I am biased.” 

Kri knew that he had a similar body. “Would I be able to do the same things you can?” 

“Probably  a  bit  more  geared  toward  the  effects  of  Absolute  Cold,” 

Ryun added. “Stopping or lowering momentum for sure, though.” 

“And Death Enduring?” Kri asked. 

“No,”  Selia  said,  and  Kri  turned  to  look  at  her.  “Pain  immunity  is  a trap—never  take  anything  with  it.  We  need  pain.  Those  who  completely abandon it often end up dead from wounds they didn’t even notice taking, or else they survive and go completely insane.” 

Kri blinked, then nodded. “The last one…” 

“Nothing special,” Ryun said, and Kri had to agree. 

She made her choice. She felt her body start to change, and she closed her eyes. She thought that it would be painful, but it wasn’t. It was as if she was being washed in a gentle stream. As soon as it was done, she opened her eyes  and  looked  around.  She  could  feel  the  power  of  her  body—yes,  she would be able to do a few things. Experimentation was going to be required. 

“Well,  what  is  it  like?”  Ryun  asked,  but  Kri  noticed  that  he  was looking at Selia when he spoke. 

“Her skin is a different color, and her hair,” Selia told him. 

Kri  looked  at  her  hands,  then  pulled  a  strand  of  hair  in  front  of  her

eyes. Light blue skin, and white hair—like her mother’s. She liked it. 

“Good,” Ryun said. “Now, to the next step.” 

Kri looked up with a frown. “Next step?” 

Ryun smiled. “Peak Lord.” 

“Now?” she asked, surprised. 

“We are going to war,” Ryun said, a grim expression taking over his face. “We are going to prepare you as much as we can.” 

“Wait,” Kri said. “I’m going?” 

“Anrosh  didn’t  tell  you?”  Ryun  grimaced  again.  “Shit.  Pretend  you don’t know.” 

Kri grinned—she could do that. 

“I don’t have the Essence to cycle,” Kri said as she remembered, her smile faltering. 

Ryun waved his hand and a small box with crystals appeared. “Don’t worry, we’ve been planning this for a while. There is enough in here for Peak Lord.” 

Kri picked one up and saw that it was Absolute Cold, tier 8, just one higher than her own tier after getting the Glimpse of Aspect achievement had improved her Qi tier. 

Without  needing  to  be  asked,  she  took  them  and  cycled,  deepening her core. Once she was done, she immediately advanced. Again, the familiar feeling washed over her, rising from her core, and then she was Peak Lord—

and could choose a second path. 

Ryun offered her something, and her eyes widened. 

“You  have  it?”  Kri  said  as  she  picked  up  the  Path  of  the  Empty Dominion. It was epic rarity, less than what it had to be for Tali. A part of her was disappointed by that. 

“As I said, we’ve been planning this for a while,” Ryun said. 

Kri  narrowed  her  eyes.  “Am  I  that  predictable?  You  knew  that  I would pick this one?” 

Ryun chuckled, then pulled out a few other paths. “I am a Sect Head. 

It  is  good  to  have  a  few  of  these  around,  so  that  I  can  give  out  rewards  if necessary.” 

Kri  shook  her  head  at  that,  and  then  she  learned  the  path.  It  was  the same  experience  as  the  first  time  she  learned  a  path—suddenly,  she  just…

knew the path, knew the techniques and how to use them. 

“Good,” Ryun said, and then he pulled out something else out of his storage. It was a small round object, the size of her open hand. 

It was beautifully split into three parts, each having an artfully carved image on it. First was a snowflake, the second a skull, and the third a flower. 

What  really  caught  her  attention,  though,  was  its  center:  it  was  the  darkest black  she  had  ever  seen,  and  from  it  spread  lines  of  silver  and  violet  that filled the other carvings, giving them life. “We”—he glanced at Selia—“have a gift for you.” 

“We made it for you,” Selia added. 

That  made  Kri  pause.  The  Spear  of  Sorrow  had   made  something  for her? They hadn’t spoken before today. 

Slowly,  Kri  reached  out  and  took  it.  As  soon  as  she  touched  it,  a window appeared. 

“A  spiritual  tool?”  she  asked,  then  read  what  it  was,  her  eyes widening the further she read. “What is this?” 

“A special kind of item,” Selia answered. 

“And the two of you made it?” Kri asked. 

Ryun  nodded.  “You  don’t  meet  all  the  requirements,  so  you  can’t bond it yet,” Ryun said, but Kri raised her head. 

“Uh,” Kri said hesitantly. “Yes I can.” She could see the option. 

Both of them frowned. “But you are not immortal,” Selia said. 

“We never intended to make something for an immortal,” Ryun said. 

“We didn’t put that into it; it was not our intent. I thought… Oh.” 

Selia  turned  back  to  look  at  him.  “You  think  that  it’s  for…”  She

paused, her eyes glancing back at the object in Kri’s hands. “Of course, that would make sense. She shouldn’t bond it, then.” 

“Or…” Ryun started. 

“Ryun, no.” Selia cut with her hand. 

“She  doesn’t  need  to  use  it.  I  would  assume  that  she  would  still  get the stats, though, and maybe the focus at a lower effectiveness.” 

“Ryun…” Selia started, then grew quiet. 

Ryun turned to look at her, and they just stared at each other, almost as if they were talking without opening their mouths. 

“Look,” he said finally. “Having it bonded could give her better perk options, too.” 

Selia didn’t look convinced. 

“She can remove it afterward. It isn’t an awakened weapon.” 

“Uh,” Kri said softly. “What are you talking about?” 

Selia met her eyes. “One of the requirements for such an item is being in  the  Immortal  Realm.  If  that  one  is  not  referring  to  the  ability  to  use  the spiritual tool, then there is only one thing it can refer to, and that is the power you need in order to use it. It strains the soul, and if that means that it requires at  the  minimum  an  Immortal  Soul  in  order  to  be  used,  it  would  probably destroy the soul of anyone of a lower realm.” 

Kri swallowed audibly. 

“You just don’t need to use it,” Ryun said. 

“And what if she activates it passively?” Selia asked. 

“We are going to war with the dome monsters,” Ryun said slowly. “If she is about to die there, then might as well die from this rather than having her soul devoured by a monster.” 

Kri’s  mouth  opened.  That…  She  did  not  think  about  that  part  of  the war. Even immortals died in such wars. 

“Well.”  Ryun  shrugged.  “Ultimately,  it  is  her  decision.  So…”  Ryun turned to look at her. “What do you say?” 

Kri looked down at the incredible item in her hands, and realized she had no idea what to do. 




*  *  *

 

“Go slowly.” 

Kri  didn’t  think  that  was  actually  possible.  Still,  she  tried  to  follow Ryun’s  advice.  According  to  them,  the  bonding  should  be  a  quick  and painless  affair—but  then  again,  they’d  also  mentioned  that  it  would  bond with  her  flesh,  so  who  knew?  She  took  the  talisman  in  hand  and  started  the bonding process. 

It disappeared, and immediately she felt pressure in the center of her chest, slightly below her throat. She pulled her shirt down and watched as her flesh pulled apart and the talisman emerged from it. There was…pain, but it was faint, and far less than she had feared. 

“Oh,” Kri said. “That wasn’t so bad.” 

Then the pain really hit. 

She  shouldn’t  have  said  anything.  The  pain  didn’t  come  from  her body,  but  someplace  deep  within—her  soul,  if  she  had  to  guess.  She  bent over  and  fell  to  the  ground,  gritting  her  teeth  as  something  ravaged  all through  her.  She  tried  to  marshal  her  willpower,  to  feed  her  |Tough  Body|

skill.  Tali  had  said  that  it  was  weak,  but  that  it  would  do  for  now.  She  was right, being tough didn’t seem to help that much. The pain was twofold, both within her body and something deeper, which made her terrified. 

She  heard  Ryun  and  Selia  talking  above  her,  but  she  could  barely understand them. And then, after what felt like hours, the pain slowly abated, and she felt the talisman settle inside of her. Finally, she gathered herself. It felt…as if she had been pulled tight. She raised her head and saw Ryun and Selia studying her. 

“See? She didn’t die,” Ryun said. 

Selia frowned at him. “This is not how you treat children.” 

“She is a grown woman.” 

“She is twenty,” Selia said, in a tone that meant she considered her a toddler. Kri nearly told her that she was older than that, but she didn’t think that a few more years would change her mind. 

“That is grown,” Ryun said. 

Selia  opened  her  mouth,  glanced  at  Kri,  then  closed  it.  Again,  it seemed  like  they  were  having  a  soundless  conversation,  which  made  Kri frown. 

“Fine,”  Ryun  said  after  a  few  seconds.  “How  are  you  feeling,  Kri?” 

He turned to look at her. 

“Uh…” Kri took stock of herself, then looked through her screens and made sure that she was all right before responding. “I’m fine, just a bit tired.” 

“And the talisman? It works?” Ryun asked. 

“I only got 100 stats from it, and plus five to my base stats,” Kri said. 

“That is more than we could’ve hoped for,” Selia said. 

“Yeah, a hundred stats at your level matters,” Ryun agreed. 

“What now?” Kri asked. 

“First,  you  tell  us  that  you  understand  the  danger  of  that  item  and what will happen if you try to use it.” Selia met her eyes. 

“I…”  Kri  paused.  If  she  understood  what  they  had  explained previously, her soul would probably evaporate into nothingness if she tried it while in the Lord Realm. “Yes, I understand.” 

Ryun clapped his hands. “Good. Now, to the next part!” 

“Next part?” She immediately perked up. 

Ryun’s face turned into a smile. “I had your mother do this at a higher Realm, but I think what we have for you should be enough. If it doesn’t kill you.” 

Her expression faltered. “Uh… What?” 

The answer to that question came a few days later. 

They  were  in  the  mountains,  in  the  center  of  the  Absolute  Cold

Shrine.  Once  they  arrived,  Ryun  pulled  out  a  tub  out  of  his  storage,  and immediately mist started spilling out of it. She could feel the cold from over here. 

“Oh,” she just said. 




*  *  *

 

She  was  freezing  herself  in  a  tub  filled  with  some  kind  of  cold Essence. It was painful, but she was enduring. 

“See?” Ryun said. “I told you that if she got the right body, she could endure it.” 

“I  never  said  that  I  disagreed  with  you,  Ryun.  I  said  that  it  was  too dangerous.” 

Kri tried to focus on keeping the cold at bay as it was seeping inside of  her.  Her  body  made  the  cold  impact  her  at  a  reduced  rate,  but  it  still penetrated, and she was feeling her body freezing, turning to ice. 

“I said,” Selia continued, “that she has far too few stats, that if we let this go for too long, all it would take is an instant and she could die.” 

Kri agreed with them completely—and it was obvious that they were worried about it, despite their conversations. 

“Don’t  worry,  I’ve  refined  the  process  since  I  had  her  mother  do  it. 

That had been…rough, and we had forced it through. This time, I’ve had an enchanter  carve  the  formations  on  the  tub  to  regulate  the  amount  of  Cold affecting her. There is also a soul protection field around it, and a few more things I thought up.” 

“That doesn’t fill me with confidence,” Selia said. “You are tinkering with things that other sects refine over the course of centuries.” 

“Bah!”  Ryun  waved  his  hand.  “They  are  too  timid,  content  to  take safety in return for little gains. Kri isn’t afraid of a little pain, right?” 

“I  am  a  formation  maker,”  Selia  told  him.  “You  really  think  I  don’t

recognize what that one there is?” 

“Of course not,” Ryun answered. “She has a body skill; it should be useful.” 

Kri couldn’t even glare at him, as her eyelids had frozen shut. 

Tuning  them  out,  she  focused  completely  inward.  She  was  cycling, pulling  in  the  all  the  Cold-related  Essences  around  into  her  core.  She  was certain that she was making things worse for herself, but Ryun had insisted, said that Tali had said it would do more for her that way, if she could endure it. Kri could hear Tali’s tone inside of her head; she always spoke to her as if she couldn’t possibly live out to her expectations. Well, she would prove her wrong. 

Her Absolute Cold Qi protected her somewhat—she had resistance to frost  and  she  was  resistant  to  cold.  Still,  by  pulling  the  Essence  in,  she  was adding to the cold inside of her. 

She focused only on the Essence, circling through her conduits before finally  being  pushed  into  her  core,  where  she  swirled  it  around  gently.  She had to use everything that she had learned in her lessons with Tali in order to do it. Moving Essence inside the core was impossible for many Cultivators of her  tier—most  could  barely  do  it  with  Qi.  Tali  had  forced  her  to  learn.  The lessons  had  oftentimes  been  torture,  but  Kri  had  endured.  Her  will  was focused on her body, on her |Tough Body|. 

She would endure this, too. 

She had long since gotten numb to the pain. Her skin had frozen; she moved, and felt cracking. The outer layer of her skin burst like ice splitting, making  a  wound  open  up  along  her  upper  back.  She  stilled,  trying  not  to move lest she injure herself more. The pain was excruciating, but as the cold seeped into the wound, that pain, too, grew faint. The numbness of the Cold Essence pierced deep into her, making everything…slow. There was only the cold. 

A  sharp  pain  assaulted  her  suddenly  as  something  changed,  and  she twitched her hand. A wound opened up across her forearm, bringing back the

pain, nearly breaking her equilibrium. The cold intensified then, and she was sure that Ryun had increased it somehow. She kept her body still and relaxed, while  focusing  all  of  her  attention  on  her  core,  the  feel  of  her  Qi  and  the Essence. 

Absolute  Cold  Essence  was  the  ultimate  form  of  Cold  Essence,  in  a way. It sought to bring everything into the realm of cold, of frost and winter. 

It sapped heat from everything, but as there was never any energy lost in the Infinite  Realm,  it  only  transformed.  It  was  an  aspect  of  change—it  changed Heat  into  Cold,  and  Cold  had  an  energy  of  its  own.  It  slowed  down movement, it slowed down thought, turned other Essences into crystal states. 

A  domain  of  pure  cold  was  what  the  Absolute  Cold  sought  to  create. 

Somehow, she could see that clearly now. 

She  narrowed  down  her  |Resonance  Sense|,   trying  to  feel  the Essence, the Cold Essence, to understand it with greater depth, through all the pain,  and  all  the  cold  seeping  into  her.  She  was  remembering  something,  a moment when she had glimpsed something great. The plane at the center of her core, beyond it. So vast, so great. She felt it deep inside, and she tried to reach for it again, to experience what she had before. She was hurt, but she wasn’t dying, not yet—she wondered if she should just use the talisman, and bring  herself  close  to  death.  She  knew  that  that  gate  would  open  if  she  was close  to  death.  She  could  feel  the  Absolute  Cold  seeping  through;  she  was injured, but it was so little compared to what she had felt before. 

She  nearly  did  it,  but  something  stopped  her.  She  wasn’t  thinking clearly. 

She  focused  and  tried  to  pull  herself  back.  Still,  she  pushed  at  her core, trying to reach to that place beyond on her own. She had been trying it ever  since  the  fight  with  the  viper.  Tali  had  made  her  document  everything that had happened to her, everything that she remembered, and then she had her  go  through  a  myriad  of  exercises  trying  to  replicate  it.  She’d  never succeeded. 

But  now,  with  so  much  Cold  Essence  all  around  her,  in  her,  she  felt herself to be in the right mindset, as if she was understanding more about it. 

She  reached  for  the  center  of  her  core,  the  Essence  and  Qi  swirling  around each other, and there she found it. 

Absolute Cold seeped out into her core. It washed through it and into her conduits, overwhelming her, but it was not as before. The tier of Essence was the same as what was in her core—it didn’t hurt her, though, but actually almost  made  her  feel  better.  She  started  a  technique, {Cold  Mantle},  and enforced  her  entire  body  with  it,  channeling  it  through  the  talisman.  She couldn’t get as much effectiveness from it as it was supposed to give, but she felt it grow cold. 

She  was  filled  with  the  Essence  of  Absolute  Cold,  with  an understanding of it. Her mind and body sang of it. 

But  nothing  so  great  could  be  endured  forever.  She  felt  exhaustion catch  up  with  her,  and  before  she  could  even  process  anything,  she  fell unconscious. 




*  *  *

 

She woke up slowly, to whispering voices. 

“You  taught  her  to  control  Essence.  In  the  Lord  Realm,”  someone said. 

“Tali did,” another voice answered. “I told you she had promise.” 

“You do realize you are making her into a monster.” 

“She’s awake.” 

Kri groaned, a taste of a healing potion on her lips. “What happened?” 

she  said  as  she  slowly  opened  her  eyes.  They  were  in  a  small  room somewhere that she didn’t recognize. With her sense, she could tell that just outside the room was a…forge? 

“You did great,” Ryun said with a smile. “Check your notifications.” 



Your skills have evolved. 

 

Tough Body >> Frost Touched Body

Resonance Sense >> Enhanced Resonance Sense



Congratulations! You have gone through a Crucible! 

 

 

New title available—Crucible of the Body



Crucible of the

Go through a harrowing

+500 to endurance and

Body

experience to improve

vitality, +2% to all

your body by forging it in stats, Unyielding

the harshest conditions

(Body Perk), 50,000

possible based on your

Greater Essence

body type



Unyielding

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. 



She showed it to them, too stunned to speak. 

“Ha!” Ryun turned to look at Selia. “Told you.” 

Selia didn’t respond. Then, after a moment, she said, “It’s unfair that it is so much easier when you are weaker.” 

“It wasn’t easy for her,” Ryun said, then turned to look at Kri. “You did it.” 

“I…did?” Kri asked slowly. 

Ryun grinned. “Now, take this.” 

Kri frowned as she took the small vial from his fingers. 



Greater Drought of

Drinking the drought will improve

Path Perk Upgrade

a perk of your choice by two tiers

of your Cultivation Realm

Evolution. 



“Do the body,” Ryun said. 

She looked back at the drought, and without hesitation drank it all up. 

The change came over her quickly, washing and evolving her body. She felt it  settling  deep  within  the  core  of  who  she  was.  Both  Tali  and  Ryun  had always told her how important a True Body was for one’s path, that it shaped everything to come. 

Once it was done, she took a look at the new perk. 



True Body—Untethered

Your body has been reforged into your

Winter

true self, adopting attributes to reflect

your path. Your path is that of

transformation, the advent of the

Absolute Cold, and the authority of

Winter. As such, nothing under

Winter’s authority may exert unwanted

influence over you. Any foreign

influence attempting to change your

state does so at a reduced rate, and any

cold-related power attempting to exert

influence over you does so at a reduced

effect. While in an area ruled

predominantly by any Aspects of

Winter, you may ignore any influences

on your body that are outside the

purview and authority of Winter. 

Physical changes. You walk through

the cold, through the authority of

Winter. Immersed in its laws. 



“Good,”  Ryun  said.  “Now,  you  have…a  month,  to  change  your techniques sufficiently, and to get ready for the Monarch Realm.” 

Kri opened her mouth, but then closed it. A month—that’s when they were heading to war. 

She was going to be ready. 

Chapter Eighty-Eight — To War



Nayra  stabbed  forward  with  her  spear,  and  had  it  met  by  that  of  her opponent.  She  danced  to  the  side,  her  |Flowing  Spear  and  Buckler  Style|

letting  her  do  circles  around  her  opponent—not  that  she  would’ve  had  any issues without it. She had to hold herself back quite a lot just not to harm the little  twerp.  But,  that  wasn’t  the  point  of  this  spar.  Frost  and  cold  assaulted her  constantly,  but  she  barely  felt  it  as  her  Scorching  Mist  Qi  circulated through her body. 

She sent short and weak bursts of that Qi with {Mist Burst}, forcing her opponent to dance away, keeping her on her toes. She was forced to use her Qi—that, at least, she could control, making the output of her techniques weaker. Even if she wanted to, though, she couldn’t touch half of her powers. 

With  the  Ethereal  Realm  closed,  she’d  lost  access  to  nearly  all  powers  that drew  power  from  it.  Crossing  over?  Blocked.  Pulling  in  power  from  the Ethereal Realm? Blocked. Even her newest perks were mostly useless to her. 

She hadn’t even had a chance to test them. She had known that the Ethereal Realm was blocked when she evolved her Class and got them, but her mother had advised that she take them anyway. If she was being truthful to herself, she  would’ve  done  so  without  her  advice.  The  perks  were  too  powerful  for her  to  ignore,  and  everyone  assumed  that  the  Ethereal  Realm  wouldn’t  stay closed forever. 

It’d been a long time now. 

A moment of inaction had her miss her opponent’s sneaky stab, which forced her to raise her buckler quickly up and then bash the spear away. She did it with a bit too much strength, because she sent the spear and its holder stumbling to the side. She used {Mesmerizing Mirage} while her opponent wasn’t looking. She recovered and, for a moment, froze, before turning back into the real Nayra. Her opponent’s skill told her which one was which, but a moment of indecision while she checked was all it took—not even a moment, as she was still far too slow for Nayra’s stats. 

Nayra’s spear was on her neck before she could respond. 

“Good try,” she told her with a smile. 

Kri grimaced, but then stepped back and bowed. “Thank you for your instruction.” 

Nayra became serious too, and bowed in return. Sometimes, she could hardly  believe  that  Kri  was  nearly  thirty  years  old.  Once,  she  would’ve considered  that  old  enough,  grown,  but  now  she  knew  better.  The  sect  had been  treating  Kri  as  a  member  of  the  younger  generation,  but  the  new Monarch was quickly rising through the ranks, and in power. Her cold white eyes  held  the  promise  of  what  the  future  would  hold  for  her.  Nayra  often wondered if Kri herself realized what she was becoming. 

Anatalien and Ryun were raising a monster. 

That  wasn’t  surprising  at  all.  They  were  monsters  themselves.  Their standards  were  so  far  above  what  was  the  norm  that  they  were  laughable. 

Yet… Nayra had benefited from that, too. She had advanced far as well, both because Ryun and the sect helped her, and because of her family. It took the war and losing her sister for her to realize that all those things that she used to care about so much about were unimportant. Thinking on Reyla still brought an  ache  to  her  heart.  She  was  a  hole  inside  her  head  that  would  never  be filled. They’d fought, they’d disagreed, but they’d always been sisters. 

The  power  to  keep  those  you  love  safe  was  all  that  mattered.  It saddened  her  to  know  that  she  had  gained  that  power  too  late.  All  the  trials she had endured—killing two Generals nearly on her own, fighting a war for more than a decade, leading people, leading souls, her family’s training and her  father’s  great  fruits—had  all  culminated  in  the  achievement  her  family had  sought  to  have  her  attain  since  her  birth.  It  was  funny  that  she  had managed  to  achieve  it  by  trying  to  move  away  from  their  teachings.  In  the end,  though  it  had  all  been  too  ingrained  in  her.  All  that  she  did  was  add Ryun’s philosophy to it. 

“You getting ready?” Nayra said as the two of them walked out of the training arena. 

“Yes,”  Kri  said  with  excitement  in  her  voice.  “I’m  leaving  in  three days.” 

Nayra  nodded.  Kri  would  be  going  with  the  other  lower  warriors. 

Most  below  the  Immortal  Realm  were  going  to  head  to  the  meeting  spot  in caravans.  The  Twilight  Melody  Sect  had  bought  some  airships  to  transport people,  too,  and  most  of  the  higher-ups  would  be  taking  those.  Some  had already  left,  in  fact,  carrying  crafters  and  others  to  set  up  their  area  in  the joint force camp. The supplies and equipment had been sent ahead by way of teleporters in nearby sects. It was cheaper to transport goods than people. 

Her  mother  had  gone  ahead  to  prepare  and  organize  their  troops,  as she  had  experience  with  that.  Anatalien  was  with  her—the  majority  of  their troops were sect trained, so it made sense. In truth, the Twilight Melody Sect wasn’t fielding a big force. It wasn’t really an army, but something closer to a war  band.  The  Ornns’  Dagda  Family  was  sending  most  of  the  crafters  and some  of  their  guards,  who  were  now  Sect  Warriors.  The  biggest  numbers came  from  the  Woll  Family,  of  course,  as  those  were  the  core  of  what  the Twilight Melody Sect had used to be. 

Nayra  would  be  leaving  on  an  airship,  leading  some  of  the  elites  of her family, along with those of other families. Ryun, Selia, Erdania, and the rest of their warriors would be coming as well. The war, or rather the march through  the  core,  would  start  in  a  few  months,  when  everyone  had  been gathered. 

“You afraid?” Nayra asked as they walked. 

Kri  didn’t  answer  immediately.  “A  little  bit,”  she  admitted  after  a while.  “I  just…was  never  part  of  anything  like  this,  you  know?  I  fought  in battles, and in war against the undead. But this…” 

“Smart,” Nayra said. “War is a terrible thing.” 

“Yeah,”  Kri  said,  looking  down  at  her  spear.  “I’m  worried  that  I won’t be strong enough.” 

“You’ll be fine. I am sure Anrosh has annoyed Ryun into putting you someplace safe.” 

“I don’t want to be safe,” Kri said, perhaps a bit more hotly than she intended. “I want to be of use. To make the sect proud.” 

Nayra chuckled. “You should know by now that Ryun’s idea of safe is a nightmare for everyone else.” 

Kri blinked, and then a small smile twitched on her face. “Right. With my  luck,  he’ll  throw  me  straight  at  one  of  the  monster  Generals.  Did  you know that he’d thrown me down a hole to fight a viper, blind?” 

Nayra did know about that. “He is…peculiar.” 

Kri  opened  her  mouth  to  say  something  else,  but  a  sect  member  ran up  to  the  two  of  them,  interrupting  her.  As  soon  as  he  reached  them,  he bowed. 

“Sect  Leader,”  he  greeted  her.  “I  have  a  message  for  you,  from  the Sect Head.” 

Nayra raised her eyebrow, then glanced at Kri. The man offered her a small  envelope,  which  nearly  made  her  roll  her  eyes.  It  was  elegant  and decorated, and completely unnecessary when words or a small slip of paper would suffice, but that was life in a sect. She shook her head and took it from him, thanking him. He ran off as she opened and read through it. 

It had obviously not been written by Ryun, as he didn’t care for such things. It meant that someone had transcribed his words just in order to give them to her. The message was simple, just asking for her to meet him in the forest outside the city. 

She  glanced  at  Kri.  “I  guess  I  should  go,”  she  said.  “See  you  later, kid!” 

Kri’s  eyebrows  furrowed  at  that,  and  Nayra  just  chuckled  as  she walked away. 




*  *  *

 

She found him exactly where he said he would be, sitting on a rock in the middle of the forest. 

“What is it, Ryun?” she asked as she approached. 

Ryun glanced at her, then turned back to looking at the forest. “How was training?” 

“She’s come a long way,” Nayra answered. 

“Her spear work?” 

“She is getting really good. In a few more years, she will have caught up to me, I think.” Nayra’s spear work was one of the best in the sect—only a few other members of her family were better, and that included her mother. 

Kri was being taught by some of the best in everything domain. She was far better than any of her peers. 

“Good.”  Ryun  nodded.  Then,  “I  want  you  to  lead  our  troops  in battle,” he said out of nowhere. 

Nayra  blinked.  “I  thought  that  you  were  considering  someone  from Zenshuen, one of their older commanders?” 

“I considered it,” Ryun said. “His perks are suited for it, but yours are, too.  And,  with  you  on  the  battlefield,  we’ll  have  a  bigger  advantage.  The longer  the  battle  goes,  the  stronger  you’ll  get,  until  you  match  their  High Rankers.” 

Nayra  didn’t  respond  immediately.  She  had  learned  a  lot  about  war over  the  last  few  years,  and  it  was  not  at  all  what  she  had  imagined.  The strongest  didn’t  fight  in  wars,  they  didn’t  walk  the  battlefields,  not  usually. 

Some  exceptions  were  made,  of  course,  if  one  side  didn’t  have  anyone dangerous, if the High Rankers could act without worrying that their powers would  be  on  cooldown.  But,  in  practice,  it  was  the  low-tiered  soldiers  who fought  on  both  sides,  while  the  powerhouses  watched  and  waited  for  an opportunity to strike, with their high-tiered powers changing the entire battle

—just  like  the  opponents  were  waiting  for  them  to  do  so,  just  so  that  they could  catch  them  off  guard  and  eliminate  them.  It  was  a  dance,  a  game  of seeing who would spend their powerful perks first, and then a race to pounce on someone who overextends. 

All  of  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect’s  High  Rankers  would  be  watching

from off the battlefield. They didn’t have enough intelligence on the enemy; they didn’t know what they could do. They would need to be careful. All it would  take  was  one  overwhelmingly  powerful  perk  to  wipe  out  a  group  of High Rankers if they overextended. 

“I am weakened,” Nayra said. “Without the Ethereal Realm…” 

“Even without it, you can change a battle.” 

He  was  right,  she  knew  that.  She  had  led  people  before,  and  against this exact enemy, too. 

“You are a Sect Leader. The people know you, and will gladly follow you. Zenshuen… They haven’t integrated yet, and neither has your family. It takes time,” Ryun said. 

“All  right,  I’ll  do  it,”  Nayra  said.  She  wouldn’t  run  from  this responsibility. 

“Good.” Ryun smiled. 

She  was  about  to  speak  again,  when  something  washed  over  her,  a familiar sensation that she hadn’t felt in a long time. “Ryun—” She stopped herself; the sensation disappeared, just as quickly as it came. Ryun stood, and his eyes narrowed. He tilted his head, looking at the tree line. 

She summoned Er’ishi  Resav to her  hand and got  ready. She sensed someone  approaching.  Ryun  raised  his  hand,  stopping  her,  a  small  smile appearing on his face. 

“No need for that,” Ryun said, and she frowned. 

Then,  a  shape  walked  out  of  the  shadows  of  the  forest:  a  tall humanoid wolf, with black fur streaked with silver and violet and red patches on his sides. His eyes were silver orbs, and his claws were tinged in red. He was taller than he had been before. 

“You’ve gotten stronger, two-legs,” the wolf said. 

Ryun  chuckled.  “I  see  that  you  have  as  well,  Ereclaw,  old  friend.  I can’t wait to hear about your journey.” 

“How did you get through?” Nayra asked. Their reunion could wait, there was a bigger issue at hand. He was dead, and she knew his immortality, 

which  meant  that  he  could’ve  only  come  from  the  Ethereal  Realm.  She  had felt it, just for a second, and then the block had settled back in again. Perhaps he had some answers. 

“My  teacher  sent  me  through.  It  was…  needed,”  Ereclaw  said  as  he walked up to them. 

“Teacher?” Ryun asked. 

“A  great  being,  a  dragon.  He  is  the  one  keeping  the  Ethereal  Realm closed.” 

Nayra blinked. “Why would he do that?” 

“There  is…a  danger  in  the  Ethereal  Realm.  There  is  someone  very powerful, a shade, which seeks entrance to this Realm. This is the only way to stop it.” 

“Oh?” Ryun asked. 

“This  is  why  I’ve  come,”  Ereclaw  said.  “This  shade  sent  someone through, and my teacher believes that no good can come of this. I am to hunt them down before they can do anything to bring the shade here.” 

“It’s a big world out here,” Ryun said. 

“My  teacher  granted  me  a  boon,  a  skill,  which  tells  me  where  this person  is.”  Ereclaw  pointed  in  the  distance.  “I  need  to  follow  it  and  find them.” 

Ryun  looked  in  the  direction  where  Ereclaw  was  pointing,  and  then back at the wolf. “What a coincidence—we’re heading the same way. Come, let’s get to the city. There’s a lot for us to fill you in on, and I am sure a lot for you to tell us, too.” 

Together, the three of them made their return to the city. 
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For every perk you have gained from a soul, gain a bonus Might of the

to base stats depending on how powerful the perk is. 

Slain (Class

(Current—strength, endurance, wisdom: 85; dexterity, Perk)

intelligence: 220.)

I Mark You

Once per month, you may mark anyone for death. All

For Death

damage you deal to them for the next hour is also

(Class Perk)

mirrored to their soul. 

I Choose Who Once per battle, you may bring a soul back to life by

Dies (Class

swapping its fate with that of another. The two souls must Perk)

both agree to the act. 

To the Gates

Once a year, you may enter the Warrior Afterlife and of Valhalla

remain there for no more than 1 month. 

(Class Perk)



Class

Chooser of the Slain ( Et )

Level

479

Combat Ability Dawnfire Mirage

Movement

Ethereal Burst

Ability

Support Ability Dawnfire Immolation

Additional

Dawn Dash

Ability

Additional

Ethereal Cross

Ability

Additional

Death's Slash

Ability



EVOLUTION ATTUNEMENT BONUS:

You are able to see souls. All Ethereal-based

powers are 20% more effective. All special

Shepherd for the Souls attacks deal 1.5% of total damage dealt as soul damage. Gain +10% to strength and wisdom. 

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-

Dawnfire

based powers are 20% more effective. All special

attacks deal 1% of total damage dealt as soul

damage. Gain +10% to strength and wisdom. 

All dawnfire abilities gain 50% more

effectiveness in the Ethereal Realm. Your soul

Dawnspirit

regenerates 2x as quickly as it otherwise would. 

Gain +10% to strength and intelligence. 

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

Gunnr

cooldowns are reduced by 20%. Souls of warriors

think of you as kindred. Gain +15% to strength

and dexterity. 

Your presence in the Ethereal Realm draws

warrior souls to you. The effect of your presence

on warrior souls is increased by 500%, and

lowered on all other souls by 50%. You gain

Battle Soul

+20% to your stats while protecting recently

deceased souls. Your dawn-flavored attacks have

their soul damage increased by 100%. Gain +20%

to strength and intelligence. 

Your presence on the battlefield means death. 

Any soul that dies on the battlefield you walk will

have their souls be transported to a safe place in

the Ethereal Realm to await your arrival. The safe

War and Death

place will be linked to the area of the battlefield in the Real Realm. The safe area will persist for 1

Real Realm month before the souls are forced out. 

You gain +50% to your Soul Resistance. Gain

+30% to strength and intelligence. 



Path of the Lotus Dance (

Cultivation

E )

Stage

Peak Monarch

Aspect

Scorching Mist (6)

Base

Mesmerizing Mirage

Technique

Branch

Mist Burst

Technique

Fruit

Curtain of Mist Petals

Technique



Cultivation

Path of the Final End ( M )

Stage

Peak Lord

Base Technique Mantle of the Rising Mists

Branch

Scorching Blast

Technique

Fruit Technique Mist of the Scorching End



Passive Skills

Active Skills

Combat Mastery >> 

Spear and Buckler

Mastery >> Enhanced

Spear and Buckler

Block >> Shield

Mastery >> Spear and

Wall

Buckler Art >> 

Flowing Spear and

Buckler Style

Heat Sense >> Greater

Heat Sense >> 

Swipe >> Enhanced

Thermoception >> 

Swipe >> Arc

Enhanced

Swipe

Thermoception >> 

Spectrum Vision

Pain Tolerance >> 

Greater Pain

Throw >> Greater

Tolerance >> 

Throw >> Hurl >> 

Toughness >> 

Enhanced Hurl

Enhanced Toughness



Strength

5109

Dexterity

3540

Vitality

2028

Endurance

1988

Intelligence

5315

Wisdom

3711

Chapter Eighty-Nine — Wardens



Bera looked around her small fort, watching her people walk around with purpose for the first time in years. The wardens were training, a glimmer in  their  eyes  with  every  swing  of  their  weapons.  Crafters  were  working overtime, preparing supplies for the war. She saw it in their faces, in the way that they talked. Something had been reignited inside of them: they wanted to go, to retake their home. 

They  didn’t  understand  that  the  wardens  were  over,  one  way  or another. 

She  didn’t  say  anything  about  that,  not  yet.  There  were  things  at  the Citadel  that  they  couldn’t  let  fall  into  the  wrong  hands,  resources  that  she hadn’t  been  able  to  move  in  time.  The  Citadel  might  be  retaken,  but  things would never be the same again. The world had changed. Factions had turned on  one  another,  and  now  everyone  was  looking  for  the  concealed  knife. 

Nearly  all  factions  that  had  once  had  agreements  with  the  wardens  had revoked them, and those that hadn’t probably just had more important things to  worry  about.  The  time  of  the  wardens  policing  across  the  Settled Territories was long since passed. A faction that had once had millions, was barely a scant few thousand now. 

Bera  closed  her  eyes,  cursing  her  Class.  She  knew  how  many  had died;  she  knew  how  many  had  abandoned  them,  and  she  knew  every  name. 

Sometimes  it  hurt  to  think  about  it,  because  ultimately  she  had  failed.  The wardens had failed. They had been unable to keep the peace. 

Those  who  remained  were  the  believers,  those  who  wanted  to  help people above all else. She was grateful for them. They honored the memories of those who had died. 

Her  thoughts  turned  to  Yirrel,  her  friend.  She  had  grieved  for  her, years ago, back when Bera had been made faction leader and knew that that meant only one thing: Yirrel was dead. She had tried to keep them together, to keep her friend’s legacy alive, and she had failed. She had been defeated, 

lost. 

And  then  two  wardens  had  returned:  Zacharia  Gardner  and Nahamassa Plainrunner. The first was a Ranker of the Seventh Iteration, who once  came  to  their  Citadel,  searching  for  power.  The  second  was  a  serial killer who should’ve been punished, but had instead been allowed to live in hopes that she would prove useful in the future. They had changed, so much so that it almost boggled the mind, having survived things that Bera doubted many would. They’d reached such heights that Bera could barely believe it. 

She  looked  down  into  the  courtyard  from  the  balcony,  and  found  a small  workstation  in  the  corner,  nestled  between  two  walls.  Two  people  sat there, bent over the table, looking at the contraption there—one was a crafter, and the other was Zacharia Gardner. 

He had requested that she find him someone who knew how to make slave collars, and she had. That was easy enough, with her skill set, as it had been her job to find people, to make connections and know things. She didn’t know if what he wanted was possible, but she admired him trying. Anything that he needed, she would provide. She had to keep him and Nahamassa here, with  the  wardens.  They  were  the  most  powerful  people  in  the  faction,  and they were their only hope of restoring anything resembling their old mission. 

Neither had shared their screens with her yet, and she didn’t press, but she  already  had  an  idea  about  what  she  would  see.  There  was  something about  Zach  that  was  ever  present.  Most  probably  noticed  it,  only  without knowing what it was. They would rationalize it away, she knew, those weak enough that they couldn’t really sense what it was. Many of the stronger ones would do the same, simply feeling that he was strong. But she knew, for she had met a Sage before. She didn’t know how he had achieved that; he didn’t go in depth on his power, but she could guess. That alone put him at the top of the Infinite Realm. 

Of course, it didn’t mean that he was as strong as the other Sage she’d met,  though  she  suspected  he  was.  She  had  felt  a  strange  effect  around  him when they talked. Almost as if…as if they were all trapped in that moment, like the world around them didn’t matter. And, at the same time, the opposite

was  true,  as  if  there  was  something  about  him  that  was  always  moving forward. 

She didn’t know how to explain it, but it was clearly an effect of the Essence he had mastered. 

She hoped that they decided to stay, that they help her try to salvage what  was  left.  She  needed  them  far  more  than  they  needed  her.  And  now, with this war…perhaps the wardens could redeem themselves in the eyes of the people, and not be looked at as just another faction that had fallen apart the moment hard times arrived. In less than a month, they would be traveling to a kingdom on the border of the Sect Territories, to meet up with the rest of the armies. She still didn’t know what to think about that—that the sects were the ones that saw the danger and decided to act, while the rest just… It was humiliating. But at least she had a way forward now, something to do other than trying to hold everything together. 

She took a deep breath, and then headed down the stairs, over to give Zach the report she had just received. 




*  *  *

Zach



The  slave  collars  were  simple,  in  a  way.  They  bound  the  collared person’s soul into what was almost an oath of absolute service, if Zach was understanding it correctly. 

“The  collar  itself  can  be  made  out  of  anything,”  the  crafter  said,  his eyes evading Zach’s own, embarrassed and terrified in equal measure. Zach wasn’t going to hurt the man, which he had told him several times. Bera had assured him that the man no longer crafted and sold the collars, and everyone deserved a second chance. 

“It  is  th-these  here.”  He  pointed  at  the  rough  lines  inside  of  collar. 

“These are what truly matter.” 

“You said that these are arrays?” Zach asked. 

“Y-yes, warden,” the crafter said. 

“So, they are created through power?” 

“In most cases, yes.” The crafter bowed his head. 

“Explain that to me,” Zach said. 

“W-well,  you  see,  sir,  it  can  be  created  by  someone  who  has  a Slavemaster or a related Class. Those people are rare, as that Class is illegal in  most  of  the  Settled  Territories.  The  other,  and  more  common  variant,  is created by…c-crafters.” 

“How?” 

“Well.”  The  crafter  swallowed  audibly.  “Most  crafters  have  an  ar-archive perk of some kind, where they can store any arrays that they know. 

Then, there is a power that allows them to create it on cooldown.” 

“How does one get such a design in the first place?” 

“As  you  would  assume,  w-warden.  Through  some…unsavory means.” 

Zach narrowed his eyes. “Do you know who invented these in the first place?” 

“Whoever  it  was  is  long  dead  by  now,  warden,”  the  crafter  said hurriedly. “I believe that there was an…uproar when they first appeared, and the creator was executed. By then it was too late. The knowledge had spread, y-you see.” 

Zach grimaced. It was abhorrent, but there wasn’t much that he could do about it, not yet. 

“You said that each collar is linked to one… owner? ” 

“Yes, s-sir.” 

“How  many…owners,  do  you  think  a  city  filled  with  hundreds  of thousands of slaves would have?” 

“Not many, wa-warden,” the crafter said immediately. 

“Really?” Zach raised an eyebrow. 

He nodded. “People like that… They don’t share, and having so many

slaves all have different owners just invites trouble.” 

“And killing the owner does nothing?” Zach asked. 

“It  will  not  free  them,  no.  They  would  still  be  bound  by  any  orders they were given before the owner’s death.” 

Zach picked up the collar in his hand. He needed to figure out a way to  break  it  without  killing  the  person  around  whose  neck  it  was.  That  was going to take a while. 

“Thank you. We’ll speak again,” Zach said and stood up. As he was walking away from the workbench, he noticed Commander Bera coming his way. 

“Warden Zacharia,” she greeted him. “I have a new report for you.” 

Zach tilted his head. “About?” 

“The  slave  city,”  she  said.  “Sadly,  we  don’t  have  anything  too detailed,  especially  not  about  the  city  itself,  but  the  taken  and  the  traitors regularly  leave  the  city  with  their  slaves  on  work  details.  We  have  rough numbers.” 

She offered a piece of paper, and he took it, reading it immediately. 

She  was  right—it  wasn’t  detailed—but  it  did  have  some  interesting things,  such  as  the  estimated  number  of  slaves,  taken,  and  traitors.  “Only eight owners?” Zach asked once he reached that point. 

“That  is  what  I  was  informed  of,”  Bera  answered.  “It  does  make sense; they are all traitors. No taken has been seen actually collaring people. 

It is my assumption that there are no taken with Slavemaster Classes—which is possible, probable even, as that Class is rare in the Settled Territories. Eight does  make  sense  as  well,  considering  people  with  such  Classes  are  hunted down in most territories. Some persist at the edges, on the frontiers, but even there  they  know  to  tread  lightly.  There  are  regulations  about  what  kind  of orders they can give, and how they can treat slaves, regulations that even the wardens enforce—or enforced, rather.” 

Zach nodded. “Not many, then.” 

“Do you have a plan?” Bera asked as they walked back into the keep. 

“Naha  and  I  have  been  talking,”  Zach  admitted.  “I  do  have  some ideas.” 

“Anything you want to share?” 

“An attack on the city will never work,” Zach said. “They will use the slaves as soldiers, forcing them to defend themselves, which would defeat the purpose  of  trying  to  save  them.  No,  we  need  to  infiltrate  the  city,  kill  the owners, and then attempt to free them afterward.” 

“You don’t think that threatening them and having them release them of their own free will would work?” Bera questioned. 

“I had wondered if these people deserved a second chance,” Zach said slowly.  “But  it  has  occurred  to  me  that  they  had  probably  been  doing  this before, and had decided to join in with the taken in order to do so freely.” 

“You don’t think that they would accept, not even to save their lives?” 

“Naha tells me that it is doubtful, but we are still planning.” 

Bera nodded. “I would like to come with you.” 

That made Zach blink. “You don’t want to go to the Citadel?” 

“There  are  other  wardens  who  know  it  as  well  as  I  do,  and  they  can ensure  that  the  army  knows  the  way  in  and  secure  our  interests  there.  What you are doing… It is what the wardens were meant for, and I believe that my skill  set  can  provide  your  mission  with  great  benefits.  There  will  be  people better suited for the war on other battlefields.” 

Zach stopped and turned to look her in the eyes. He saw the sincerity there, but beyond  that, he saw  a kindred spirit—someone  who believed that lives should be preserved, that the rules should be the same for everyone. 

“I would be glad to have you with us,” Zach told her. 

For  a  moment  her  face  turned  surprised,  but  it  was  quickly  gone. 

“Thank you. I’ll make sure that everything is ready for departure. Warden.” 

She inclined her head, and walked away. 

Zach  remained  there  watching  her  go,  and  then  frowned  when  he realized that she had been acting subordinate to him. He shook his head and went to find Naha. 

They had planning to do. 

Chapter Ninety — War Camp



Lesamitrius  sometimes  wondered  if  his  life  was  a  dream.  Once,  so long  ago  that  it  now  almost  seemed  like  a  different  life,  he  had  been  a promising young warrior in the Green Rain Sect. His father had been one of the  distinguished  members  of  the  sect,  someone  who  was  close  to  breaking into the Immortal Realm. His family held much honor and obligation in the sect,  and  Lesamitrius  was  the  prime  heir  of  his  family,  set  to  inherit  a powerful family in a mid-sized sect on the edge of the frontier. That had been such a high honor, a great achievement…once. 

His father had reached the Immortal Realm, and was a Sect Leader of the Green Rain Sect, and then Lesamitrius’ life had taken a far different turn. 

Now,  he  was  a  warrior  of  a  different  sect,  a  Heavenly  Realm  Commander, and enjoyed influence of a different kind. 

Now,  he  walked  around  with  legends.  He  had  journeyed  with Anatalien  Far  Solla-Woll,  the  Ruler  of  the  Empty  Sky.  For  all  intents  and purposes, he fulfilled the same role for her that Anrosh did for Ryun. He dealt with  everything  that  she  needed.  He  shadowed  her  around,  and  he  watched, he learned. He still couldn’t quite believe it, but being in the presence of so many greats was… The Immortal Realm was more than a dream for him, but was in fact almost a certainty. Just listening, watching, and experiencing, had given him insights into his own path, into his own inspiration. He felt like he could reach the Immortal Realm in the next few years, and he was not even forty! 

It  was  madness,  but  he  wouldn’t  change  it  for  the  world.  He  had found a second family in the Twilight Melody Sect, and his father was proud of what he had achieved, too. The Twilight Melody Sect had grown, and their relations and friendship with Lesamitrius’ former sect had only grown with it. 

And  to  think,  who  he  had  used  to  be,  how  arrogant  he  had  been…

Still,  that  man  had  led  him  to  be  who  he  was  now,  and  that  he  wouldn’t change that, either. 

He  stood  in  the  corner  of  the  large  tent  along  with  a  few  other warriors, standing at attention as legends discussed things just in front of him. 

The war planning was proceeding steadily. They had already gathered nearly half of their army here at the edge of the sect territory bordering the Classer territories,  and  would  soon  begin  the  march  across  the  core.  The  way  in which they would accomplish this was the topic of today’s meeting. 

“It will not take us months,” Eratemus Prideborn, the Lord of Death, said. He was wearing a female drake’s body, pale, with scales and milky blue eyes. 

“We can’t move so many troops that fast,” Hitor argued. 

“We can if we use the right powers,” Eratemus said. 

Hitor  tilted  his  head.  “Cultivators  don’t  have…  Ah.”  He  stopped himself. 

Eratemus  nodded.  “We  will  use  Classers.  Commander  Classes  have the required perks.” 

A woman with golden-red, almost blond, hair spoke next. “My people have a few such perks,” Eternal Master Karya Ornn-Dagda said. It had taken some…adjustments to having Classers in the sect, but they had adapted. They simply  called  them  by  the  equivalent  of  Cultivator  Realms,  and  since  her Class  has  reached  its  final  tier,  she  held  the  title  of  Eternal  Master.  Other sects would probably have had an issue with that, but Lesamitrius knew that Twilight Melody didn’t care for such distinctions. 

“But,” she continued, “if we burn them on getting there, we will not have  them  available  for  the  fighting.  Being  able  to  reposition  in  an  instant across the battlefield is far more important. Besides, I don’t have enough of them to move all of the army.” 

Eratemus nodded. “Of course. I was not referring to your people.” He gestured  at  the  blond  man  standing  next  to  him,  Sigmund  Otensson. 

“Sigmund has managed to secure the people necessary for the task.” 

“They  are  willing  to  join  the  war?”  Weir  Fo  Fol,  Sect  Head  of  the Reges Ahn Sect, asked. 

“No,  or  at  least  not  all  of  them,”  Eratemus  said  with  a  shake  of  his head. “But they are willing to help transport the troops. For a fee, of course.” 

“You  are  talking  about  mercenaries?”  Hitor  grimaced.  Lesamitrius shared the sentiment; the use of mercenaries was…distasteful in sect culture. 

“Yes,” Eratemus said. “But they will get the job done. We even have one willing to fight with our armies, and we are going to need everyone we can get.” 

“At least that much we can agree on,” Awirren Goldenfeather of the Golden Sky Sect said. It surprised Lesamitrius to hear her speak, as she only rarely  spoke  at  these  meetings.  “I’ve  read  the  newest  reports,”  she  said. 

“We’ve underestimated the number of monsters in the enemy’s territory. We will be fighting through several monster swarms just to get to the taken.” 

“What?” Henna Rai Tarun, Sect Head of the Starlight Call Sect asked. 

“I was not made aware of this.” 

Hitor  gave  Awirren  a  glare,  and  then  turned  to  the  human  woman. 

“We’ve only just received word this morning. I was going to bring it up after this, but we can transition to that topic.” 

He  pulled  out  a  large  map  and  laid  it  over  the  map  already  on  the table. It was the same map, but the new one had more notes and markings on it. 

“As  you  can  see,”  Hitor  started,  “there  are  several  monster  swarms moving  from  here.”  He  pointed  at  the  Tournament  City,  then  traced  a  line down  south  across  their  planned  route.  “All  the  way  to  the  Elder  Kingdom and the Citadel.” 

“They know?” Weir Fo Fol asked. 

“It  could  be  nothing,”  Eratemus  said.  “They  are  always  patrolling their territory. We’ve never known their exact numbers, and swarms such as these could be the reason why we don’t see much word getting out of those territories.” 

“Or they could know about this army,” Weir insisted. 

“There  are  no  taken  in  the  army,”  Eratemus  continued.  “Someone

betraying  us  is  a  possibility,  but  an  unlikely  one,  as  giving  the  army  to  the taken makes little sense for anyone but the most despised of focus holders—

and I do not believe even most of them would agree to that.” 

“Some are serving them willingly,” Karya Ornn-Dagda said. 

“Those  who  had  nowhere  to  run,”  Eratemus  rebuffed.  “Regardless, we’ve always known that we would have a fight on our hands. This isn’t to be a quick battle; this is a war.” 

A young drake opened the tent flap and entered, quickly running over to Hitor and offering a small piece of paper. Hitor read it, then waved the boy away. “It seems like our warden friends have just arrived. I suggest we take a break and gather in a couple of hours. I am sure that the wardens will be able to  give  us  the  information  we  need  in  order  to  plan  the  Elder  Kingdom’s campaign.” 

Everyone  grumbled  their  agreements  and  started  leaving  the  tent. 

Lesamitrius  waited  as  Tali  exchanged  a  few  words  with  Weir  Fo  Fol  and, after a few minutes, the tall minotaur left. She turned to him as they were left all alone in the tent. 

“So—bored, weren’t you?” Tali asked as they started heading out. 

“Of course not, master,” Lesamitrius said immediately, and it was the truth. Seeing the way that the powerful talked with one another, and how they were planning the war, was fascinating. “I’m learning a lot.” 

Tali glanced at him, and for a moment he thought he saw satisfaction, but  then  her  face  turned  amused.  “Oh,  I’m  sure  that  listening  to  a  bunch  of old arrogant fools is interesting.” 

Lesamitrius didn’t answer. He had learned a lot while serving Master Anatalien,  like  when  she  wanted  to  make  him  say  something…less  than honorable. 

“You’re no fun,” Tali said. Then she stopped as they rounded a corner around  a  small  supply  tent.  Her  eyes  narrowed  and  Lesamitrius  noticed  the reason for their stop. 

“Awirren,” Anatalien said with what Lesamitrius recognized as a fake

smile,  “I  wondered  when  you  were  going  to… ambush   me.  Took  you  long enough.” 

“Anatalien,” the golden-feathered karura said, flanked by two karura warriors standing at attention. “We’ve all been very busy. There was a war to prepare for.” 

“Of  course.”  Anatalien  nodded.  “I’ve  been  wondering  why  you haven’t talked with me.” 

“You…you  must  know  that  I  was…unwell,”  Awirren  Goldenfeather said. 

Anatalien didn’t respond immediately, but instead took a few seconds to  watch  the  Sect  Head  carefully.  “Oh.”  Her  face  softened.  “I  know,  old friend. It is a terrible thing.” 

“You know?” Awirren asked. 

“Of course I do, but some wounds take…centuries to heal,” Anatalien said. “We’ll talk more in time.” And, with that, Anatalien walked around the karura, and Lesamitrius hurried to follow. 

He didn’t know what that was about, and if he was honest, he was a bit afraid to ask. They walked through the camps until they reached the area designated  for  Twilight  Melody  Sect.  It  was  surrounded  by  the  sects  allied with them, including many smaller ones from the frontier, and adjacent to the Midnight Reign Sect. 

Tali  made  a  straight  line  for  one  of  the  bigger  tents  near  the  center. 

They  entered  and  found  Ryun  sitting  on  the  floor,  a  shah  table  in  between him and Kri. 

She  sat  down  next  to  them  without  a  word  spoken,  and  Lesamitrius took a position behind her. 

“Tough  meeting,  huh?”  Ryun  said.  Neither  he  nor  Kri  raised  their eyes from the board, but then again, they didn’t need them to see. 

“They are annoying. I wish I could throw you into them, see how you like them,” Anatalien said. 

“I know war. I don’t know planning,” Ryun told her. 

“You  know  how  to  drop  down  on  an  army  and  make  a  mess,  that’s what you know.” Anatalien shook her head. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that. They frustrate  me.  We  are  united  in  purpose,  but…everyone  wants  to  gain something.” 

Ryun  nodded,  then  moved  a  pawn  forward.  “It  is  the  way  of  some people.” 

“We are going to split the main army again,” Anatalien said. 

Lesamitrius blinked. That hadn’t been discussed, and he wondered if he  had  missed  something.  They  already  had  three  fronts.  The  first  was  the Tournament  City,  which  would  be  attacked  by  the  Triumphant  Hive.  The second  was  the  southern  city  of  Insil,  which  was  one  of  the  enemy  staging points  and  which  would  be  hit  from  the  river.  That  part  of  the  army  was gathering south on the Golden Coast. The third was the city of Emaros, in the Elder Kingdom, and home of the Warden Citadel. 

“The enemy has more troops than we thought,” Anatalien continued. 

“It  is  the  only  thing  that  makes  sense.  If  we  hit  Emaros  first,  any  siege  we make  will  be  surrounded  and  destroyed.  We  need  to  tie  down  their  armies somewhere else.” 

“I thought that Helse was supposed to be that?” Ryun asked, and then moved his rook. 

Anatalien shook her head. “They have more troops. Even if our attack south  draws  away  half  of  them,  there  is  still  enough  to  make  any  siege difficult.” 

“And what do you think the answer is?” Ryun asked. 

“Two armies. One hunts down the largest monster swarm, or several if  we  can  draw  them  together,  and  the  other  continues  to  Emaros  and  lays siege. I guess we’ll see once it is decided,” Anatalien said. 

A sect warrior entered the tent, interrupting their discussion. “Pardon, Sect Head. Two wardens have just arrived at the camp.” 

Ryun  raised  his  head  for  the  first  time  and  looked  at  the  warrior. 

“They want to meet with me?” 

“Apologies, but no, Sect Head—they are asking permission to speak with Eternal Master Karya,” the warrior said. 

Ryun  blinked,  and  then  closed  his  eyes.  A  few  moments  later,  he opened them and spoke. “They have it. Lead them to the Dagda camp.” 

Once the warrior left, Anatalien turned to Ryun. 

“I wonder what that is about.” 

Chapter Ninety-One — Question



“You  are  sure  this  will  help?”  Zach  asked  as  they  waited  in  front  of the camp area dedicated to the Twilight Melody Sect. 

Bera’s  powers  allowed  her  to  quickly  process  information,  and  the people that they had sent ahead of their arrival had done their work well. She at least had the lay of the land covered. 

“It is the only other thing I think might help you with this,” Bera said slowly.  “The  Third  Iteration  Empire  utilized  slaves  longer  than  any  other place in the world.” 

“And you know this how?” Zach asked. 

“Yirrel—that is, we, had people watching them for a long time. It still surprises  me  to  know  that  they  are  fractured,  that  some  had  even  joined sects…  It  wasn’t  something  that  I  anticipated,”  Bera  said  as  she  pushed  her glasses  up  her  snout.  None  of  the  Cabal’s  plans  had  even  been  needed,  it seemed. The entire world had gone mad. “The question is whether they will let us talk with her.” 

“Couldn’t  we  have  gone  to  anyone  else?  We  didn’t  need  to  request their leader,” Zach said. 

“It  had  to  be  her.  She  was  privy  to  all  the  secrets  of  the  Empire;  if there is a way, she will know it,” Bera insisted. Spending so much time with Zach  had  made  her  understand  him  a  bit  better,  and  it  had  reignited  the  old part  of  her  that  had  been  buried  under  centuries  of  cynicism,  compromise, and  seeing  evil  go  unpunished.  What  Yirrel  had  wanted  to  do  had  been  so close  to  fruition;  they  had  amassed  power,  had  been  so  close  to  making everything work, and then…

The  most  she  could  do  was  try  and  live  up  to  Yirrel’s  legacy,  and Zach was her best hope. He didn’t want the same things as Yirrel, but what he wanted was close enough. He was far freer with knowledge, for one. She had  seen  him  teaching  the  wardens  at  the  keep,  giving  them  the  secrets  of skills and insights that not even Bera herself was aware of, secrets that great

masters of the Settled Territories would kill for. 

She needed to keep Zach attached to the wardens. She saw in him the same thing she saw in Yirrel: the drive to reach for a world that was fairer to them  all.  They  had  seen  it  even  before,  when  he  had  just  arrived  to  the Infinite  Realm,  a  Ranker  who’d  had  no  idea  what  he  was  doing.  He  lacked power then, but compared to all other Rankers? He was far above them. That had been their first clue that the 7th Iteration Earth was different. 

“I feel like I almost have it,” Zach said, playing with the collar in his hands. 

“A conversation won’t hurt,” Bera told him. 

Zach  didn’t  answer,  his  eyes  becoming  engrossed  with  the  collar. 

Nahamassa  had  warned  her  of  his…moments.  Getting  obsessed  with  the collar  was  a  light  manifestation  of  that,  in  her  mind.  She  left  him  to  tinker, and kept quiet, waiting patiently. 




*  *  *

 

When  Anatalien  had  come  to  her,  Karya  hadn’t  truly  believed  what she’d told her. A war through the core? It almost sounded like a joke. Once she assured her that it was not, well, that was when Karya’s suspicions rose. 

Was it a ploy to kill the last of her people? She didn’t think that Tali would do that, but it had been centuries since they’d known each other. 

Eventually, she had to admit that what they planned was genuine. She even understood and agreed that the monsters and taken were a threat. What had  worried  her  was  the  fact  that  her  people  were  so  weakened—they  had barely  survived  the  retreat.  The  constant  fighting,  the  dead  that  they  had  to leave  along  the  way…  They  had  been  at  war  for  what  felt  like  a  century. 

They were tired. 

It was Ender who had changed her mind. He told her that this would be  the  chance  to  end  the  threat  once  and  for  all,  to  finally  write  the  last chapter in the story of their Empire. So, she agreed. 

She  hadn’t  expected  them  to  put  her  in  charge  of  their  forces,  even with  Tali  offering  her  advice.  She  wasn’t  familiar  with  how  sects  fought wars,  or  how  they  operated  in  general.  Sects  had  barely  even  been  a  thing back during the war. 

For  now,  there  was  much  to  do.  They  were  organizing,  making  sure that they had the supplies for the war, taking care of other logistics. It took a lot of her time. 

“Eternal  Master,”  someone  said  as  they  entered  her  tent.  She  still grimaced  when  she  heard  the  title,  and  no  matter  how  much  she  tried  to convince people not to call her that…it was futile. And she had to accept that they  had  joined  a  different  culture,  and  while  they  had  been  granted  a  safe haven, it had come with some caveats. Changes like these were part of that. 

“What is it?” she asked. 

“Two wardens have arrived at the camp. They wish to speak with you about  something  regarding  the  war  effort;  the  Sect  Head  has  already  given them permission,” the young warrior said. 

It rankled a bit that they had gotten permission to speak with her from someone else, but… She took a deep breath.  Compromises. 

She nodded. “Fine, bring them.” 

She wondered why they were coming to her—she would’ve assumed that they would go to speak with Hitor. That did interest her. So, she walked over to her long table, and picked up a goblet filled with grapes. At least there was one part of sect culture that she agreed with wholeheartedly. Everything was about art, expression, and beauty. 

She sat down to wait for them. 




*  *  *

 

They were led to a lavish tent, and everywhere she looked, Bera saw expense.  Beautiful  drapes  were  hanging  from  bearing  poles,  and  detailed maps  on  the  tables  that  were  carved  with  exquisite  details.  Of  the  many

banners, too, one caught her eye—a formation of some kind. The fabric held a  background  of  red  and  green,  split  evenly  down  the  middle.  In  its  center was  a  black  hole,  one  filled  with  such  darkness  that  it  almost  took  Bera’s breath away. She felt the sensation of an endless abyss from it, and a promise of  the  end  of  all  things.  The  edges  of  the  dark  hole  were  silver  and  violet, spinning around it to make a ring that looked as if it was on fire—or perhaps it  was  just  color  flowing  and  mixing.  The  formation  had  to  be  advanced  to create such an effect. 

“You like it?” the woman with the golden-red hair sitting at the table to  the  right  spoke.  “It  was  a  gift  from  the—from  my  Sect  Leader.  The  new banner of the Twilight Melody Sect.” 

Bera swallowed. She was familiar with some of the sects’ art. It often had such strange effects, and were supposedly made to help people with their inspirations. “It is…breathtaking.” 

The  woman  snorted.  “Literally.  Low-tiered  people  just  fall  down unconscious if they look at it too long.” She shook her head and then gestured at the table. “Come, sit. I’m Karya Ornn-Dagda, but you already knew that.” 

Bera inclined her head, making sure that it was respectful enough. She knew of the woman from Yirrel, but Bera had never met her. Her parents had been born after the Third Iteration had left. 

“I  am  Warden  Commander  Bera  Grasshorn,  and  this  is  Warden Zacharia Gardner—” 

“Oh, I’m familiar with Warden Zacharia,” the woman interrupted. 

“Of  course.  Hastur,”  Bera  said,  remembering.  It  was  often  easy  to forget with the way they Zach sometimes acted. She took a step to join her at the table, and then glanced at Zach. He was staring at the banner with a blank look in his eyes. 

 Oh, no. She reached for his elbow. “Warden Zacharia?” 

He  turned  faster  than  she  expected,  and  in  his  eyes,  she  saw  no recognition.  For  a  moment  she  felt  a  flare  of  something—and  then  it  was gone, and he blinked his eyes a few times. 

“Ah…  I  apologize.”  He  inclined  his  head.  “The  banner  is…very interesting. It swallows everything…even Time.” 

Karya  tilted  her  head  and,  just  when  Bera  opened  her  mouth  to  say something,  he  then  crossed  the  room  to  take  a  seat,  Bera  following  behind him. 

“Well,  let  me  start  by  saying  that  you  have  my  gratitude,  Warden Zacharia.  Even  though  there  were…complications,  you  accomplished  what we sent you to do,” Karya said. 

“It was only right,” Zach just said. 

“My son,” Karya started. “I’ve been told what happened to him. Did you…see it?” 

Zach  tilted  his  head,  almost  as  if  remembering.  “A  fire  user,  yes,  I remember. He was taken, along with three others. We fought; he melted my armor around me.” 

Karya blinked, then pivoted. “So…with us going to this war. Do you think that there is any way to free the taken?” 

Bera felt sympathy for the woman, so she answered. “It has been tried countless times. All attempts fail, even when we have the greatest mind users attempt  it.  We  even  tried  after  Hastur  died.  There  was  just  no  change,  no matter what we tried.” 

Karya  shuffled  in  her  seat  but  didn’t  say  anything,  and  her  face remained expressionless. 

“That  is  because  they  are  not  under  mind  control,”  Zach  said.  “Not the ones that still remain who they were.” 

Both  Bera  and  Karya  turned  to  look  at  him.  “What  do  you  mean?” 

Karya asked. 

Zach meet her eyes. “Hastur didn’t control their minds. He got inside and allowed them to live out their lives, live many lifetimes, until he learned all about who and what they were. And then he showed them a different life: his  version  of  what  life  should  be.  With  the  knowledge  he  gathered,  he  had the  time  to  convince  them  to  join  him  of  their  own  free  will.  He  had

thousands of years, or even more. By the end of the process, they believe in his  vision.  Even  with  Hastur  dead,  it  doesn’t  matter.  They  work  toward  the goal of bringing that world into existence.” 

Karya  kept  silent  for  a  little  while,  and  then  nodded.  “I  assume  that you know because of what happened. Hastur attempted this with all of you, didn’t he?” 

“He  did.  I  could  see  through  his  lies.  I  don’t  remember  this,  but  I believe  that  I  defied  him  somehow,  and  he  decided  to  leave  me  alone  for  a few thousand years. My previous self believed that Hastur was going to turn me, the same as the others, once I had broken completely.” 

Karya nodded. “Thank you for telling me.” 

Bera  wondered  what  she  was  feeling  right  now,  knowing  that  the taken  were  following  Hastur  of  their  own  free  will,  that  they’d  been manipulated  and  conditioned  over  a  period  of  thousands  of  years…  She didn’t  know  what  she  would  do  if  someone  close  to  her  was  in  the  same position. 

Karya cleared her throat, ate a grape, and then spoke. “What is it that I can do for you?” 

Zach put the slave collar on the table. “We are here because of this.” 

Karya blinked. “What about it?” 

“I  intend  to  free  the  people  kept  in  the  city  of  Helse.  Many  are enslaved,”  Zach  said  slowly.  “I’ve  been  told  that  your  people  know  more about  slaves  than  anybody  else.  I  want  to  know  if  it  is  possible  to  break  a slave collar without killing the enslaved.” 

Karya  blinked,  and  her  eyes  went  through  a  couple  of  different emotions. Then, she finally sighed. “Yes, it is possible.” 

Bera was surprised. She hadn’t actually thought that it was. 

“How?” Zach asked. 

Karya grimaced. “I don’t actually know.” 

“How could you not know?” Bera asked. 

“They kept it a secret from us, and even killed themselves, just so that we  don’t  find  out,”  Karya  said.  “We’ve  had  slave  rebellions  where  the collared were freed, but the means… No, I can only speculate.” 

“Please,” Bera said. 

“They could never free the slaves in large numbers, as it was…a slow process. So, we knew that it was not only difficult to accomplish, but that it was  also  extremely  hard  to  reproduce.  Our  top  suspicion  was  that  it  was  a power.” 

Zach  tilted  his  head.  “A  power,”  he  whispered  as  he  looked  at  the collar. 

“That is all that I know. I’m sorry I can’t help you more,” Karya said. 

“That is enough,” Zach said, and then stood up. “Now, I know that it is possible. That is all that matters.” 

He  bowed  in  thanks  and  walked  out.  Bera  bowed  as  well,  and  then hurried after him. Perhaps his—their—mission wasn’t so hopeless after all. 

Chapter Ninety-Two — March



The  camp  was…glorious,  or  at  least  he  thought  it  was.  So  many warriors,  so  many  soldiers,  so  many  factions—it  had  to  be  the  largest  army assembled in recent memory, perhaps ever. The entire might of the sects was gathered here. The petty wars of the last few decades were nothing compared to  this.  It  filled  him  with  joy.  He  couldn’t  wait  for  the  march.  He  had  even polished his horns and put a new ring in his snout. It was a great occasion. 

“Focus, you dumb war-head,” a voice from his side hissed at him. 

Vesterius turned his head and gave Maleatus a big grin. “C’mon, this is everything I’ve ever wanted. A big war to play in. I can’t wait.” 

“Focus, horny. We need to make sure we’re in the right place,” Mal said. 

Vesterius  summoned  his  great  axe,  leaned  it  on  his  shoulder,  and glared at the ravzor. “What did I tell you about calling me that?” 

“Fine, fine, just remember and make sure that we’re assigned with the

—” 

“I know, I know,” Vesterius said. “You don’t need to remind me all the fucking time.” 

“I need to remind you, or otherwise your worthless Mind Essence will just forget.” 

“Ha,  ha,”  Vesterius  said,  deadpan.  They  really  should  try  and  find Selia and Erdania, or at least that was what Maleatus said their plan had been when  they  returned  from  the  Empire.  He  was  certain  that  they  were  around here  somewhere.  Vesterius  was  still  pissed  that  they  hadn’t  invited  him.  To see a war fought across an entire Empire…

The  camps  were  filled  with  people,  and  it  was  all  so  different  than what he was used to. There was no real organization, no neat rows. Tents had just been placed in groupings, surrounded by rows of low planks to designate different  sects.  And  the  people—so  many  different  shapes,  different  true

bodies.  Color  was  everywhere,  and  it  was  clean,  it  was  beautiful.  Tents  had designs  sewed  into  them,  banners  were  works  of  art,  and  even  the  people walking  around  were  clean  and  touched  up  as  if  they  were  going  to  some high functions. Compared to the muddy and dirty camps that he had walked through before… He shook his head. He looked forward to experiencing how the sects fought in wars. 

“Tell me again where we need to be,” Mal said. 

“You’re not going to drop this, are you?” Vesterius said, annoyed. 

“Not  until  you  say  it,  and  I  am  certain  that  you  won’t  forget.  The moment  they  tell  you  anything  about  the  war,  that  is  all  that  you  will  be thinking about.” 

Vesterius  opened  his  mouth  to  rebuke  him,  but  then  closed  it.  There was…some truth to that. 

“I need to get us attached to the armies heading to the Citadel. There, I remember,” Vesterius told him. 

“Good,” Mal said. 

“You sure that it’s all right?” Vesterius asked. 

“Sigmund  doesn’t  care,  and  everyone  else  will  be  too  busy  with  the fighting,” Mal said. “It will be the perfect opportunity to sneak in.” 

“If you say so, Mal. I’m just here to fight.” 

“I know. That’s why I brought you,” Mal told him. 

“Sigmund is the one who called me,” Vesterius corrected. 

“As  if  your  slow  ass  could’ve  gotten  here  in  time  without  me.”  Mal snorted. 

Vesterius  narrowed  his  eyes,  but  then  shook  his  head.  They  had reached  the  command  section  of  the  camp.  It  was  time  to  find  someone important and get them signed up. 

“Where did you say Vryull was again?” 

“With  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect,”  Mal  told  him,  his  eyes  narrowing dangerously on him. 

Vesterius  tried  to  commit  the  name  to  memory—though,  if  he  was being honest, he was probably going to forget. 




*  *  *

 

Zach  looked  down  at  the  slave  collar  in  his  hands.  He  had  tried  to figure it out for days now, but… It was hard. The most he could do was try to lean on his telekinesis and attempt to use Soul, Mind, or Time with it, which was  harder  than  it  sounded.  He  wasn’t  a  Cultivator,  he  had  no  source  of Essence, and he had no Class perks for such a thing. Time was easier, at least, as he could touch the Plane of Time with a thought, but that didn’t help him with this. 

What  they  assumed  was  that  one  needed  a  power  to  remove  them forcibly  without  killing  the  enslaved—a  specific  Class,  most  likely,  though he  believed  that  every  focus  should  have  a  way  of  doing  it.  He  didn’t understand  exactly  how  a  Cultivator  would  do  it,  but  then,  Cultivation  was never his strong suit. Skills, though… He had an idea, but first he wanted to see what the collar did. 

“You sure about this?” Naha whispered. 

“Yes. I trust you,” Zach said. 

Naha took a deep breath, then lifted the collar from his hand and put it around  his  neck.  The  sensation  was  similar  to  what  he  had  felt  before:  the wall, or rather the oppression of it on his soul. It was not the same, though, and  that  became  apparent  when  he  felt  it  squeeze  his  soul  tighter.  This  was not  like  what  Hastur  was  doing—that  had  been  the  gentle  guidance  of  an unmovable will. This? This was an invasion. He wanted to flare his will, to move Time, to… But he couldn’t do anything. 

“You okay?” Naha whispered. 

Zach  nodded  quickly,  and  then  he  focused  on  the  collar.  He  had already  seen  all  of  its  flaws;  the  issue  was  that  he  didn’t  know  what  to  do with them. Now, he couldn’t touch his powers, probably not without explicit

permission,  but  his  passive  powers  still  worked.  He  looked  around  himself, trying to see the flaws of an active collar. It was obviously doing things to the soul,  but  he  had  already  known  that.  Powers  came  from  the  soul;  the  body was a conduit. 

So, that meant that it put some kind of a block on that conduit. It was similar  to  his  nullifying  slash  in  many  ways.  It  prevented  the  power  from being touched. His idea could still work, though he didn’t know how to test it without endangering someone’s life, and he didn’t know how to accomplish it, not yet. He would need a skill, one tailored for that purpose. The tools in his skills could be of use, though. 

He  waved  at  Naha,  and  she  reached  up,  whispered  a  word,  and  took the collar off. He shook himself, banishing the terrible feeling from his body and soul. 

“That was terrible,” Zach said. “It squeezed the soul.” 

“Did you learn anything?” 

“I believe that I have.” 




*  *  *

 

Their  airship  was  lifting  slowly.  The  armies  would  soon  march,  and Zach and his people were heading for the city of Helse. He didn’t have many

—only  Naha,  Bera,  Okim,  and  a  couple  of  the  remaining  more  powerful wardens.  Surprisingly,  Vitor  Far  Storrah  had  decided  to  come  along  once Zach made his intentions known to the War Council. 

When Zach asked him why, the man had given a simple answer: “I’ve already  supplied  the  army  with  all  that  I  can  make,  and  I  am  not  a  great fighter  in  such  a  big  group.  Besides,  you  will  need  a  way  to  incapacitate everyone in the city without killing them, and that I can do.” 

A small group, but they knew that they couldn’t fight an all-out battle in the city. 

Hiro they had left with the wardens. The boy wanted to help, but he

was  far  too  weak  for  what  they  would  be  attempting.  He  could  help  the crafters, though, and perhaps even learn something from them. 

Zach  spent  his  time  beneath  the  deck,  practicing  his  skills.  Using telekinesis, he tried to do manipulations that were complicated, that required delicate touch. He knew that he could force an evolution, but he needed a bit more practice for what he needed. At night, he practiced his nullifying slash with Naha, trying to narrow the areas of power that he took with it. He had already  improved  it  to  the  next  tier—|Perfect  Nullifying  Slash:  My  Slash, Precise Nullification|. He had a lot of willpower, but his mind was straining to  use  these  skills.  He  had  too  many  which  took  up  his  mind.  Constantly seeing  all  flaws  was  the  largest  drain,  but  other  skills  were,  too.  He  had  to focus  on  skills  which  he  could  scale  to  what  was  needed,  not  always overextending himself. 

If his idea was going to work, he would need to be very precise. The idea was to join nullifying slash with his telekinesis, make it so that he could reach  out  to  a  specific  power  and  smother  it.  The  collar  was  a  power;  if  he could  cut  it  off,  then  just  destroying  the  collar  should  work.  Things  of  a similar nature had been tried, he knew, but Zach still believed that this should work. It was only the question of the amount of power required. Perhaps only a  high  tier  power  could  accomplish  something  like  this,  which  was  why  it was  rare.  Zach  did  have  power,  but  what  he  needed  for  this  to  work  was understanding. 

They  would  see  soon  enough.  They  had  some  time  before  they reached the city, and their plan was to wait for the war to start in full, for the city  to  empty  and  the  enemy  to  send  reinforcements  south.  The  slaves  were used  for  gathering  and  as  labor,  so  they  doubted  they  would  send  them,  at least  not  initially.  Once  they  had  their  chance,  Zach  and  his  people  would enact their plan. 




*  *  *

 

“So,  what  was  the  decision?”  Ryun  asked  as  Tali  entered  their

command tent. Everyone important to the war effort was already inside. 

Karya stood to the side with Nayra and her sister Vanessa. Ryun and Tali had sent Daria out to scout the enemy. He trusted the other Sect Heads, but  he  wanted  to  have  his  own  source  of  information.  Selia,  Erdania,  and Vryull  were  to  the  side.  The  cthul  hadn’t  exactly  joined  the  sect,  but  Ryun believed  that  he  would  eventually.  He  was  just  hesitating  for  some  reason. 

Kri and Lesamitrius were in a corner, trying to stay out of view. 

“We continue as one army, for now,” Anatalien said slowly. 

Ryun tilted his head. “Didn’t you say that they would split us?” 

“That is still the plan,” Tali answered. “But moving one army is easier than moving several. The mercenaries will need to layer their perks for it to work. We will continue as one until we are noticed, and the swarms move on us—then we will split the army and have two fronts.” 

Ryun nodded. “When are we heading out?” 

“The march begins tomorrow.” 

Ryun looked around at the people in the room. If he were a better kind of leader, he might’ve said some inspiring words, but he was who he was. He said only one word instead. 

“Good.” 

Chapter Ninety-Three — To Choose Naha looked in on Zach, seeing him sitting in the corner of the room below  deck  with  eyes  closed  and  the  collar  in  his  hands.  He  had  devoted every moment of his time to it. 

She  turned  around  and  walked  out.  The  wardens  were  sitting  on  the deck,  playing  a  game  of  some  kind.  Okim  laughed  as  he  apparently  won, while Commander Bera watched from the helm. Vitor sat at the front of the ship, his alchemical gear set up along with a small wind array that pushed the fumes  down  below  them.  He  had  been  working  non-stop  since  they’d  left, making enough of his concoctions for the mission. Everyone on the ship was above  the  Immortal  Realm—Okim  had  earned  his  Class  in  the  Tournament City, and she only knew that it was something related to the dome monsters. 

Naha found a small corner near the side of the airship and sat down. 

She  was…hesitating,  and  she  knew  that  she  couldn’t  afford  to.  Again,  she took a look at her Class choices. She had leveled to the threshold once Hitor had  invited  them  to  the  war,  after  the  battle  in  the  city.  She  knew  that  she needed power. She had improved her skills, had even taken up two new ones from the storage that Bera had at the keep. They were simple skills, but they were  things  that  she  could  and  had  improved.  With  her  ideal,  her  rewards from Hastur, and even with what she had gained from killing the ancient one, she had a lot of power now. 

She pulled out a small mirror out of her storage and glanced at it. 



Mirror of Reality

Copy an area of reality in its current state, and

create a mirror reality. You can enter and

walk through the area, but everything is

frozen in the state it had been when copied. 

Some powers will interfere with the mirroring

of areas. 

 

It had been her reward for the event that Zach had caused—that, and a lot of Essence. It was useful, as she could study an area before infiltrating it, could learn the lay of the land. Their plan relied a lot on her being able to use it  well,  and  she  had  been  practicing.  It  was  eerie,  walking  through  a  muted world  filled  with  frozen  people,  but  it  was  a  supreme  tool  for  information gathering. 

She still had her elixirs from Hastur, but she had been thinking about keeping the attunement-improvement one for now. Her Class wasn’t her main focus, and her attunements were all tied with shapeshifting in some way. She could  sell  the  elixir;  it  would  certainly  bring  a  lot  of  Essence.  She  sighed. 

Perhaps she should just use it on the new Class, if she picked it up. 

With all the things that she had, there was one way to get even more power.  She  glanced  at  her  choices  for  her  Immortal  Class.  There  were  two choices.  One,  she  never  considered  taking:  the  Slayer  of  Hastur  Class  was not what she wanted. 

The  other  was…  She  felt  ashamed  of  it,  even  though  she  knew  that she shouldn’t be, and yet, it hurt to look at it. After everything that she had done, after how much she had failed, she didn’t deserve it. But there it was, taunting her. 



CLASS

DESCRIPTION

POWERS

Paragon of

 You are the paragon of

Paragon: You are a paragon

Shadow’s Call  shadow, protector and

of shadows. All shadow-

(Eternal)

 guardian of the people. 

related powers are 80% more

  

effective. Gain +20% to all

Paragons are guardians. A stats when standing in the Paragon of Shadow’s Call shadows. Anyone you wish to is one who protects from

protect has +200% to the

the shadows. You fight for durability of their person and those who cannot fight for equipment while embraced by

themselves, protecting the the shadows under your innocents and standing

command. Gain +25% to

against terrible threats of

strength and dexterity. 

overwhelming power if

 

that means they will be

!Gain one of the following:

protected from it. 



-Shadow Embrace (defensive

ability): Shroud yourself, or

anyone within range, in

shadow, protecting them from

harm. 



-Shadow Blade (offensive

ability): Apply an offensive

ward on any bladed weapon on

your person, increasing its

damage for 15 seconds, and

making it do increased Shadow

Essence damage. 



-Might and Agility: Gain

+25% to base strength and

dexterity. 



A  paragon—that  was  what  they  had  called  her  back  on  her homeworld: an exemplar of what her people could be, wanted to be. 

Then the Infinite Realm had happened. She had come a long way, but she still felt like she had no right to a Class like this one; and yet, every time she  looked  at  Zach,  at  his  power  and  what  he  wanted  to  do  with  it,  she  felt ashamed for not taking it. She bowed her head, but her mind was wavering. 

To pick that Class up would mean stepping back into the shoes that she had once worn, to try and regain the lofty goals she had once held. She had been

trying,  of  course  she  had,  but  she  just  didn’t  think  that  redemption  would come so…quickly. 

In the end, it was just a Class name, and it didn’t mean… But it was still  hard.  She  had  spent  years  with  Zach,  trying  to  do  good,  trying  to  fix herself, to become a better person, even when it had been hard, when they’d had no power to change things—when they’d had to stand by and watch. 

That had changed, too. They held power now, and had influence over others. 

She  had  to  make  a  decision,  and  soon.  Before  she  could  talk  herself out of it, she picked the Class, and it was done. But she didn’t stop there—

she pulled out her attunement-improvement potion and downed it. She waited for the effects to go through, and then pulled up her improved attunement. 

Shadow Paragon of Perk Improvement. Ability Improvement. You are a Virtue

Shadow Paragon of Virtue. All shadow-related

powers are 120% more effective. Gain +50% to all

stats when standing in the shadows. Anyone you wish

to protect has +500% to the durability of their person and equipment while embraced by the shadows under

your command. When acting in service of protecting

the innocent, any powers seeking to disrupt your

being are 20% less effective, and you gain +100%

mental and stamina regeneration. Gain +50% to

strength and dexterity. 



Her  perks  had  improved  too,  along  with  a  few  of  her  abilities.  She didn’t know if she was worthy of it all, but she would do her best to be. 

She settled in to read and get familiar with all the changes. 




*  *  *

 

“What  is  it?”  Tali  asked.  Ryun  had  taken  her  aside;  they  still  had  a

few things to do before the march started, which it would in less than a day. 

“I  have  something  for  you,”  Ryun  said  slowly.  “I…I  think  I  would want you to have it.” 

“What is it?” Tali tilted her head. 

As  a  response  he  pulled  out  a  weapon  out  of  his  storage.  It  was  a white-gray spear, clearly an awakened weapon. 

“This belonged to…Melody,” Ryun said. 

Tali raised her eyebrows but didn’t comment. She knew about his past and everything that happened back on Earth. 

“It took me a long time just to be able to hold it like this,” Ryun said with a sad smile on his face. “It brings too many memories. But…it is also a reminder of the price of failure… No, it is also a reminder of what I used to have. I’ve held on to it for a long time, but I think that I am ready to give it away now. I know that you said that you are searching for a perfect match. I don’t  know  what  this  awakened  spear  can  do;  it  was  never  bonded.  What  I remember is that, the more it was used, the more it would turn into a cloud-like substance. And clouds are part of the sky.” Ryun smiled as he looked at the spear. 

He was right. The sky encompassed all that was above ground. 

“I don’t know, Ryun,” Tali said. It was a great gift, and he could see how  much  it  meant  to  him,  but  she  had  stayed  away  from  bonding  an awakened object because she was really looking for a  perfect match. 

“I know what you are seeking, but… I don’t think that you can ever find  that.  Perfection  is  not  always  the  best.  Overcoming,  adapting—this  is what lets us climb higher. It is why we are where we are.” 

It was what he had been telling her for a long time. She had seen the evidence that his ideology worked, for him, and she had to admit that it did somewhat well for her, too. 

“Are you sure? This is something very precious to you,” Tali started. 

“Isn’t there someone better? Selia? Kri, even?” 

“Selia has her own, and I don’t know how much it would fit her. Call

it…intuition.  As  for  Kri,  while  she  is  young  and  good  with  a  spear,  I  don’t think her future lies in this direction.” 

“And  mine  does?”  Tali  smiled.  “I  know  how  to  use  a  spear,  but  my entire build is focused on keeping people away from me.” 

Ryun nodded. “Which is why you are lacking in close-range defense. 

I don’t know what the spear will be able to do, but it was given to Melody as her perfect match at a time when she was focused on speed and avoidance. I think it will be useful to you.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“You are my friend,” he told her simply. “I want you to have it.” 

It  moved  her;  she  couldn’t  deny  it.  They  had  become  quite  close friends,  him  and  her.  They  were  kindred  spirits,  being  two  people  who enjoyed Cultivation above all else. There were very few things that she could deny him, even though she liked to pretend otherwise. 

She  sighed;  she  couldn’t  refuse.  Tali  reached  out  and  took  the  spear into her hands. 




*  *  *

 

Anrosh sat at her desk. 

The  sect  never  stopped.  Reports  and  notes  on  various  matters cluttered  everything.  The  sect  had  gone  to  war,  or  many  had,  at  least.  That didn’t mean that there weren’t things to do here. She was just as busy as she had  been—more  so,  perhaps.  She  paused  in  her  reading  about  a  harvest report;  they’d  been  forced  to  harvest  early  to  have  enough  supplies  to  send with  the  warriors,  which  left  them  with  a  deficit,  but  it  seemed  like  Ender Ornn-Dagda would be able to increase his production. 

She sighed and stood up, stretching. She walked over to the window and looked out at the moon shining down on the city of Consequence. A part of  her  wished  that  she  could’ve  gone  with  them,  but  she  had  come  to understand and accept her place here, in making sure that the sect continued

running. 

She  was  worried  about  Kri,  of  course—terrified,  even.  But…her daughter  was  a  grown  woman.  Not  many  in  the  sect  saw  her  as  that,  so Anrosh  felt  the  need  to  do  so.  She  was  old  enough  to  make  her  own decisions, no matter the danger that they brought with them. 

She  worried  about  Nayra,  too.  They’d  barely  had  any  time  just  to themselves  since  she  had  come  back.  So  many  things  had  been  required  of them both. 

And  Ryun…  She  worried  about  him  the  least.  He  had  always  been doing crazy things and somehow surviving them. 

This had been her choice: to stay behind and keep their home safe, to keep it growing and improving, to make it what they all knew it could be. She shook  her  head  and  turned  around,  then  walked  back  to  the  desk  and  sat down. This was her choice, and she had made it fully understanding that this was in her future—sitting and waiting, while others fought in her stead. Her job wasn’t to fight; well, not always. She was to protect the sect, to make sure that  they  always  had  a  home  to  come  back  to,  to  be  the  steward  of  their peace,  and  to  deal  with  things  that  would  bother  them  and  interrupt  their advancement. It was hard having to wait while they could be getting hurt, but she knew that she was an important piece of their lives. 

She  shook  her  head  and  turned  back  to  the  papers  on  her  desk.  She had work to do—she always did. 

Chapter Ninety-Four — Loot



The  wall  exploded  as  powerful  roots  grew  out  from  inside  the building. Debris showered the street, and then shapes ran out of the opening. 

Exiled Shell led the way, his hands carrying a large chest in his four arms. A large animal followed behind him, its fur silver and white, with large antlers:  Kael’s  Lapareu  Evolved  Form.  Tellisa  Oakcalled  rode  on  his  back, and  controlled  the  roots  around  them,  raising  them  to  close  the  hole  behind them as attacking fire came from somewhere inside. 

Kael  cursed  as  they  hit  the  streets  and  found  themselves  surrounded by  guards  wearing  the  armor  of  the  Merchant  Guild’s  guards.  He  shaped  a technique and hit them all with it, dropping them into a dreamlike state. They stumbled, then fell to the ground, asleep. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Exiled Shell, still clutching the large chest in his arms, was running ahead of them at full speed through the city. Kael galloped after  him  as  the  city  rang  with  alarms  and  bells.  “They  destroyed  my hammer!  And  look  at  what  they  did  to  my  wing!”  Exiled  Shell  flapped  his beetle-like  wings—or,  rather,  one  wing  and  half  of  another.  Things  hadn’t gone  exactly  according  to  plan.  He  shouldn’t  complain;  robbing  one  of  the most powerful factions in the world, even with as much planning as they had done, was always bound to go awry. 

“Put that thing in your storage, you idiot!” Tellisa yelled at him as a flying  karura  guard  swooped  in  on  them.  Flowerpots  on  several  terraces above  them  exploded  and  a  canopy  formed  above  them,  making  the  guard slam into it. 

“It’s not letting me!” Exiled Shell yelled from ahead. 

Kael  cursed  inwardly.  The  chest  was  probably  protected  against  it. 

They reached a square filled with people trying to get out of the way. Stands were being wheeled out, and guards were marshaling people away. As soon as  they  were  noticed,  everyone  exploded  into  action,  the  people  started running in all directions. Some stands were abandoned along with all of their

wares, others were being pushed by desperate merchants. The guards turned as one to meet them, their shields raised and ready. 

Before they could take two steps into the square, a flying drake above them swung his large axe. 



 —Verdant Cut—

  

A crescent cut flew out, blazing with green light. 

Tellisa responded immediately:

 

 —Wall of Growth—

  

A wall of roots and vines, adorned with flowers, exploded out of the ground. The two ideals met and canceled each other out. Kael glanced back and saw more people coming, flying on mounts or just running behind them. 

There were two dozen at least, and each of them would be at the end of their focus,  so  each  would  have  ideals.  The  Merchant  Guild  didn’t  mess  around with their stuff. 

Something  flashed  near  them,  faster  than  even  Kael  could  react,  but he had been pushing his Aura of the Moon around them, calming the citizens and the guards. The speedster faltered for a split moment as she was stuck in the  field  of  his  aura  and  Kael  took  advantage  to  kick  at  her  with  a  {Primal Blow}. 

He sent her flying across the square and through a wall of the building behind  them.  Then  he  turned  to  the  guards  coming  at  them  and  started throwing  techniques  at  their  minds,  all  while  Tellisa  grew  roots  to  impede their  progress.  They  had  tripped  the  alarm  on  their  way  out,  so  the  guards would’ve had barely any time to organize, but they were still a threat. Even with all the Kael’s team had to offer, he doubted that they would be able to last long. 

A lance of light passed through Tellisa’s roots and Kael jumped to the

side, but not fast enough. It grazed her arm and she cursed before sending a root spike at the caster in the distance. 

They were still running when a shadow came over them. 

He looked up and saw water above them, falling as if a lake was being dropped on their heads. 

Then, a powerful wind collided with the water, pushing it aside. The water dropped on the side of the square, where some people had yet to move out of the way. It fell on the buildings and spilled in the streets. The carnage of just a couple of seconds of their fight was amassing. Kael grimaced—there would be deaths from that, but it wasn’t like they would be coming after them any harder than they already were. 

Maya  Rebadotter  flew  across  the  sky,  her  swords  sending  blades  of wind at the other fliers, flashing in between the guards. He heard her scream as someone managed to cut her, but she pushed the guard away with wind. 

Kael detected a fast-moving shape—the speedster again—and focused his mind, bringing his Domain into existence. The speedster fell as he hit the surface  of  water  instead  of  stone,  slipping.  Kael  felt  his  domain  try  to influence  everything,  and  its  tranquility  spreading,  but  there  was  too  much carnage from the battle. It overwhelmed his domain and broke it in seconds. 

It  didn’t  matter,  though,  as  it’d  done  its  job.  Tellisa  grew  roots  around  the speedster’s legs and trapped her against the ground. 

Kael,  Tellisa,  and  Exiled  Shell  ran  toward  the  center  of  the  square where  two  cloaked  figures  remained.  They  had  been  hiding  among  the people, but now they stood out as the only people not running away. The city guards noticed and six of them charged at them. 

One of the figures moved, and two blades attached to chains crossed the  distance  to  stab  two  of  the  guards  at  the  edges  of  their  line.  Then, lightning flashed across the chains, hitting the two guards before dancing and jumping to the others, cooking them all in their armor. They weren’t as strong as the guards pursuing Kael, and the others behind them. 

Kael dropped next to Fethum Starseeker as he pulled his cloak back, 

revealing  a  slightly  scarred  face.  His  soul  has  yet  to  fully  recover  from  his fight with Heor. 

“How  long?”  Kael  asked  as  Tellisa  dismounted,  and  he  switched  to his  other  Evolved  Form—Infaarg.  With  a  quick  channeling  of  Qi  and  a technique,  he  sent  a  {Waking  Dream}  at  the  people  heading  for  them, showing them a nightmare. Some screamed and attacked their fellows, while others slowed to fight off the effects. Even the strongest couldn’t quite shake his technique off. 

“A  few  moments,”  the  other  cloaked  figure  said.  Kael  turned  and started  firing  mind  techniques  at  a  distance,  causing  chaos.  Others  did  the same, and the square turned into a warzone. What had once been a beautiful area of the city was now reduced to debris, dust, and char. One of the guards flew  toward  them,  ignoring  Kael’s  mind  technique,  his  helmet  glowing.  He swung  a  large  hammer  and  Kael  stepped  forward,  activating  his  Ascended State.  He  ducked  beneath  the  swing,  then  swung  with  |Claws  of  Wrath, Body  of  Tranquility|.  He  rent  through  the  side  of  the  armor,  but  barely scratched  the  skin  beneath.  The  guard  landed,  then  bellowed  a  powerful shout. Roots tried to capture him and wind blades came at him, but the roar repelled everything. 

Kael  stepped  up  to  fight  and  then  space  twisted,  and  the  guard  was sent elsewhere. Kael turned and saw Berion with his hand pointing at where the guard used to be. 

“I’m  ready,”  Berion  said  as  the  other  guards  recovered  and  started preparing their attacks. Kael felt the sensations he associated with activations of oaths and he gave the signal. 

Maya  flew  and  dropped  next  to  them,  and  before  the  guards  could react, Berion activated his power. 

A sphere of light surrounded them, and then he felt space twist around them. A few moments later, they were somewhere else. 

Berion grimaced and stumbled, but Kael caught him. “You all right?” 

“They had a spatial expert. They were fighting me,” Berion just said

as he caught his breath. 

“Ha,”  Exiled  Shell  said.  “As  if  there’s  anyone  in  the  world  that  can best you.” 

Berion just gave him a small smile. He truly was the greatest of them. 

He had dropped the three of them inside one of the most protected vaults in the world, and then teleported all of them out of a city that had been warded against teleportation. He had no equal. 

Then,  the  others  all  stumbled.  Tellisa  vomited,  and  Maya  fell  to  the ground,  groaning  in  pain.  Fethum  remained  on  his  feet,  but  he  was  holding his  chest.  Kael  grimaced  as  identical  runes  flashed  around  them,  then dissipated.  He  could  grant  them  temporary  boosts  to  their  power,  but  the aftereffects were always terrible. 

Finally,  after  several  hours  of  recovery,  they  were  feeling  good enough to return to the matter at hand. 

“Why were you holding that chest and not fighting?” Maya asked. 

The skreen twitched, then glanced at the chest on the ground next to him. “It wouldn’t let me put it into storage.” 

Kael looked at it, then moved to open it. They had accomplished their mission, they infiltrated their vaults and had stolen…well, a lot. All three of them had probably filled their storages with loot from their vaults: materials, weapons,  armors,  arrays  and  formations,  potions  and  elixirs.  There  was enough to fund a war, and they would need all of it if they were to fulfill their plans. 

He knelt next to the chest and lifted the lid. “Huh,” Tellisa said. “It’s bigger on the inside.” 

It  had  some  spatial  enchantments  on  it,  which  was  probably  why  it couldn’t be put in a storage. He looked inside and saw what looked like to be rows  of  weapons  and  armor,  and  other  items.  They  were  all  small, miniaturized,  but  he  assumed  that  they  would  return  to  a  normal  size  once pulled out of the chest. 

“This had to have been their display chest,” Tellisa said. “What they

used when they went around and demonstrated items for wealthy clients.” 

The things inside it were very expensive. Kael touched them and saw that  none  of  them  were  lesser  than  masterwork  in  quality—and  then  he reached the last row, and realized that they had hit a goldmine. 

The last row was all awakened items. 

He closed his eyes and smiled to himself. They were finally armed as they were supposed to be. He had missed this. He’d left his people to become stronger,  and  he  had.  They  had  improved  as  well,  growing  beyond  what  he had dared to hope. And now they were back together again. He realized that he had never been much on his own. Together, though, they had achieved the greatest of deeds, and they would achieve much more in the future. 

But before that, he pulled out a simple array: the work of one of his people, a diviner. Sometimes knowing someone’s full name was all it took, if they didn’t implement precautions that were strong enough. 

Now, he had a mission to fulfill. 




*  *  *

 

Heor  Darkhoof  stood  in  the  ruins  of  a  large  square.  The  city  of Meonis was the capital of the Merchant Guild Faction. Many underestimated them, but Heor had never been one of those people. The Merchant Guild was the  wealthiest  and  probably  best-armed  faction  in  the  world.  Their  affairs were never interfered with, nor was anyone foolish enough to rob them. They knew what would happen. 

Except someone  had robbed them. 

“I  apologize,  Adventurer,”  the  Merchant  Prince  said.  “But  this  is  a private  matter.  We  cannot  divulge  any  information  until  the  investigation  is complete.” 

Heor turned his eyes on the kreacean and glowered, not that it would do  him  any  good.  “I  know  who  it  was.  The  descriptions  match  those  who  I pursue. Our interests are aligned.” 

“Rest assured, we will deal with this incident promptly and—” 

“You couldn’t follow them, could you?” Heor interrupted. 

“I don’t know what you are referring to, but I assure you that…” the Merchant Prince began, but Heor shook his head. 

“I doubt you have anyone powerful enough to open a spatial passage with what remains here. I doubt that there even  is anyone powerful enough. 

No—you  don’t  know  where  they  are,  so  that  means  that  you  are  useless  to me.” 

Heor  turned  and  started  walking  away,  leaving  the  smoldering Merchant  Prince  and  his  guard  behind.  It  was  unfortunate,  but  he  couldn’t waste his time. He had been attempting to track the murderer ever since their battle, but he had done something to Heor’s tracker, and now he had to fall back on other means. 

There  was  only  one  thing  that  he  could  do  now:  find  a  powerful enough diviner or scryer, and attempt to find his foe that way. He grimaced as he realized how much that was going to cost him. Regardless of how much he had to spend, though, he would have his revenge. 

Chapter Ninety-Five — Plan

 

Naha raised the looking glass and watched the city at the base of the mountain. There were people on the walls—some were standing straight and watching, and others were patrolling it. The city wasn’t very large, but it had three  levels,  and  each  had  its  own  walls.  Three  half-rings  separated  the sections  and  each  was  raised  in  height,  the  city  having  been  built  on  an incline.  Its  back  was  against  the  mountain  cliff,  and  a  large  fort  was  carved into its side. 

There were three large gate entrances, and a constant stream of carts filled  with  ore  were  being  transported  inside  from  the  nearby  mines.  There were  others,  too,  but  she  couldn’t  guess  at  their  contents  as  they  were covered. The slaves were the ones doing most of the work—they had already checked  the  mines.  They  also  had  slaves  on  rotation,  so  work  in  the  mines and the forests never stopped. 

There were some monsters around. Short, wolf-like monsters seemed to be accompanying the taken, who oversaw everything, and also seemed to serve  as  guards.  They  had  also  seen  plenty  of  people  who  had  no  collars around their necks and weren’t taken. Traitors. 

Airships  came  and  went,  carrying  goods  away,  but  there  were  also caravans leaving, being escorted by monsters and taken. 

The  territory  was  obviously  important  to  them.  They  had  regular patrols all over, looking for any signs of intruders. Naha’s shadows kept their group  hidden  for  now,  and  Zach  was  doing  something  with  time  that  Naha didn’t  quite  understand.  For  now,  though,  they  had  managed  to  maneuver around  them  as  they  entered  the  territories  surrounding  this  one.  For  the moment, they were hiding in the forest. 

“You see those three big towers?” Bera whispered to Naha. 

“Yes,”  she  responded.  There  was  one  tower  apiece  on  each  of  the walls that was taller than the others. 

“Those  are  the  locations  where  my  information  says  their

commanders sleep. The taken and the slavemasters,” Bera clarified. 

“I’ll check it out,” Naha said. “What about the fort?” 

“None  of  my  sources  managed  to  get  anything  from  within,”  Bera answered.  “But  we  know  that  they  have  several  powerful  taken  inside:  the leaders  of  this  operation.  I  don’t  have  anything  on  them.  They  are  seldom seen, and when they fight, no witnesses survive to tell the tale.” 

Naha grimaced. That wasn’t ideal, but she would have to make do. 

“When do you think the best time is?” Naha asked her. 

Bera  thought  about  it  for  a  few  seconds.  “The  time  when  they  are busiest and most on alert, when they are preparing shipments out of the city. 

That moment will give us the biggest chance to see as much as possible.” 

Naha nodded, then put the glass down. “So, are we doing this now, or are we waiting?” 

Bera  glanced  up  at  Zach,  then  answered.  “I  would  wait  until  the army’s  march  is  detected.  If  and  when  they  send  the  reinforcements  south, that’s  when  we  should  go  in.  Going  before  that  is  just  an  unnecessary  risk. 

The situation will change once that happens. And if we go right now… The enemy’s  numbers  are  too  high  for  us  to  deal  with  them  and  to  disable  the slaves.” 

“Vitor’s gas can do it,” Zach said. 

Bera  shook  her  head.  “It  isn’t  about  the  lower  tiered  people,  or  the slaves.  It  is  about  the  high  tiered  ones  that  might  resist  the  gas.  Right  now, there  are  too  many  of  them  in  the  city,  and  each  of  them  is  a  risk.  We  are going to need to deploy the gas and eliminate all of the strongest at the same time.  Naha  might  be  able  to  kill  a  couple  of  them  within  a  short  period  of time—let’s  say  even  a  dozen,  and  there  is  more  than  that  number  of  them inside right now. We need that to change. That is the core of our plan.” 

Zach narrowed his eyes, still looking at the city. “We wait, then.” 




*  *  *

 

Ryun  jumped  across  the  skies.  He  had  practiced  with  his  new  Qi endlessly, even obsessively, ever since he had gained it. He was finally at a point where he felt like he understood the Essence enough. With a slight push of Qi, he would alter the area beneath his feet, and stop the momentum of his feet long enough to kick off from the Essence that was frozen. His Qi simply deleted  momentum,  freezing  things  in  place.  He  had  to  keep  it  applied  in order to allow himself to kick off, but by now he was very good at it. 

Tali flew next to him, her Qi flaring too, creating a draft of wind that pushed  them  all  forward  more  quickly.  To  their  sides  were  other  fliers, thousands  of  them,  being  all  of  those  who  had  the  capability  and  the resources to move quickly across great distances. 

Below  them  were  the  armies.  The  commander-type  Classers  were using their perks to accelerate them, layering their powers over one another in sequence.  It  was  incredible  to  see—the  formations  were  blurring  across  the landscape.  He  could  see  Essence  going  wild  among  them,  their  perks influencing everyone in sight. 

The  reason  why  some  of  them  were  in  the  air,  was  because  there wasn’t a need to waste resources on accelerating them, too, when they could keep  up  already.  Airships  trailed  behind  them,  as  well  as  a  few  floating castles.  They  had  been  making  good  time,  such  that  what  should’ve  been  a month’s worth journey  they had crossed  in barely a  week—though they did have to take some breaks. 

Ryun took the monotony of the march, or rather his leaping, to train his  sense  further  and  practice  his  grasp  on  his  new  aspect  by  selectively deleting  the  Essence  around  him:  sometimes  sound,  sometimes  air  or  light. 

He had gotten very good at it, in his opinion. 

Ryun  and  Tali  were  above  their  sect,  as  only  the  two  of  them  could keep up with the accelerated army. Everyone else was on the ground. Some were  mounted,  some  were  riding  carriages,  and  some  were  on  their  feet.  A part  of  him  felt  a  bit  sorry  for  them;  after  their  first  break,  he  had  seen  just how tired everyone had gotten from being forced to move so fast. Different perks had different costs, but everyone in the army had been issued stamina

potions  made  by  Vitor  Fah  Storrah  and  his  apprentices,  the  highest  quality there was. 

Ryun continued on. There wasn’t much else to do until they reached their destination…and the war started in full. 




*  *  *

 

The ships opened fire from the river. 

Most would think that not many ships could fit in the river, and most would be wrong. The Thenia River was one of the largest in the world, and at this  point  it  was  so  wide  that  one  could  barely  see  the  other  side.  Its  depth was enough that ten of her ships could be placed on top of one another and still barely reach the bedrock. The fire was blinding. Perks and weapons were unleashing a devastation that turned the night into day. As planned, they had attacked  the  enemy’s  most  southern  elements  ahead  of  the  army,  hoping  to draw their forces here before they realized that the army was coming. 

The  coastal  city’s  walls  were  cracking  and  falling.  The  monsters  in the  air  were  burning  and  trailing  lines  like  meteors  across  the  sky  as  they came  crashing  to  the  ground.  A  few  of  the  water  monsters  surfaced occasionally,  but  their  submersed  vessels  took  care  of  them.  Water  bulged here and there, great geysers exploded, and blood spread across the surface of the river. The monsters were dying. 

“Should we join in the attack, Captain?” Dracael’s first officer asked. 

She looked out from the command deck and then shook her head. “No need.” 

Something was wrong; she could tell. This place was supposed to be their  gathering  spot,  the  place  from  where  the  enemy  launched  their  forces. 

There were a lot of monsters, and three Generals that she had counted, so it wasn’t an easy fight. Their task force had lost ships; some had been destroyed in very gruesome ways, like being swallowed whole by a river serpent. 

No,  the  battle  was  hard,  it  was  just  not  hard  enough.  They  had

encountered  the  enemy’s  scouting  elements  three  days  ago.  They  destroyed them, of course, but some had escaped, so they had to have known that they were coming. And they…they hadn’t put any additional defenses, any traps, any surprises. That could only mean that they were planning something big. 

Dracael sat in her chair, unsettled, and waited for things to go wrong. 

They always inevitably did. 

Chapter Ninety-Six — Mirror

 

The  days  blurred  for  Naha  as  they  waited.  Their  hiding  place  was deep  in  the  forest  where  the  enemy  rarely  went.  There  wasn’t  much  to  do other  than  sit  quietly  and  contemplate;  their  plan  couldn’t  be  expanded  on until something changed in the city and they got a chance to actually see what they were facing. 

So,  they  waited.  They  had  a  rotating  watch  on  the  city,  not  from anywhere close like when they made their first round of reconnaissance, but significantly farther away—just close enough to see any big movements in or out of the city. 

Then, something finally changed. 

“They  are  gathering  forces,”  Warden  Jen,  a  ravzor,  said,  after returning from his shift. “I’ve seen both monsters and taken marching out of the city. No traitors, though, that I have seen.” 

Bera turned to look at the rest of them. “That might mean that they’re leaving the traitors and the slaves with a minimal taken presence. This might be our chance.” 

“Do  you  think  they’ve  detected  the  army?  Isn’t  it  a  bit  too  early?” 

Okim asked. 

Bera shook her head. “I can’t contact Eratemus.” She showed Naha a small  orb  that  she  held  in  her  hand,  a  Far-link  Orb.  “That’s  not  a  cause  for concern,  I  don’t  think.  We  anticipated  that.  A  lot  of  communication  powers don’t  work  when  near  the  enemy,  as  some  of  their  monsters  have  a  way  of disrupting  such  powers.  So,  we  can’t  know  how  their  plans  have  changed. 

They could’ve marched early, and this is right on schedule.” 

“This is our best chance, then,” Zach said. 

“Unless this isn’t a response to the army, and they return in a couple of days,” Warden Jen cautioned. 

“Regardless,  it  is  our  best  opportunity,”  Okim  said,  then  turned  to

look at Naha. 

“I agree,” Naha said. “I should go and scout out the city.” 

Zach looked at her, and then nodded. “Be safe.” 




*  *  *

 

Naha  approached  the  city,  getting  as  close  as  she  possibly  could without  risking  being  spotted.  The  monsters  and  the  taken  army  had  left, emptying the city, and leaving only slaves, the traitors, and a couple of taken, which  were  in  charge—or  at  least,  that’s  what  their  scouting  had  revealed. 

They  couldn’t  know  the  exact  numbers,  of  course,  but  they  had  an  idea  of what waited for them inside. 

She  pulled  out  the  Mirror  of  Reality  and  then  pointed  it  at  the  city from a distance, making sure that the entirety of the city was in the reflection. 

Then, she activated it. There was a shift, and then a pulling. A moment later, she  was  no  longer  in  the  real  world,  but  a  mirror  image  of  it.  Colors  were muted,  and  the  clouds  in  the  sky  were  frozen.  She  glanced  behind  her  and saw nothing—just a wall of gray. There was only what was in the reflection had been created. She started walking toward the city, heading to one of the main  roads.  Carts  and  beasts  of  burden  were  frozen  in  time,  just  like everything  else  was.  She  studied  the  carts  and  the  wagons  more  closely, looking  at  what  they  were  carrying:  ore  and  wood,  as  they  had  already known.  They  had  inspected  the  wagons  closely  before,  when  she  had stealthily approached the mines in their initial surveillance. 

She continued to the city. Looking at the people around her, she saw mostly  the  dour  faces  of  the  enslaved,  though  their  supervisors  weren’t looking much better. The gates were open, manned by guards wearing chain armor over gambesons. 

She took a few minutes to look around. She couldn’t move anything in  this  world,  but  some  doors  of  the  gate-guardhouse  were  open,  and  she walked  through  them,  memorizing  everything:  where  their  common  room

was,  where  they  stored  their  weapons  when  they  slept,  where  their  kitchen was, and their numbers. She counted the beds, and then the people currently on  duty.  Seven  beds,  with  five  guarding  the  gate;  others  could  be  on assignments  somewhere  else,  or  perhaps  they  weren’t  on  duty  and  had  just went into the city. After she finished with that gate, she climbed the stairs to the wall, then walked the length of it to the next gate, where she did the same thing. Where the doors were closed, she looked at the windows, which were covered by wooden planks with gaps she could see through. 

She  noticed  that  some  of  the  traitors  had  slightly  different  uniforms, and  from  their  surveillance  she  knew  that  it  marked  the  level  of  access  that they had. She looked for one type of uniform that they had noted had access to all three sections of the city. Once she found a ravzor man wearing a black-and-yellow  uniform  with  three  marks  over  his  chest,  she  noted  his  location. 

Looking  around,  it  seemed  that  he  was  simply  overseeing  the  other  guards. 

He was a good target for her, so she stored everything she learned about him for later use. 

Once she was done with each gate, she began exploring the first city district.  The  houses  were  abandoned.  Those  who  had  once  lived  here  had either left before the monsters had arrived, whereas others had probably died in  the  attack,  and  the  rest  turned  into  slaves.  The  taken  were  holding  the slaves in six building blocks, probably because it was easier to feed them and house them that way, instead of having all of them go into the empty houses. 

She  saw  the  rows  of  beds  which  were  barely  more  than  blankets  and  flat pillows on the ground. There were slaves sleeping there, though there weren’t enough beds for all of them, so they were almost certainly sleeping in shifts, as they had suspected. While one group worked the mines, the other rested. 

It  was  going  to  be  a  challenge  getting  most  of  them  with  Vitor’s concoctions. Their best bet would be after the big group returned to the city and  the  night  crew  went  out,  which  was  near  midnight.  There  were  no materials coming in for a short period of a few hours. They would still need to send a team to the woodcutting and mining camps to take care of the slaves and supervisors there. 

She  couldn’t  help  but  feel…anger  at  the  sights.  Once,  she  wouldn’t have—she had been apathetic for most of her life in the Infinite Realm—but she had changed. This was not something that she could just stand by and let happen,  beyond  even  just  this  instance,  and  the  taken.  Ridding  the  world  of such evil was a worthy goal, as well as a good way to redeem her past. 

By protecting those who couldn’t protect themselves. 

She turned away from the sleeping chambers and walked around the blocks,  noting  points  of  entry  and  how  many  guards  there  were  around—

which,  surprisingly,  was  not  many.  She  assumed  that,  since  the  slaves  were incapable of refusing orders, they weren’t generally needed. There were taken around, though; the black beneath their skin made them easy to spot, and if it weren’t for that, they also wore different uniforms. The traitors all wore the same  thing,  black  and  yellow,  while  the  taken  wore  what  that  they  had probably  worn  from  before  they  were  taken,  as  their  equipment  wasn’t uniform. 

Each  of  the  slave  blocks  had  a  few  dozen  traitors  around.  They couldn’t know which one held control for the collars, so they would need to take them all prisoner. There was still a chance that they would release them when asked, if the taken were no longer part of the equation. 

Though,  Bera  had  said  that  they  shouldn’t  risk  that.  The  taken could’ve forced the slavemasters to make some…specific orders to the slaves which  could  result  in  death  if  they  attempted  to  release  them.  Zach  still wanted all of them taken prisoner, though. 

Naha left the slave blocks and walked around the rest of the first city district,  the  half-ring  surrounded  by  walls.  There  was  a  lot  of  empty  space, especially  now  that  the  monsters  and  the  other  taken  had  left,  which  was perfect for infiltrating the city. 

Next, she walked to the second district, in the second ring. This was where  they  stored  most  of  the  materials  they  had  been  pilfering  from  the territory. She saw traitors and taken organizing it, along with crafters working in  makeshift  facilities—creating  weapons,  gear,  everything  that  a  normal faction would need. 

This was also where she encountered the first problem. 

One  of  the  big  buildings,  formerly  a  barracks,  had  a  lot  of  taken inside,  and  one  office  at  the  end  was…blurred.  She  couldn’t  even  enter  the room,  though  its  doors  were  open.  She  could  kind  of  see  someone  inside, wearing black, but nothing more than that. 

She had known that there would be some powers that interfered with her  item,  and  they  had  expected  this.  Their  physical  observations  from outside  the  city  had  told  them  that  this  was  where  the  taken  commanders usually  stayed.  They  knew  that  two  of  them  were  often  inside.  They  had hoped to get some information, that she would be able to read anything that they  had  in  the  open,  but  it  looked  like  they  weren’t  so  lucky.  She  checked the other guardhouses in the second ring and found that all of them had the same  effects.  It  wasn’t  always  in  a  room,  though.  Sometimes  she  saw  a sphere  of  fuzzy  imagery  in  the  middle  of  a  hallway,  which  told  her  another thing: the taken themselves were causing the effect. That probably meant that these people had some anti-divination powers or items, perhaps even before they  had  become  taken.  In  order  to  beat  her  mirror,  they  would  have  to  be fairly  powerful,  which  meant  that  these  were  most  likely  the  taken commanders themselves. 

It  was  unfortunate  that  she  couldn’t  get  any  information  from  these places,  but  this  at  least  told  her  the  likely  location  of  her  most  important targets. So far, she had found six of them. She walked around for a few more hours,  devising  the  best  routes  in  and  out.  She  would  need  to  make  a  quick run  through  the  city,  killing  them  all  in  as  short  of  a  period  of  time  as possible. 

They were still talking about the best way to do that, and she did have some ideas. 

Finally, she moved to the last section of the city. 

There  were  more  taken  here,  and  fewer  traitors.  A  handful  of monsters were lying in between the buildings, but far less than there used to be. There wasn’t much to see, so she made her way to the fort. 

The moment she reached the door, she found an obstacle. The doors

were  open,  and  a  taken  was  entering  it,  but  there  was  nothing  inside.  There was only a black wall that blocked everything from sight. Naha climbed walls and looked through windows, only to see the same thing. 

Something or someone inside was very powerful; this wasn’t like the distortion of the image she encountered before. This was a complete block of her mirror. Nothing had been reflected inside the fort. 

It was an obstacle, but she still spent the time walking around the fort looking  for  ways  in.  She  marked  the  guards  around  it  and  memorized everything about the inner city. 

Afterward, she spent another half a day going through the entire city again, making sure she hadn’t missed anything. Only once she was sure did she return to the area where she’d entered and left the mirrored world. 

It was time for their assault on the city to begin. 

Chapter Ninety-Seven — Assault

 

They  waited  until  the  night  crew  left  the  city,  which  was  just  after midnight. 

Zach,  Vitor,  Bera,  and  Naha  were  standing  at  the  edge  of  the  forest, ready for the assault. The rest were heading to the mines to take care of that part of the mission. 

“I’ll keep us all in communication,” Bera said. “Some of their powers might interfere if they notice, though, so be prepared for that.” 

Naha  nodded.  She  already  had  her  True  Link  actively  linking  her  to Zach, and while they couldn’t talk over it, they could feel each other and get impressions  of  their  feelings.  If  Bera’s  communication  failed,  at  least  they would have something else to rely on. 

“I’ll  send  the  signal  once  everything  is  ready,”  Naha  said.  She  took one last look at Zach, and got a smile and a nod in return. 

Naha pulled shadows around herself and rushed across the clearing to the city walls. She was wearing all of her gear, including robes that made her shadow  powers  better,  that  made  her  harder  to  detect,  and  her  Circlet  of True  Mirrors,  which  made  all  of  her  attunements  twice  as  effective.  Her shadow  powers  were  so  powerful  that  she  doubted  there  was  anyone  who could detect her. 

Still,  she  took  her  time.  She  climbed  the  wall,  remembering  an  area where  two  sentries  had  low  visibility,  then  slipped  by  them  and  entered  the city. Afterward, she made her way down the streets until she reached the first gate guardhouse. She entered through open windows and sneaked around the guards  walking  around  or  talking  to  one  another  as  they  prepared  to  go  to sleep. In the corner of the guardhouse she dropped a small box, then left and did the same thing to the second guardhouse. 

Once she got to the third one, she paused. The doors were closed, and she heard laughter inside. Through a window, she saw people sitting around a table, playing cards. Her target wasn’t there, but she saw the light beneath the

doors  across  the  room,  and  besides,  she  could  feel  the  shadows  inside  the guardhouse. With all her boost and gear, the range at which she could sense shadows was nearly the entire district. Her target was inside the room at the end. 

She  used  Shadow  Step  to  enter  the  room,  her  |Of  Measure  and Shadow| telling her that the guards around the table were of no consequence to her. They didn’t detect her, obviously. She moved through the shadows of the  dimly  lit  room  and  then  slipped  beneath  the  doors  which  led  to  the commander’s  office.  He  sat  behind  a  desk,  looking  over  papers  on  it.  His uniform jacket was folded on a nearby chair, leaving him only in a shirt. That was fortunate—it meant that she didn’t need to worry that much about blood. 

She moved through the room as the ravzor failed to notice anything strange. 

She took a moment to study him; she had already surveyed him, both in the mirror world and from afar, but she had to get this exactly right. She used her skill, |Perfect Imitation: My Skill, Mirror Image|, and felt his mannerisms settle into her. 

She  moved  behind  him,  then  with  her  left  hand  she  grabbed  his mouth, keeping it closed even as she stabbed Illuiy into his head, using Dark Mind Dagger to take his memories. They filtered into her mind as he died, his most recent ones the most clear. Slowly, she took him out of the chair and laid him on the ground behind the table. She cut off a piece of his ear, then put it in her mouth and swallowed, adding his form to her repertoire. 

Next, she disrobed him and finally put his body into her storage. Once she  was  done,  she  assumed  his  appearance  with  Greater  Form  Shift.  Her Ring  of  True  Shapeshifter  Identity  changed  her  screens  to  those  of  her form and she felt his persona settle over it. Her sense of self changed as he became someone else. The change was always fluid for him when he changed genders—he was always himself, always comfortable in his skin. 

He changed into the other ravzor’s clothes and put all of his gear on. 

He  walked  over  to  the  door,  then  knelt  and  placed  a  small  box  near  the doorframe before walking out of the room. 

“Commander!”  One  of  the  guards  at  the  table  startled  and  made  to

stand, but he waved his hand. 

“Continue  on,”  Naha  said  in  his  new,  deep  voice.  “I  have  some business to take care of in the second district.” 

“We’ll gather an escort right away—” 

“What? You don’t think I can take care of myself?” Naha said with a scowl, keeping in character. 

“Of course not, sir,” one of the guards said, looking unsure. 

Naha locked the door behind him, then started walking. “I’ll be back soon.” 

He walked out of the guardhouse and made his way across the district to the large building blocks where the slaves were being held. He talked with the  guards  and  made  small  talk,  implying  that  he  was  there  for  an unannounced inspection. It was easy to find the areas that he had scouted out earlier. With the commander’s keys, he entered and then placed larger boxes in  hard-to-notice  places.  Once  he  was  done  with  all  six  building  blocks,  he made  his  way  to  the  abandoned  area  of  the  city.  Once  there,  he  took  his clothes off and shifted back into his prime form. 

After  the  change  was  complete,  she  put  all  her  gear  back  on,  then reached out to Bera over the link she had placed on her. 

 “First  phase  complete,”   Naha  said,  and  then  dropped  into  the shadows.  Silently,  she  changed  her  inner  flesh,  partially  shifting  her  arms, legs,  and  skin,  stacking  her  Primal  Strength  buff  to  provide  +45%  to  her strength.  Quickly,  she  moved  across  the  first  district  to  the  walls  of  the second. 

She moved toward the first of the three gatehouses. One of the taken was inside; her skill told her that he was powerful, but power was relative. He was  looking  over  papers  in  his  office,  and  just  like  the  traitor  in  the  first district,  she  moved  through  the  shadows.  Once  she  was  behind  him,  she attacked in the same way. There was no need to change what worked. 

Attacking from the shadows gave her a boost to damage of 200% via her Shadow Stab skill perk. She attacked a weak point, a flaw—the spine—

and that made it a Critical Strike, increasing the damage by another 150%. 

Her  attunements  with  her  circlet  made  her  shadow  powers  240%  more effective,  and  another  15%  more  so  with  her  Shadow  Paragon’s  Affinity. 

With [Paragon’s Blow] and Dark Heart Dagger, she struck the taken in the head. She felt his stats drain into her as he died, and she pulled his body in her storage. 

She moved out of the guardhouse and made her way to the next one. 

One  of  the  taken  was  asleep,  a  human  woman.  Naha  killed  her  quickly  and moved on to the last guardhouse. 

The  taken  commander  wasn’t  in  there,  so  she  expanded  her  search, and found him in the bathhouse nearby. She reached into the pool and pulled him out of the water before using Shadow Step to disappear along with him. 

She  killed  him  behind  the  building—she  didn’t  want  to  leave  blood  in  the water. 

With the three guardhouses down, she made her way to the barracks. 

Taken soldiers slept there, and a score of them kept guard. Naha slipped past them and moved through the building. She found three commanders standing together  around  a  table.  Immediately,  she  realized  that  this  would  require  a bit more effort. 

“The  Grand  Commander  took  too  many,”  one  of  them  said  as  Naha lurked through the shadows. 

“It was needed. The sect army is a big threat.” 

So they did know about the army—they had assumed so, when they’d emptied the city of monsters and taken. 

“We’ve left the city dangerously empty,” the third one added. 

“It  was  necessary,”  the  first  one  said.  “Besides,  what  do  you  think? 

That  the  nearby  kingdoms  will  decide  to  attack  as  well?  It  is  unlikely  that they will break their agreements. We’re paying them too much.” 

Naha  paused  as  she  was  about  to  make  her  move.  That  information was…interesting.  The  taken  were  paying  the  surrounding  kingdoms  not  to attack them? That would make sense why some had been so against going to

war. And she could even see why—aside from the black veins beneath their skin, the taken were little different from how they had been before. Zach had told her that the black was not a corrupting influence, but actually a well of power,  the  Essence  of  Hastur,  which  was  granted  to  the  taken  to  increase their power. 

“They are going along with it because they benefit. If they think that they have a chance to just take—” 

Another  of  the  taken  waved  his  hand.  “The  sect  army  is  probably already dead. You heard the plan. They’ll get demolished.” 

“Yeah,  probably.”  The  other  taken  shook  his  head.  “Okay,  what  are we doing about tomorrow’s shipment? We lack the…” 

Naha waited for a bit to see if they would start talking about important things again, but they changed the topic to slaves and their quotas. Once she was sure they wouldn’t say anything, she acted. 

She moved behind one of them, while using her Paragon’s  Shadow to instruct her shadow to move behind another. She had to take them out at the same moment, to minimize the chance of somehow raising an alarm. She didn’t know what kind of arrays, formations, or abilities they had. Her sense narrowed down to the third taken as she and her shadow took positions. 

Then she attacked. Illuiy stabbed her target through the head, just as her  shadow  mirrored  her  attack  on  the  second.  The  third  was  impaled  by  a shadow through the throat, with her |Of Stabs and Shadow|. 

She moved quickly and finished the third one off as his eyes widened and his hand went up to his throat. A stab through the temple killed him, too. 

With those three dead, she stored their bodies, locked their room, then moved  through  the  barracks  and  placed  boxes  in  key  locations,  all  unseen, before leaving the barracks. She made her way to the third district, then, and to its sole guardhouse. She entered it, but couldn’t find a taken commander. 

She  placed  a  box  in  the  corner  of  the  room  while  taken  soldiers  and  guards laughed  and  talked  in  the  common  room.  Then  she  found  a  building  which housed dog-like monsters, and placed a box in there, too. They didn’t know

how it would affect them, but it couldn’t hurt to try. 

Finally,  she  glanced  at  the  fort.  It  was  defended,  guards  stood  on balconies and on the roof, as well in front of it. She hadn’t seen the inside of it, so she didn’t try to enter. Instead, she moved out of the final district, and a few minutes later, she found an abandoned house and entered it. 

 “Phase two done,”  she sent to Bera. 

 “Zacharia and Vitor are moving into the city,”  Bera sent back. 

Naha  changed  form  into  the  ravzor  commander  and  put  on  his uniform. Then he made some cuts on his body, ripped the uniform a bit and drew his own blood. After that, he pulled out a small formation and triggered it. The gas that Vitor concocted was released all across the city. 

He  started  running  toward  the  third  district  gate,  yelling,  “Attack, attack! Assassins at the gates!” 

The guards looked at him running and bleeding before yelling back. A runner  hurried  for  the  fort  and  entered  as  he  reached  the  gatehouse.  They questioned  him,  and  he  gave  nonsensical  answers—a  shadow  attack  had killed them all. An explosion sounded from the first wall, meaning that Zach and Vitor were entering the city, following the plan. 

The startled guards didn’t see him attack. He was so fast that by the time he slit the fifth throat, the first one had just noticed that they were being attacked. He moved into the shadows and pulled his clothes off as he shifted back into his prime form. 

She  put  her  gear  back  on  as  more  guards  reached  the  guardhouse, where five dead taken now covered the floor. 

The  doors  of  the  fort  opened  and  a  big  taken  walked  out,  carrying  a large hammer on his back. He jumped high in the air, the jump taking him in an arc that would have him land near the explosion. More taken and monsters rushed out of the fort. The doors to a balcony near the top of the fort opened and a flash of blue fire shot straight across the city, too fast for her to react. 

The  last  taken  followed  the  karura  as  she  spread  her  wings  and  made  to follow as an army spilled out of the third district. 

Naha stepped through the shadows. 

She  left  them  beneath  the  karura  in  the  air,  and  grabbed  her  throat with her clawed hand. The karura’s eyes widened, and a blast of wind tried to push Naha away, but it couldn’t match her strength. Naha pulled and started stabbing  the  taken  in  the  stomach.  A  shadow  rose  and  tore  her  wings  apart, and  they  started  tumbling  down.  Her  last  strike  buried  Illuiy  through  the bottom of karura’s mouth, the blade leaving through the top, killing the taken. 

Before they hit the ground, she used Shadow Step to disappear once more,  and  then  a  roar  shook  her.  A  monster  jumped  from  the  fort’s  roof, shattering the stone. It was a mass of eyes grafted on limbs, bearing several heads—all eyeless—and it screamed as tendrils moved it around. One look at it told her that it was a General, and all heads turned in Naha’s direction. 

Chapter Ninety-Eight — Shadows



The  dome  monster  roared,  its  six  eyeless  heads  shaking  wildly.  Its body  was  a  bulbous  mass  from  which  dozens  of  tendrils  stuck  out,  each covered with eyes. It was a General, and somehow, it could follow Naha as she moved through the shadows. Her stealth was ineffective against it. 

Its body bulged, and then its six heads opened up and sprayed a green sludge-like liquid in her direction, as if it was being pushed through a hose. 

|Of  Shadow’s  Stride  and  Elusion|  let  Naha  slip  away  in  a  blur,  her  speed increasing with her Shadow Slip,  just  enough  so  that  she  got  away  in  time. 

The  entire  wall  behind  Naha  disappeared  as  the  stone  melted.  She  glanced back,  and  saw  buildings  behind  the  wall,  and  at  least  an  entire  block  all reduced to melted globs of what had once been buildings. 

Immediately,  Naha  shadow-stepped  away  and  into  the  city.  She shouldn’t fight an opponent that could track her, nor was there any need. She had to join Zach and Vitor and help them. Two of the taken had already gone in their direction—she had to hurry. 

She rushed through the shadows, covering half of the second district in  seconds,  leaving  the  dome  monster  far  behind.  Her  |Perfect  Danger Sense: My Sense, Shadow Aura| flared, and an aura of shadow entering her vision. With Shadow Anticipate, her body dropped into her own shadow and avoided the attack. 

The  ground  where  she  stood  exploded  as  something  smashed  into  it from  above.  A  taken  stood  up,  wearing  two  thick  and  powerful-looking knuckledusters.  The  human  glared  at  her,  and  without  a  word  jumped forward,  moving  incredibly  fast.  With  Shadow’s  Intent, she  felt  the  attack coming in from behind her. It was a band of energy headed in her direction, intent on binding her in place. 

Before either of the attacks arrived, Naha blurred away and through a building  nearby.  The  human  with  knuckledusters  followed  after  her, knocking  down  the  wall  as  he  pursued.  His  partner,  a  caster  type,  followed

above  the  building.  Naha  could  feel  a  female  demasi  running  over  the rooftops. 

And  she  felt  something  else.  As  she  reached  the  other  side  of  the building,  she  stopped  suddenly  and  turned.  The  taken  behind  her  was surprised for a split second as she lashed out with Illuiy and another dagger that she pulled out of her storage. 

With  |Perfect  Lacerate:  My  Strikes,  Tearing  Apart|,   she  opened two long gashes on his forearms, making him bleed. 

Then the wall and half of the room behind her disappeared as it was melted  away.  The  dome  monster  had  followed  her—it  was  faster  than  she thought. 

Naha slipped by the human taken as he stepped back to defend, then blurred through the shadows and out of the building and into the street. She could  feel  more  taken—weaker  ones,  the  soldiers—coming  in  from  behind. 

Lances  of  white  energy  harassed  her  as  she  ran  down  the  streets,  but  no matter how deep the shadow she entered, they still saw her. 

Her skills and intuition told her that it was the dome monster that was detecting her, and somehow the others were able to share that sense.  A link of some kind?  She couldn’t afford the time to find out. 

A group of wolf-like dome monsters rounded a corner and moved to cut  her  off.  Naha  jumped  straight  through  them,  her  daggers  blurring  and shadows rising to strike as she cut them to pieces. A crack behind her alerted her to a shockwave the size of a wagon coming after her. She dodged, and the wave  hit  a  building,  pulverizing  a  wall.  The  human  behind  her  had  his  fist extended, and then he flashed with light and began striking forward with his fist, sending waves of power at her as she ran down the street, all while the buildings were exploding and sending debris flying in all directions. 

Naha was being herded; they were surrounding her. The monster, if it was the only thing that could see her, had to be taken down first. They were early in their plan, and already things had gone wrong. 

Taken soldiers ran across the floors and started throwing arrays down, 

which activated. Walls of light tried to impede her, but she crashed through them. Chains rose to bind her, but she cut them off. It all slowed her down. A blast  of  high-pressure  liquid  burst  from  the  building  next  to  her,  and  she twisted,  activating  [Shadow  Embrace].  The  edge  of  one  of  the  streams  hit her  hand,  and  she  felt  the  shadow  that  sheathed  her  tremble.  The  streams moved and hit her directly, and after just a moment her defense faltered, but not  before  she  managed  to  get  away.  The  small  amount  of  liquid  still remained—it fell on her clothes, and she felt the burning on her skin, though her stats were high enough to survive it for a bit. 

She ripped her clothes off as she shifted into her shadow stalker form using Primal Metamorphosis. She dashed up the side of the building, faster on four legs, her claws biting into the stone. She landed on the roof, among a group of taken preparing to attack from above. She laid into them and, with

[Shadow Bite], she bit one’s head off, then felt an ideal rearing to manifest. 

With [Paragon’s Charge] she smashed into the taken that had tried to use it, and  with  [Paragon’s  Strike]  she  rent  him  apart  with  claw  and  tooth.  She jumped to the next roof, then, heading toward the second row of walls. 

Chains  of  light  caught  her  suddenly—one  of  the  commanders,  the demasi taken, had managed to catch up. 

Naha  flexed  her  body  to  try  and  break  them,  but  found  the  bindings becoming  stronger  with  the  more  force  she  used.  She  kept  struggling  as  the human  landed  next  to  the  demasi  taken.  With  a  glare,  Naha  looked  at  the demasi and used Shadow’s Gaze. The woman’s screens filled the corner of her eyes, and with the speed of a thought she scanned through until she saw what  the  woman  used  to  bind  her.  She  was  a  tier  9  in  her  Class,  tier  4  in skills, and was holding Naha with a passive power from her oath. The more Naha struggled, the more powerful the bindings would become. 

The  human  spread  his  legs,  and  readied  to  unleash  another  attack  at the  bound  Naha.  She  assumed  that  both  of  them  were  on  the  same  level  of power,  and  as  she  saw  more  people  running  over  the  rooftops,  monsters growling beneath her on the streets, and the thunderous sound of the General rolling down the street, she felt an ideal forming around the human, focusing

on his fists. 



 —Strike of the Mountains—



She stopped struggling for a moment, then focused all her willpower on her skill. 

 I will always strive for freedom. 

She felt her desire lock in, a part of her forever firm. 

The world turned dark as a wave of force headed in her direction. The bindings around her slipped through her body as it turned to shadow, and she simply  stepped  out  of  the  way  with  |I  Turn  to  Shadow  and  Stride|.  She flashed  away  as  the  rooftop,  the  building  and  two  blocks  beyond  it  were pulverized, another four being pelted with debris that shattered buildings. 

Naha  moved  faster  now,  through  the  shadows,  among  the  buildings, getting out of sight. Her sense told her that the monster had lost sight of her, that  everyone  around  her  was  confused  as  to  where  she  was.  She  used  her Circlet  of  True  Mirrors  and  sent  two  illusions  running  in  two  different directions,  both  still  in  her  shadow  stalker  form.  She  shifted  into  her  prime form as she felt the monster and the taken forces detect one of her illusions and focus their attention there. 

She  ran  away  again  and  stopped  in  a  small  basement.  The  second district had filled with enemies, far faster than she had thought it would, and with more than she had expected. They had immobilized most of them with the gas, but the fort had to have held more of them than they’d thought. 

Naha  wanted  to  rejoin  Zach,  but  bringing  the  enemy’s  forces  to  him would only make things harder for him. He had to secure the slaves. 

She  pulled  out  two  vials  and  downed  them  immediately.  She  had prepared for this, had talked with Zach and made plans. The Eternal Elixir of  Pure  Willpower  and  the  Eternal  Elixir  of  Shadows  burned  down  her throat.  The  world  changed—she  felt  the  shadows  closer  than  they  had  ever been. Her sense expanded to cover the entire city, and she found even more

of  the  enemy  forces  moving  than  she  had  thought  there  were.  Many  were headed  to  the  first  district,  where  she  could  sense  Zach  and  Vitor  both fighting with powerful taken. More forces were headed their way. 

She  felt  the  monster  General  destroy  her  illusion  and  the  two  taken commanders  pause.  Her  second  one  was  caught  a  few  moments  later.  She took a breath, and she felt the shadows around her breathe with her, almost in anticipation. Her skills trembled beneath her skin. She let her willpower out, along with her ideal. 



 —Grasp of Shadows—



She  walked,  her  body  a  shadow  with  no  physical  presence.  All  the shadows in the city were hers, and she moved them, focusing on the enemy forces that were moving toward Zach. Hands reached out and grabbed hold of them, and then the spikes of shadows impaled them, snuffing them out. The enemy began evading and fighting with her hands, trying to save their lives. 

The  demasi  taken  took  to  the  sky  as  the  human  punched  the  ground  and shattered his hands, then jumped up as well. The demasi raised her hand and

—



 —Binding Light—

  

A  white  sun  pushed  on  Naha’s  shadows—it  would’ve  probably banished  them,  if  she  hadn’t  downed  the  shadow  elixir.  She  let  her  image spread through the shadows, deepening them, making herself stronger. Then Naha  pushed  her  willpower  against  her  own  ideal;  she  could  keep  her shadows  physical  despite  the  light,  but  she  needed  more  to  advance  against the taken’s ideal. 



 Shadow provided you shelter from the terrible and burning light. 

 Shadow protected you from light’s bindings. 

 Shadow gave you freedom. 

 

Shadow  was  closer  now;  she  was  made  of  it,  she  could  feel  it.  The light above might be banishing some of the shadows, but it also made the rest deeper, stronger. Light and shadow… One burned, and the other sheltered. 

Hands  rose  from  the  ground,  woven  with  shadows,  and  grabbed  the two taken in the air, and a mass of arms grabbed the ideal-made ball of light. 

She snuffed the ideal out, her image trembling against the light, and then she pulled the two taken to the ground. 

The demasi woman turned to light and blinked away. She had burned her  oath’s  ability,  the  one  that  let  her  escape  from  any  binding.  The  human struggled,  shockwaves  leaving  his  body  and  toppling  buildings  all  around him as Naha’s hands brought him to the ground. 

She  walked  through  the  shadow,  almost  sliding  through  them  now before  she  reached  the  struggling  human.  Her  left  hand  stabbed  the  dagger into  his  chest  as  spikes  of  shadow  pierced  his  entire  body.  With  Illuiy  she stabbed his head, draining his stats. She leaned down and bit his ear off, then chewed and swallowed before picking up his pants and knuckledusters. 

The  General  went  mad  and  started  spraying  the  city  in  random patterns, searching for her. Its acid was powerful, but it couldn’t harm what was  just  a  shadow.  The  city  around  her  was  disappearing,  being  reduced  to melting  stone,  and  Naha  walked  through  the  shadows,  killing  the  taken  and dome monsters trying to escape. The shadow was pulsing inside of her, every pulse deepening it around her, becoming stronger. 

The  demasi  taken  floated  above  her,  sending  light-burning  chains through the streets, dispelling Naha’s shadow arms and freeing the taken. 

Naha  could  hear  the  chaos,  the  fighting  of  the  taken  and  thunderous movement of the acid monster. 

She  shifted,  changing  forms  into  the  human  she  had  just  killed.  She let  the  shadows  falter,  let  them  tremble  and  then  fell  back  to  their  normal boundaries. Just simple shadows remained, and yet everyone still jumped at

the ones that were their own. 

Naha,  clawed  his  body,  opened  up  wounds,  then  jumped  through  a wall of a building. He shook his head as he landed on top of a roof, breathing quickly. 

The demasi woman blinked next to him. 

“Are you all right? Where is it?” 

In an instant, Illuiy was in his hand and the grasping shadows caught the  woman’s  legs  and  held  her  in  place.  The  dagger  slammed  through  the woman’s chest even as Naha’s head shifted into that of a beast, and then jaws closed over the demasi’s throat. 

There  was  a  widening  of  the  eyes  on  the  woman’s  face,  but  she wasn’t fast enough to resist. Naha bit down and then twisted, tearing the head from the demasi’s body. 

The  General  noticed  the  death  and  sprayed  acid  in  her  direction,  but Naha  shifted  back  to  her  usual  form  and  turned  to  shadow  again,  before slipping down the building, walking blocks with each step. 

Shadow  trembled  inside  of  her,  and  she  let  it  out  again.  Hands  rose from  the  shadows  and  caught  the  enemy.  Taken  were  being  strangled, stabbed, or just pulled against the ground. 

Two dozen hands rose and Naha caught the General, wrapping him in the hands of shadows. It moved, ripping through them, but there were always more, slowing it down. With every pulse of shadow, new arms rose from the ground.  Her  notifications  flashed,  but  she  ignored  them.  Her  shadow  rose around her, higher, greater, a whirling mess of arms and daggers, her image manifesting itself stronger than it ever had before. 

The  sky  faded  away,  as  did  the  moon  and  the  stars.  Only  a  black canvas  remained  above  them.  The  distance  one  could  see  shrank,  and shadows danced in the flickering light. 

The stone cracked as the General moved, and the sounds of buildings coming down filled the city. 

Shadow was her home, and she knew that it always would remain so, 

that it would never abandon her, for she would always have her own shadow

— that her home was where she was. 

|I Walk Through All Shadows|

She stepped, and passed through a shadow, as easy as taking a step on a  stone.  She  reached  the  General,  and  it  spewed  acid  at  her  immediately. 

Shadows  rose  and  wrapped  around  her,  enforced  by  [Shadow’s  Embrace], and the acid splattered harmlessly upon them. A tendril reached out to hit her, but she stabbed it with Illuiy and, with a [Paragon’s Strike], cut it off. She pulled  the  General  to  the  ground  with  her  grasping  hands,  binding  it  on  the floor and stabbing it with daggers wrought with shadow. 

The shadows pulsed…and she felt something. 

All around her  were deep shadows.  Gazing into each,  she could feel the  depths  of  the  Shadow  Realm  beyond,  connected  with  every  shadow, connected  with  her.  The  connection  snapped  into  place,  and  her  mind darkened. Her thoughts moved now as if she was observing them through a shadow. 

She opened herself more, and felt the shadow seep into her very soul. 

The world around her trembled, and she raised a hand. Shadow’s Judgment formed above the General, a giant fist made out of the shadows around her, infused with her ideal and image. She smashed it down into the General, and the  shadows  beneath  it  trembled.  The  fist  pushed  the  General  and  it  fell through the darkness beneath it. Naha’s mind cleared, and she realized what she had done. 

The taken in the district that were still alive and struggling suddenly stopped  as  Naha  focused  all  of  her  willpower  on  them.  Grasping  hands reached  out  and  caught  every  single  one  of  the  thousands  from  the  taken forces—and  then  she  pulled  them  down,  into  the  Realm  of  Shadows.  In  an instant, the sounds of battle were gone, leaving only the silence and shadow. 

Naha  rose  on  a  pillar  of  shadow,  high  above  the  buildings,  and  saw that the first district was on fire. Seeing fighting and destruction, she headed that way. 

Chapter Ninety-Nine— As Before



“She  is  done,”  Bera  said.  They  sat  at  the  edge  of  the  forest,  waiting for Naha to accomplish her part of the plan. Bera was their coordinator; she didn’t have a lot of combat power, but she had ways to be useful nonetheless. 

Zach  nodded.  He  and  Vitor  rushed  across  the  plain  and  toward  the city.  They  jumped  over  the  walls  where  the  guards  scrambled  to  figure  out what  was  happening.  Zach  was  wearing  armor  provided  by  Bera—plate warden’s  armor,  white,  and  masterwork  quality,  which  had  belonged  to  a high-ranking warden that had left the faction. As such armors were restricted, only able to be worn by those in the faction, that warden had left it behind. 

Vitor was wearing a robe made of thick leather and cloth and had a breathing mask  over  his  face.  Zach  had  one  in  his  storage  too,  provided  by  Vitor, though he didn’t anticipate needing to use it. Still, it was good to have. Vitor had said that he wasn’t a fighter, not really, but he came from the sects, and all  of  them  knew  how  to  fight  to  some  extent,  at  least.  The  scaleless  drake had  said  that  he  would  be  able  to  do  best  in  the  city,  in  the  tight  places  in between and inside buildings, where his gases couldn’t dissipate too quickly. 

Naha had reached the fort, and the enemy was learning that something was happening. They didn’t bother to hide; that was not part of their plan. 

A guard on the walls noticed them, but before he could do anything, Vitor  flicked  a  hand  in  the  guard’s  direction,  throwing  a  small  ball  of wrapped paper. It unwound and then a small cloud of powder hit the man in the face, making him cough, his hands coming up to try and cover his face. 

He  didn’t  struggle  for  more  than  two  seconds,  and  then  he  slumped  against the wall, sliding to the floor where soft snores could be heard. The guard had been  one  of  the  traitors,  and  not  a  taken,  and  they  had  decided  on  trying  to keep as many people alive as possible. Crimes would be punished, of course, but  killing  people  outright  was  not  something  that  Zach  would  allow—not without first knowing that these people had no intention of changing. 

After that, Zach and Vitor jumped down from the wall into the streets. 

The city was covered in pale amber light coming from lampposts on the street corners,  casting  shadows  across  the  dark  alleyways.  Zach  could  feel  the shadow,  the  depths  of  it,  and  wondered  if  some  part  of  Naha’s  power  was touching  it  from  even  this  far  away.  He  was  impressed  with  just  how  much power she had, and just how much she almost didn’t seem to realize her own power. 

Zach had taken his attunement potion and improved his Aspectborn attunement  to  allow  him  to  choose  more  aspects  for  his  arsenal,  but  also make them even more powerful. It now gave him a basic sense of his arsenal aspects, which he didn’t quite need. He didn’t choose shadow—though it had been available to him, probably because of the True Link with Naha. He had added two: Mind and Ethereal. Though the Ethereal Realm was still closed, and  most  related  powers  didn’t  work,  it  interested  Zach  nevertheless.  He’d wanted to see if he could figure out why that had happened there. 

So, he didn’t feel the shadow in the city through his perk, but simply felt it. Everyone with a soul could feel aspects, as far as Zach believed. All of them were Essence, both people and aspects. When you felt the wind on your skin, you felt the aspect of Wind. People just had to sharpen that sense, to let themselves  feel  the  Essence  in  a  way  that  was  not  innate  to  the  bodies  they had.  Zach  had  been  able  to  feel  aspects  with  more  clarity  ever  since  he’d gained Sage of Time. 

They moved into the city, heading to one of the empty buildings that they had previously marked through reconnaissance. 

They  passed  by  unopposed,  the  still-awake  guards  too  confused  and too focused on the walls and outside threats—not that they would be much of a concern even if they were watching the city. 

Vitor  entered  the  building  and  placed  an  explosive  formation  inside. 

Once  he  was  done,  they  rushed  through  the  city,  their  speed  increased  by Vitor’s  potions.  He  had  given  them  all  some,  and  a  few  were  incredibly powerful.  While  Zach  didn’t  anticipate  needing  them,  he  was  still  grateful. 

There  were  no  guards  moving  through  the  streets,  only  those  on  the  walls, and  by  now  they  had  noticed  that  the  people  in  their  guardhouses  were

asleep. There were alarms being sounded up in the city, coming from the fort, but no one knew exactly what was happening. Nevertheless, that made their task easier. 

“There,” Vitor said as they neared the first location—the slave block. 

“Do you want to try and release one now?” 

Zach  looked  at  the  building,  thinking  about  the  imprisoned  people inside.  He  was  certain  that  he  could  release  a  slave  from  the  collar,  but  he didn’t  know  yet  how  draining  it  would  be  on  him—and  besides,  there  were too many of them. This was going to be a long process, and they had to take care  of  the  enemy  before  they  could  focus  on  freeing  anyone.  For  now,  he couldn’t afford to weaken himself. 

“No,” he answered. “We should focus on protecting them for now.” 

Vitor  nodded,  and  then  they  moved.  Quickly,  they  placed  the defensive arrays around the buildings where the unconscious slaves were. All had  been  provided  by  Bera  and  should  be  powerful  enough  to  protect  the buildings in case the worst came to pass and the fighting spilled out into the city proper. They had to protect them and keep them unconscious until Zach could free them. They didn’t know what kind of orders they had, and couldn’t risk them trying to kill themselves if the holders of their collars were dead or captured. 

Once  all  the  defensive  arrays  were  in  place,  they  moved  back  to  the entrance  of  the  city  near  one  of  the  gate  guardhouses.  Once  there,  Vitor pulled out a small device and pressed a button. The building they had visited previously exploded, shaking the ground.  That  should  be  enough  to  pull  the strongest  from  the  fort.   They  didn’t  know  enough  about  what  was  inside  to fight  in  there,  and  by  drawing  the  enemy  out  they  could  have  Naha  flank them from behind as they left—she could even maybe take a few of them out before the fighting really started. 

It  didn’t  take  long  for  their  presence  to  be  noticed,  and  it  similarly didn’t take long for reinforcements to come to them. A shape flew out from the  hill,  flying—or  as  Zach  had  realized,  falling—on  them.  Both  Zach  and Vitor jumped out of the way from the falling shape. The newcomer impacted

the  stone  street  and  it  shattered  beneath  his  feet,  sending  dust  and  debris flying in all directions. The ground shook and the cracks spread everywhere across the stone street, the buildings, even the walls and the guardhouse. 

A tall minotaur straightened. Wearing thick, green armor that covered every  inch  of  him  and  a  helmet  that  sheathed  even  his  horns,  he  carried  a large two-handed hammer which he held in a ready stance as he walked out of the crater he’d made by his landing. 

“Intruders,”  his  deep  voice  rumbled.  “Only  two  of  you. 

Underhandedness, I assume. It will not go your way, intruders.” 

“I guess we’ll see about that,” Vitor answered. 

Zach’s  skill  told  him  that  the  man  was  strong—he  had  few  flaws  as far as he could see. 

“Surrender,”  the  minotaur  said,  “and  you  might  live  to  see  the  glory of a new world.” 

Before they could give their answer, a shooting star flew at them from the fort, a comet of blue fire that came to a stop just above them. 

A  man  covered  in  fire  floated  there,  wearing  orange  armor  and  a smooth helmet. A moment later, the helmet peeled away to reveal a face that Zach recognized. 

“I’ve  been  waiting  for  this  moment,  Zacharia,”  the  human  with  red hair said. 

Zach met his eyes. “You shouldn’t have,” he told him. “The outcome will not be any different than last time, Erik.” 

He  hadn’t  known  the  man’s  name  when  they  fought,  but  Naha  had told him after. He did feel an ache inside of his heart when he looked at him, the same one that he felt every time he looked at a taken. The knowledge that he couldn’t help them weighed on him. Even when Bera had told him of all the things that they had tried, he held out some hope, but in the end, he saw nothing that he could do. 

“I  am  not  the  same  as  I  was,  then;  unused  to  the  gift,  still  confused from  the  dream.  And  I  have  prepared,”  Erik  Ornn  said.  “You  will  pay  for

what  you  have  done.  Hastur  could’ve  made  it  all  so  much  easier.  Now,  to achieve the dream, we will have to spill blood first.” 

“There is still time for you to change your ways,” Zach said, looking at Erik and at the minotaur. He had figured out what happened to the taken—

it hadn’t been that hard. What Zach had gone through, the ages all alone, was the  same  thing  that  they  had  gone  through.  Only,  for  them,  it  had  been  a world  filled  with  all  the  things  that  they  desired:  a  world  filled  with  this…

dream, of Hastur’s. It might’ve even been a good dream, a good vision of the future.  But  they,  the  taken,  had  been  changed  under  the  weight  of  so  many years, just as Zach had been. There was nothing to fix according to the people that  Bera  had  had  try.  This  was  who  they  were.  Perhaps,  if  one  day  Zach became a Sage of Mind, if he made a Dao, a Way of Mind, perhaps then he could help. 

But not now. 

Erik  grinned,  and  his  helmet  folded  back  over  his  face.  “I  look forward to putting a collar around your neck.” 

The blue fire burned more intently around him, and then it sneaked its way above him, forming three small dragons. 

The  minotaur  hefted  his  hammer,  and  Vitor  pulled  vials  out  of  his storage. One he screwed into the side of his mask with a click, and two other smaller vials he held in his right hand, between his fingers. 

Zach  closed  his  eyes  for  a  moment  as  he  felt  time  around  him.  His hand changed into a blade—long, straight, and metal, its Greater Windsong Form. 

“Last chance, Erik,” Zach said as he readied himself. 

The  answer  was  the  roar  of  dragons,  made  of  bright  hot  and  blue flames. 

Chapter One Hundred — Rematch and Vials Zach  remembered  his  last  fight  with  the  taken,  Erik  Ornn.  He remembered  the  fire,  the  melting  of  his  armor,  the  burning  of  his  flesh,  his hand being ruined and scorched to the bone. Erik hit hard, he was powerful, and both of them knew what the other could do now. This was not going to be the same fight. Zach had been filled with willpower, then, and that was no longer the case. He was still powerful, close to what he had been, but the…

churning ocean was now calmer, more controlled. He had overwhelmed the three  taken  before,  but  something  told  him  that  this  time  it  wouldn’t  be  so easy. 




*  *  *

 

Vitor inhaled the gas from his concoction through the delivery device in his mask. He had set it so that he would be dosed slowly, so as to prolong the effect. His stats rose in preparation for the fight. He wasn’t as confident as Zach  seemed  to  be,  but  Vitor  was  from  the  sects—he  knew  how  to  fight.  It seemed that the enemy and Zach had already decided on how they would be battling, considering the minotaur seemed focused on Vitor. It was a shame. 

Vitor would’ve rather fought the fire user, as he had some very powerful fire-resistance  concoctions.  He  had  made  it  a  point  to  focus  on  them  after  he narrowly survived a few alchemical fires. Those were…nasty. 

The fire dragonlings roared, and somehow that announced the start of the  battle.  The  minotaur  charged,  his  hammer  swinging.  Vitor  inhaled  and jumped to the side, his muscles burning. He ran in between the buildings as the  ground  where  he  had  been  standing  was  cracked  open  by  the  massive hammer. 

Before  the  minotaur  raised  his  hammer  again,  Vitor  threw  the  two vials  in  his  hand.  They  spun  through  the  air,  but  the  minotaur  noticed  them and jumped out of the way as they fell. The impact cracked the vials as the

liquids  touched  the  air,  then  ignited,  sending  a  concussive  blast  out.  The minotaur was caught off guard and, when the blast made him stumble back a step,  Vitor  jumped  through  a  wooden  door,  shattering  it  to  pieces  as  he crashed  inside.  It  was  a  small  building,  a  home,  but  he  noted  the  back entrance. 

He  heard  running  behind  him  and  prepared.  His  techniques  were meant  only  for  alchemy,  the  mixing  and  preparation  of  ingredients,  not  for combat.  But  for  most  things,  he  didn’t  need  them.  He  was  in  the  Eternal Realm; he was naturally stronger than most. His storage was filled with vials, elixirs,  and  potions,  as  well  as  various  powders  and  concoctions.  He  pulled two,  one  in  each  hand.  He  hit  two  of  his  fingers  together,  activating  a  ring and creating a spark that ignited the fuse, then dropped a skin bag to the floor. 

He ran out of the building through the back door, just as the minotaur entered the  building.  His  bag  exploded,  and  black  smoke  filled  the  room.  The minotaur didn’t even slow down as he crashed through the back wall. 

Vitor  opened  the  vial  in  his  other  hand  and  threw  the  contents  out. 

Droplets of acid fell on the minotaur, who stopped and summoned a shield to protect himself. 

The minotaur hadn’t cared for the smoke inside the building, but had ignored it, even though it would have torched his lungs if he had inhaled it, and it would’ve burned if it had touched his skin. That meant that his armor was  a  completely  closed  system.  He  had  some  sense  that  could  track  Vitor, too, because he was following after him, though he had crashed through the wall and not the door, so the smoke had impaired his vision. Whatever sense the minotaur had, it didn’t give him an exact picture of the world around him, but rather only locations of people, Vitor assumed. 

He ran into a small alleyway as the minotaur dealt with the acid. His hand reached for his mask, and he turned the dial, increasing the dose to its maximum. He inhaled and his body bulged beneath his robes. He unscrewed the spent vial and threw it in his storage, then screwed in a new one. On the right side of his mask he opened a slit and poured a potion into storage and immediately started to drink through his straw. 

The  minotaur  roared,  and  then  glowing  cracks  spread  across  all  the buildings around him. Vitor cursed and jumped into the air as every building around him exploded in a shower of debris and light. Big pieces of stone flew all  over  the  city,  hitting  everything,  and  toppling  other  buildings.  In  an instant, a dozen blocks had been turned to rubble. 

He  saw  a  flash  of  light  in  the  distance  as  one  of  the  big  pieces  of debris  pinged  and  ricocheted  away  from  a  dome  shield—one  of  the  slave blocks.  The  fighting  was  doing  too  much  damage.  He  saw  waves  of  fire coming  down  and  melting  stone  back  where  Vitor  had  come  from.  They couldn’t let the fights threaten the cities.  Where is Naha?  he wondered. She should’ve been just behind them, ambushing them. 

The  minotaur  looked  up  from  the  ground,  then  pulled  his  hammer back  as  he  prepared  to  attack.  In  response,  Vitor  pulled  out  a  large  round bottle  that  flashed  with  yellow  light,  and  before  the  minotaur  could  attack, Vitor  cracked  the  bottle  and  pointed  his  hand  at  the  man  on  the  ground.  A bolt  of  lightning  crossed  the  distance  instantly,  turning  day  into  night, followed  by  thunder  that  shook  the  world.  Where  the  minotaur  used  to  be, now was a crater, but he could see light from deep within it. 

Vitor  grimaced  as  he  shook  his  hand,  trying  to  stimulate  his  numb fingers  back  into  life.  He  fell  from  his  jump,  and  landed  on  a  rooftop, immediately, then set out in the direction of a wall. He had to take this out of the city. 




*  *  *

 

The  fire  dragons  melted  the  stone  where  Zach  had  stood  just  a moment before. He stepped through space with his Evading Through Space and onto a roof nearby, evading the attack. He could only use that skill perk if he was actively evading an attack. Conveniently, Erik followed up the attack immediately  with  more  waves  of  blue  fire  that  kept  coming  at  him,  forcing him  to  evade  again.  The  buildings  that  were  hit  melted  immediately,  as  if they  were  made  of  ice.  In  just  his  opening  attack,  Erik  had  turned  an  entire

block to slag. 

The heat permeated the area—he could feel it even through the armor. 

He  used  Telekinetic  Armor  over  his  equipment,  layering  on  a  bit  more protection. He couldn’t even see Erik inside the flames; all he saw was a ball of  churning  blue  fire  that  spat  out  streams  and  waves  of  it  in  his  direction. 

Zach jumped back, moving away from another attack, and then heat and light fell  from  above.  Zach  hadn’t  even  noticed  Erik  gathering  an  attack  above him, but had let Erik herd him to where it was to be unleashed, trapping him for a great attack that couldn’t be evaded. Zach remembered the sensation of having  his  armor  melted  over  his  skin,  remembered  the  stench  of  burning flesh. 

It  was  his  fault  for  getting  in  this  situation;  he  was…too  slow.  Naha had warned him, had told him that he took too long to get into a fight, to fully commit to it. It was a consequence of living such a long life with no stimuli but  his  own  actions.  When  he  was  faced  with  others,  he  liked  to  think,  and more  often  than  not,  he  could  afford  to  be  less  decisive.  His  connection  to Time just exasperated the issue. He could afford to take it slow, could allow himself to think and not just act. 

The door to the Plane of Time pulled open, just a tiny bit, enough for his perception of time to become even more slowed. He thought, and made a plan. 

He raised a hand and froze the space around him with |Perfect Field of Frozen Time|,  buying a few moments. Fire surrounded him, burning even while frozen in a moment. He could see it trying to move slowly, burning his skill, burning space itself to prevent him from stepping away through it. He could feel the traces of Soul Essence in it—the fire would burn more than his flesh. 

|I Focused And Saw All Flaws|

[Aspect True Sight]

He  moved  toward  the  frozen  fire,  reaching  for  the  time  all  around him. He felt the connection with the Plane of Time, and the sight of a river filled  his  mind:  a  river  filled  with  currents.  He  felt  at  one  of  them, 

understanding its path and purpose. With his will he reached out, channeling his manipulation of time through his skill. 

|Of Time, Movement, and Space|

A wall of frozen fire trembled, then moved back. The stream of time that  carried  the  flames  halted,  then  reversed—a  tiny  amount,  but  enough.  A path was open through the inferno, and Zach stepped through it. He landed on a rooftop hundreds of meters away. The moment he was out of the area of his influence, time resumed, and a ball of fire engulfed everything where he had been. An entire section of the city, dozens of blocks, all immediately turned to  melted  stone,  leaving  a  giant  hole  filled  with  nothing  but  steam  and  red liquid stone. 

There was no way that he could allow this to continue in the city. The defenses that they had put in place could not survive something like this. A glancing attack, perhaps, but this was beyond them. 

Zach turned and jumped toward the walls, heading out of the city. He sensed  the  fire  behind  him  as  it  swallowed  wind  currents,  introduced  flaws that weren’t there in the nature’s design. He evaded, stepping through space until he landed on the wall and then jumped off of it. Mid jump, he turned, and looked at the blazing sphere of fire coming after him. 

[Arsenal Wings: Wind]

Last Sovereign of Terra

Ancient Heritage

Phantom Avatar

Lord of Grace and Woe

Wings  of  wind  appeared  on  his  back,  and  he  blasted  toward  Erik.  A moment  after  he  achieved  his  maximum  speed,  he  blinked  close.  The  heat was  immense,  and  he  felt  his  will  shudder  at  the  sudden  pressure,  but  Zach didn’t  slow  at  all.  He  swung  his  blade  and  activated  Shattering  Song.  The fire  was  blasted  away  by  the  wind  and  vibrations,  and  his  blade  passed through the center of the inferno—and found nothing. 

A blast of fire engulfed him, and he felt his Telekinetic Armor crack, 

nearly faltering under the assault, in the split moment it took Zach to beat his wings  and  blast  the  fire  away  as  well  as  fly  up.  He  turned  and  saw  Erik floating a bit away, now clearly visible, but the fire was quickly building up around him to shroud him in it again. Zach blinked again, exiting the teleport next to Erik. 

He  was  swinging  his  blade  before  he  even  finished  the  move  and found only empty space. He frowned and turned as he sensed an attack. He stepped away through space and gained altitude with his wings. Erik had his hands spread, and fire and the heat from the city were rising, moving toward him in one giant wave. 

Zach blinked again, this time pulling on the Plane of Time. He arrived almost  a  moment  before  he  left,  the  space  trembling  and  time  whining.  His mind was moving faster, and he clearly saw what had happened: Erik flashed to fire the moment Zach used his blink. Somehow, he was detecting it, but…

it  was  too  fast  for  even  someone  like  him.  It  also  felt  almost  automatic.  An item? A power that he didn’t know about? Either was possible. 

As  his  blade  missed  its  mark  again,  Zach  realized  that  it  was  his blinks that were triggering it, which would mean closing the distance the old-fashioned way. 

Arsenal Infusion: Wind. His wings and blade dissipated as the perk made all his wind powers unavailable, but the wind itself calmed around him. 

Instead of falling, Zach found himself gently held in the air. 

Erik turned the great wave of fire from the city into a dragon the size of entire city blocks. It roared, and the air heated up. The forest beneath Zach caught fire, as did the grass on the plain—the air itself turned hazy. 

Zach manifested his Time Blade, and then flew straight at it. 

Chapter One Hundred One — Spite

 

He  was  a  tempest,  the  wind  blowing  and  his  blade  glinting.  He  shot through the air, avoiding lances of fire—though not all of them. The shield of his  warden’s  armor  flared,  flashing  as  it  protected  him.  Erik  was  floating backward, unleashing a barrage of different fire powers at him, but it didn’t stop Zach. He reached Erik and triggered Time Stop. The world paused; the fire lancing toward Zach froze, but not the fire around Erik. Blue flames met time,  aspect  against  aspect.  One  was  guided  by  Zach,  his  will  pulling  from the  Plane  of  Time  itself,  and  the  other  fire  born  from  the  heart  of  his opponent.  The  blue  fire,  whose  only  purpose  was  to  devour  everything  as fuel,  consumed  and  combusted  everything  around  Erik.  He  felt  his opponent’s tenuous connection to his own plane, though it was nothing like Zach’s  own,  but  still  the  Blue  Fire  still  burned  Air,  Space,  and  even  Time itself. 

Erik  was  frozen,  but  his  fire  burned,  and  as  Zach  slashed  with  his blade, he slowed. He was moving only on his own momentum—Time  Stop froze time for all things but Zach himself. In front of him, he encountered a buffer of slow-moving…something.  Air?  It bought Erik just enough time for Time Stop  to  end,  but  that  shouldn’t  have  mattered.  The  wind  around  Zach returned,  a  raging  stream  that  accelerated  him  in  a  moment.  His  blade  sang through the air and…passed just over Erik’s head. 

The heat hit Zach, and the wind. A blast of air picked him up, sending him  far  above  the  clouds  in  an  instant.  Zach  tumbled  as  he  tried  to  get  the control of the winds back. 

He realized what had happened. His opponent had unleashed so much heat, that he had superheated the air, creating an updraft that sent Zach above and away. 

|Perfect Mind Training Analysis|

His  mind  accelerated;  possibilities  flashed  through  his  thoughts,  and he arrived at a solution. 

The wind was powerful, but it followed certain rules: currents. 

The  barrage  of  flames  continued,  and  many  hit  his  shield,  a  never-ending  stream  of  blue  bolts  filling  the  sky.  Zach  danced  through  the  air, stepping  through  space  to  avoid  them,  and  then  gathered  the  wind.  He  sent himself down, flying straight for Erik, and just as his wind hit the stream of hot air, he banished the winds from around him. He continued on unguided, a falling object, too fast to be stopped. 

The heat made his warden’s armor activate again, turning Zach into a glowing  falling  star.  Then,  just  as  Zach  neared  Erik,  the  fire  around  him pulsed, and an aura of Azure filled the air. The heat increased tenfold, and his shield  burst  into  nothingness.  Zach  turned  his  head  to  the  side  as  the  heat pushed through his Telekinetic Armor, cracking it, then did the same for his armor. 

Heat washed over him, through his armor. He saw Erik’s form turning into fire—the flash blink ability that he had used during their fight in Hastur’s city—and  he  felt  the  space  shiver  through  his  Ripples  of  Time  and  Space. 

Erik’s power was activating. He was going to escape again, and he was too far for Rewind. 

Zach reached out through his link to the Plane of Time, imposing his will on the river, forcing his time to accelerate and Erik’s to rewind. The river churned at the violation, and he felt the weight of it on his soul. He used For Every Second, Two and  allowed  himself  even  more  time  to  think,  to  make sure  his  attack  was  true.  The  heat  intensified  around  him,  prolonging  the agony for him. The right side of his face burned inside his helm, a moment stretched and accelerated all at the same time. 

Then  the  metal  gave  way  and  melted.  Half  of  his  face  was  hit  by molten  metal;  it  got  into  his  eye  and  burned  it  out  of  his  socket. Temporal Fighting made  his  attack  swing  as  the  start  of  Erik’s  blink  was  pulled  back through time. Dozens of powers from each of them were pushing against one another,  such  that  he  could  feel  the  strain  on  the  aspects  around  them.  The territory itself could not contain so much of it. He tried to reach out with |Of Precision  and  Sealing|  to  take  his  powers  away  and  found  his  will  being

opposed.  He  could  probably  overcome  it,  but  not  in  the  time  it  would  take him to finish his attack or Erik to blink away. The aura of the blue flames was stronger than he remembered. 

Zach felt his blade connect, then heard a scream of pain. He smashed into  the  ground,  cratering  the  earth  around  him.  Zach  groaned  and  dug himself  up,  then  peeled  away  the  now  cooled  metal  on  his  face  along  with fused skin, then the rest of his helmet. A piece of cloth on his armor was on fire, but Zach ignored it. He turned his good eye on the sky and saw through the blue haze. Erik held his right shoulder, where his arm had been, his good hand glowing with blue fire as he cauterized the wound. 

Combat,  true  combat,  was  still  a  foreign  thing  for  Zach.  He  had power,  and  with  it  came  the  knowledge  that  there  were  very  few  things  in existence that could threaten him. He was the Sage of Time—he had crafted a Way, and had imposed his will on the world. Time now flowed according to his will, following a pattern that he had created. His first steps in this world had been filled with conflict, with combat and death. He had prevailed over the  three  fresh  taken,  and  he  had  landed  the  final  blow  on  the  monster  that had imprisoned him.  But at that  time, he had  been empowered, unrelenting. 

Every  fight  he  had  since  then  had  been  without  any  true  danger.  Even  the explosion caused by the reaction engine had not been a true threat to him, not personally. It had been the destruction that it had wrought, and the lives it had taken, that had spurred him to action, that had fueled his growth. As the Sage of Time, even with his addled mind, the insanity that still danced at the edges of  his  soul,  he  knew  that  eventually,  he  would  master  more  aspects  and become Sage of them all. That future was at the core of who he was; the only question was whether he would succumb to madness and lose himself in his research, or if he would retain himself and hold true to his ideals. 

But  now,  he  felt  it,  the  knowledge  that  he  could  lose.  Not  here,  not now—he had the measure of his opponent now. It would not be much longer, but  the  burning  on  his  face  let  him  know  that  even  those  who  were  weaker than  he  could  beat  him.  Regardless,  this  was  insufficient.  Erik’s  fire  was powerful,  but  ultimately  Zach  would  prevail—there  was  no  doubt  in  his

mind. 

He let his willpower unfurl around him. His skills rose to the surface, ready to be used. The next clash would be the last. 

Erik  seemed  to  have  noticed,  realizing  somehow  what  Zach  was preparing. 

“You  fucking  waste!”  Erik  roared,  surrounded  by  flames.  “I  was  so close, and once again, you stand in my way!” 

“You are oppressing innocents; you take their choice away. I cannot let that continue,” Zach responded. 

Erik tilted his head. “Is that why you are here? Because of the fucking slaves?” 

Zach  didn’t  answer.  Instead,  he  pushed  his  will  into  his  blade  and prepared his strike. 

Erik’s entire demeanor changed, and then he turned toward the city. “I might not be able to defeat you, but I don’t need to in order to win.” 

Zach narrowed his eye, but before he could react, Erik flashed away. 

Zach  blinked  into  the  sky  and  saw  Erik,  above  the  city  that  was  covered  in shadows.  The  deep  dark  was  suddenly  illuminated  by  the  light  of  Erik’s flames. He blinked closer, but not on top of Erik, as he didn’t want to trigger his  power.  The  Wind  held  Zach  floating  above  the  city,  with  deep  dark shadows  pulsing  beneath  him — he  recognized    Naha’s  ideal.  He  was  a  short distance away from Erik, who was above one of the slave blocks. By the time he realized what Erik was planning, it was too late. He wasn’t fast enough. 

Erik’s laughter filled the air as he raised his hand to the sky. 



 —Burning Azure, Thy World To Cinders—

  

The world turned monochrome: a canvas painted in the colors of blue, of azure. The fire inside the city, the forest outside of it, anything that was on fire  had  color,  all  bright  blue  and  unreal.  Everything  else  was  dim,  almost colorless.  Their  world  was  filled  with  silence,  save  for  Erik’s  laughter, 

echoing  like  thunder.  All  that  fire  touched  turned  to  dust,  to  ash,  crumbling before the color blue. Zach winced as the pain hit his shoulder and he looked to see the fire on his armor turn it to dust, eat at his skin, and make it crumble into ash, as if it was skipping the actual burning process and going straight to the end product. 

He blinked away, leaving his armor behind. He landed on the ground and  pulled  another  armor  around  him,  his  shoulder  radiating  in  pain  as  a piece of it poured out in dust form. Above him, where Erik had been, was a…

beautiful  sight.  The  fire  no  longer  looked  real;  it  was  a  painting,  as  if someone  had  splattered  the  most  glorious  colors  of  blue  together,  and  now they had come alive, swirling and spreading. They poured down like a liquid spreading  over  the  entire  city.  He  saw  towers  touched  by  it,  crumbling  to cinders immediately upon contact. 

He felt at the River of Time, felt a hole opening in the stream where the  azure  fire  was  devouring  everything.  He  felt  the  bank  of  the  river forming,  a  solidified  piece  of  time,  an  event  that  deserved  a  monument.  He knew  what  was  going  to  happen—nothing  would  stop  that  fire.  The  entire city, the entire territory, would turn to ash. 

Zach blinked directly beneath it, then looked up. 

His |I Strike Through Time| was infused in his blade and ready. But something told him that it wouldn’t be enough to kill Erik, that these flames would continue regardless. 

And then shadows rose from the ground. Hands the size of buildings caught the flames, holding them off. The shadow lifted from every part of the city,  from  around  him,  and  he  felt  it  shroud  him,  making  him  tougher, protecting him. 

Shadow met fire and buckled. The fire poured in between the fingers; it burned buildings. The shields around the slave blocks flared. She couldn’t hold it, only slow it—he felt her through their True Link, felt her resolve, the need to protect. 

He  had  to  help  her.  He  let  his  will  out  and  used  |Perfect  Field  of Frozen Time|. 

The shadows trembled as he helped her, and then the shadows pulsed. 

They deepened, strengthened, and then surged. 

More hands, more walls. A dome of shadow rose and kept the fire at bay.  Zach’s  senses  told  him  that  the  world  outside  of  the  city  had  turned  to cinders as flames slipped around Naha’s shadow. 

Zach had to stop this. 

He marshaled his will and plunged it into the River of Time, dug deep into  the  bedrock  and  focused  on  And  So  It  Was  Once  Again.  The  river churned,  it  raged  against  him—it  was  not   time   yet.  He  tried  to  force  it,  and found his will thrown back at him with such might that it made his mind go blank for a moment. He was not strong enough for that, as he didn’t have the effect of the elixir now. He saw that Time had already solidified the event. 

There would be no rewriting this. 

Zach  pulled  as  much  as  he  could  from  his  connection  to  time, marshaling his will on his perks, and bought himself  time.  The world around him froze, and he started to think. He would fail here. He had come to save these  people,  and  he  would  now  be  the  catalyst  of  the  events  that  had hastened their deaths. 

 NO. That was not who he was supposed to be. 

 I will protect the innocent, always. 

Those were old words, as old as he was—no, older. They were pieces of who he had been before. 

 I will fail, but I will never stop trying to do good. 

 I will never stop trying to be better. 

Some were more familiar to him than others. He had used them before as  pieces  to  lean  on,  but  they  were  not  spent,  of  course.  They  were  part  of him, were the foundations upon which he was built. 

 I will always move forward. 

 Always remember the past, even when it hurt. 

He had shaped time itself, and his will—

 His will reigned here. 

Perhaps he could not protect them. Perhaps he had been too arrogant, and  too  weak.  He  had  allowed  this  to  happen  when  he  could’ve  ended  it before Erik even attempted this. He let his will pour out through his skill, all of it with abandon, with no care for himself and his own life. That ideal was a power, that fire was power, and all powers could be stifled, could be sealed. 

He let the wind pick him up send him above the buildings and toward the  burning  death  above.  He  reached  out  through  his  skill,  through  |Of Precision  and  Sealing|.  His  range  spread,  precise  and  with  purpose.  He focused  on  all  fire,  on  all  slaves.  He  reached  into  their  collars,  and  reached into the fire. 

 His will reigned here. 

And his will was Life and Freedom. 

He poured his will and his desires into the skill. He felt it trembling—

it  wasn’t  enough.  He  tried  to  force  it  to  evolve  and  found  it  unable  to.  To quench the fire and free the slaves… It was not able to do what he wanted. It was too wide of a desire. 

Arsenal  Infusion:  Soul.  Zach  switched  his  infusion,  and  the efficiency of his soul powers increased. He felt the collars tremble, but again, he was trying too much. He was falling through the sky, the wind no longer holding him up. He glared up at the shadows that peeled away to let the azure fire seep through. Neither of them was enough. 

Life was not supposed to be so easy to snuff out, so easy to enslave. 

People  with  power  should  be…greater,  better  than  all  others,  worthy.  How could Erik do this with such ease, after all that Zach imagined he had lived, as Zach had too? A life where he had seen wonders. Even if he believed in what  Hastur  showed  him,  how  could  he  still  think  so  little  of  others?  How could none of them see what a gift life was? How beautiful it was, even when it was short? Even without immortality, it was a part of time, forever etched into the banks of the river that would flow until the end of all things. Every grain of sand and every monument on the banks of that river were made by lives, by their experiences and their actions. Every moment they drew breath, 

they  introduced  noise,  they  introduced  impetus,  they  changed  things.  How was that not beautiful? How did they not see it? 

It came to him, from deep inside: a feeling and a desire, born out of loneliness,  out  of  the  need  to  see  others  safe,  to  shield  others  because  he could,  because  he  didn’t  want  to  be  lonely  again—because  he  remembered the pain of loss, even if he didn’t recall the memories. 

He  was  the   Lord  of  Aspects.     It  was  his  will  to  know  them,  to understand them. He was a learner, a protector, a teacher. 

He reached inside as the pieces assembled. 



 I will protect the innocent, always—because life is precious. 

 I  will  fail,  but  I  will  never  stop  trying  to  do  good—because  I  make mistakes. 

 I will never stop trying to be better—because I learn. 

 I  will  always  move  forward—because  time  flows  only  in  one direction. 

 Always  remember  the  past,  even  when  it  hurt—because  there  is beauty in the monuments on the river’s banks. 

 His will reigned here—because he had earned it. 

 Life and Freedom—because they were the rights of all. 



He found it inside, and he brought it out. 



 —Arcadia—

 

A white sphere expanded out of Zach, one of light and protection, of freedom. It grew rapidly, covering the city and the sky, bolstering the shadow and  the  defensive  arrays  alike.  It  passed  through  the  buildings  where  the slaves  laid  asleep,  and  the  powers  of  their  collars  were  suppressed.  The connection to their souls snapped, and the collars clicked open, falling from

their necks. The light spread across the city, over the ground until it covered it in its entirety. The flames inside the city were stifled and snuffed out, and then the light rose to the sky and met the azure fire. 

For a moment, its spread stopped. The azure flames pushed down on the  sphere,  burned  at  the  idea  of  protection,  but  the  Light  and  Shadow  rose and pushed it back. Zach’s ideal touched the flames and stifled them; it rose, and denied their power. It kept growing until a half sphere covered the entire city, and there the ideal stopped. 

Zach  felt  the  flames  beyond  try  to  push  through,  for  a  moment,  but Shadow  and  Light  held  firm.  Then,  the  flames  lessened,  and  winked  out. 

Color  returned  to  the  world,  and  the  azure  flames  painted  on  the  sky  faded back into regular fire. 

Zach looked up, but knew that Erik was gone, escaped again. 

He  felt…exhaustion  hit  him,  his  will  largely  drained  as  it  supported both  his  skills  and  body.  He  slumped  and  fell  to  the  ground,  landing  in  a square  in  front  of  a  slave  block  on  his  feet.  He  sagged,  but  smiled.  He  was triumphant. 

He felt his ideal try to slip through his fingers. It drained him to keep it  up,  and  so  he  let  it  go.  The  white  light  faded,  and  with  it  the  shadow retreated as well. 

Zach’s  Ripples  of  Time  and  Space  went  off.  Five  rips  in  space surrounded  him.  He  acted  on  instinct  and  raised  his  blade  arm.  A  clawed hand  clasped  onto  nothing,  and  Zach  turned  his  good  eye  on  a  drake  with glowing red eyes, molten lines flowing down his scales, bearing large black-and-red wings. 

Their eyes met, and the world stopped. 

Chapter One Hundred Two — Prodigy

 

They  arrived  in  the  new  territory  in  the  middle  of  the  night.  The divination gave them a direction, and not a location, but Kael could tell that they were close. 

“This is taken territory,” Fethum said. 

“Could the person we are looking for be a taken?” Tellisa asked. 

Kael  was  unsure;  his  teacher  had  met  with  this  warden  a  long  time ago, before the dome. “It is possible,” Kael said after a beat. “He is a warden, and if the rumors are to be believed, many of them have fallen to the dome monsters, or else have been turned.” 

He  didn’t  know  how  hard  that  would  make  their  mission;  he  hadn’t faced  many  taken  over  the  years.  Regardless,  they  weren’t  planning  on rushing this. 

“Do  we  know  anything  about  the  territory?”  Kael  asked  after  a moment. 

Tellisa shook her head. “I know that this used to be a territory focused on resource gathering. I have no idea what the taken are doing with it now.” 

Kael grimaced. It was just too hard for any information to come out of the taken territories. The Unchained’s spies had been unable to learn much—

most of what they knew they had learned from others who had more success in taken territories, rather than from direct experience. 

The six of them continued forward, their airship flying low with all of its  stealth  arrays  active.  Maya  stood  at  the  helm,  while  Kaeliss,  Tellisa,  and Fethum stood on the prow, staring into the night. They saw no signs of any life, which worried Kael. 

Then Tellisa pointed in the distance. “What’s that?” she whispered. 

Kael  turned  his  eyes  in  the  direction  she  was  pointing  at  and  saw  a haze  of  blue  light  in  the  distance  and  growing  brighter  the  closer  they  got. 

Kael narrowed his eyes as he tried to figure out what it was. As they neared

its  source,  they  realized  that  the  forest  was  on  fire.  Blue  flames  spread incredibly  fast,  and  beyond  the  fire,  he  saw  a  city,  burning  as  well,  turning the  night  into  a  day.  There  was  fighting  outside  of  the  city;  he  saw  shapes flying by so quickly that he could barely follow them. Smoke and fire turned the air hazy, making it hard to see. 

Then the fight moved inside the city and, a moment after, he felt the world tremble around them. 



 —Burning Azure, Thy World To Cinders—



The  world  lost  color,  save  for  the  blue  flower  unfurling  above  the city. All the fires turned into paintings, and their blaze expanded. Everything burned  at  only  a  touch  of  that  fire—and  then  the  very  center  of  it  began  to spew  it  out.  Most  went  down  toward  the  city,  but  licks  of  it  launched  in  all directions in long trails of painted fire, blazing with blue light. 

“Maya!”  Kael  yelled,  and  their  ship  lurched  to  the  side  as  she violently  turned  the  controls.  A  trail  of  fire  passed  by  them,  the  heat  of  it activating  their  shields.  Kael  watched  as  the  fire  hit  the  ground  and  spread like liquid. All it touched turned to ash. 

Another  bolt  of  fire  was  coming  at  them,  too  fast  for  them  to  evade this  time.  Kael  opened  his  mouth  to  yell  a  warning  when  space  warped around  them.  The  fire  bent  around  the  ship  and  hit  the  ground.  Kael  turned and saw Berion standing at the entrance to the crew quarters below the deck, holding his staff high in the air. Exiled Shell ran out from behind him. 

“Ber!” Kael called, and the minotaur walked over. “Can you keep us safe?” 

He looked up at the flames, seeing that the entire territory was going up in them. Mountains and forests had been turned to ash, as had the ground and  the  river.  Everything  was  being  devoured,  as  the  air  filled  with  smoke and a blue light. 

Berion’s  eyes  looked  at  the  center  of  the  flames,  at  the  blue-painted

flower. “I will try,” he said. 

Kael  nodded  and  ordered  Maya  to  move  try  and  move  them  as  far away  as  possible.  Before  they  had  a  chance  to  really  get  far  away  enough, though, a bright white light spread out from the city and shadows rose. They watched from a distance as fire battled light and shadow, and seemingly won. 

The  color  returned  to  the  world,  and  Kael  looked  out  at  the devastation. Half of the territory was turned to ash, and the rest was still on fire. Even the city was half destroyed. 

“Maya,  get  us  closer,”  Kael  said  as  he  looked  down  at  the  device  in his hand. His target was there, he knew it. 

“Ber,” Kael called. “Can you?” 

Berion  nodded  and  closed  his  eyes.  Then,  space  warped  in  front  of them: a large flat surface, shimmered and then ripped, and they had a window into the city, looking from above. Kael looked into the city, saw the shadows retreating  and  the  light  fading—and,  in  the  square,  he  saw  a  man  standing alone. 

“That’s  him,  the  warden,”  Kael  said.  He  studied  his  target  and  saw that he was drained from the fight. Kael didn’t know what had happened, but this was the perfect opportunity. “Everyone get ready. We are going in now.” 

Kael  used  his  Evolved  Form—Infaarg  as  the  others  readied themselves,  their  gear  appearing  around  them  as  they  were  activating  their powers.  Kael  hesitated  a  moment,  but  then  decided  to  better  be  safe  than sorry—the  fight  they  had  just  witnessed  was  between  powerful  individuals. 

He  raised  his  hand  and  cast  a  rune  on  each  of  his  people,  increasing  their power. 

He glanced at Berion. “When you are ready.” 

The light in the city winked out and Berion raised his hand. 

Kael felt space twist and he was suddenly inside the city, just behind the warden. He dashed, pushing his body with all the speed and strength he had, using [Wraith Dash].  He prepared a combination rune in his mind and went to grab the warden’s hand—Ra’azel had warned him that it would be a

hand that could transform into a blade. 

His  hand  nearly  touched  it,  when  suddenly  the  warden  seemed  to accelerate,  and  he  moved  the  arm  out  of  the  way.  Kael’s  claws  closed  on nothing. 

He glanced up and to the side and met the warden’s eye. A side of his face had been burned off, leaving behind blood and what looked like cooled metal stuck on the bones of his skull, his skin having been peeled off. It was an injury that would’ve put many on the floor, writhing in agony. 

The  moment  lasted  for  a  moment,  and  then  the  wind  picked  up  and sent Kael flying off across the square. He beat his wings and righted himself, just  as  Exiled  Shell  smashed  his  hammer  into  the  man’s  back.  The  warden flew forward, but then floated and righted himself in just a few moments. 

He tilted his head and studied them. 

“You are not taken,” he said, “and you don’t wear the uniforms of the traitors. Who are you? Do we know each other? Why are you attacking me?” 

The words came with a weary and tired cadence. 

“Apologies,” Kael said. “But I have a task to accomplish. It is nothing personal.” 

The  warden’s  eye  narrowed  and  then  his  willpower  spread  out, making them all shiver. Kael had never felt anything like it. The weight of it made  him  hesitate,  and  then  the  man  blinked  in  front  of  him.  His  hand grabbed Kael’s throat and lifted him up from the ground—too bad his blade arm was away from Kael’s reach. Still, the feat of it made Kael’s eyes widen at the sheer strength that the warden had. 

“I am…tired, so this is your first and last warning: I have no desire to fight,” the warden said. 

Kael struggled in his grip and cycled his Qi. He sent a thread of it into the  man’s  mind  with  {Dream  of  Tomorrow}.  The  man’s  eye  twitched,  but nothing else happened. His hand tightened around Kael’s neck, and he used

{Release All Restraints} just as his people attacked. 

Chains  wrapped  around  the  man’s  blade,  and  roots  around  his  legs, 

then Maya came in with her blades, intent on cutting the man’s hand off. The hand around Kael’s throat moved away, freeing him. 

Then  Kael  punched  forward  with  all  of  his  might  and  {Ferocious Blow}. 

The  man  twisted  away,  but  a  glancing  blow  caught  him  in  the shoulder  just  as  Fethum  released  lighting  through  the  chains.  The  wind picked up and pushed them all away, and then his blade pulled Fethum along with his chains toward him. The cthul’s eyes widened as the warden kicked him in the chest, sending him flying in the opposite direction. 

The warden landed just as Exiled Shell blurred forward, his hammer glowing.  He  hit  from  above,  and  the  warden  blocked  with  his  blade.  The ground  beneath  him  cracked  and  he  was  pushed  into  it,  down  to  his  waist. 

Maya flew low to the ground, and the warden blinked away just as her wind blades came at him. Kael was watching, waiting for the place where he would appear and then sent a powerful strike straight at him, with |Perfect Greater Blow:  My  Fist,  Weight  of  A  Mountain|.  The  force  caught  the  warden  and sent him tumbling through the air as vines and trees grew across the ruins of buildings  and  rose  into  the  sky  to  catch  him.  They  constricted  around  the warden’s body, and Kael flew in his direction, reaching for the warden’s arm. 

On the ground, then, he noticed a shadow moving faster than he could react to, and before he could even voice a warning, a dagger punched out of Tellisa’s chest, and another through her head. Kael froze for just a moment, as the warden’s blade blurred and cut himself out of Tellisa’s vines and roots. 

A  moment  after,  he  continued  after  the  warden.  The  shadow  on  the ground  stepped  to  move,  but  Tellisa’s  hand  caught  the  shadow.  Her  head turned and flakes started falling from her face, revealing what Kael knew was hidden  beneath  the  surface:  her  body,  that  of  a  wood  elemental.  A  dagger through the center of her body and her head would not stop her. 

Roots  exploded  around  her  leveling  buildings  as  she  focused  on  the shadow. 

Kael  reached  the  falling  warden  and  threw  his  hand  out,  carving  a rune. 

 

 Wior— contain. 



The world around the warden constricted, keeping him in place. Kael saw his eye widened in surprise, and then he was there. Kael’s hand reached out,  and  the  man’s  will  flared  before  he  slipped  through  space.  Kael’s  hand missed again, and he grimaced as he felt an attack from his side. 

Quickly, he cast another rune. 

  

 Vhrom— protection. 



The warden’s blade hit the shield made by the glowing rune, and he tilted his head in response. 

Kael lashed out in sequence, using techniques and runes, striking with his  fists.  The  man  moved  his  body  like  a  master—evading,  deflecting, blocking—and then his hand lashed out in a stabbing motion, hitting Kael’s armor, and it crumbled. His fingers punched into Kael’s chest, pushing all the air out of them. He used [Wraith Lash] to put some distance between them, as they both landed on the ground. 

Kael glared at the warden. He was far stronger than he had thought—

too  strong,  far  more  so  than  Ra’azel  had  indicated.  He  readied  himself  to jump in again as he felt his people approach him. Then, he detected an attack from behind, and turned, quickly etching a rune in the air, and manifesting a shield. A blaze of yellow fire hit the protection dome and shook the ground with  its  intensity.  Above  it,  in  the  air,  he  saw  a  man  blazing  with  light.  He raised his hand, and then…

Kael knew what would follow. 



/Oath of the Sun God: Beloved’s Call/



The night turned into day. 

“I’ve found you, murderer. No running now,” Heor Darkhoof said as fire blossomed around him. 




*  *  *

 

Berion watched the battle through the spatial window. He saw that his friends  were  outmatched.  He  could  feel  the  man’s  will  from  this  far  away, could feel the space tremble, influenced by an aspect that was close to it. It was…incredible  power,  a  mastery  of  an  aspect  that  he  envied.  He  watched, and  he  felt  pieces  in  his  soul  click  together  at  the  display.  He  was  learning from  it,  feeling  the  man  reaching  out  to  his  aspect,  connecting  it  like  how Berion  did.  But  his  connection  was  far  deeper  than  Berion’s;  it  was  an endless well, a river. 

He  sat,  and  watched,  hoping  that  his  friends  would  be  all  right.  He could  tell  that  the  warden,  that  even  the  shadow,  could  kill  them,  but  they were  not  fighting  to  kill.  Neither  side  was.  Kael  had  assured  him  that  they hadn’t come here to kill the man, but rather simply move him someplace else. 

And  he  saw  the  fire,  the  arrival  of  Heor  Darkhoof,  and  he  saw  the already  bleak  chances  of  his  friends  winning  dropping  further.  Heor   was there to kill, and he would not hold himself back as the warden had. 

Berion didn’t like fighting. A part of him was scared of combat. Kael had  never  asked  him  to  fight,  but  only  to  help  in  any  way  that  he  felt comfortable.  He  never  ordered,  and  never  asked  him  to  do  something  that Berion wasn’t willing to do. What Kael wanted was a world of true freedom, without factions and systems of oppression. It was a world filled with chaos and  death,  yes—Berion  understood  that—but  there  were  fates  that  were  far worse than death. 

He  couldn’t  let  his  friends  fight  alone.  He  reached  deep  inside  of himself and pulled on the Aspect of Space. He stepped into the city, and the world sighed at his arrival. He saw Kael’s eyes widen, and he smiled. 

He let his skill out. 



|I Remove All That Doesn’t Belong|

 

Space  rolled  and  the  shadow  was  pushed  out.  A  cube  of  space solidified,  leaving  Heor  outside  of  it.  Only  his  friends  and  the  warden remained inside. 




*  *  *

 

Ereclaw watched the battle from a rooftop. He had left Ryun and the army once their paths had diverged. Ryun had told him that they had already sent some people this way and gave him the right passcodes so that he could identify  himself  as  an  ally  and  part  of  the  army.  He  didn’t  know  what  he would find; he didn’t know what he was looking for, really. 

He  had  arrived  too  late,  and  had  nearly  died  to  the  strange  fire—but now  he  saw  his  target.  He  didn’t  know  what  was  about  to  happen,  but  he knew that he had to act. The drake had something that his teacher had warned him  about,  some  plan  of  the  yeti  to  escape  the  Ethereal  Realm.  No  matter what the drake was planning, he had to be stopped. 

Ereclaw  readied  himself  to  join  the  battle  when  space  trembled.  A minotaur  stepped  out,  and  then  a  part  of  the  space  was  suddenly  cut  off, leaving Ereclaw unable to enter. He growled in frustration, but settled outside its boundary, waiting for a chance to enter, hoping that he hadn’t failed. 


*  *  *

 

Berion  felt  the  warden’s  will  try  to  oppose  him,  and  he  felt  another aspect fighting with his space, but Berion’s will was stronger in the moment. 

He could tell that the man was tired, and so he pressed on. 

My Space, My Rules

The  space  inside  calmed  and  Berion  swapped  the  man  with  air, bringing  him  next  to  him.  The  warden  frowned,  his  mouth  opening,  but Berion didn’t let him do anything. The warden was too strong, stronger than Berion, and even tired as he seemed to be, there was no way of knowing what he could do. Better to get this done quickly. He opened himself to the Aspect of Space, grasped at the knowledge and secrets it held, and pressed them on the man. Space solidified, keeping him trapped. 

Berion pulled Kael next to them. 

“Do it, quickly. His will is about to break my power,” Berion said as a pressure was building inside his head from opposing the man’s will. He had no  chance  of  pushing  back  the  ocean  of  power  that  the  man  had—he  could only hold it off for a moment. 

Kael grabbed the warden’s blade hand and carved three runes. 

The space trembled, then twisted around the arm. The man was pulled into a rift, and then something else arrived. 

Berion’s  power  slipped  through  his  fingers,  and  he  sagged  to  his knees, completely spent. 

“Ah,” he heard someone say, and raised his eyes to see a tall creature

—a yeti?—with white fur and armor covered in runes that pulsed with eerie gray light. 

“You’ve done well, my student,” the yeti said. 

“Thank you, teacher.” Kael inclined his head in respect. 

“I consider your part of our bargain now fulfilled,” the yeti said. 

“MURDERER!!!” a voice thundered from above. A blazing beam of fire and light blasted in their direction, and now that Berion’s skill was gone, there was nothing to stop it. Berion marshaled his remaining will and moved to raise his hand, but he was too slow. 

The yeti put his hand in the air and runes flashed. The beam hit a wall and  stopped  and  froze.  Silence  reigned  for  a  moment  as  the  yeti  tilted  his head, and then a wicked smile appeared on his face, showing sharp teeth. A black rune flashed, and black cracks spread through the beam, up toward its

source, eating at the fire and light. Heor’s eyes widened, but before he could react, the black tendrils hit him in the chest, then spread all over his body. 

Heor let out a terrifying, earsplitting scream as the cracks in his body expanded, and then his body was torn apart in an explosion that cracked the air. The sun above them winked out, and night returned. 

“Until we see each other again, my student,” the yeti said. “There is so much to see, so much to do.” 

Six  rotating  runes  sprang  into  the  air  around  him,  then  space constricted, and the yeti was gone. 

The world seemed to sigh in relief at his departure. 

“Take  us  out  of  here,  Ber,  quickly,”  Kael  whispered,  and  without hesitation, Berion obeyed. 




*  *  *

 

Zach  arrived  in  what  he  could  only  assume  was  the  Ethereal  Realm. 

As he was passing through it, he felt an impression of something terrifyingly powerful  move  by  him,  a  force  that  scared  him  more  than  Hastur  ever  had. 

As the teleportation drew to its end, his senses threw him for a loop. His flaw sense was screaming at him, and time made him feel sick. He landed on the ground, and he saw runes appear around him. Time and space churned and it took Zach only a moment to realize what they were doing. They had trapped him, but he flexed his will and felt them cracking under his power. The ones that were meant for time worried him more, he could tell that they were doing something to the time inside this place, widening the gap between the passage of time. Already, hours could’ve passed in the Real Realm. 

He tried to break those runes, but it was taking too long. Then, he felt a force of will attack the runes from the other side, from outside this prison. 

The runes cracked under their combined will and Zach was free. He groaned on his knees, and then raised his head to look at the one that helped him. 

Stretching far above him, almost touching the sky, was a dragon. 

“He escaped,” the dragon whispered. 

And  Zach  felt  fear  grip  his  heart.  Whoever  had  escaped  was  too powerful,  and  was  obviously  dangerous.  Naha,   he  thought.  He  stood  and focused on his perk, preparing to open a rift back to the Real Realm. 

“It’s too late,” the dragon said. “He made sure that this place moved more  slowly  through  time—days  have  passed  in  the  Real  Realm  since  your arrival. Whatever happened, happened.” 

Zach deflated, but  he believed the  dragon. He could  almost taste the truth of his words. He focused instead on his True Link, and found it dim, but Naha was still there. She was alive, at least. 

“I’ve pulled time back,” the dragon said, “and have reversed the flow. 

Hours  here  will  be  seconds  there.  Please,  I  need  you  to  tell  me  what happened.” 

Zach  looked  the  green  dragon  in  the  eyes,  then  pushed  his  worries aside, controlling himself. He needed answers, too. 

Chapter One Hundred Three— Aftermath Ra’azel  Equinar:  the  yeti,  enemy,  untrustworthy,  dangerous.  Zach remembered the carvings in stone, but more than that, he felt a sense of fear every time he thought on those carvings. 

He walked a few steps in one direction, then turned and walked back, pacing. The dragon, the Explorer’s Soul, had told Zach what it knew, which was little. Zach knew more from what Naha had told him, and he passed that on to the dragon. 

“A  prisoner,”  the  dragon  said  slowly.  “The  warden  refuses  to communicate with anyone outside his prison. If he had talked with us… Alas, we  cannot  change  the  past.  What  I  knew  of  the  yeti  had  already  been  bad enough, that he was a shade butchering and mutilating spirits, trying to leave the Ethereal Realm. It was a threat beyond any other in the Ethereal Realm. 

Shades are not meant to leave this place.” 

Zach grimaced, his hand tightening on the Sealing Blade of Learning on his waist. He didn’t dare turn his right hand into a blade; he didn’t know what else the yeti had done to it, but he also didn’t want to stand in this realm without a weapon. 

 “It is a tragedy that a Ra of my people has fallen so far,”  Ra’vallim’s voice whispered in Zach’s mind. 

Zach was still struggling with understanding what had happened. The yeti had obviously made plans that had been years in the making, and he had managed  to  escape  the  Ethereal  Realm  even  with  it  being  closed  off.  Zach was yet to wrap his head around the dragon who had the power to close down an  entire  realm.  He  had  never  met  anyone  with  that  much  power.  Just standing in his presence made him feel the weight of his will. 

“Can’t you follow him?” Zach said finally, turning his head to look at the dragon. “You stopped him from leaving this place. Can’t you bring him back?” 

The great dragon shook his head. “I am neither a spirit nor a shade. I

am a soul that had chosen this realm as my domain. Here is where I belong.” 

“I  need  to  get  back,”  Zach  bit  out.  “Who  knows  what  the  yeti  has already done.” 

 “A Ra is a title of distinction, granted to the greatest of our kind. And from all that we’ve learned, he is not one for rash actions. He will take the time to make sure whatever he plans works.” 

“The old soul is correct,” the dragon said, and Zach blinked. 

“You can hear his voice?” 

The  dragon  inclined  his  head.  “He  has  a  will,  and  therefore  he imprints on the world.” 

Zach took a deep breath. “Regardless, I have to return. I need to know what happened after I was pulled here.” 

The  dragon  met  his  eyes.  “As  you  will,  Scion  of  Time,”  he  said slowly. It was…eerie, to hear the dragon speak, much less offer Zach respect. 

It made it seem like he could see straight through Zach, and perhaps he could. 

“But as you are, you are no match for Ra’azel. No one in your world is. You will need powerful allies.” 

Zach  closed  his  eyes,  remembering  how  uniting  against  Hastur  and the taken had gone. Even now, more than half of the world was ignoring the threat, and they had seen the taken and dome monsters. 

“I’ll do what I can,” Zach said, then glanced at his blade arm. “I just wish that I could tell if he hid something else in here.” 

The dragon shifted and put his head closer to Zach. “Show me.” 

Zach glanced at the dragon, then did as he asked. The dragon sniffed at his arm, and then Zach felt a great will exude pressure on his entire body. 

For  a  moment,  he  felt  weightless,  as  if  he  was  floating  above  a  great,  yet unexplored world. He felt the joy of seeing new sights, and of naming things no one had seen before. 

And then it was gone, and the dragon pulled back. 

“I  sense  nothing  untoward  remaining.  The…thing  that  he  used  to switch your places feels drained to me, but then again I do not understand his

power  fully.  If  it  is  worth  anything,  I  don’t  believe  that  he  could’ve  done anything  else.  I  know  only  that  it  would’ve  taken  a  lot  of  power  to accomplish, even for someone like me.” 

Zach  nodded;  he  should  be  glad  to  have  gotten  that  much,  at  least. 

The only thing he could do now was become stronger and try to understand his arm better on his own. 

I  will  remove  my  lock  on  the  Ethereal  Realm.  I  doubt  that  Ra’azel will risk entering it again. I would bid you return to meet with me again—if you wish to oppose Ra’azel, there are many things I can teach you.” 

Zach  looked  at  the  dragon,  wondering  if  doing  as  it  asked  would  be smart. He had never been faced with someone as powerful as the dragon was. 

A  part  of  him  was,  frankly…scared.  What  had  happened  had  shown  him exactly  how  lacking  he  was.  He  had  lost  a  fight,  and  the  result  of  that  loss was far reaching. 

Finally, Zach nodded. 

“I will,” he told the dragon. 

“I  shall  lock  my  domain  and  pair  it  with  the  area  from  which  you entered  into  this  realm.  If  you  wish  to  speak  with  me,  enter  the  Ethereal Realm through there.” 

Zach nodded, then pulled out his sword and focused on his perk, Gate Fissure.  With  an  effort  of  power  and  will,  he  cut  in  front  of  himself  and opened a gate into the Real Realm. He stepped through, felt the world twist, and  then  he  was  back.  He  landed  in  the  square  where  he  had  been  fighting just an hour before. 

The  discrepancy  between  the  passage  of  time  was  apparent immediately. 

The sun was in the sky, burning brightly, and there were many people around him. They screamed and ran away from him, which made him glance down  and  see  that  he  was  still  covered  in  armor  that  was  half  melted  and filled with holes, and also painted with blood. He raised a hand and touched his face as he remembered that that, too, was…unsightly. 

Before  he  could  try  and  set  them  at  ease,  Naha  stepped  out  of  a shadow and launched herself at him. 

“You’re  okay,”  she  whispered  into  his  neck.  Zach  returned  her embrace. 

“I’m sorry for worrying you,” Zach told her. 

They remained like that for a while, and Zach let himself finally relax. 

She was fine, and that meant that everything was all right. 




*  *  *

 

Bera, Okim, Naha, and Zach sat around a table in a small office in one of the buildings which still stood. Most of the city had been reduced to slag, and  they’d  been  clearing  the  rubble  and  trying  to  recover  as  much  as  they could  in  terms  of  supplies  from  the  rubble.  They  were  having  a  shortage  of food, especially with so many people who had been underfed to begin with. 

They had just finished filling him in about everything that happened since he fell into the trap, which was almost three weeks ago by their count. 

The yeti had arrived in Zach’s stead, then had killed someone important who Zach  had  never  heard  about—or,  if  he  had,  he  didn’t  remember  him.  Then he’d left. They hadn’t been able to track him, and they had nothing about him since.  The  people  who  had  attacked  him—the  Unchained,  apparently,  the people who had opened the Hastur’s dome in the first place—had escaped. 

After that, the city was theirs. Vitor was recovering from his injuries, having  survived  because  the  fire  ideal  had  killed  his  opponent,  with  Vitor managing to not die himself with the aid of his potions. 

They  had  accomplished  their  mission,  they  had  freed  those  who  had been enslaved. Now, though, they were responsible for them. 

“Ereclaw is in the city,” Naha said. “He is Ryun’s contracted partner. 

You won’t remember him, but he is a wolf-beast. He was sent here to try and stop the yeti. He wishes to speak with you, when you have the time.” 

Zach nodded. “Soon. First, tell me about the city and the people.” 

“We  have  many  problems,”  Bera  started.  “The  state  of  the  city  and the  territory  is  probably  at  the  top  of  the  list.  The  food  stores  were  burned down,  as  was  the  city’s  vault.  The  fort  is  buried  under  the  mountain,  so  we don’t know exactly what survived down there. Our most pressing issues are the  former  slaves:  many  of  them  had  been  transported  here  from  other territories,  from  factions  that  no  longer  exist.  They  don’t  have  anywhere  to go, and we don’t have the resources to feed them. I’ve been combing through them, looking for individuals who have certain talents, and organizing them, sending out hunting parties and the like. But if we continue as we are, we will run out of food in two weeks.” 

“And your solution?” Zach asked, he was sure that she had one. 

“We  focus  on  digging  out  the  fort.  The  interface  is  probably  down there.  If  we  take  over  the  territory,  I  will  be  able  to  tap  into  the  warden accounts and the auction. I’ll be able to buy everything that we need to.” 

“And you haven’t been focusing on that why?” 

“The  miners  that  could  get  through  the  rock  are  refusing  to.  That’s understandable;  they  had  just  been  released  from  being  slaves  who  were forced  to  work  in  mines.  They  are  afraid  of  just  trading  one  master  for another.” 

Zach  grimaced.  That  was  an  understandable  fear,  though  not  an acceptable outcome if it would cause them to starve. 

“What  do  you  suggest?”  Bera  asked.  “I’ve  tried  talking  with  them, though  unsuccessfully.  The  Warden  Faction  had  failed  them  you  see,  but…

perhaps you will have more success than I.” 

Zach tilted his head. “Why?” 

“Because  of  who  you  are.  They  will  remember  your  name  from  the list of those who had killed Hastur,” Bera said. “That alone will mean much.” 

Zach turned his eyes to Naha. “Why didn’t you try to do that?” 

She  looked  away,  then  murmured  something  that  he  didn’t  quite catch. 

Bera cleared her throat. “We had some issues with the slave masters. 

Once  we  let  them  wake  up,  some  of  them  tried  to  enslave  the  now  freed slaves.  Naha,  understandably,  stepped  in,  though  her…methods…were  a touch gruesome. The people are afraid of her.” 

“Ah,”  Zach  said.  “Very  well,  then,  I’ll  talk  with  them.  Anything else?” 

Bera glanced at the others, then met his eyes. “Yes. We’ve managed to get in contact with the army.” 

Zach raised an eyebrow. “And?” 

“Well,  the  offensive  is  over,”  Bera  said  with  a  strange  look  in  her eyes. 

Zach could tell that there was much behind those words, so he took a deep breath and prepared himself. 

“Tell me what happened.” 

Chapter One Hundred Four — Contact The army was covering ground at a pace faster than any she had seen before. It seemed that a lot of things had changed since the last time she had seen  an  army  move—though,  Tali  had  to  admit  that  she  had  never  seen  an army as large as this one, not even during the height of the wars she had been a part of. She didn’t know an exact count of this army, and was almost afraid to ask. 

She  was  flying  above  the  fast-moving  army  with  Ryun  by  her  side. 

They were surrounded by other people that were able to keep pace with the army on their own; the sky and the ground were covered with people for as far as the eye could see in all directions. 

Soon, they would reach their destination: the city of Emaros. 




*  *  *

 

Hitor was among the first to see it, far in the distance. Its gray walls rose  high,  barricading  a  city  that  stretched  across  the  land  in  the  shape  of  a teardrop. It had been expanded since the last time Hitor had been here, which was,  admittedly,  centuries  ago.  The  walls  were  already  glowing,  the  arrays activated, and three overlapping domes covered the city and a short distance outside  of  the  walls.  They  were  ready  for  them,  which  wasn’t  surprising. 

They  had  always  known  that  they  would  be  noticed—what  they  had eliminated  with  their  haste  was  any  amount  of  real  preparation  on  their enemies’ part. He used a viewing-glass formation to look across the distance and  saw  that  the  walls  were  manned.  He  saw  only  taken,  and  no  monsters, which honestly surprised him. They had expected to see more monsters here. 

There,  behind  the  city,  on  a  hill  overlooking  it,  loomed  the  Citadel, with  its  white  walls  and  blocky,  imposing  design.  The  towers  rose  from within,  with  one  in  the  center  being  the  highest  of  them  all.  It,  too,  had  a shield around it, but Hitor also knew that the towers were powerful weapons

in themselves. 

Their  plan  of  attack  was  going  to  be  difficult.  They  had  to  besiege both  targets  at  the  same  time,  as  otherwise  they  risked  being  flanked  from one side or the other. They had more than enough troops to surround both the city and the Citadel, and that was their plan in the first place, considering they outnumbered them significantly. Hitor had the entire might of the sects at his beck and call, numbering in the millions of warriors. Emaros and the Citadel could at most hold enough to match a smaller faction. Dracael’s attack south was supposed to pull most of the forces from the surrounding territories there, which  should  leave  this  place  unable  to  mount  a  proper  defense  against  the force Hitor had assembled, especially with Grey Horde’s attack in the north. 

Both  of  those  attacks  had  already  begun,  and  while  they  didn’t  have  much intel regarding enemy movements, it was safe to assume that they would split their  forces  in  order  to  protect  their  northern  and  southern  territories.  That should  give  them  enough  time  to  strike  at  their  heart,  and  take  their territories. 

Hitor  put  his  viewing  glass  down  and  walked  back  into  the  keep  on his flying fortress. The battle was about to start. 




*  *  *

 

Dracael stood on the prow of her ship, looked out at the coastal city. 

The  flags  billowing  in  the  wind  above  it  were  those  of  the  sects—they  had taken the city two weeks ago. The battle had been intense, but ultimately the end  result  was  evident  from  the  start.  They  had  faced  opposition,  including powerful  taken  and  Generals,  but  had  prevailed.  Since  then,  they  had  been expanding,  taking  the  neighboring  territories  and  hunting  down  the  dome monsters  and  the  taken  alike.  They  had  faced  some  difficulties,  but  nothing like what they had expected. 

The  last  weeks  had  been  spent  waiting  for  the  enemy’s  retaliation. 

Some  of  their  scouts,  those  that  had  survived  to  return,  had  indicated  that there were signs of massive enemy movements in the territories closer to the

center  of  the  enemy  lands.  They  had  to  be  preparing  a  massive  retaliatory attack, or at least that was what everyone assumed. 

Dracael’s  feeling  of  unease  hadn’t  left  him  since  they  started  these operations.  Things  had  gone  according  to  plan,  too  much  so.  She  turned around and walked back into the command room where she took a seat in her chair. 

She sat, and waited, the feeling not going away. 




*  *  *

 

Nayra  marched  next  to  the  wagons  carrying  the  supplies  of  the Twilight Melody Sect. The march was…monotone, boring, being an endless repetition  of  putting  one  foot  in  front  of  the  other.  She  could  feel  a  perk influencing  her,  taking  away  her  tiredness  and  pushing  her  body  to  move faster than she could sustain for such a long period of time. 

She had never been a part of an operation quite on this scale, not even during  the  defense  of  the  Wall  or  the  retreat  from  the  Empire.  They  had fractured after the Wall fell; each great House having split into its own small army. This was something different. Even her mother was impressed by the size of the combined sect and the allied army. 

The  army  itself  wasn’t  actually  moving  like  any  army  Nayra  was familiar  with.  They  were  separate,  almost  like  big  mobs  that  consisted  of different  sects.  Their  passage  was  nevertheless…intimidating.  The  Twilight Melody  Sect  was  on  the  edge  of  the  formation,  and  she  had  seen  some factions  through  whose  territories  they  had  passed  watch  them  from  their cities  with  their  own  armies  assembled.  Not  that  they  would  be  able  to  do anything—the combined army of the sects spanned entire territories. 

Nayra  didn’t  let  any  of  her  boredom  affect  her.  Instead,  she  focused on  what  was  ahead  of  them,  the  battles  to  come.  She  knew  this  foe,  these opponents, and knew that even with the army of this size, it was not going to be easy. 

Then the army runners arrived at their part of the procession, and they received word: the forward ranks had made contact with the enemy. 

The battles were about to start. 




*  *  *

 

Grey  Horde  hit  the  side  of  the  mountain,  hard.  She  felt  her  carapace crack beneath her armor and winced. She shook her head as the great flying General, a serpent the size of entire cities, coiled above her. The sky flashed and  lightning  fell  on  top  of  her;  the  ground  shook,  and  she  was  burrowed deep into the rock. With a flex of her body, she cracked the stone and flew up out of the crater. Her antennae twitched, and just as the General prepared for another attack, long-range fire smashed into the side of its head. It screamed as  blood  fell  from  its  gigantic  head  like  rain,  and  Grey  Horde  flew  straight through it. 

[Might of an Empire]

She crashed into the General, below its mouth, and punched through the scales and inside its body. Her willpower and her skills thrummed inside of  her  as  she  exploded  out  of  the  top  of  its  head,  ravaging  its  brain.  The General wavered in the air, and then it started to fall. 

The impact shook the ground and leveled mountains. The thunderous sound  filled  the  territory  and  announced  the  death  of  the  sixth  General  her army had killed. 

She turned north and headed back to the main army. The fighting had been  intense,  but  they  had  hit  the  Tournament  City  hard,  taking  it  and  the nearby territories, culling the dome monsters wherever they found them. She flew back over the burning city and looked down at her army moving through the  black  buildings,  putting  everything  to  fire,  torching  the  black  substance that had covered everything. They had killed their breeders—even those that had  tried  to  escape  in  the  Under—and  destroyed  their  spawneries,  purging everything that they had found. 

Her army performed admirably, despite being tired and drained. The fighting  had  lasted  for  days,  despite  Grey  Horde  herself  joining  in  the combat. There had been many Generals here, and some had even managed to give her surprisingly tough fights. 

But through it all, she couldn’t help but think one thing: This is too easy. 




*  *  *

 

Sigmund watched as the army split, surrounding the city. The forward elements were already firing at the defenses. Their defense shield was being lit  up  with  thousands  of  lances  of  power,  and  more  were  being  added  with every moment. They hadn’t attacked the Citadel yet, but they were setting up the  siege,  surrounding  them  and  keeping  watch—they  didn’t  want  to  allow them to flank them. 

The  armies  beneath  his  floating  castle  were  shifting,  blurring,  and swapping  places  as  rapid-deployment  perks  were  being  used  to  position  the army.  They  didn’t  want  to  risk  any  type  of  retaliation  from  the  two  targets while  they  weren’t  fully  in  position.  Burning  those  perks  so  early  in  the conflict  was  unfortunate,  but  none  of  their  scouts  had  seen  any  hostile movement in their direction. 

Their  communications  had  been  disrupted,  so  they  couldn’t  get  in touch  with  the  northern  or  the  southern  fronts,  which  did  worry  him—but they could only act based on what they knew, and what they knew was that Emaros and the Citadel had sent the bulk of their forces elsewhere. 

They had a chance here to take the city and the Citadel, then use them as  staging  grounds  to  break  the  enemy’s  hold  on  these  territories  before eradicating them entirely. 

He  watched  in  silence  as  the  air  forces  joined  in  the  fight,  attacks coming in from their flying castles and airships. The enemy defenses would not hold against it for much longer—a day at most—and then they would be

fighting in the streets. 




*  *  *

 

“This is so unfair,” Vesterius complained. “I did not join this army to be treated like this!” 

Maleatus  rolled  his  eyes  at  the  minotaur’s  complaining.  “Someone has to be in the rear guard,” he told him. 

The  sect  that  they  had  been  attached  to,  the  Twilight  Melody  Sect, was  currently  on  the  outer  ring  of  the  siege,  unlikely  to  see  much  of  the fighting on the walls. 

“I’m talking with Selia,” Vesterius yelled. “This cannot stand!” 

“Peace,  Vesterius,”  Mal  said,  trying  to  calm  him  down.  “I  am  sure that everyone will be rotated to the front eventually. You should know how these wars are fought: once the front expends their perks, those who are fresh will be pulled in.” 

That  made  the  minotaur  pause,  then  nod.  “Right,  right,  but  I  should just make sure and ask.” 

Mal  opened  his  mouth  to  respond,  and  then  froze.  Vesterius’s  entire demeanor changed immediately, and his axe appeared in his hands. 

“What is it?” Vesterius asked. 

Mal narrowed his eyes and looked around. “Something is wrong. The space is—” 

He didn’t get to finish his sentence. Space twisted behind them; Mal felt multiple teleports activate, and then the light flashed all around the army. 

He  was  hit  by  vertigo,  and  saw  the  people  around  him  fall  to  their  knees, some  even  unconscious.  He  had  never  felt  a  spatial  event  that  did  such  a thing. Most were shielded, and this was…almost weaponized. Perhaps it was exactly that. 

Before  he  could  even  recover,  he  heard  the  thunder  of  charging  feet

approaching. He raised his head and saw. 

“Fuck.” 

Everywhere  he  looked,  in  all  directions,  he  saw  monsters  and  taken charging. Numbers that rivaled their own surrounded them, charged at them, pinned  them  against  the  city  and  the  Citadel.  He  glanced  around  at  his  side and saw the effects of the teleport affecting his allies still. 

They were screwed. 

Chapter One Hundred Five — Ambush Sigmund ran out of his fort and looked down from his floating island. 

Their  army  was  surrounded.  The  enemy  was  charging  at  them,  their intent obviously to pin them against the defenses. He cursed inwardly—that light was recognizable to him. The enemy had buried teleportation platforms beneath the ground. They had to have gutted the network in all the territories around them, then somehow activated it here. He wondered how they hadn’t noticed  them,  but  there  were  countless  powers  that  could’ve  hidden  them, even from an army. 

He  looked  down  beneath  his  island  and  saw  holes  opening  up  in  the defensive shields of both the Citadel and Emaros, and return fire began to hit his side’s siege equipment. 

The world trembled, and Sigmund saw a man standing on top of the walls  of  Emaros,  his  very  presence  drawing  attention.  They  called  him  the Elder  King,  because  of  how  he  looked.  He  was  a  human,  his  hair  long  and gray,  his  skin  weathered  and  filled  with  lines,  now  also  marred  with  black beneath  his  skin.  He  had  achieved  immortality  late,  had  struggled  with achieving  the  requirements  for  what  he  believed  to  be  a  worthy  Class upgrade.  His  patience  had  paid  off,  as  he  was  now  the  King  of  Edicts; Prime  of  Fortitude.  He  hadn’t  fought  in  a  long  time—too  long.  Sigmund didn’t know all that he could do, no one did. Emaros was neutral. 

The  Elder  King  raised  his  head  to  the  heavens,  and  then  everyone must have felt his power hit the sky. Clouds manifested and thunder flashed. 

Sigmund recognized that as one of his Edicts, one  which  would  change  the weather.  A  thunderstorm  came,  and  rain  fell  down  on  them,  making  the fighting even harder. 

Sigmund didn’t focus on that, though, as there were others who would take care of the sky. Instead, he looked at the charging army, and knew that his side was unprepared for it. They needed time to regroup, to recover and set up a defense. 

He started using his perks. 



In  a  World  of  My  Own—he  felt  his  person  become  shielded  from everyone else, but not from the world itself. 



Then,  he  focused  his  attention  on  their  army  and  the  hostile  one surrounding  them.  Going  even  deeper,  he  pushed  his  willpower  through  his skill |I Spoke And Everything Listened|, and whispered. 

“SLOW THEM AND QUICKEN US.” 

His words were for the world, and the world alone heard it. He felt the drain hit him and he stumbled, one hand reaching for the railing. He looked down and saw the army charging at them moving in slow motion, or at least it appeared that way from this perspective; not to the defenders on the walls, though,  as  he  couldn’t  separate  them.  He  raised  a  hand  and  signed  for  his vessel to be made ready. 

They had three minutes at most to form a defense—that was as much as he could buy, and they couldn’t waste it. 




*  *  *

 

The  storm  forming  above  them  slowed,  and  Tali  saw  Cultivators specializing in Storm-related Qi flying up and preparing their defenses. The enemy  that  had  appeared  all  around  them  had  slowed,  someone  from  their side having burned a powerful card to buy them time. She met Ryun’s eyes, and immediately flew down toward their sect. 

They landed in the middle of chaos and, immediately seeing a group of people standing in a circle, made their way there. 

Karya stood with a piece of paper in her hand, which she waved once she noticed them. 

“I’ve gotten orders,” Karya said. “To hold against the new arrivals for

as long as possible, and also to send as many hard-hitters to the siege front as we can spare without compromising our ability to hold off the attackers.” 

Tali grimaced. “They want to end the siege as fast as possible?” 

Karya nodded. 

It wasn’t like they had many choices. They were surrounded, and they had a hard center in the middle of their army that was going to pummel them if they turned to face the outside threat. They had to choose one. 

Karya  spoke  again.  “They  want  to  burn  through  the  city  and  the Citadel defenses as fast as possible, and take them before we turn everything on the new arrivals. I am going to take Vanessa and myself,” she said, then turned to look at Ryun. “We can do a lot of damage to the defenses. Unless you think differently?” 

Tali glanced at Ryun and saw that he was thinking. 

“I’ll  go  as  well,”  Erdania  said.  “I  can  help  break  down  the  defenses better than I can fight against an army.” 

Ryun  nodded,  then  turned  his  head.  “Tali,  can  you  go  above  us  and make sure that any of the fliers don’t take advantage? You are our only real flier.” 

“I can,” she answered him. 

Karya nodded, then turned to her daughter. “Nayra, take command of our warriors. Keep this front and provide help to the sects around us.” 

Nayra hefted her spear and sprang into motion immediately, heading for  where  the  battle  lines  were  being  drawn.  Karya  then  glanced  at  Ryun again. “I am unsure of where you will be most useful—” 

“I’ll  stay  on  the  front,”  Ryun  interrupted.  He  glanced  at  Selia,  who nodded. 

Karya accepted this decision and soon they were all moving, heading for  their  positions.  Tali  could  already  feel  something  tearing  around  them; whatever was slowing the enemy down wasn’t going to hold for much longer. 

She caught up to Ryun as he put on his armor and pulled a large javelin out of his storage. 

“What are you planning?” Tali asked. 

“Why do you think I’m planning anything?” he asked back. 

“You  didn’t  make  any…comments.  You  were  too  agreeable.”  Tali narrowed her eyes at him. 

Ryun met her eyes, then glanced to where Selia stood nearby, waiting for him. “We are going to fight the enemy army.” 

She nearly dropped it then. The words were…simple, ordinary in their situation, but she knew Ryun. When he said anything, it often meant exactly what  the  individual  words  meant.  She  opened  her  mouth,  but  then  paused, something in his eyes making her stop. 

She  knew  him  well  enough  by  now  to  know  that  Ryun  would  do  as Ryun wanted, no matter the danger. 

“Be careful,” Tali said. “That army is dangerous.” 

Ryun nodded. “You, too.” 

With  that,  he  walked  over  to  Selia,  and  then  they  took  to  the  sky, heading  in  the  direction  of  the  enemy.  Tali  glanced  up  at  the  storm  clouds above, then spread her wings just as the rain started to fall. 




*  *  *

Eratemus watched from his flying fortress. Their plan had been good, but no plan survived contact with the enemy. Everyone knew that. 

They just hadn’t expected anything like this. 

He  wondered  what  kind  of  a  mind  had  thought  this  up.  It  was  a brilliant use of  the teleporter platforms  that had caught  them completely off guard.  What  had  appeared  as  an  easy  victory  for  their  army  had  suddenly turned into a much tougher fight. 

Six  undead  warriors  joined  him  on  the  balcony,  each  clad  in  full combat gear, the best that he could provide. Eratemus glanced at them, then spoke. “Head down and defend our lines. Raise any of the fallen.” 

His  commanders  nodded,  their  pale  glowing  eyes  never  leaving  his. 

The six were his commanders, his greatest warriors—Death Knights who had pledged  their  service  in  life  and  continued  it  in  death.  He  had  bound  their souls  to  the  undead  vessels,  and  had  wrought  all  of  his  knowledge  in  them, making  them  great  and  terrible.  They  were  a  human,  a  demasi,  and  two ravzor  skeletons;  another  was  a  minotaur  zombie  with  a  half-decayed  body. 

The last, his oldest Death Knight, had once been a skreen champion. 

“As you will, Lord,” Death’s Blade answered, his antennae twitching through his helmet. With no other word, the six climbed over the railing and jumped. 

Eratemus turned his body and headed inside. He placed commands in his  current  vessel,  then  pulled  his  soul  out  and  moved  to  the  vessel  he  had stored  in  Hitor’s  fortress.  He  opened  his  eyes  from  within  his  drake  vessel and  stood.  The  vessel  had  already  been  moved  into  the  command  room, where Hitor and some of the other Sect Heads were already gathered. 

“Eratemus,” Hitor greeted. “We need to take down the city walls. The city can house millions, enough to give us a more defensible position.” 

“I  agree,”  Eratemus  said.  “Send  a  call  for  our  strongest  to  help  with the city and the Citadel’s defenses. I shall keep the newcomers at bay for as long as possible.” 

Hitor  nodded,  and  Eratemus  wished  that  there  was  more  that  they could do. The enemy had obviously committed everything that they had here. 

Perhaps  the  sect  army  could  prevail,  even  against  such  numbers,  but  they would  break  themselves  in  the  process,  and  that  wasn’t  something  that  the sects could allow. Eratemus understood that. 

Without lingering, Eratemus switched vessels again. They didn’t have much  time  before  the  enemy  hit  their  back  lines  and  the  battle  started  in earnest. He settled into his human form, clad in armor, and currently walking through a large cave. Inside, an undead dragon waited. Eratemus climbed up its  back  and  sat  in  the  saddle.  Formations  activated  and  he  took  control  of them before ordering the dragon to move. 

The  undead  beast  walked  out  of  the  cave  beneath  his  flying  fort  and out  on  a  small  platform.  Eratemus  took  one  last  look  at  the  city  of  Emaros

and the Citadel, and then turned away. With a small prompt, the dragon leapt and spread its wings, heading for the enemy. 




*  *  *

 

Yirrel  Annsi  stood  at  the  window  of  her  tower,  looking  out  at  the army assembled around them. Her ploy with the teleporters had worked. She had  assembled  most  of  Hastur’s  remaining  armies  here.  She  had  been gathering them ever since Hastur died. The foolish Empire had thought that the  monsters  were  pursuing  them,  but  they  had  just  been  going  in  the  same direction. The fliers had reached her years ago, but not all of those who were landlocked had. It hadn’t mattered in the end; she had enough of them, along with all the remaining Generals. 

She  commanded  them,  monsters  and  taken  both.  As  the  strongest remaining servant of Hastur, it was her right. 

The thoughts of the monsters rumbled in the back of her head. Their intelligence  was…strange.  Sometimes,  she  felt  like  they  were  just  blank pages  that  needed  orders  to  fill  them,  and  perhaps  they  were.  They  could think and had a strange sense of cunning, but they needed guidance. Without Hastur,  they  were  lessened,  but  they  were  still  deadly,  the  Generals  in particular. 

She  saw  the  Elder  King  begin  his  work,  as  she  had  ordered  him  to. 

The sect army was mighty, but so were they. 

Soon, they would see who had the right to inherit the world. 

Chapter One Hundred Six — Battle Lines The warriors assembled around her, but Nayra had eyes only for the enemy in front of her. The sects didn’t have any real frontline; there were no rows of soldiers with overlapping shields and spears pointed to welcome the enemy. No, they were spread out, arranged in smaller teams, ready to support the  strongest  of  them.  That  was  how  the  sects  fought:  they  protected  and bought time for those who were stronger than them, allowing them to unleash their power on the enemy. Sometimes, they bought that time even with their lives. 

Nayra  stood  next  to  Lesamitrius  and  a  group  of  other  Heavenly  and Monarch Realm Cultivators of the sect. Their immortals had their own teams: one  of  the  Cultivators  in  her  team  was  the  messenger,  following  a  path  that allowed  him  to  move  quickly  across  the  battlefield.  Nayra  would  use  him when she wanted to give orders. She led from the front, having learned how to read the flow of battle in the Empire’s last war. 

To  her  side  were  other  sect  teams,  and  beyond  other  families  of  the sect, Reki Ra Jhan led the closest one, and on the other side, a bit away, was her  brother  Emrys  with  a  squadron  of  Ornn  retainers.  That  side  resembled more what Nayra would consider a real army, though she knew that each had its strengths. 

The enemy was speeding up, their charge down a hill in front of her coming  closer  and  closer.  Whatever  had  slowed  them  down  was  losing  its power. 

She took a moment to take everything in. She saw towering Generals in the distance, some walking toward them on two legs, others floating above the  ground  and  more  heading  higher  in  the  sky.  To  the  far  right,  on  a  front held by another sect, a General the size of a small hill lumbered on four feet, each  the  size  of  a  city  tower.  She  knew  the  type—its  single  great  eye  that stared with black malevolence could fire powerful beams of energy that could devastate  entire  armies.  She  hoped  that  someone  powerful  was  ready  to

protect the army from it, as otherwise it could do a lot of damage. 

With  her  armor  glistening  in  the  light  of  the  morning,  her  shield hefted  on  her  left  forearm  and  Er’ishi  Resav  held  ready  in  her  spear  arm, Nayra was ready. 

 “You ready?”  she asked her awakened spear. 

 “Always,”  Resav answered. The two of them had gotten very close to each  other:  a  true  awakened  weapon  and  its  wielder,  their  bond  had progressed. 

Whatever  held  the  enemy  back  broke,  and  a  tide  rushed  forward,  a black sea of running monsters of all shapes and sizes. At the front, Nayra saw a tall monster that was familiar to her: a runner, as they called it. It was the size  of  a  wagon,  with  six  legs  and  a  long  elongated  snout.  Black  scales glistened as if they were covered in tar, and it roared as it ran at her. 

The days when Nayra would feel fear when seeing such a sight were long gone. The monsters were still hundreds of meters away from their lines, but  Nayra  wasn’t  about  to  let  them  get  in  the  first  strike.  She  triggered  her perks.  The  Lady  of  Battle  spread  out  of  her,  increasing  the  stats  of  those around her. She felt others layer their own boosts across her and those around her. Qi flowed through her body, and she activated her {Mantle of the Rising Mists}, causing her stats to rise higher. 

She pulled her spear hand back, then snapped it forward in a stabbing motion. While doing so, she activated Er’ishi Resav’s ability. 

God-killing Spear

In  a  span  of  an  instant,  Resav’s  length  flashed,  increasing  as  it  grew faster than an eye could blink. Across the hundreds of meters of distance, her spear stabbed into the head of the charging monster, then through it and the dozen monsters behind it. She pulled her spear back and Resav retracted in an instant. A dozen monster corpses were left on the ground to be trampled by others. 

As if her strike was an announcement, the sect army fired. Long-range attacks  of  all  kinds  filled  the  air  and  the  distance  between  the  two  armies. 

Behind Nayra, Twilight Melody Sect archers fired arrows that filled the sky before  powers  were  used  to  multiply  them,  to  increase  their  size,  and  to simply make them stronger or explode on impact. The onslaught hit the first rows of the enemy forces and obliterated them. 

It  didn’t  take  long  for  more  monsters  to  arrive  and  climb  over  their dead.  Soon  after,  the  giant,  lumbering  monsters  in  the  back  fired  their  own long-range attacks, and the battle began in earnest. 

As monsters reached their lines, fire engulfed Nayra. She was ready. 




*  *  *

 

When  the  first  lines  hit  their  forces,  Lesamitrius  didn’t  get  to  do anything.  His  commander,  Sect  Leader  Nayra  Ornn-Dagda,  sent  a  blast  of orange  mist  ahead  of  her,  scorching  the  monsters.  The  heavenly  warriors behind  him  fired  their  arrows  and  killed  a  few  while  Nayra  finished  off  the others.  But  there  were  more  coming,  and  soon  the  fight  changed.  Nayra fought, but she couldn’t hold everything, and a monster slipped by her side, then  turned  to  attack  her  flank.  Lesamitrius  dashed  forward,  Qi  burning through  his  body  as  he  slashed  with  his  saber,  cutting  a  limb  off  a  monster that  had  far  too  many  of  them  growing  from  weird  places.  It  didn’t  roar  or whine;  it  had  no  mouth.  Its  body  was  covered  with  a  dozen  eyes  that  all turned to look at him, its limbs each caricatures of those of other races. They were twig thin, ending in hands that had six fingers and long claws at the tips. 

It  rushed  him,  and  arrows  struck  it  from  behind  Lesamitrius,  his teammates  coming  to  his  aid—that  didn’t  stop  it,  though.  He  ducked,  then rolled  beneath  its  attack.  It  raked  the  ground  as  it  tried  to  catch  him,  and Lesamitrius  swiped  with  his  saber,  cutting  off  a  limb  it  used  as  a  foot.  It stumbled,  and  Lesamitrius  closed  the  distance,  opening  his  mouth  before spraying acid on its central body. Its dry black skin sizzled, and as it recoiled, Lesamitrius followed. Qi filled his saber, and he dodged its attacks to stab it into its body. He used his {Green Exuding Deluge} before sending a blast of it into its form. The Qi ate away at its insides, and soon the monster collapsed

in on itself as it was destroyed. 

He  raised  his  head  and  saw  Nayra  kill  two  more  by  stabbing  them with her spear, and then she dashed in a blaze of flames at another to bash it into  the  ground  with  her  shield.  A  small,  quick-moving  monster  jumped  at her and her flames expanded, burning it in the air. 

Lesamitrius  jumped  forward,  building  his  technique.  He  moved behind  her,  his  saber  high  above  his  head,  gathering  his  Qi.  Then,  he summoned  his  Aspect  Manifestation:  Acid  Orb.  He  sent  the  orb  flying forward  beyond  their  lines  and  then  swiped  with  his  saber,  sending  his

{Green Churning Rain} technique out. It hit the orb and they amplified each other. Green droplets started spinning out of the orb—the technique that had given the sect its name. It was slow at first, but then it changed, it grew, and the tiny drops of Acid Qi began to do damage. 

The monsters tried to run away from it, but it was useless. Lesamitrius paused  as  another  team  from  the  Green  Rain  Sect  arrived  from  behind  their lines.  They  jumped  into  the  rain,  their  gear  and  bodies  resistant  to  it,  and mopped  up  the  monsters  that  Lesamitrius  had  caught  before  retreating  back again.  Another  sect  team  unleashed  techniques  from  the  sides,  taking advantage of the momentary hole in the enemy charge. Flames hit from one side, burning up the monsters, and walls of ice that then shattered and speared more  came  from  the  other.  Two  teams  of  spear  wielders  dropped  on  top  of the  stunned  monsters—the  few  of  the  stronger  and  bigger  ones—and immediately stabbed with their spears, each glowing a spectral green that was different  from  Lesamitrius’s  Acid  Qi.  The  Black  Viper  Venom  Qi  ravaged the monsters, and the two teams unleashed dozens of {Summon  Exploding Spectral  Vipers}  that  flew  through  the  air  and  exploded  against  another score of charging monsters. Then, they retreated with their movement ability, 

[Burst Step]. 

Further  ahead,  Lesamitrius’s  technique  ended,  but  still  left  pools  of Acid Qi on the ground. The monsters charged straight through it, weakening themselves. He didn’t jump forward again; instead, he watched as the archers and Nayra fought, and waited for any monsters to get by his team’s front line. 

 


*  *  *

 

Emrys  stood  behind  the  row  of  soldiers,  their  shields  locked  into  a wall. The monsters slammed into them, hard, but the wall line held, and then the soldiers stabbed with their spears using their [Thrust] ability, the soldiers behind them using their [Forward Thrust] to stab their lances in between the shields with precision. He saw their defensive perks activate as they fought to hold their ground. Then, they layered their perks and stabbed forward as one. 

A  wave  of  force  hit  the  monsters  and  staggered  them  back,  maiming  and outright killing some. 

Emrys raised his staff and the other casters around him did the same. 

He  gave  the  order,  and  the  line  of  soldiers  in  front  of  him  spun  their  slings before  releasing  them,  sending  fragile  containers  flying  over  the  front  line. 

They  hit  the  monsters  and  shattered,  splashing  them  in  liquid.  A  moment later, Emrys gave another order and fired his [Spray of Flames]. A third of the casters fired alongside him, and then their fire hit the enemy and ignited the oil. Everything went up in flames as the casters behind the first wall used their [Power Shield] variants to protect the soldiers. Then, the second third of the casters cast their abilities, and wind hit the burning monsters, fanning the flames, spreading them back for hundreds of meters over the front. 

The first line of soldiers pulled back their shields and stepped back as a new, fresh batch of soldiers replaced them, their cooldowns unused. A new front line was established with a new wall of shields, and as more monsters arrived,  one  of  the  powerful  ones  simply  inhaled  all  the  fire  that  they  had thrown at them. Emrys gave the signal, and then stepped forward. 

The monster exhaled, spewing all the fire it had consumed in a small and  pressurized  blast  of  flames.  Emrys  raised  his  staff  and  focused  on  his perk Steal Fire; he reached out to it and it became his, and then with his |Of Fire  Manipulation  and  Command|  he  expanded  the  blast.  With Empowered  Fire,  he  made  it  stronger  and  then  forced  it  back  over  the monsters, splashing over them, burning hundreds to cinders in an instant. 

He saw the monster prepare to inhale the flames again, and nodded at the casters around him. Two dozen casters fired their abilities and perks and demolished the monster from a distance. 

Emrys  didn’t  cheer  like  the  soldiers  around  him.  He  saw  the  more powerful  monsters  coming  in  the  distance,  and  behind  them,  the  Generals. 

One was coming straight at them, a type that Emrys recognized—they called them  the  line  killers.  The  tall  General  was  thin,  hunched  over,  and  still  the size  of  a  building.  It  walked  on  two  legs  and  had  two  limbs  that  ended  in blades. Its head was elongated and narrow, with a single eye that Emrys knew could fire deadly lasers. It was behind a group of larger monsters running on four feet: the breakers, as they had called them. Their flat heads were pointed down  like  makeshift  shields,  protecting  them  from  long-range  attacks.  They were making way for the General, Emrys could tell. 

They hadn’t seen anything yet. 

Chapter One Hundred Seven — Generals Nayra saw the General to her side and the monsters escorting it. She knew its type, and knew what it could do to a battle line. It was fast, and its blades  cut  through  nearly  anything  save  for  an  awakened  objects.  It  wasn’t the  strongest  type  there  was,  but  supported  by  an  army  it  could  do  a  lot  of damage and open up a front. She lashed out with her techniques and abilities, chaining {Mesmerizing Mirage}, {Mist Burst}, and [Death’s Slash] to clear out  the  area  around  her  and  buy  time.  Then,  she  stepped  back,  the  people around  her  immediately  stepped  in  and  filled  her  place  on  the  battlefield. 

Lesamitrius leapt and swung his saber, cutting up a monster while the other Cultivators in their team supported him. 

She jogged behind, cutting at the few monsters that had gotten by the front line as she reached one of their more protected stations. She found the messenger and gave orders to be relayed down the line:  The General must fall before it reaches our lines. 




*  *  *

 

Reki  Jhan-Ekoa  received  the  message  from  Sect  Leader  Nayra,  and immediately  pulled  back  from  his  place  on  the  front.  Others  filled  his position, and he turned to look down the line. 

He saw the General getting close to the front line, and knew he had to reach it fast. He debated what he wanted to use. Battles like these were a card game—you  had  to  make  sure  to  save  your  best  cards  for  when  you  needed them,  but  also  had  to  make  sure  that  you  didn’t  lose  while  keeping  them close. The General was a threat, but the question was how much they could get away with by not using their great cooldowns to take it down. Seeing the monsters around it,  protecting it from  incoming fire, Reki  realized that they would need to spend at least some of their cards. 

He  channeled  his  technique, {Imbue  Kinetic  Force},  onto  himself

and then he started running. His armor was covering his entire body, but he saw  with  his  skills.  With  every  step,  he  imbued  a  bit  more  Kinetic  Force from his surroundings, stealing it for himself. He was a charging juggernaut as he reached the thick of the enemy ranks. Monsters tried to get in his way, and  he  just  barreled  through  them,  the  Kinetic  Force  being  released  on contact sending them flying away from him. 

Just  before  he  reached  the  General’s  group,  a  large  pillar  of  fire crashed  on  top  of  them,  fired  by  the  Ornn-Dagda  line.  It  disoriented  the monsters enough that he had a clear line to the General. He shaped spheres in his hands, imbued them with more Kinetic Force, and then started throwing them with {Impelling Concussive Throw}. His spheres flew through the air and hit the General in the chest. It stumbled back as the powerful concussive force hit. 

Monsters  nearby  all  turned  on  him,  attacking  him,  but  fire  flowed around Reki, providing support. Then, he felt another person land near him, their  spear  flashing  out  at  a  few  that  the  fire  didn’t  get.  Reki  glanced  at  the man,  Eari  Ji  Van-Woll,  and  his  long  spear.  He  nodded  at  him,  and  together they turned on the General. 

The  monsters  around  the  General—the  defenders,  with  large,  flat, bony  protrusions  over  their  heads—recovered,  or  at  least  those  that  had survived the fire did. They turned in their direction, seeing the two of them as a threat now, too. Fire came from behind them, the other warriors of the sects unleashing everything that they could at the cluster of enemies, trying to give them an opening. 

Reki  and  Eari  jumped  forward.  Reki  unleashed  a  wave  of  Kinetic Force  in  front  of  them  with  {Wrathful  Propagating  Wave},  pushing  the monsters in their way back and away. 

Then they were in front of the General, and it sprang into motion. It was fast, so fast that Reki barely got out of the way by evading to the side. 

Eari rolled to the other side, then knelt and touched the ground for a moment before rising and evading another of the swipes with the General’s blade-arm. 

Reki  crafted  spheres  and  sent  them  into  the  General’s  back,  making  it

stumble forward. 

Suddenly, it spun, its blades spread wide. Like a whirlwind, it twisted around itself, moving at Reki and deflecting his attacks. Reki cursed inwardly and dashed away, only for a monster to then smash into him. Even with his armor exploding with Kinetic Force, it wasn’t enough to push it away—the monster was too large and too heavy. It landed on him, crushing him on the ground. 

Reki  felt  his  armor  put  pressure  on  him,  hurting  him.  With  {Kinetic Force Shaping}, he shaped spikes of Qi around him, stabbing into the tough skin of the monster. Then, as he extended his spikes and grew them slowly, he used Transfer Kinetic Force on the ground and his spikes. In an instant, the force from the ground, the kinetic energy of thousands of feet hitting it, was pulled into him and then sent into the spikes. 

The monster above him exploded in gore. 

Reki climbed out of the remains, and saw Eari cut the General’s foot, his spear glowing with an eerie green light. The General swiped at Eari and the man flashed, then appeared behind the General, at the place where he had knelt just moments before. The General’s eye started to glow, and he fired a beam of red light that hit Eari and sent him flying into the monster army. 

Reki charged, then leapt into the air, forging spheres all around him. 

He  fired  a  {Wrathful  Propagating  Wave}  that  made  the  General  stumble, then used {Impelling Concussive Throw} to fire all of his constructs at the General.  They  hit  him  in  a  quick  succession,  and  made  it  take  a  few  steps back, but didn’t do any real damage. 

Then a group of flying monsters with spikes for arms and clawed feet swooped  down  on  Reki  while  he  was  still  in  the  air.  A  dragon  made  out  of fire  hit  them,  killing  many,  but  two  survived  and  continued  on  their  way toward  Reki.  He  used  his  {Kinetic  Force  Forging}  and  filled  the  air  with larger  spheres  of  the  crystallized  Kinetic  Force. One  of  them  hit  a  sphere, which threw it off course, but the other smashed into Reki, one of its spikes stabbing straight through his stomach. 

Reki felt the air leave his lungs and the pain start to radiate from his

gut.  He  pulled  a  hand  back  and  hit  the  monster  with  a  {Wrathful Propagating Wave} as it tried to stab the other spike into him. It was thrown back and torn apart as Reki smashed into the ground and groaned. He pulled a healing potion and broke it over the hole in his stomach, then got to his feet. 

He  saw  the  General  going  after  Eari  cutting  down  monsters  as  Eari  fought through  them,  sending  spectral  vipers  in  all  directions  that  exploded  and poisoned  the  monsters,  though  it  was  hard  for  Reki  to  see  what  the  man’s state was, as there were just too many monsters everywhere and the rain was getting thicker. The General had a few shallow wounds on its body, and Reki could see green wisps trailing out of them. 

He  tried  to  debate  whether  he  should  just  use  his  ideal.  He  didn’t know  if  it  was  worth  it.  His  ideal  could  do  a  lot  of  damage  in  the  right circumstances, but spending it now could cost them—



 —Last Spear—

  

That  took  the  decision  out  of  his  hands.  Reki  pushed  Qi  through  his body and began preparing his strongest technique. 




*  *  *

 

Eari felt his ideal fill him with power, removing all the pain and stiff movements  from  before.  The  General’s  beam  had  cracked  his  ribs,  and  the monsters  that  swarmed  him  had  left  him  littered  with  wounds  all  over  his body. Without his ideal, he wouldn’t have lasted for much longer. He whirled and cut down the monsters around him, and then, as the General charged and swung at him, he jumped beneath its swing with [Burst Step] and unleashed his  {Excruciating  Venomous  Strike}  that  he  had  been  charging  with Technique Charge—Overwhelm. He cut the side of the General’s hip as he danced  away  from  its  attacks.  It  turned  around,  its  blade-arm  glowing  with dark energy, and then it cut. 

Eari deflected with Grudge, but the blow still sent him flying into a group of monsters. He whirled his spear and sent out {Summon  Exploding Spectral Vipers}, but he still felt the jaws close on his ankle. He didn’t feel the  pain,  so  he  quickly  cut  the  monster’s  head  off,  then  deflected  another attack with his two tails before stabbing his Venomous Stingers into another. 

He dashed away as the General followed. 

 “Is it enough?”  Eari asked. 

 “Soon. One more good hit, ”  Grudge told him. Eari didn’t know if he would be able to get that. 

Then, the world around him shook, and noise filled everything. It took him  a  moment  to  realize  that  it  was  Reki  as  he  arrived  and  unleashed  a technique. The monsters around the General exploded; the ground split, and even the air sent shockwaves in all directions. The General stumbled, one of its blades cracked and then shattered. 

Eari  saw  his  chance.  He  pulled  back  Grudge  and  channeled  his  Qi. 

With {Defiant Heartseeker}, Piercing Star, and |Perfect Spear Throw: My Arm,  as  Giants|  he  threw  his  spear  filled  with  Black  Viper  Venom  at  the General.  It  hit  him  in  the  chest,  his  awakened  weapon  continuing  to  reduce the General’s resistances, and Eari saw the Venom Qi from his other wounds spreading, dark green lines growing beneath the skin. The General staggered back, and Eari heard Grudge’s words in his head:  “Now.” 

Eari  triggered  Malice.  The  green  Venom  Qi  beneath  the  monster’s skin exploded in violence, spreading all over the General’s body and starting to leak out of its pores. It looked shaky, and then it fell to one knee, its skin crumbling and cracking. A moment later, it toppled down and died. 

Eari  glanced  at  Reki  as  fire  fell  all  around  them,  and  two  Heavenly Cultivator teams arrived to help give them room to pull back. With no words spoken,  they  retreated  behind  their  lines,  and  Eari  headed  straight  for  the healers.  His  ideal  would  last  for  a  bit  longer—he  needed  to  get  patched  up and use it for as much as possible. 



*  *  *



Yirrel watched as fire came down on the city of Emaros. Two people were sending a massive beam of flames at the shields, draining them rapidly even with the Elder King reinforcing it. He was the King of Edicts; Prime of Fortitude. Defense was in his nature, though not in the same way as it was for Yirrel. He wouldn’t be able to hold those shields much beyond what they could  handle  on  their  own,  but  he  didn’t  need  to.  Up  in  the  skies,  the thunderstorm was being kept at bay, but the monster army around them was pushing the sects hard. She could already see a few areas that had been forced to  retreat  closer  to  the  walls,  though  some  were  holding.  It  didn’t  matter  if they held if most lost—they would just get cut off. 

She  looked  from  her  tower  and  waited;  the  Elder  King  would  make his  move  soon.  He  was  no  fighter,  he  was  a  king,  and  a  king  ruled  and empowered his people. 

She got herself ready. Soon, it would be time for her to act as well. 

Chapter One Hundred Eight— Trap



Karya  and  Vanessa  floated  above  the  city  of  Emaros,  both  wearing their full battle regalia: hers was the red-and-orange-scaled armor and winged helmet, while Vanessa had her robes and staff. Their fire spilled from them in a combined attack that splashed against the city’s defenses. Their shield was holding for now, but the flickering of light that it gave off told Karya that it wouldn’t  hold  for  much  longer  under  their  assault  and  the  attacks  from  the rest  of  the  army.  The  sun  was  obscured  by  the  thunderclouds  above,  which robbed  Karya  of  her  full  dawnfire  boosts,  but  even  without  them  she  was more than enough to shift the scales. 

She wished that she could touch her strongest powers, those that came from her two last Class Evolutions, but most of those had been inactive ever since  the  Ethereal  Realm  had  been  sealed  away.  Karya  was  a  Valkyrie specializing  in  fire  and  souls,  and  a  big  chunk  of  her  power  had  been unavailable to her for years. It hadn’t mattered that much so far, as she didn’t need those powers to deal with the endless waves of monsters and taken, but it still nettled her. 

Hitor  stood  on  his  fortress,  watching  and  waiting  for  his  chance  to attack.  They  were  being  careful  about  it,  keeping  some  of  their  other powerful individuals in reserve. They didn’t know what taken were in the city

—they  had  the  lists  of  those  that  were  considered  lost,  but  they  couldn’t know which were dead and which had been taken. The lists were too large, filled  with  millions  of  names,  and  so  there  was  no  way  that  they  could prepare for all their powers even if they knew them, which they didn’t. 

A  few  people  had  some  of  their  powers  known—like  Yirrel  Annsi, who  they  suspected  was  in  the  Citadel.  She  was  a  warden,  and  most  of  her powers were geared toward defense, the protection against and nullifying of damage,  but  also  toward  catching  lawbreakers  and  upholding  the  law.  They didn’t  even  know  half  of  what  she  could  do,  and  those  who  did  know  were contract  bound  not  to  reveal  it.  Still,  even  if  they  took  what  was  known, 

millions of possible threats were too much to try and prepare for. It was why wars  were  fought  by  keeping  their  strongest  away,  why  they  waited  for  the opponent to overextend. 

The great lengths that people went to in order to hide what they could do  from  others  outside  of  the  Empire  surprised  Karya.  She  had  forgotten about it. The Empire had been forced to adapt in order to survive. 

The enemy was firing out of their city, from their walls, their attacks hitting hard. Karya and Vanessa were being protected by the army, flashing shields and walls of light would constantly get in between the attacks meant to take them down. 

They had to be careful, as they didn’t want to do too much damage to the city once the shields failed, so Karya was keeping a close watch on them, or trying to at least. The rain was starting to pick up, and the raindrops hitting their attack were causing them to turn into steam, which obscured her sight, and her senses weren’t precise enough to tell her the exact situation with the shield. 

Karya put her trust in the people around her, hoping that they would keep watch. It was all that she could do. 




*  *  *

 

Yirrel  watched  the  assault  on  Emaros,  waiting  with  five  of  her strongest fighters. All had been High Rankers before they had seen the truth, and now they served an idea, just as she did. 

Vergal Highmight, a minotaur wielding a bow as tall as he was, called the Mountain Piercer for his act of shooting an arrow through a mountain in order to kill his target, stood to her right. 

Minea Leoas, the human woman known as the River Witch, a caster of great power, stood with her hands crossed over her chest, her two focuses glistening around her palms. 

Kanie  Easra,  the  demasi  blademaster  renowned  as  the  True  Cut

Blade for the name of one of his best skills, and one of the greatest masters of the blade in the last five hundred years, kept his hands on top of the pommels of his swords. 

Reao,  a  cthul,  the  Aspirant,  was  a  man  who  had  traveled  the  world and  learned  many  different  combat  styles,  even  gaining  a  special  Class because  of  his  accomplishments.  He  stood  motionless,  his  combat  robes immaculate and his fists wrapped in blue bandages. 

Lastly, there was Hebbes, the Pillar of the Forest, Champion of the Blue Forest Hive—formerly, of course. 

They all stood ready, waiting for the moment to strike. 

And  soon  it  came.  She  felt  it  even  from  so  far  away,  that  it  affected her too. 



 —Vault of the King—

  

The  Elder  King’s  ideal  touched  her,  and  then  moved  away,  seeking others. After all, her equipment was stronger than what it could provide. Still, down  in  the  Citadel,  and  in  Emaros,  every  one  of  the  Hastur’s  Chosen  that didn’t  have  powerful  gear,  suddenly  found  themselves  wrapped  in  stronger, better armor. They held better weapons, better rings. It replaced each piece of equipment that they had with something up to two rarities greater. 

Yirrel  gave  the  signal,  and  then  she  activated  the  teleportation  pad beneath her feet. In a moment, they were teleported. She and her five fighters appeared in Emaros, beneath the city in a small cavern that had been shielded and prepared in advance. 

Through the link that they had all shared with Hastur, and which now she controlled, she sent the signal to the Elder King. She couldn’t do as much as Hastur had been able to—he could instill terror through his minions, could reach through them and attack, but also command each of them individually. 

Yirrel  could  only  give  them  commands  that  they  followed.  To  the  others  of Hastur’s  Chosen,  she  could  send  short  messages  that  weren’t  really  words, 

but were more…impressions. 

She felt the Elder King’s power rise. His oath filled the city, granting them greater fortitude, her included. Then he allowed it to spill out, and his oath announced itself. 



 /Oath of the Prime: Grant Fortitude/



His  power  stretched  and  increased  the  defenses  of  every  being  on their side, Hastur’s Chosen and monsters both. 

Yirrel looked back at her group. 

“Get  ready,”  she  said  as  they  spread  out  around  the  center  of  the room. She keyed the wards and suppression arrays, then started layering her powers on them all. 

 

[Inspire: Area of Abyssal Defense]

[Inspire: Shield of the Depths]

[Inspire: Power of the Shield]

Greater Strength

Greater Power Regeneration

Battle Roar

Hastening Presence

Inspiring Presence

Increase Resistances

Strengthen Defense

True Link—Armor of the Depths



Then she reached out with her senses outside of the city. To the sky, she felt the shield fail—or, rather, the Elder King turned it off, and then she slowly started executing her plan. 

 


*  *  *

 

All  around  the  battlefield,  the  monsters  fighting  against  the  lines  of the sect army were suddenly emboldened, the oath of the Elder King settling in  around  them,  granting  them  greater  durability.  Strikes  that  once  cut  deep now  only  left  scratches.  Arrows  bounced  off  their  flesh,  and  powers  that would have killed now only staggered. 

The battle across the lines changed in an instant. 




*  *  *

 

Nayra stabbed a monster and felt resistance that wasn’t there before. 

The oath that she had felt, it had empowered them. All around her, she started to  feel  death  as  her  power  increased.  Screams  and  signs  of  tearing  flesh intensified and she sensed the battle lines buckle under the monster assault. 




*  *  *

 

Karya  felt  the  ideal  and  the  oath  come  from  the  city,  but  she  didn’t allow it to bother her. Others would take care of that. She had never met the Elder  King,  though  she  did  know  of  him,  but  only  what  the  Empire’s  spies could learn, which wasn’t much. He had never been in the spotlight, and he had been old when he got his immortality. That usually meant someone who wasn’t that powerful, but she had felt the strength of the ideal and the oath, even if she didn’t know exactly what it did. 

And  then,  the  shield  around  the  city  failed.  Their  beam  of  fire continued forward, and before she could stop it, a defensive power interjected itself,  absorbing  the  attack.  The  battle  intensified  as  the  taken  on  the  walls were now able to fire at their forces fully, and she saw sect warriors charging at  the  walls.  She  turned  to  look  at  her  daughter,  who  looked  a  bit  drained, 

which  was  understandable—she  had  shouldered  most  of  the  strain  as  the channel for their power. 

“The gate. Now,” Karya told her. They had to take advantage of the moment. 

Vanessa  raised  her  staff  and  channeled  her  most  powerful  perk

—Blossom  of  Flames.  Vanessa’s  fire  blossomed  into  existence  above  the gate to the city. With the defensive array down, it manifested fully. 

Like a flower, the fire unfurled its petals. First they were yellow, then moved  to  orange  and  red,  and  finally  white.  The  fire  hit  the  gate  and  the enchantments  on  the  wall  itself  flared.  The  stone  heated  up  and  turned scorching. 

Karya saw the enemy screaming and jumping off the wall to get away from the heat. Attacks from the Elder King’s position came at them, but the nearby  floating  fortresses  defended  them,  shields  flashing  in  existence  to cover them. 

Then,  the  gate  faltered,  and  Vanessa’s  white  fire  fell  on  top  of  it, melting  through  the  stone  and  metal,  opening  up  a  way  into  the  city. 

Together, the two of them flew down, the sect army following behind them. 

They reached to float above the ruined gate, and a group of taken flew in  their  direction,  their  power  flaring  as  they  unleashed  attacks  in  their direction. 

Karya  spun  her  spear  and  used  [Wall  of  Dawning  Flames].  Their attacks  were  stopped  cold,  and  she  dashed  through  her  wall  with  [Flame Dawning  Haste]  before  hitting  the  wall  and  triggering  [Immolation  of Dawning Flames]. 

The  fire  of  the  wall  was  consumed  and  added  to  the  immolating flames growing around her. She hit the enemy group and just the heat around her made one  spontaneously combust into  flames. She swung  her spear  and cut another, fire boiling his blood the moment she opened up a wound. The third, she speared through as his sword glowed and he tried to attack. 

The fourth was a water user. He summoned a river of fish made out of

water that swam through the air in her direction. His attack hit the immolation aura  around  her  and  evaporated,  turning  into  scorching  steam  that  spread rapidly around her. It hit the taken and he screamed as his own attack’s result scorched  his  skin,  turning  it  red  and  filled  with  blisters.  Karya  finished  him off by cutting his head off. 

She turned, and saw Vanessa laying waste to the buildings around the gate, creating a large area for their army to more easily maneuver. A group of taken attacked her, and Vanessa took them down by lashing out with a petal of white fire that now lazily floated around her. 

Karya  landed  just  as  she  saw  a  fortress  move  above  them,  and  sect warriors start to enter the city. 

“Keep your strength,” Karya warned her daughter—they didn’t want to overextend yet. 

“I know,” Vanessa said. 

Then,  something  happened.  She  felt  the  world  around  her  twist,  and something grabbed hold of her body and soul. She tried to fight it off, and on instincts  instilled  over  centuries  of  fighting  she  tried  to  reach  her  Ethereal Vanish perk and was again reminded that it no longer worked. 

A  moment  was  all  it  took.  The  power  wrapped  around  her  and Vanessa. She heard shouting, felt someone teleport near them and their power try and interfere. Karya glanced back at a sect warrior that she didn’t know. 

His power held it for less than a moment—he was too weak. 

Then Karya and Vanessa were caught, and pulled somewhere else. 




*  *  *

 

|My Will Is Law| to establish her rule over the city, her domain and her law. 

And  then  Yirrel  reached  out  to  her  Warden’s  Law:  Bring  the Criminals to Me. 

Space in the middle of the room twisted and bent. 

 


*  *  *

 

Before  Karya  could  say  anything  to  Vanessa,  it  was  done.  A  power wrapped around them, and they were yanked somewhere else. Space warped and the air and light was replaced by a dimly lit room and the ground. She hit hard and heard her daughter hit the ground next to her as well. 

“What?”  she  heard  Vanessa  say,  and  saw  her  white  fire  flare.  Karya stood  and  readied  her  spear  as  she  saw  shapes  all  around  them,  holding weapons. Before the two of them could recover, something activated and she felt  something  trying  to  stifle  her  power.  Karya  fought  for  a  moment, unleashing as many perks as she could all around them. She saw shields and arrays flare, and some melted beneath her feet. Attacks came and hit her from the side, and the arrays around her flashed. Her fire wings winked out, along with her daughter’s power. 

She  felt  the  silencing  effect  push  down  on  her,  and  then  the  dark shapes attacked. 

Chapter One Hundred Nine — Struggle Shapes  jumped  out  of  the  dark  and  struck  from  all  directions.  Karya raised her spear and blocked an attack from the side, then heard her daughter scream.  She  turned  and  saw  a  sword  piercing  her  shoulder.  Vanessa  swung her  staff  widely,  but  with  precision.  She  hit  someone  and  the  sword  was pulled  out  of  her  shoulder.  They  turned  with  practiced  motions  and  stood back to back, ready for the enemy—all the while Karya clawed at her power, trying  to  reach  anything.  The  array  that  suppressed  her  felt  unstable,  and  if Karya had to guess, it wasn’t designed to suppress more than one person at a time. Having both Vanessa and Karya here was straining it. 

The  lingering  flames  of  her  previous  attacks  gave  enough  light  that she  saw  her  enemies.  There  were  six  of  them,  and  all  fully  geared.  This wasn’t going to be enough, not without her power, she knew. She recognized only one, a person wearing a dark and elaborate suit of armor, standing in the background—Yirrel  Annsi,  the  Warden  Commander.  They  had  wondered when she was going to show herself. 

This  was  a  room  designed  to  kill,  she  knew  that.  It  was  power nullifying and had been designed to give all the advantages to the captors. It was well done, though it pained her to admit. They hadn’t known that Yirrel could do such a thing, not that it would’ve mattered if they had. 

Someone attacked from her side. An arrow flew through the air, and Karya activated her armor’s shield. It flared into existence, but weakly. There were  more  than  silencing  arrays  in  here;  something  was  stifling  active powers, too. Her shield cracked, but it gave her enough time to slap the arrow aside with her spear. 

She heard a crack and felt the room shake, and she knew that Vanessa had activated one of her rings that sent a quake across the ground. The arrays shook, and some flared with color as Vanessa destroyed some. 

Five shapes jumped at them. 

Karya moved, stabbing with her spear as two whips of water tried to

attack her. Her power was suppressed, but her armor was still strong. She let the whips hit her and surprised the water caster. Her spear caught the robed figure  across  the  shoulder.  Someone  got  in  close  and  low,  and  then  several rapidly  executed  strikes  with  bare  fists  hit  Karya’s  side,  sending  her stumbling to the side in pain. She felt pressure and knew that her armor had been  dented.  She  swung  her  spear  widely,  and  forced  the  cthul  pugilist  to back away. She heard a scream and turned around to see Vanessa stumbling back, blood soaking her robe from a cut over her chest. 

“Vanessa!” Karya said, and jumped in her direction. She stabbed with her  spear  over  Vanessa’s  shoulder  as  fast  as  possible  with  her  physical strength.  She  connected  with  something,  surprising  her  daughter’s  assailant. 

She heard a curse, then felt a pain in her back. She clawed at her power again, at anything that she could reach, but there was a wall in between her and her power. Two walls: one that blocked her power now, and one that had been in place for years—the conduit to her Ethereal powers. She couldn’t reach any of them. 

Powers  hit  her  and  her  daughter,  getting  through  her  armor  as  she tried to shield her. 




*  *  *

 

It  was  easy  to  bring  them  to  her.  The  sects  had  not  declared  any formal declaration of war. Emaros was a territory that she enforced the laws in,  and  they  were  criminals.  Her  skill  had  only  been  there  to  ensure  that nothing  could  interfere.  She  watched  as  her  fighters  were  taking  the  two down, cutting them slowly to pieces. They had wrecked the room, but most of  the  strongest  arrays  were  buried  in  the  stone  around  the  room.  Still,  they had  to  finish  it  soon—she  could  feel  the  arrays  struggling.  She  hadn’t intended to get the daughter, too, but it was a welcome surprise, if a bit of a dangerous one. The arrays were not designed for two such powerful people. 

They didn’t have long. 

Her  only  target  was  the  woman  who  glared  at  her  even  as  she  took

wounds.  Yirrel  wasn’t  a  fool  enough  to  let  the  Butcher  of  Dawn  remain active in the war. The moment she recognized her, she knew that she would be using this trap on her. It had been intended for the strongest of the enemy, and it was well spent on her. 

Then,  she  felt  the  world  tremble,  and  as  she  looked  in  the  woman’s eyes, she saw them ignite. 




*  *  *

 

Karya  was  a  Valkyrie;  she  could  recognize  an  impending  death. 

Vanessa  was  gravely  injured,  her  hand  missing  the  fingers  with  her  quake ring. 

“Mother…”  Vanessa  said  in  a  whisper.  Karya  saw  fear  in  her daughter’s  eyes,  something  that  she  hadn’t  seen  since  she  had  been  just  a child.  Karya  had  recognized  one  of  the  array  configurations,  and  she should’ve known that her daughter would too—it was a soul-killing array. If they died here, they would die a True Death. 

She hadn’t always been the best mother, but she wasn’t going to fail here and now. She had a lot of things to make right. 

Karya herself had been stabbed, and her ribs were cracked. She could feel  the  arrays  that  kept  her  from  her  power  failing,  but  knew  that  they wouldn’t  fail  in  time.  They  didn’t  have  the  time  to  escape.  She  focused  her mind and her willpower, all that she had, into the rage of the burning forest. 

The flames that turned sand to glass, and she channeled it all into her skill. 

The  world  whined,  her  skill  trembled,  and  the  arrays  glowed—but then, for just a moment, her will was greater than all the preparations that the enemy had made, and her skill channeled it all. 

Karya saw the enemy charge them again, and she grinned. Yirrel saw something in her eyes, and Karya let her fire out. 

|I Burn All In My Way|



*  *  *



Yirrel felt the skill activate. She cursed inwardly that they didn’t have any  willpower-dampening  arrays;  they  should’ve  found  some.  Karya’s  eyes glowed with fire and Yirrel’s danger sense skills went off in a way that made her terrified. Her eyes widened, and she jumped forward.  No, no, no! 

She  saw  the  red  fire  erupt  out  of  Karya,  targeted  at  the  arrays.  It melted  the  stone  above  and  below  her,  and  hit  the  arrays  that  she  had prepared to kill a soul. The suppression arrays were deeper, but that, too, was threatened. 

Yirrel was left with no choice. 

  

 —Abyssal Aegis—



Her  ideal  covered  her  fighters  and  the  arrays,  protecting  them  from the fire. 

But  then  Karya’s  grin  widened  through  the  flames.  She  caught  her daughter  in  her  hands  and  red  fire  incinerated  her—Karya  turned  her  own daughter to ash before their eyes. Yirrel reached her, her perks activating in a sequence and she slammed her shield at Karya, sending her flying across the room  and  into  a  wall,  shattering  every  bone  in  the  woman’s  body.  She cratered the wall, got stuck in the stone and shook the room with the impact, causing debris to begin falling from the ceiling. 

Karya  raised  her  eyes,  blood  spilling  from  her  eyes  and  mouth,  and then she spoke. 

“Better  luck  next  time,”  she  said,  and  red  fire  escaped  her  mouth  as wisps with every word, curling in the air as if dancing smoke. 

Then the red fire burned with more intensity. It glowed from within her skin, then started peeling it away from the inside. Red fire exploded out of her, sending particles of ash everywhere. Her armor and spear melted, and a person shaped of red fire remained. 

A moment later, it exploded. 

Yirrel raised her shield and focused her power. 

|I Held The Abyss|

She covered her fighters as the red fire consumed everything around them.  The  room  shook,  and  then  rocks  fell  down,  burying  them  all  beneath them. 

Yirrel  held  her  power  over  her  people,  keeping  them  safe,  and  then she used Warden’s Law: To Guard And Safety. They were all warped and sent  back  to  the  closest  warden  safe  place,  which  was  a  guardhouse  in Emaros. Her people fell to the ground, some steaming from the heat, but they had survived. 

Yirrel  walked  out  of  the  guardhouse  and  looked  up  at  the  sky.  She saw the sects attacking, and the Elder King and his people defending against them. 

It  was  unfortunate  that  they  hadn’t  been  able  to  permanently  kill Karya. The woman had proven that Yirrel had been right to use their card on her. She had destroyed their arrays; Yirrel reflected and wondered if perhaps she  should’ve  had  some  of  the  Hastur’s  minions  on  hand  that  could  devour souls. They didn’t have many soul-destroying arrays left, and losing this one was  inconvenient.  They  had  planned  on  using  that  room  several  times  over the  defense  to  remove  other  great  threats.  Now…they  didn’t  have  another such array that they could use. 

Most of the unenlightened had feared the truth, and so they had made sure  to  sabotage  their  own  once  they  knew  that  the  fall  was  inevitable.  The Elder  King  had  destroyed  nearly  all  soul-killing  devices  in  his  territories before  he  was  shown  the  truth,  not  wanting  them  turned  on  him  and  his people by those who had already seen the truth. Many of his own people had killed  themselves  and  triggered  their  own  immortalities  before  the  Hastur’s Chosen  could  even  arrive.  Even  some  mortals  had  made  the  choice  to  enter the  afterlife  before  risking  being  made  to  see  Hastur’s  vision.  It  was…sad that they would never know it. 

It  was  disappointing  that  she  didn’t  have  any  soul-killing  powers available  to  her  personally,  but  it  wasn’t  in  her  build,  nor  in  most  other wardens’.  She  had  few  people  with  abilities  that  could  damage  souls,  but nothing that would be able to kill a soul at the peak of its power. 

Still, Karya had killed herself and her daughter, and thus had removed two  powerful  pieces  from  the  board,  at  least  for  a  while.  And  that  was enough. 

Her  fighters  came  out  of  the  guardhouse,  and  she  saw  that  Kanie Easra  was  pouring  a  potion  over  his  eye.  Somehow,  even  silenced  and suppressed,  Karya  had  managed  to  take  the  eye  of  one  of  the  greatest blademasters in the world. It just affirmed Yirrel’s decision to use the trap on her, even though it would take them months, maybe years, to build another, assuming they won the war. 

Without a word Yirrel led them to the closest teleporter in the city and they used it. She saw the battle taking place all around them, on the walls and in  the  sky.  Yirrel  saw  a  wave  of  red-and-black  molten  Qi  shaped  like  a dragon’s head coming down toward the Elder King, though his honor guard was trying to protect him. 

She raised her hand and summoned her power. 

  

 /Oath of the First Shield: Call The Gate of Grand Order/



Light fell from the sky, and her great gate came in between the attack and the Elder King, blocking and absorbing it. Her gate was recognizable; it was  an  announcement  of  her  arrival.  She  felt  powers  turn  in  her  direction, observing  her.  She  focused  on  her  power,  on  her  oath,  and  unleashed  the attack  she  had  just  absorbed.  The  gate  released  it  straight  up,  at  one  of  the floating  fortresses  that  had  gotten  too  close.  The  molten  Qi  splashed  over  it and  melted  through  it  as  if  it  were  paper.  The  ball  of  melted  stone  covered with Qi fell to the ground and made the earth shake. There was silence for a moment, and she let it seep in. 

The sects should never have come to her lands. 

Chapter One Hundred Ten — Field of Battle Her  spear  cut  another  monster,  opening  up  a  wound  in  its  side.  It roared and turned in her direction, but before Kri could react, another warrior that  she  didn’t  recognize  stabbed  it  in  the  back.  She  wasn’t  even  sure  if  he was part of her sect. 

Everything had turned chaotic. She had been stationed near the center of  the  sect  formation,  watching  the  front  lines  fighting,  and  fighting  only when  a  breach  happened,  which  was  seldom.  A  few  stragglers  managed  to get through as well, and she fought them too. 

Now,  though,  more  and  more  monsters  were  coming  through  to  the middle  of  the  formation.  The  lines  were  buckling;  they  had  already  been forced to escort the healer back toward the city, and there was fighting there too.  The  defenders  were  firing  from  their  walls—they  were  getting  pinned, and the monsters had gotten stronger. 

Kri  had  been  separated  from  her  team  in  the  fighting,  and  had probably  moved  to  an  area  held  by  another  sect  as  not  only  did  she  not recognize anyone, but there were warriors wearing colors that were different from one another, too—which meant that they had also probably gotten lost in the fighting. 

She  fell  in  with  a  mixed  group  of  Lords,  Monarchs,  and  a  single Heavenly Realm Cultivator, and together they fought. They tried to do as best as  they  could,  buying  time  for  the  ranged  warriors  behind  them  to  do  some damage,  but  Kri  could  tell  that  they  were  losing  ground.  People  were  dying all  around  her,  and  she  didn’t  even  have  the  time  to  think.  She  could  only focus on the fight, on swinging her spear and throwing her techniques out. 

The sky to the side flashed with a flaming light, then, and Kri saw a large  phoenix  fly  down  on  the  enemy  forces  in  the  distance,  straight  at  an enemy  General  that  was  the  size  of  a  hill.  It  fired  at  the  phoenix,  a  beam coming out of a large single eye at the front of its pyramid body. The flaming bird  flashed  with  even  brighter  yellow  flames  that  wrapped  around  it  and  it

pushed through the beam, then hit the General’s eye and entered its body. A moment later, the General bulged and exploded in a blast of yellow fire that decimated the enemy around it. 

The  blast  reached  Kri  a  moment  later,  the  heat  and  the  shockwave making  her  take  a  step  back.  The  frozen  layers  around  her  and  on  her  body evaporated. Kri turned her head to protect herself from it, but after a moment it  was  done.  She  turned  her  head  back  and  stabbed  another  monster  as  the phoenix rose in the air to fight a large swarm of flying monsters that led her further away in the distance. 

Then  Kri  felt  the  ground  shake,  and  raised  her  head  toward  the  new threat.  A  large  monster,  much  stronger  than  what  she  could  handle  alone, rammed  through  the  team  in  front  of  Kri’s.  Its  horns  bisected  and  carried  a warrior with it before it shook its head and threw the person aside. It charged

—a four-legged monster with six large horns growing out of its head, pointed straight at them. Kri channeled her technique and ran forward, rolling beneath the monster and unleashing her {Freezing Breath}. She caught one of its legs with Absolute Cold Qi just as its foot stomped on the ground. It sunk into the earth,  and  she  froze  it  and  its  leg.  It  stumbled,  then  broke  out  of  her technique,  but  its  hide  cracked.  The  others  took  advantage  to  attack  it  from the sides. Green-colored weapons stabbed into its side, and she saw its hide sizzle before the undead Heavenly Cultivator got close. His hammer flashed with symbols and then he smashed it across the monster’s head, breaking two horns and sending it to the ground. 

Kri  got  close,  then  charged.  As  it  got  back  to  its  feet,  she  rolled beneath  it,  then  hit  her  palm  against  its  stomach,  unleashing  {Absolute Dominion}.  Her  Qi  spread  into  the  monster,  freezing  its  flesh  and  blood.  A moment later she stabbed through with her spear, breaking the frozen parts of its  body.  She  barely  had  enough  time  to  get  out  from  beneath  it  with

|Enhanced Dodge| before it fell on top of her. 

She  breathed  quickly,  mist  leaving  her  mouth.  She  looked  around, seeing  more  monsters  coming.  And  then,  she  saw  people  running  among them, attacking other people. It took her a moment to realize that those were

the mindless taken, charging along with the monsters. 




*  *  *

 

Hitor  watched  as  everything  turned  to  shit.  The  enemy  taken  had joined with the monsters behind them: principally the mindless ones, with a couple of the smart ones supporting them all. 

The city was a shitshow. Karya and her daughter had been caught and hadn’t been seen since, and Yirrel Annsi had joined the fight. Her defensive powers, along with those of the Elder King, had made their enemies far more durable. 

Hitor was throwing his techniques at the Elder King, but after Yirrel used his attack to destroy the flying fortress of the Starlight Call Sect, he had restrained himself. He hadn’t heard or seen Henna Rai Tarun, and was hoping that  she  hadn’t  died  in  that  attack.  They  hadn’t  thought  that  the  enemy  had this many troops; they were very nearly evenly matched with the sect armies, and they had outmaneuvered them. The teleporter move was brilliant, even he had to admit it. 

From high above, he could see some of the enemy Generals wade into the  sect  armies  and  kill  many  before  they  were  taken  down  or  just  forced back. Their monsters were also far more terrifying. The sects had made sure that everyone knew the doctrine for this fight: if someone died near you, the goal was to kill the monster that killed them as soon as possible, preventing them  from  pulling  the  soul  from  the  Ethereal  Realm  and  devouring  it.  He cursed  whatever  had  happened  with  the  Ethereal  Realm,  along  with  the reason that it didn’t seem to be affecting the dome monsters. Even with that doctrine in place, many people had died a True Death today. 

Hitor  couldn’t  allow  this  to  continue  for  much  longer.  They  had  to end  the  fight.  Already,  he  was  seeing  the  breaking  of  order—strong  people were spending their aces to hurt their enemy, on both sides. They had to take advantage. 

Down,  below,  he  watched  as  Yirrel  fought  in  the  city  streets  along with a small team that were all of High Ranker strength. The Reges Ahn Sect and Weir Fo Fol were holding her down, pinning her in place, but they were in a stalemate. 

The  Elder  King  was  the  greater  threat.  His  ideal  had  armed  every single one of the taken with superior gear. They were too hard to take down by  people  of  equivalent  tier  now,  especially  as  his  oath  had  made  them  far more  durable.  The  sects  were  paying  in  aces  or  lives  for  every  enemy  they took down, and he had been using his Edicts to make everything even harder for  them.  The  storm  above  was  tying  up  many  of  their  fliers  and elementalists,  and  he  had  also  issued  another  Edict  that  made  the  Class powers  of  the  sects  less  effective  while  not  affecting  those  from  his  side.  It wasn’t  quite  a  silencing  power,  but  a  suppressive  one.  It  also  didn’t  affect them as much as it would’ve a Class faction, of course, but many of the sects had secondary Class focuses. 

Suddenly,  one  of  the  walls  on  the  other  side  of  Emaros  exploded. 

Stone and earth were thrown in all directions as a massive golden tree grew and  sprung  branches  and  white  leaves.  It  seemed  that  Velorn  Thorntail  and the World Tree Sect had decided to fully commit. He saw the taken burn their own  aces  in  response  on  that  side  of  the  battlefield.  The  city  erupted,  and entire blocks were erased. 

Everything had gotten out of control. 

Hitor  took  a  deep  breath,  then  stepped  on  the  railing  of  his  fortress. 

He spread his wings and locked his eyes on the Elder King’s position. 

He jumped, heading straight for his enemy. 




*  *  *

 

Tali  slapped  another  flying  monster  out  of  the  sky,  pulverizing  its entire  body  and  splashing  its  blood  and  gore  across  the  face  of  another monster that screeched as it got in its eyes, blinding it. Tali flew through the

air, running from a giant General that dwarfed the largest of the sects’ flying fortresses.  It  was  long  and  sinuous,  like  a  flying  serpent,  one  that  could swallow  buildings.  Its  hide  was  thick  and  powerful,  rivaling  even  the Worldstone Worm that she and Ryun killed, though at least it was slower and weaker. On the other hand, it had hundreds of smaller flying monsters around it, which leveled the playing field to some extent. 

The  General  had  come  out  of  the  thunder  cloud  above  and  had swallowed  an  Immortal  Realm  Storm  Cultivator  before  demolishing  a fortress  that  then  fell  on  the  army  below.  Tali  had  intercepted  it  before  it managed  to  demolish  another.  She  had  smashed  into  it  and  gouged  its  eye out,  then  proceeded  to  run  from  it.  She  could’ve  killed  it,  probably,  but  she wouldn’t—they  were  over  the  army  and  the  fighting,  so  if  she  killed  it,  it would  flatten  anyone  unlucky  enough  to  be  directly  below  them.  She  was trying  to  lead  it  away  from  the  fighting,  or  at  least  over  the  enemy  army before finishing it off. 

She  felt  the  power  building  up  behind  her  and  twisted  to  see  the General’s  mouth  open  and  light  gathering  in  it.  She  cursed  and  used  her Evolved Form, turning into the Grand Minokawa. She sped away, the wind under her control around her sending her flying even faster. The General fired and Tali twisted away out of the way of the ball of energy that it fired. She saw it flash through the air incredibly fast, then hit a mountain in the distance and shear away a piece of it. 

A group of monster fliers came at her from the side, and she swatted them with her tail, turning them to gore with strength alone. The General was pushing hard now, getting faster. 

They were above the enemy army now—it was time. 

She turned with the intent to attack when a shape swooped in from the side. A massive bone dragon strafed the side of the General and blew a plume of pale blue fire that scorched its side and made it scream. Tali headed for the General’s face, then smashed into it and clawed one of its eyes out with her legs while charging a technique in her wings. With a beat of her wings, she released a point-blank and fully charged {Empty World} technique  directly

into its eye cavity. The top of its head exploded in a shower of black blood, and the flying serpent started its fall to the ground. 

Tali  turned  as  the  undead  dragon  came  up  near  her.  Eratemus  was firing  a  dozen  bolts  of  blue  energy  from  a  wand  that  tracked  and  burned through the monsters flying around them. 

“Tali!” he yelled, then pointed at the ground. 

Tali looked and saw what he was pointing at. She cursed as she saw two  fronts  failing  and  the  enemy  pushing  through,  pinning  the  sect  army against the walls of Emaros. They were currently burning, and had new rivers of molten stone running through it by the looks of it, as did the Citadel, which still had its shields active. 

Before she could say anything, a bolt of thunder flashed from above, hitting the ground. She looked up and saw their forces there retreating—three more flying Generals had broken their defense against the thunderstorm. The wind picked up and the rain turned into a hail as lightning flashed all around them. 

“You  go!”  Tali  yelled  and  pointed  at  the  ground.  Eratemus  glanced up, then nodded. His dragon whirled and he started his descent. Tali looked up at the Generals and the storm, then headed in their direction. 

Chapter One Hundred Eleven — Waiting Game

 

They stood above the field of battle—not high enough in the sky to be part of the aerial battles, but high enough that they could see most of it—on a platform that she had constructed. Selia watched as the battles turned chaotic as  all  semblance  of  order  was  lost.  Generals  trampled  into  the  battle  lines, killing hundreds or even thousands in seconds before people would step up, burn  their  powers  and  stop  them.  She  could  help,  she  knew  that  she  should help, and yet she didn’t move. They knew that to act, to spend your strongest powers, would leave you vulnerable, but that wasn’t the reason why she was waiting. 

No,  the  reason  was  Ryun,  and  his  plan.  It  was…a  hard  thing  to believe in, what it was that he wanted, but she had come to trust in him and his estimation of their combined power. 

She  watched  and  felt  so  many  powers  being  used  that  she  couldn’t even  tell  who  was  winning;  she  stayed  still  when  the  enemy  was  enhanced and their hide turned harder, and she didn’t move when the sect lines started to  collapse.  When  a  General  the  size  of  hills  fired  into  the  sect  army  and decimated thousands, when it shot down a fortress out of the sky only for it to fall on top of a sect in the distance and crush whoever was unlucky enough to be  beneath  it,  she  remained.  Then  she  observed  as  the  Golden  Phoenix burned  across  the  sky  and  killed  it,  only  to  then  be  harried  by  a  swarm  of flying monsters. 

“How much longer?”  Selia sent. 

Ryun  didn’t  outwardly  react,  but  he  responded  through  their  bond. 

“Soon.” 

His eyes were closed, but she knew that he was watching everything with his skill. She could feel his willpower trailing out of him, suffusing the layers of space around them and beyond. He had been training his skill to be able  to  handle  chaotic  situations,  but  she  didn’t  know  how  anyone  could follow something like this. 

And  she  couldn’t  help  but  feel  a  bit  apprehensive  about  what  they were  planning.  It  was…almost  too  arrogant,  but  she  remembered  what  they did in the Tournament City, and felt that perhaps, they could do it. 

So she waited, and watched, as the monsters started to push the sects harder. 




*  *  *

 

Erdania fought on the walls of Emaros. A taken team had jumped her and she was weaving in between them. A sword hit her shoulder and didn’t pierce her skin—her Forging of Body and Aspect: Cosmic  made  her  body extremely hard to damage with physical forces, but also made it resistant to special damage. It took overwhelming force to actually harm her. 

As the physical force of the sword hit her body and did nothing, one of  her  tattoos  flashed.   She  turned  around  and  slammed  her  palm  into  the taken’s  stomach,  releasing  a  {Pulsing  Shifting  Strike}  faster  than  he  could react. The force collapsed his armor and sent him flying off the wall and into the city. She felt another attack from the side with her |Enhanced Sphere of Awareness|  and  she  sidestepped  the  hammer  blow.  It  smashed  into  the ground and Erdania stomped on its haft, breaking it in half and cracking the ground beneath. 

The  wall  shook  and  made  the  taken  stumble.  Taking  advantage,  she executed  a  {Reverberating  Blow}  at  the  taken’s  side  with  a  closed  fist, sending him flying into the air, likely turning all of his organs to mush. The last  taken  unleashed  a  plume  of  fire  at  her,  but  she  just  let  it  hit  her  and walked through it, increasing the gravity’s pull on her so that she didn’t get blown  away.  She  kept  her  primary  Cultivation  path’s  fruit  technique  active using  her  second  aspect,  the  Worldstone  Qi.  With  it,  her  {Goddess  of Worldstone}  infused  her  body  with  the  essence  of  the  Worldstone,  scaling off of her endurance and making her already durable body far more so. Once she got close enough to the taken, she hit him in the chest, making him bend over.  She  then  grabbed  his  head  and  squeezed  while  activating  [Essence

Drain].  His  death  sent  a  surge  of  Essence  into  her  that  she  ignored;  her Vampire  perk  was  more  important  now,  as  with  every  death,  her  stats  rose higher. 

She  whirled  around  as  she  felt  a  spatial  power,  and  nearly  took  the head off a wide-eyed warrior wearing sect robes. 

“Message  from  Sect  Head  Hitor,”  he  said  quickly.  Erdania  nodded, and  he  touched  her,  transmitting  the  message  directly  into  her  head  before blinking away. 

Erdania  turned  and  looked  in  the  distance,  across  the  city.  She  saw Hitor  coming  down  from  his  fortress  and  hitting  the  large  shield  that surrounded the Elder King and his forces. Erdania glanced back to where she was heading. A sect had been pinned against the wall, and it was where she had been headed before this message. If she went to help Hitor, they would most  certainly  die.  She  could  see  the  defenders  of  the  city  on  the  towers launching attacks down at the sect warriors as they were being pushed from the front by monsters and a General. 

She  grimaced,  then  jumped  down  from  the  wall  outside  of  the  city. 

She  triggered  her  Evolved  Form:  Gravity  Titan  and  started  to  run  as  she grew. Soon, she was as tall as the walls and was noticed by the enemy. She kept close to the walls, where there weren’t people to trample. 

The  tower  defenders  turned  their  attention  at  her  and  soon  attacks started hitting her skin. With her technique and now boosts from her Evolved Form,  they  barely  did  anything,  but  her  tattoos  still  flashed  with  every  hit. 

She  slammed  into  the  tower  with  her  shoulder,  cracking  the  stone  and sending  a  few  of  the  defenders  toppling  down.  The  core  of  the  tower  still held,  so  she  increased  the  effects  of  gravity  all  around  her  as  she  held  the tower.  She  heard  the  stone  cracking  and  whining,  and  then  it  collapsed, falling  and  taking  a  big  chunk  of  the  wall  with  it.  Erdania  waded  into  the rubble,  increasing  the  gravity  around  her  with  every  step  and  making  sure that  the  taken  that  had  been  buried  were  crushed  beneath  the  stone. 

Afterward, she reversed the flow of gravity and lifted the rubble up. 

She  turned  toward  the  sect  army  which  was  now  running  in  her

direction,  and  she  switched  her  aspects  for  her  technique,  now  using

{Goddess  of  Unwavering  Gravity}  and  {Wrathful  Assault}  together.  She punched  out  and  sent  the  rubble  of  the  tower  and  the  walls  shooting  away from  her  and  above  the  sects’  people,  smashing  into  the  monsters  and  the General behind them. 

It was as much as she could spend on them, but she had opened up a way  into  the  city  for  their  retreat.  She  turned  and  pulled  out  her  staff  in  its enlarged  form  to  fit  her  Evolved  Form,  then  stabbed  it  into  the  ground  and vaulted into the city, over the buildings and into a square some distance in. 

She  landed  and  switched  back  to  Worldstone  Qi,  then  reached  for  a nearby building and pulled it out. A moment later she threw it in the distance where Hitor was flying and firing techniques at the Elder King’s shield. Her building  smashed  into  the  shield  from  the  side  and  Hitor  took  advantage  to send a powerful attack that pierced the shield. 

A  taken  pushed  his  king  out  of  the  way  and  took  Hitor’s  attack  for him—the black-and-red molten Qi melted straight through him. 

The  Elder  King  raised  his  hand  and  Erdania  felt  the  gravity  in  the distance  obey  him,  such  that  even  the  gravity  that  Erdania  had  control  of around  her  shook.  Hitor  was  pulled  down  and  smashed  into  the  ground behind buildings—Erdania couldn’t see him anymore. 

She  grimaced  and  then  vaulted  again,  now  coming  down  straight  on the  Elder  King  and  his  people.  The  taken  did  something  and  a  tree  of lightning smashed into her, sending her off course. She let a strike out with her  fist,  hitting  only  air,  but  she  released  one  of  her  tattoos.  All  the  kinetic energy that the tattoo had stored was released and hit the roof of the building where the enemy stood. She saw a field of white light surround the king and his  closest  guards,  but  then  her  blast  of  kinetic  energy,  as  wide  as  a  barn, erased the roof and the entire block of buildings behind it. 

A wave of red-and-black-covered Qi erupted out of the rubble nearby, shaped like a dragon. Hitor opened his mouth and breathed his Qi all over the ruins.  Erdania  fell  and  crushed  some  buildings,  then  winced  as  she  felt  the pain  in  her  chest.  She  looked  down  and  saw  some  of  her  skin  was  red  and

blistering. Her tattoos were glowing. 

She  shook  her  head  and  stood,  heading  to  help  Hitor,  who  was fighting in the distance. 




*  *  *

 

Ryun  kept  watch  on  the  enemy  army  as  they  pushed  the  sects.  He didn’t pay much attention to the city and the fights in the sky. His sense was as powerful as it had ever been, stretching across the entire territory, but he kept most of his attention on the battle around them. 

He had been part of the planning; he knew that their way of operating was to wait and spend their aces in situations where they could get the most out  of  them.  It  made  sense,  but  Ryun  would’ve  probably  ignored  that  if  he had seen a better chance. No, he didn’t want to just make one good hit—he planned on entirely annihilating the enemy army. The biggest issue was that when  they  teleported  in,  their  formations  were…thin.  The  fact  that  they surrounded the sect armies meant that they had to split their forces in a large band  to  encompass  them  all.  That  meant  that  in  any  area  that  Ryun  could influence, there were at most tens of thousands of them, while their numbers were much higher. He needed the enemy to pool their forces somewhere, to gather them in a single location, but also, he needed an area free of the sects’

people. 

His  power  could  very  easily  hit  allies  and  kill  them.  His  techniques worked on intent, but he didn’t know most of the sects here, and the ones he considered his allies were fighting among others that he did not. Even then, he  couldn’t  really  keep  track,  as  he  couldn’t  see  the  colors  of  the  sect uniforms, and he knew that deep inside he wouldn’t really care for those who weren’t part of his own sect. He didn’t want to risk killing them by accident though, as that would be a bit much. 

So,  he  waited,  and  watched.  He  could  tell  that  Selia  was  getting impatient,  that  seeing  so  much  death  was  getting  to  her.  He  understood  and

shared the sentiment, though probably not for the same reasons. 

Then,  he  saw  it:  a  sect  battle  line  faltered.  They  were  being  pushed into  the  city,  and  were  trying  to  retreat  into  it.  The  enemy  was  following, widening, and separating the sect lines as they punched through. They were pulling  troops  from  surrounding  lines  to  funnel  them  in  through  there, creating an area filled with hundreds of thousands of monsters. 

“Now,” Ryun  sent  to  Selia,  and  she  immediately  readied  herself. 

“There.”   He  pointed  both  with  his  hand  and  through  their  bond.  Ryun channeled his Qi and activated {Mantle of Gathering Twilight} while Selia flew them over the fighting. 

“I’m ready,” she sent, and he felt her preparing her techniques. 

Ryun  pulled  down  the  stealth  screen  that  he  had  kept  around  them, devouring the sound and light that left their bodies. Then, he jumped, using his  Oblivion  Aura  and  letting  gravity  resume  its  pull  on  him.  Wearing  the Armor  of  the  Last  Star  Set,  making  his  mass  count  as  if  it  were  2000%

higher than his baseline, he shot toward the ground like a meteor and fell in the  middle  of  the  enemy  positions.  The  monster  that  was  unlucky  to  be beneath him was pulverized on impact. 

The ground heaved and rolled as it exploded in all directions, killing any  monster  near  enough  to  the  impact  site.  Immediately,  the  surviving monsters turned in his direction and attacked. He let his aura spread, thinning it  out,  but  increasing  the  range  to  the  edge  of  his  the  enemy  forces  around him—his  sense  covered  the  entire  territory,  with  Zenker’s  ring  and  armor increasing and boosting his sense far above anything that he could do without them.  He  focused  his  sense  only  on  just  the  army  around  him—there  were hundreds  of  thousands  of  monsters,  and  the  rest  he  could  still  feel,  but  they were in the background of his mind, and not important. 

As  the  monsters  came,  he  released  his  Presence  of  the  Eternal Reaper and he felt Selia do the same above him, allowing the two fields to mix and join. What was once two became one, and their minds again were as close  as  they  had  been  only  once  before.  Monsters  came  at  him  and,  with perfect  precision,  dark  green  and  black  spears  fell  from  the  sky,  piercing

every single one of them through the head. Above him, thousands of spears were coming into existence and firing faster than Ryun had ever seen before. 

He smiled to himself, and then moved. 

Chapter One Hundred Twelve— Their Decision Several Months Ago



Selia sat in the chair, still feeling a bit weak from their ordeal. She and Ryun  had  achieved  something  grand  by  creating  a  spiritual  tool,  something that  she  hadn’t  heard  about  before.  It  was  an  achievement  worthy  of recognition. 

Erdania was sprawled on the couch, and Ryun stood leaned on a wall nearby.  They  were…resting,  or  at  least  they  were  pretending  to,  though  in fact they were keeping an eye on her. What the two of them had done had hit her harder than it had Ryun. She still felt the loss of what they had achieved in  that  moment.  Their  bond  had  reached  a  height  unlike  anything  that  they had before, unlike anything that she had ever thought possible. It was hard to return  to  being  just…herself.  She  had  seen  herself  clearly  in  that  moment, both from her own and from Ryun’s perspective. It hurt to learn that she had wallowed in her grief, that she had let herself become so detached. 

She  glanced  at  Ryun.  He  had  always  appeared  detached  to  her,  but she had known better. Through their bond she had felt his emotions, when he let her. He cared; the issue was that he…he just didn’t think in the same way that others did. 

When they had been one, it had been unsettling to see herself through the  lens  of  his  understanding.  It  wasn’t  his  understanding  of  her  that  had impacted her so, but her own views from a different perspective. It was hard to accept, sometimes, but they were all broken in their own ways. 

“What  did  you  want  to  talk  about,  Ryun?”  Erdania  asked.  He  had asked  them  for  a  conversation.  She  could  even  feel  his  aura  and  techniques around  them,  destroying  any  sound  coming  from  the  three  of  them  beyond the little area they were in. 

“About the future,” Ryun said. 

Selia turned exchanged  a look with  Erdania and then  looked back at him.  She  had  some  insight  into  how  he  viewed  the  world,  but  she  didn’t

really  know  what  his  plans  for  the  future  were,  aside  from  advancing  his Cultivation. 

“What about the future?” Erdania asked. 

“Seeing all the other Sect Heads, and meeting the most powerful and influential among them, has given me an idea of where we stand among the sects.” 

“How so?” Selia asked him. 

Ryun crossed his arms across the chest and tapped a finger against his elbow. “I am strong, as are you. I had gotten a sense of how strong most of them are, and while personal strength doesn’t always mean everything, it tells me a lot. I would put myself, and the two of you, in the topmost levels of that group,  but  not  near  to  the  very  top  itself.  There  are  still  some  who  I  would consider stronger than me alone.” He turned his eyes on Selia. “But together, I  believe  there  is  less  than  a  handful  of  them  who  could  be  our  match, especially after what we’ve gone through.” 

She  knew  that  he  was  referring  to  what  had  happened  during  their smithing at the end, though still she didn’t quite follow his train of thoughts. 

“And what does strength have to do with the future?” Selia asked. 

“A  lot,”  Ryun  said.  “My  goals  are  simple;  I  want  to  protect  what  is mine  and  to  have  the  freedom  to  advance  my  Cultivation.  But  also…honor and obligation,” he said. 

Selia blinked and Erdania sat up on the couch, then twisted to look at him. “Honor and obligation?” 

Ryun nodded. “Can you tell me what you think it is?” 

Erdania  glanced  at  Selia,  and  then  answered.  “When  I  was  young,  I was described it as a give and take. The sects are structured in the way that, at least ideally, the resources flow toward singular points, to those who have the talent to reach high. It is then the obligation of those who had been propped up by the rest to protect the people beneath them.” 

Ryun  nodded.  “I  grew  up  in  a  world  far  different  than  this  one.  I’ve struggled  a  bit  with  what  the  ways  of  the  sects  entail,  and  what  honor  and

obligation  meant.  But  now,  after  so  long  here,  after  seeing  the  other  sects and…” He paused, then shook his head, a sad smile. “It makes me think of Eerv.” 

Selia blinked. Of all the things he could’ve said, that hadn’t been what she had expected. “Eerv Ji Van?” 

Ryun nodded. “I killed his sister and nephew,” he said. “And still he surrendered  to  me.  He  understood  honor  and  obligation,  even  though  he failed.  He  was  unlucky  in  that  he  didn’t  live  and  breathe  Cultivation  in  the same  way  I  do.  That  is  why  he  closed  himself  off  and  ultimately  failed  in what he set out to do. Still, he taught me a good lesson, and I see it now: sects are  better  than  the  other  factions.  We  have  united  to  fight  this  threat,  even though it came late, and even though most have some self-serving reasons.” 

“They agreed because they know that the enemy is a threat, and that other factions were not doing anything about them,” Erdania said. 

“Of  course,  but  there  is  more.  Many  of  them  had  talks  in  private,  as there  is  a  lot  to  plunder  in  the  territories  of  the  factions  that  the  taken  had conquered,” Ryun said. 

Selia  blinked.  That  hadn’t  occurred  to  her.  She  looked  at  him  and once again had to remember that he had been able to hear everything in the entire city during the summit. 

“So  what  does  that  have  to  do  with  what  you  want  to  talk  about?” 

Erdania asked. 

Ryun  looked  at  them  for  a  moment,  and  then  spoke.  “I  want  us,  the three of us, to live together for a long time. In order for us to accomplish this, we  need  resources  and  power—and  more…soft  power,  I  guess.  Influence. 

Hitor had managed to unite all of the sects under his banner and point them at the threat. That is the kind of power I want.” 

Selia  blinked.  “He  is  old,  and  respected,  but  he  is  also  powerful. 

People in the sects respect those who have power, those who have high-tiered Cultivation and feats under their belts.” 

Ryun nodded. “Which is why I want us to demonstrate what we can

do  during  this  battle.  They  call  me  the  Undying  Void,  and  the  name  is  apt, but  there  is  more  that  I  can  do,  that  we  can  do.  During  the  fighting  at  the Tournament, many had seen us, but I don’t think that many understand what our  bond  means,  especially  now.  I  want  us  to  show  that  to  everyone,  to demonstrate our power.” 

“Why?” Erdania asked. 

“Security, knowledge—there are many reasons. The core fell because the people were not united, because everyone looked after their own interests. 

The Empire fell because it was alone, with no one willing to help them, and even  with  our  going  there  we  still  failed  to  save  it.  I  want  the  Twilight Melody  Sect  to  be  great  enough  that  it  can  fight  off  anything;  I  want  us  to have allies that will come to our aid.” 

“We  can  grow  the  sect,”  Erdania  said.  “There  are  many  refugees nowadays, and we can always make an effort to conquer the territories on the frontier. It will be expensive, but it can be done.” 

Selia narrowed her eyes. “What do you actually mean, Ryun?” 

He  smiled.  “Things  are  going  to  go  wrong  with  our  attack,  as  they always  do.  When  that  happens,  I  want  the  three  of  us  to  show  what  we  can do. I want us to demolish everything in our way and let them all see just how powerful we are.” 

She sensed that he didn’t say everything that was on his mind. “And then?” 

He  met  her  eyes.  “War,  conquest,  honor,  and  obligation.”  Then,  his expression turned serious. “The strong rule. Isn’t that the way of the sects?” 




* * *

Now



Selia kept her platform made out of Qi above Ryun as he plummeted to the ground. Some of the flying monsters had noticed them now, with him no  longer  keeping  them  out  of  sight,  and  were  headed  in  her  direction.  She

manifested  the  Sanguine  Flame  of  Laqruud  Cloak  around  her  robes, increasing her willpower, control, and making her techniques more effective. 

She  used  Greater  Projection  Armor  and  covered  herself  in  pale  silver armor made of overlapping plates crafted out of an Ethereal-like Essence. To be precise, it was a silvery Light Essence given shape by her mind, brought into  existence  by  her  Class  perk.  She  then  channeled  two  techniques,  or rather  the  same  technique  twice  at  the  same  time:  with  {Sanguine  Flame Spear}, she crafted two long spears in the air above her. With it came a sense of heat, and something deeper, a vitality unlike anything she had encountered before  in  her  life.  The  blood,  the  source  of  life,  was  bound  up  with  the flames. The dark green spears were crystallized Qi, and she held them in the air with her will, the Qi easily responding to it—and her Greater Projection Manipulation aided her, too. 

As  soon  as  Ryun  landed,  he  unleashed  his  presence,  and  Selia followed immediately after. 

The  Presence  of  the  Eternal  Huntress  unfurled  from  deep  within her, touching the great aura that had expanded from Ryun, and immediately her sense changed. Their colors mixed, red and blue becoming violet as their minds  connected  on  such  a  deep  and  intimate  level,  and  the  ranges  of  their perk  combined  as  the  two  became  one.  Their  stats  and  speed  soared,  and those of their enemies decreased. 

Through  his  mind  she  could   see   what  he  saw  with  his  sense—not clearly, but like an itch in the back of her mind. Monsters were coming at him from all directions, and she used her techniques. She used her ability [Copy Construct] several times in quick succession, and the speed she gained from the  presence  lowered  the  already  short  cooldown  from  her  Repeat  Ability perk. Then, before the monsters could reach Ryun, she sent her spears flying with her will. Green and black spears fell from the sky, piercing the monsters as Ryun rose from the crater, killing them instantly. His blue and white armor was  glowing,  and  as  he  raised  a  hand,  a  javelin  appeared  in  it.  She  kept casting her technique and ability, filling the sky with spears made out of Qi. 

Through  Ryun,  she  felt  the  monsters  all  around  the  battlefield,  and  as  he

focused  on  those  that  came  in  their  direction,  she  saw  them,  too.  With

|Target Tracking| she sent a few spears flying at the monsters, but most of her attention was down on the ground, her |True Sight| letting  her  track  the monsters on the ground as she kept them from reaching Ryun. 

They were in perfect sync. She reacted to cover him and he moved to cover her. There wasn’t even the need for words. 

She  felt  him  use  his  technique  as  a  General  charged  in  his  way:  a large  six-legged  one  with  a  head  that  looked  like  a  battering  ram.  He  threw his javelin, and it exploded as soon as it hit the General’s head. The wave of Oblivion Qi obliterated its head, erasing it in an instant as if it had never been there in the first place. Selia saw another General readying to fire, and so sent her spears at it. She pierced its skin with ease, her stats so high that her spears passed  through  as  if  there  was  no  resistance.  With  [True  Detonate Construct] she ripped it to shreds. Then Ryun started firing thin beams of his Qi into the monster horde, cutting thousands of monsters in half as Selia sent spears down on any that came near him. 

Then,  as  they  carved  a  small  piece  of  ground  in  the  middle  of  the monster army, they started fighting in truth. 

Chapter One Hundred Thirteen — Demolish

 

Ryun’s  stats  skyrocketed  as  both  his  and  Selia’s  perk  ranges combined.  Tens  of  thousands  of  monsters  were  within  their  range.  He  had never  had  stats  this  high—they  numbered  in  the  hundreds  of  thousands.  He felt  like  he  could  level  mountains  just  by  gesturing,  and  his  speed  had skyrocketed as well. 

He  channeled  his  {Final  End},  charging  it  in  an  instant  through  his Focus  of  Indomitable  Might,  putting  his  intent  into  it  before  throwing  his javelin at the General. With his eyes and his sense he could tell that monsters around  him  were  made  out  of  a  strange  Essence  that  was  related  to  Flesh Essence. He had spent the time he and Selia had been observing the battle to study it, to try and understand it. 

The  more  he  understood  the  Essence  he  wished  to  affect,  the  more effective his aspect was, the less resources he needed to delete or alter it with his Oblivion. The flesh was woven with willpower, he knew that already—it was similar to the flesh that Hastur was made out of, or more likely they were made out of his flesh. He had studied it closely before, as he had taken pieces of Hastur with him after they killed him. He had experimented with using the bones  and  the  hide  in  his  crafting.  This  flesh  was  the  same,  only  it  lacked something  now  that  it  used  to  have  before—probably  the  greater  will  of Hastur behind it. Now, there was only a remnant. Regardless, Ryun knew this Essence well enough. 

His attack curved through the air and then hit its target. The technique triggered,  and  to  Ryun’s  sight  a  blast  expanded,  though  he  knew  that otherwise it would be invisible. Oblivion spread through the Essences of Air and hit the monster’s flesh, consuming only it and nothing else. He saw and sensed  the  surface  layers  of  the  General’s  head  disintegrating  in  an  instant. 

The  General  could’ve  been  powerful,  but  before  so  much  stats  it  had  been reduced to irrelevance. 

He  channeled  his  {Twilight  Cutting  Flicker}  and,  with  two  fingers

extended,  cut  across  the  battlefield  in  front  of  him.  He  kept  his  Oblivion Aura stretched just enough to cover only monster part of the army, and since it served as his range, his technique stopped at its outer edge. His Qi supply dipped, but everything in a 90-degree angle in front of him was hit. The tall monsters  toppled  as  he  cut  their  legs  off.  Some  that  crawled  across  the ground survived, but most were cut in half, enough such that many died. He felt his stats dip down as fewer monsters lived to boost them. 

Ryun  moved,  dashing  forward  to  get  in  range  of  more  monsters  and keep his stats high. The ground beneath him cracked and he broke the sound barrier, sending a shockwave that shook all monsters that were near enough. 

He felt both his and Selia’s surprise at that, but then he arrived. His control was  great,  but  he  was  surprised  at  how  fast  he  moved,  enough  so  that  he crashed  through  a  monster.  It  exploded  against  his  armor  and  splattered  all over  him,  leaving  him  covered  in  gore.  The  shockwave  of  his  arrival  killed another  dozen  around  him.  He  grimaced  as  he  felt  his  healing  kick  in.  His body  rocked  against  his  armor…he  had  damaged  himself.  With  a  bit  more control,  he  swiped  his  hand  to  his  side  again,  cutting  another  swath  of monsters down. He swiped across a short General, but its skin only flickered when  Ryun’s  technique  touched  it.  He  frowned,  and  through  their  bond  he knew  what  Selia  had  noticed  from  above:  there  were  two  Generals.  There was  a  short,  human-sized  one  that  looked  like  a  hunched  over  beast,  while behind it and outside or Ryun’s vision was an even smaller General who was just  a  floating  eye.  Selia  had  seen  it  use  something  on  the  first  General  to protect it. 

A dozen disturbances were the only warning that more monsters had blinked behind him, but he didn’t turn. He kept his attention forward, where the  hunched-over  General  pointed  its  arms  at  him  and  fired  beams  of  black energy. Ryun shaped a wall of Oblivion Qi that devoured the beam when it touched it. Behind him, sixteen monsters jumped at him, their claws extended and  each  ready  to  continue  if  the  one  in  front  faltered.  Spears  fell  from  the sky, though, and killed them mid-leap. 

Ryun pointed his focus and fired a technique through it, the second of

the  fight.  The  General  blocked  with  its  arms,  and  its  skin  flickered  again. 

Ryun narrowed his eyes, then moved most of his stats to wisdom. What had just  a  moment  before  been  a  couple  hundred  thousand  wisdom,  was  now close  to  half  a  million.  He  pointed  his  hand  again  as  the  General  charged across the ground at him, and then he fired. 

This  third  instance  of  his  technique  he  used  through  his  focus;  it increased the effectiveness of the technique by 600%. It hit the General and cut through it, the narrow beam of Oblivion piercing its chest and everything that  was  behind  it.  Ryun  swiped,  cutting  apart  more  enemies.  The  second General  had  avoided  his  attack,  but  whatever  had  hidden  it  from  his  senses before no longer provided the same protection. Spears came from up high and a sphere with hexagonal plates appeared around it, protecting it. 

Ryun channeled his technique again, but the tiny General turned in his direction.  Its  body  flashed  and  from  the  pupil  of  its  eye  it  fired  a  beam  of Essence. Ryun was so surprised that he didn’t react, and with all his stats in wisdom he probably wouldn’t have gotten out of the way in time anyway. 

He switched his technique and put out a wall of Oblivion in front of him. The beam hit and went straight through as if it wasn’t even there. The beam  hit  Ryun  in  the  chest  and  sent  him  flying  back,  pushing  him  into  the ground as his armor disintegrated at the impact point. His body held for a bit, but then it, too, faltered, and the attack cut through him, then swiped and cut his torso in half along with his arms at the elbow. 

The  General  fired  another  beam,  but  this  time  a  shield  construct materialized in front of Ryun, the Essence shining with power and vitality to Ryun’s eyes. Selia was raining fire down on the General as it started to fire back up at her now. 

That had been his attack—his {Twilight Cutting Flicker},  but  more powerful  than  when  he  had  used  it  himself.  Quickly,  Ryun  shifted  his  stats, putting more into vitality, and regenerated his lower half. A monster jumped at him and on reflex he swiped his hand. He splattered the monster with pure strength alone and exploded his arm. He grimaced and healed it back up. He moved  his  Qi  and  used  {Field  of  Twilight’s  Calm}  around  him,  creating  a

spherical  shield,  then  pulled  out  and  equipped  other  copies  of  his  armor, focus  and  rings.  With  the  time  he  bought  himself,  he  leveled  out  his  stats again and put a bit more into his wisdom. 

He  felt  Selia’s  pain  and  immediately  moved.  Through  their  bond  he knew that the General had grazed her with his attack. He ran, the ground and the air alike shaking from his passage as spears fell from the sky to kill any monster that would impede his path. 

The General turned, its eye flashed, and Ryun switched his stats into strength and dexterity before dodging with |Pouncing Rush| and using Wolf Claws.  The  world  shook  from  the  speed  and  strength  of  his  passage.  He reached the General, the territory’s Essence screaming around him as he put his will into the claws made out of Oblivion. He pulled back his aura to be just around him and the General, and then he pushed its intensity up, focusing it  on  destroying  the  General.  He  swiped  at  it  with  |Perfect  Cut:  My  Foes, Torn Asunder|, not willing to give it any more of his Qi to use. 

Its shield appeared, and held Ryun at bay for a moment, but with his aura and skill it didn’t hold for long. His claws sunk in just as a large spear came  from  above  and  pierced  the  shield  and  the  General,  center  mass.  The shield  disappeared  and  Ryun’s  attack  went  through,  tearing  the  rest  of  the General to pieces. 

The  monsters  around  were  firing  attacks  at  him,  but  Selia’s  spears were killing them before they could concentrate. Both of them felt their stats lower as the enemy was increasing the distance around them. 

Together, they made a decision. 

Ryun changed. His body grew as he turned into the Wolf of the End. 

Selia  grew  an  additional  set  of  horns  and  her  skin  turned  a  different  hue  as she,  too,  entered  her  Evolved  Form—Lindwurmar  Paragon.  Their  stats increased, as did their power. 

He  expanded  the  range  and  decreased  the  intensity  of  his  aura,  then felt  at  the  army  around  them.  They  had  killed  hundreds  of  thousands  with their  attacks,  but  there  were  more  coming.  The  enemy  was  pulling  their forces here, focusing on them, understanding the threat they posed. 

Attacks  started  coming  in  from  far  away,  and  Ryun  sensed  their origin.  Taken  were  firing  from  the  back  of  a  massive  General—one  that looked  like  a  wriggling  mess  of  tendrils,  mouths,  and  eyes,  crawling  on  the ground. It had a large head and elongated body, though its body was only a mouth.  It  had  an  open  space  on  its  back  where  the  taken  were  standing.  It might be a crawler, but it was moving fast, and was coming his way. 

Ryun ran on all four legs at them, spears intercepting any monster in his path again. He opened his mouth and fired a flicker, which was blocked by  someone,  deflecting  it  into  the  sky.  As  Ryun  got  closer,  more  monsters came into range, and his stats increased again. Selia followed above him, and as  flying  monsters  continued  to  head  in  their  direction,  they  were  receiving even more stats. 

The  taken  and  the  General  fired  at  him  with  abilities  that  sent  large spinning axes in his direction, as well as homing lances of white fire. Ryun cast  his  technique  and  blocked  what  he  could,  letting  the  rest  hit  his  armor. 

Then, the General released a sonic attack that Ryun grimaced at and dodged. 

He knew that such attacks were his weakness, and he wasn’t about to make the same mistake again. 

His  stats  and  speed  were  so  high  that  the  enemy  was  having  a  hard time  hitting  him  as  he  ran.  He  didn’t  take  to  the  skies  as  it  would  let  the enemy focus all their power up, while this way they split their focus. Besides, on the ground, he could use more monsters as cover. 

He  reached  the  General  and  the  taken  jumped  from  its  back.  He focused  and  prepared  a  {Final  End},  then  unleashed  it  point  blank  at  the General, focusing his intent on the Essence that it was made of. The monsters in  range  around  him  just  disappeared.  The  General  didn’t  suffer  the  same fate;  the  surface  layers  of  its  hide  started  peeling  off,  leaving  gaping  open mouths with sharp teeth now covered in black blood. The flesh peeled back, too,  but  before  his  attack  could  penetrate  deeper,  every  mouth  on  its  body opened  up  and  screamed,  unleashing  a  sonic  attack  that  rocked  him.  It penetrated his armor and bounced inside of it, shattering his body a hundred times  in  a  moment.  He  roared  and  fell  to  the  ground  on  his  side.  He  was

healing,  his  Qi  dropping  fast.  His  immunity  kicked  in,  and  some  of  the vibrations stopped injuring him or were just lessened, but there were just too many. 

His head went blank, and he pushed all his stats into his vitality and focused  his  willpower  on  |Greater  Restoration|  and  healing  through  the damage.  He  felt  tendrils  grab  him  and  try  to  squeeze  and  crush  his  armor. 

Through his bond with Selia, he felt her coming from up high before falling on top of the General with a hundred spears that detonated against it. She hit it and used her technique, the fire and blood scattered by the detonation being pulled back into a sphere around her, and then pressed onto the General from above.  Her  body  erupted  in  liquid  flames,  and  she  shaped  them  into  spears that  pierced  through  the  wounds  that  Ryun  had  made,  burrowing  deep  into the General before exploding. 

The sonic attack ended, and Ryun focused on his armor—seeing that it  still  worked—before  activating  Last  Will  of  Kha  Yu.  The  General  was flattened against the ground, and he stood, his wounds healing to full rapidly. 

He put a paw on top of the monster, then focused on the ring on one of his fingers beneath his armor and switched the copy with the original. 

He activated the stored damage from the Ring of Full Reflection. The General’s body bulged and then exploded as it mimicked the damage that he had suffered when he stored it. It was Tali’s strongest attack, which burrowed Sky Essence into his body and then violently expanded it. 

With the General dead, some of the enemy forces were maneuvering, trying to move away from them, and he could feel his stats going down. Ryun and  Selia  exchanged  looks  and  communicated  without  a  word  through  their bond. 

They turned toward the enemy and went after them. 

Chapter One Hundred Fourteen — Offensive

 

The  battle  was  growing  bloodier  and  bloodier.  The  Essence  around Ryun was shaking in his vision and sense as he turned on his intent on it. The Oblivion  that  made  up  his  body  began  devouring  Air  and  Light  Essence around him, turning his appearance into a rippling, vaguely wolf-like shape. 

He  charged  through  the  enemy  forces,  firing  his  flicker  and  cutting monsters  to  pieces.  A  group  of  monsters  blinked  in  close  and  fast,  then attacked and hit him hard enough that he stumbled. Strains of Qi channeled from his core—one, two, four, then a dozen, all leaving his body in a rush of Oblivion to fill the area around him. His understanding and intent focused, he pulled  his  aura  back,  shortened  the  range,  and  then  grabbed  hold  of  the Oblivion Qi around him. In a split second, he shaped a dozen techniques in the air around him, crafting a dozen orbs of pure darkness to appear and float in  the  air.  A  moment  later,  they  each  fired  on  their  own,  cutting  down  any monster around him, strafing across lines but slicing only flesh. 

Ryun didn’t stop pushing his Qi out of his body, but only lowered the amount  as  he  started  to  shape  techniques  outside  of  it.  Inside  his  body,  he shaped  another  technique,  his  sense  telling  him  that  the  monsters  around them had realized their threat. Thin beams of Oblivion were slicing monsters to pieces with every passing moment, while a rain of spears fell from up high, so many that they obscured it. He expanded his aura and kept firing with his orbs, replacing each that fired, keeping half a dozen of them around him at all times. 

After  he  finished  shaping  the  other  technique,  he  let  his  {Avatar  of the  Twilight  Reaper}  out.  It  manifested  next  to  him,  exactly  copying  the intent of his body and Qi. It would look and feel the same as Ryun himself, and the Oblivion effect would prevent anything from identifying it as a copy. 

As soon as it appeared, Ryun and it split off, the avatar taking a long leap to land in the middle of a monster group and unleashing a {Final End}. 

Ryun  did  the  same  in  the  opposite  direction.  Attacks  and  monsters  came  at

him,  but  Selia  intercepted  them  all.  He  landed  among  a  thick  grouping  of monsters, stomping and crushing some beneath his paws, and then unleashed his own {Final End}. Monsters disintegrated all around him as an expanding sphere of his technique washed over them. 

They had been  fighting non-stop since  they joined the  battle, and he had lost count of just how many monsters they had killed. The area that had once been filled with the enemy was now a field full of death and destruction. 

They had changed the landscape, and had turned it into a crater-filled plain—

though that had mostly been Selia’s doing. 

Ryun kept moving, hunting the monsters that were now trying to get away.  The  monsters  had  tried  to  gather  and  overwhelm  them,  but  they  had failed,  their  gathering  only  having  made  Selia  and  Ryun  stronger.  As  they now fled, he went after them, chasing them, killing all the way. 

His sense of the battle told him that the battle outside of the city had changed,  that  the  enemy  was  faltering,  the  sects  rallying.  Ryun  and  Selia moved with the monstrous tide, following it and killing across their lines. 

Nothing could stand in their way. 




*  *  *

 

There was so much death everywhere around her; she could feel it. It made her stronger, so much stronger. 

A  swing  of  her  spear  sent  shockwaves  through  the  air.  Not  even during  the  greatest  battles  in  the  Empire  had  she  been  this  strong.  Her  Qi scorched everything in its path, her spear pierced the strongest of hides, and the monsters died in front of her. 

Her Battle Knowledge was pulsing in her mind, unraveling the flow of the battle before her eyes. The overwhelming charge of the monsters had slowed, and was now being reversed. She beat her wings, sending a blast of heat  and  fire  beneath  her  as  she  took  to  the  sky.  The  monsters  unfortunate enough  to  be  around  her  were  burned  to  ash  in  an  instant,  while  those  that

survived were shattered by the sonic boom she’d caused as her stats pushed her over the territory’s Air Essence quality. 

A monster with four leathery wings and a wide, gaping maw swooped down on her. With a {Mist Burst} she evaded to the side, then cut it in half with  an  |Arc  Swipe|.  A  blast  of  heat  from  her  [Dawnfire  Immolation]

traveled down her spear and blasted out with her swing, carried through the air  just  from  her  swing  alone.  A  group  of  flying  monsters  heading  her  way was engulfed by the remainder of her attack as it flew into the distance and dissipated. 

She turned and looked at the line where the sects had faltered, where the monsters had attempted to push them against the walls of the city. It was a  wide  field  of  battle,  spanning  kilometers  before  her.  A  large  piece  of  the enemy army had punched through there—she had seen it happen as she had held  the  line  at  the  edge  of  it.  She  had  sent  people  to  hold  their  flank  to prevent the monsters from outmaneuvering them, but now she saw only death and destruction. 

A massive number of enemy soldiers had widened the gap and pushed through, separating the sects’ battle lines in two. And now they were dead—

so  many  of  them  that  her  Death  Sense  was  nearly  overwhelmed.  It  was almost distracting the insights that her perk provided; it was as if there were holes where there was supposed to be more death, but she didn’t dwell or try to understand the strange sensation. There were hundreds of thousands gone

—she  could  tell  because  of  how  powerful  she  was  now.  Her  Death Empowerment filled her with power to rival anyone on the field of battle at the moment. 

A maelstrom of black-and-green spears forged out of Qi was flying in all  directions,  so  dense  that  it  was  hard  to  see  beyond  them.  Some  would impact a monster and explode, while others would pierce a monster and then continue,  flying  through  the  air  and  piercing  even  more.  There  were  tens  of thousands  of  them,  and  each  was  controlled  expertly  with  a  precision  that boggled the mind. 

In  the  center  of  it  all  stood  a  familiar  woman,  though  changed.  She

was floating on a slim disk made from her Qi, and appeared to be larger than usual, but not overtly so. Two sets of horns rose from her head, framing her black hair, and even from this distance Nayra could see her eyes blazing with green fire. Her hands were spread to her sides, her fingers moving as if she was playing an instrument—one that brought only death to everything around her. 

Selia  Jhan-Ekoa  was  a  beacon  shining  from  within  a  slightly  purple haze that covered that part of the battlefield. But there was another, or rather two  others,  perceptible  as  rippling  shapes  whose  existence  could  only  be noticed  by  the  effects  they  left  on  the  areas  they  passed  through.  Nayra looked  at  one  of  the  large  ripples  moving  through  the  monster  army  on  the ground, seeing that there was no clear shape, but rather just a black distortion that shook and twisted with every moment. Half a dozen black orbs streaked with violet and silver floated around it, following it closely. 

The monsters on the ground were simply dying. There were no flashy techniques.  There  was  nothing  to  be  seen  at  all.  Invisible  beams  cut  the monsters in half—regardless of size or type, nothing mattered. The shape was fast,  and  it  left  destruction  everywhere  it  went.  The  air  burst  around  it  with every movement it made, and the ground dented and rolled with every step, cracking and swallowing unfortunate monsters in its wake. 

Every  now  and  then,  Nayra  would  see  a  wave  of  monsters  try  to overwhelm him, but then they would just disintegrate in a spherical motion, as  if  something  was  spreading  from  him.  She  knew  it  as  the  {Final  End}

technique, even though she couldn’t see anything aside from aftereffects. 

The  two  of  them  went  through  the  monster  army  like  a  storm,  like forces  of  nature  unbound  by  any  other  power.  The  level  of  destruction  they wrought  was  on  the  levels  of  what  she  had  witnessed  before  when  the Emperor  destroyed  the  Jewel  of  the  Empire,  when  he  and  her  mother  had fought  against  the  unending  army  of  the  monsters  in  the  desert.  They  were wrecking a third of the enemy army all by themselves. 

And so, she could feel the tide turn. The monsters were pulling back from the other fronts, gathering in front of the two of them, trying to control

the storm. 

Nayra  turned  her  attention  back  to  her  lines  beneath  her  as  they pushed  the  monsters  back.  With  a  beat  of  her  wings  and  a  Valkyrie’s Descent,   she  came  down  on  the  enemy  and  continued  to  push  the  monsters back. 




*  *  *

 

Eratemus  strafed  across  the  enemy  line  with  his  dragon  mount, spewing flame all the way. He had managed to delay the enemy long enough for the sects to recover, but then something had changed. 

He  flew  higher  and  looked  on  the  opposite  side  of  the  city,  where  a massive  concentration  of  the  enemy  forces  was  being  demolished  by  two people  he  recognized.  The  enemy  was  pulling  forces  from  all  fronts  in response to losing so many of them there. 

Yet  his  experience  told  him  that  something  wasn’t  quite  right.  He flew  over  the  shaking  city,  and  beneath  the  battle  that  raged  in  the  sky, observing the entire field. It seemed like they were winning, at least outside of the city, but the battle still raged inside of it. 

Eratemus  pulled  formations  out  of  his  storage.  These  were  sensory and scanning formations, which required a lot of his Qi—Qi that he couldn’t easily restore in this vessel—and still he spent it. 

One  of  his  formations  returned  a  ping  that  was…strange.  Eratemus turned  his  eyes  in  the  direction  the  formation  pointed  and  saw  nothingness; there was only empty land beyond the fighting. He used more formations, but none  of  them  returned  anything.  The  one  that  indicated  something  was  a formation that was supposed to detect stealthed individuals, and the ping that it returned could only be described as odd. The directional source of the ping was too wide, spanning kilometers. 

It  could  be  a  mistake,  but  Eratemus  ordered  his  dragon  in  that direction.  He  flew  over  the  battle  and  moved  away  from  it.  He  approached

the empty hills and plains, and now his other formations started to pick up on things. He frowned, but then there was a shimmering as if something passed over him, and the expanse changed. What had been empty land and skies had turned into something far different. 

Monsters were marching—there was a second army. At its head was a General that was familiar to him, the one that had led the charge through the portal in the Tournament City. 

It was the General that had fought Yirrel. 

Eratemus  turned  around,  heading  back  to  the  battlefields,  flying  as fast as he could as flying Generals pursued him. The battle wasn’t won yet. 

Chapter One Hundred Fifteen — Presence of the Eternal Hunters



Selia saw Eratemus fly away with his dragon, and then saw him start his  return  as  another  army  of  monsters  and  Generals  appeared—one  just  as large as the one that they had nearly defeated. She had about half of her Qi reserves left, but her techniques were far less Qi intensive, and the rest of her power  relied  on  her  Class.  She  knew  that  Ryun  was  near  to  depleting  his core,  and  with  that  army  coming  down  on  them,  they  were  going  to  need everything they had. 

She saw a group of Generals split off and head to the battle in the sky, including  a  towering  General  that  she  remembered  from  the  Tournament City. It raised his limbs, and the tendrils on their ends curled into a point. A moment  later,  he  fired  at  her  from  a  great  distance.  Selia  quickly  used  her Mind Construct perk, burning through three of its six daily uses. From her imagination, she created three layered shields in front of her. With a thought, she copied them with [True Copy Construct] and repeated the ability. She filled  the  space  between  her  and  the  attack  with  nine  shields,  then  cast Construct  Durability  followed  by  Greater  Reinforce  on  the  last  three shields. 

Two  black  beams  as  wide  as  she  was  tall  hit  the  first  shield  and obliterated it. The second followed quickly after, as did the third and fourth. 

Selia’s eyes widened as she felt them collapse; her mind was firing at speeds fast  enough  to  take  all  the  information  in,  but  even  with  all  her  stats  she wasn’t fast enough to move out of the way. Her platform began moving, but the beam punched through another four shields and hit the last one. 

It  held  for  just  a  split  moment,  long  enough  for  her  to  cast  another with  her  Ethereal  Construct.  She  shaped  a  new  shield  directly  from  her imagination,  and  while  the  beams  hit  and  cracked  it,  it  held  for  a  moment more—then  it,  too,  exploded  into  pieces,  and  the  edge  of  the  beam  hit  her, and  her  arm  was  obliterated  in  an  instant.  She  tumbled  from  her  flight  disk

and fell. The pain made her foggy, and she felt her other side take a part of it, clearing  up  her  confusion  nearly  instantly.  She  crafted  another  disk  and caught  herself  in  the  air.  She  splashed  a  quick-acting  health  potion  over  the stump of her arm, and the skin closed over her elbow—there would be time to regrow it later. 

She  looked  ahead,  but  she  already  knew  what  was  happening.  Ryun had attacked the General the moment it had fired on her. She saw the General taking a step back as Ryun fired a dozen of his {Twilight Cutting Flicker} at it.  It  didn’t  fall  apart  into  pieces,  but  instead  shallow  cuts  opened  up  on  its body that closed up just as quickly. 

Selia focused and sent spears flying in the General’s direction. They hit and barely penetrated the skin, but she still detonated them. Green flames exploded over it, forcing it back again, and then attacks from the new army came  in  a  wave.  Everything  fired  on  her  and  Ryun,  and  she  was  forced  to defend and attack at the same time. While there were a lot of them, that was a double-edged  sword.  With  every  moment,  more  of  them  came  into  their range, and that only made them stronger. 




*  *  *

 

As  Ryun  depleted  his  Qi  by  attacking  the  General,  his  avatar  leapt into  the  newly  arrived  forces  and  then  unleashed  a  powerful  {Final  End}, making  a  small  dent  in  their  numbers  as  it  depleted  its  own  supply  and dissolved  into  nothing.  Selia  and  him  had  wrecked  the  first  army,  the remnants of which were running away now, trying to rejoin the newly arrived forces as the sects pursued them. 

But the arrival of a fresh force was not going to go well for them. The sects had been fighting for a while, and most were probably spent. Ryun and Selia came to the same conclusion and moved forward, ahead of their forces, and  jumped  into  the  enemy  front  line.  Mid  jump,  Ryun  consumed  the Essence inside his core to fully replenish his Qi. 

The  General  recovered  and  turned  his  attention  on  Selia  in  the  sky again. She defended and moved out of the way. Their bond told her when the General prepared an attack as Ryun focused his sense on it. He landed in the middle  of  the  enemy  army,  and  fired  from  his  technique  orbs,  cutting  down hundreds around him. 

Then,  before  he  could  react,  something  hit  him  faster  than  anything before had. His armor was sliced through, and his body cut in half. A second cut took him across the shoulder as he pushed himself from the ground with his front two feet. He lost a hand instead of his head, and quickly regenerated it. His sense told him that there was a disturbance around him, but he could barely catch it. Spears fell from the sky all around him as he quickly pushed most of his stats into vitality and focused on his skill to regenerate. His body flowed out of the remainder of his body as the spears hit the ground around him, and many detonated, filling everything around him with Selia’s burning Qi.  His  sense,  and  now  his  eyes,  saw  the  disturbance,  and  he  channeled  his Qi. 

The  {Field  of  Twilight’s  Calm}  spread  around  him,  his  intent focused on deleting kinetic energy. The fast-moving enemy hit his field and was slowed, but not stopped—it was still a blur. 

Ryun threw out his Field of a Thousand Cuts. The monster blurred through  Ryun’s  technique,  and  the  space  tore.  He  sensed  hits,  and  the  blur veered off, its attack glancing off Ryun’s back and yet still opening up a cut half a meter deep. 

Ryun  attacked  with  his  orbs,  firing  after  the  monster.  He  hit,  and  it crashed into the ground. He grimaced, then threw what was left of his armor into his storage as he healed and pulled out another copy of it. 

A buzzing sound filled Ryun’s ears and he turned to see the monster that  had  attacked  him.  It  was  smaller  than  he  was  in  his  Evolved  Form,  but only  just.  It  had  four  insect-like  wings  that  moved  so  fast  that  they  were distorting space around them. Its head was an oval, covered in pustules, with no eyes, or not any that Ryun’s sight could see. Around the back of its head were  tendrils  that  moved  on  their  own  as  if  they  were  snakes.  Its  body  was

elongated, and asymmetrical. It had two arms, both ending in wickedly long and  obviously  sharp  scythes,  like  those  of  a  mantis.  It  had  a  dozen  legs,  all sticking out at different angles from the bottom of its body. It was covered in chitin that was rough to his senses. 

It was a General. 

It tilted its head and disappeared, moving too fast for Ryun’s eyes to follow.  His  |Divided  Mind|  worked  overtime,  thinking  on  what  to  do.  His sense could detect it and would probably be far more effective if he narrowed it down, but that would leave Selia without being able to sense the monsters that were flying around her, including the attacks of the General that she was even now evading. Through their bond he knew that she could see it; |True Sight|  and  |Target  Tracking|  would  help,  but  she  couldn’t  look  down  for long enough without stopping her attacks. They were fully surrounded by the swarm of monsters now, a dome of fliers being above them. 

Together,  they  acted,  their  bond  deepening  with  how  they  covered each other, how they fought in unison, as one. It was now singing in both of their  minds,  approaching  what  they  had  when  they  had  accomplished  their great  work,  then  pushing  beyond  even  that.  The  intensity  of  combat,  of fighting, pushed them farther. This was where they belonged. He charged his Qi in an instant, his intent deep and unyielding, and he narrowed his aura. 

The  monster  blurred  in  his  direction  and  Ryun  unleashed  a  {Final End}.  A  sphere  of  pitch  black  expanded  out  of  him,  consuming  every Essence  in  its  way.  The  ground  beneath  him  disappeared,  the  air  followed, and then it hit the monster. It changed direction, then passed through the edge of  his  attack  and  out  before  crashing  into  the  ground  and  splattering  the monsters in its path. 

Ryun  shaped  platforms  beneath  himself  and  turned.  He  saw  the General’s  wings—they  were  damaged,  but  still  whole,  whereas  its  legs  had been eaten through. It still lived, even after he had burned nearly a third of his Qi  to  destroy  everything  around  it.  It  was  easier  to  focus  his  intent  on everything  rather  than  just  on  its  body,  as  he  didn’t  know  what  kind  of Essence that chitin it was covered with was. 

Recovering,  it  turned  in  his  direction  and  flew  even  faster.  Ryun dashed  away  with  |Pouncing  Rush|  but  still  it  savaged  the  armor  over  his side, opening up a wound. 

He grimaced and shaped techniques, firing everything he had to stop and  kill  it.  As  he  worked,  a  slow  song  built  inside  him  as  the  bond  of  the Twin Aspects of Death pulsed. 




*  *  *

 

Selia  evaded  the  attacks  from  the  General  as  she  kept  the  monster both  in  the  air  and  the  ground,  away  from  Ryun.  Every  now  and  then,  she would get the chance to look down and see the monster buzzing around him for  long  enough  to  send  spears  flying  in  its  way.  She  hit  it  at  one  such moment,  and  immediately  exploded  the  spear  that  bounced  off  its  chitin.  It rocked  the  General  for  long  enough  that  Ryun  managed  to  trap  it  in  a  field that robbed it of its kinetic energy, then jump on it and bring it to the ground. 

Before she could see how that ended, another attack from the ground forced her to look away. Through the bond she knew that the monster had cut Ryun’s  stomach  open  and  then  wiggled  its  way  out  of  his  jaws  and  claws. 

She evaded in the air, and a flying monster got past her perimeter of spears. It slammed into her, carrying her away from her platform. 

She  pulled  back  her  fist,  then  slammed  it  in  its  side  with  a  {Pulsing Impact}.  Its  body  exploded  in  gore,  her  stats  too  high  for  such  a  weak monster, and then she created another platform just as the General had her in its sights. 

The  bond  was  singing  in  her  ears  now.  It  was  a  song  of  woe,  of sorrow and sadness. It was…familiar to her. It wanted something from them, but they were not what it was looking for. 

She  remembered  the  dream-memory  she  had,  of  a  being  that  had wanted a friend, that had split itself in half. She and Ryun were not that. They lived in a very different world, and they already had each other, just as they

had others, too. 

And yet, there was something else in the bond. It was not connection of  the  mind  alone…what  Ryun  had  given  her  was  so  much  more.  She  was starting  to  understand  now—they  were  starting  to  understand.  As  the  bond deepened, she realized that a part of Ryun’s mind was holding it together so as to keep it from overwhelming them. So many things were happening. They were both experiencing so much. 

As  her  eyes  saw  the  General  begin  its  attack,  they  saw  a  dragon swooping in on it, carrying an undead covered in objects that thrummed with power.  She  watched  its  attack  miss  her  as  the  fire  from  the  dragon  made  it stumble. She was fighting still on pure instinct now, almost without guiding her actions. Her spears multiplied as she cast abilities, perks, and techniques, using  her  will  to  move  them  and  fill  them  with  specific  techniques  that penetrated deep within the monsters. Nevertheless, she was being pressed, as monsters broke through her perimeter, attacking her directly. Her armor held, but it wouldn’t for long. 

On the ground, Ryun was getting cut up, the General too fast for him to follow without sacrificing their sense of the entire battle. They understood these things as clarity blossomed. They had not been given a simple perk, but rather  had  taken  into  themselves  pieces  of  something  greater.  They  had become  that  something  greater,  and  the  Eternal  Hunters  were  not  what  the two  of  them  before  taking  that  power  for  themselves  were.  The  Eternal Hunters were two pieces of one whole—and now, so were Ryun and Selia. 

The  perk  was  pushing  inside  of  them,  expanding,  taking  over everything, and they let it. 

Their  auras  pulsed  once,  and  the  mixing  of  colors  deepened.  What was once red and blue creating something else became a true color. 

Inside their minds and bodies, the song reached a crescendo. 



Presence of the Eternal Hunters

 

*  *  *

 

There was once a pale being with great power, who was very lonely. 

All  things  had  to  meet  them,  and  so  they  shunned  them.  At  long  last,  they took their scythe and split themselves in half, so that they would always have a friend. 




*  *  *

 

Sometimes, things that were rent asunder could be put back together, changed  as  it  might  be  after  its  reforming.  The  Twin  Aspect  of  True  Death was not what it once was. Ryun had changed the Hunter as Selia had changed the Scythe. They were not two pieces of one whole, and yet they had taken into them pieces that had been. 

It happened in an instant, and it was as if the entire world opened up for them. 

The General blurred around Ryun, cutting at his armor and body, and then, they were one in more than just mind. They stopped for a moment, and then sprang into action. 

They focused on Ryun’s armor; it was created by Bright Star, and it was part of Ryun, and therefore it was part of them. 



Greater Reinforce

Improve

 

The General hit the armor and scratched it instead of cutting through. 

With  |True  Sight|  and  |Target  Tracking|,  the  Hunter’s  eyes  could  see  it clearly now. 



Mind Construct

 

A  box  with  thick  walls,  reminiscent  of  their  old  Void  Walls,  sprang into  being  around  them  and  the  General,  trapping  one  half  and  the  monster inside.  Qi  moved  through  the  Hunter’s  half’s  channels  as  they  pushed  the stats into that body’s wisdom: a technique that bore the name of {Goddess of Sanguine  Flame},  but  the  name  was  unimportant.  It  could  change.  What mattered  was  the  intent  of  the  technique.  Perhaps  the  name  {God  of Oblivion}  was  more  apt;  they  hadn’t  decided  yet.  Oblivion  pulsed  through their body, skyrocketing their wisdom, strengthening the intent. 

A  moment  later,  a  fully  charged  {Final  End}  exploded  out  of  them. 

The General was trapped inside the prison of their making, just as the blast of Oblivion hit the General and consumed it whole. 

At  the  same  time,  up  in  the  sky,  they  pointed  their  hand  to  the  side without looking. {Twilight Flickering Cut} shot out of two of the Scythe’s fingers, a thin bar of green and black flame—not as fast as Oblivion, but just as powerful. They swiped across the sky and cut hundreds of monsters down. 

The prison on the ground cracked as the Hunter left it. Together, they turned on the other General and its battle against the dragon. With their sense, they felt more Generals coming. 

But now they were one, and they were not afraid. 

Chapter One Hundred Sixteen — The Master of Death



The  General  attacked  and  Eratemus’s  formations  glowed  as  a  shield formed around him and his dragon. Eratemus strafed around the General, his mount  spewing  blue  flames  even  as  its  black  beam  fired  straight  up  at  him. 

His shield refracted the beam around its surface instead of just blocking it. He wasn’t certain even his most powerful defenses could survive it for long, and so instead he used it. 

The beam fractured into a hundred smaller ones and he guided them with his formations, cutting up the monsters trying to attack his rear. His fire had turned the ground to glass. The monsters around the General were dead, and  the  rest  were  making  a  large  circle  around  them,  leaving  Eratemus  to their General as they moved to hit the sects. 

He knew that Ryun and Selia were behind him somewhere, fighting. 

They had done incredibly well; they had devastated an entire army, and they were going to do the same to this one, most likely. Regardless, they were just two people, and this army was large. They couldn’t hit them fast enough to hold  the  tide  all  by  themselves,  even  if  they  could  prevail  against  it  in  the end. The enemy line stretched across the valley, and the remainder of the first army had joined it by now. They were about to hit the sects again. 

The  beam  cut  off,  and  so  did  his  dragon’s  fire.  He  pulled  out formations and threw  them to the  side. They glowed  and activated, creating blade constructs of Air Qi that spun and swooped down on the General. They hit his tough skin and broke against it. 

The General raised a hand, then spread his tendrils and stabbed them into the ground. A dark energy pulsed out of his hand into the earth, and then tendrils  exploded  out  of  it.  They  were  black  and  misting,  resembling  the tendrils of will that Hastur used against them. First there were a dozen, then twice that, and then double that again. Eratemus dove as one of the mountain-tall tendrils made to grab him. His mount beat its wings, weaving in between

the tendrils reaching for him. 

He pointed his hand and fired [Greater Deathbolt] at one of them. It hit the tendril and made it twist, but it didn’t stop moving. He grimaced; the life of that thing was so alien, so different than what his power was opposed to, that it made fighting them harder for him. 

With  {Will  Construct  Creation},  his  Qi  supply  dipped,  and  two more dragons appeared next to him, shaped out of Qi. They dove and collided with tendrils, claws ripping and jaws tearing. They broke them to pieces, then moved to the others. 

The General spread his arms, and a wave of dark energy exploded out of  him.  It  destroyed  his  dragons,  and  hit  his  shield.  His  formation  flashed, then  cracked  as  the  shield  was  overwhelmed,  an  area  attack  being  much harder to divert. The energy washed over him and he felt the Death Qi inside of his dragon wither. It started to tumble toward the ground, the body nothing but  dead  flesh.  Eratemus  put  his  hand  on  it  and  poured  Death  Qi  from  his core  into  it.  The  formations  he  had  etched  into  its  flesh  and  bones  flickered back to life as the undead dragon woke up. 

It  beat  its  wings  slowing  their  descent,  but  they  still  crashed  down hard. Eratemus grimaced, but managed to hold on to his seat. 

Immediately, he noticed a tendril coming down on him, faster than he could react. 

Spears  stabbed  into  it,  then  exploded,  ripping  the  tendril  to  pieces. 

The  General  that  had  moved  in  Eratemus’s  way  staggered  back  as  a  wound was opened up on its chest, made by invisible Qi. 

Eratemus glanced back and saw Ryun in his Evolved Form land next to  him.  His  form  flickered  constantly,  the  Qi  distorting  his  visage.  Above him, Selia floated on a construct of Qi. 

 “I’ll  take  him  and  the  army.  The  sects  need  aid,”   they  both  said simultaneously. Their voices were mixing, and reverberating through the air so  much  that  it  made  his  head  go  blank  for  a  moment.  Their  voices  echoed unnaturally,  as  if  they  both  spoke  from  both  of  their  mouths,  both  voices

coming from two places at once. There was a gravity and certainty in those voices  that  Eratemus  hadn’t  heard  before,  and  something…that  called  to  a part of him. 

He  shook  his  head,  then  looked  at  them  as  Selia  gestured.  The  sky turned  dark.  A  shadow  had  been  cast  over  the  valley  as  it  was  filled  with objects—spears  and  swords,  maces  and  axes,  constructs  all.  The  General turned his attention on them, and Eratemus nodded. 

“Be safe,” he told them, even though there was no safety to be found in battle. 

 “I will,”  they spoke at the same time. 

Eratemus turned his dragon. He took to the sky and had it spew fire at the monsters trying to attack them. As he flew away, he saw the objects start to fall and Ryun leap at the General. As he turned his attention to the sects, he saw that a part of the enemy army had gone around Ryun and Selia, pushing the lines back again. 

Eratemus flew over the city and saw the battle taking place there. The palace  had  turned  to  molten  slag  and  Erdania  was  towering  over  buildings, swinging her staff at a glowing barrier of light. He looked back at the sects, sensing  his  Death  Knights  as  they  fought,  trying  to  hold  back  the  tide  of monsters.  The  sects  were  spent,  their  strongest  having  burned  their  greatest perks already. 

He looked down and saw so much death. The bodies of the sects and monsters  were  everywhere.  Mounds  of  bodies  had  formed,  so  much  so  that the sects were even using some as makeshift walls. The ground was dark with blood  as  they  were  fought  in  the  mud.  They  were  losing,  dying,  with  every moment that passed. 

Eratemus closed his eyes. The sects were not his peoples. He  had no people—he stood alone, trying to keep the fragile peace, trying to prevent the mistakes  of  the  past  repeating  themselves.  Often,  he  wasn’t  successful,  but for every failure, he had successes. They’d had years of peace. 

He was a necromancer, or at least that was what they called him. He

had  done  so  much  to  make  sure  that  necromancers  weren’t  hated,  despite  it being  so  easy  to  hate  them.  Necromancers  were  dangerous;  he  had  hunted down hundreds of those who had tried to carve a path of death through this world. He was the reason why necromancers were not as reviled as murderers and monsters. 

And it was because he kept himself contained, to his small territories, contained  to  raising  only  the  dead  bought  or  granted  to  him,  restraining himself.  He  made  pieces  of  art  out  of  the  dead,  with  each  undead  he  raised carved up with formations of his own make. They were stronger, better than they  were  in  life.  He  looked  ahead,  and  saw  Ryun  and  Selia  fighting  in  the middle of the enemy army. 

He  remembered  them  coming  on  the  mission  to  kill  Hastur, remembered  how,  even  though  everyone  had  their  own  reasons,  in  the  end, they were there. And now they were here—here, where people all around him were fighting so far from their homes to keep everyone else safe, even those who perhaps didn’t deserve it. 

He landed his dragon and stepped down from the saddle into the mud soaked  with  blood.  The  healers  stationed  with  guards  protecting  them  made to rush over to him, but he raised his hand, forestalling them. 

He pulled out a formation, a large disk platform glowing with golden etchings. He placed it on the ground, then stepped on top of it. He pointed a hand to the sky and used Formation of Death. A plate appeared in his hand and pulled all of the Death Essence forming in the field of battle around him to surge into it. A maelstrom of black and blue, it entered the formation, and he channeled it down through his body into the platform. 

With an effort of will and Qi, he activated it. 

The vessel he held withered as fuel, as all the formations he had laid in it were consumed by the platform. Power shook the world around him, and then his soul detached. It remained above the platform as the power rose to a high note. Then, the remains of the vessel twisted away, and something else appeared in its place. His soul slid into it, and he felt…more comfortable than he  ever  could  be.  His  body,  his  real  body,  straightened,  and  he  opened  his

eyes.  Death  and  Soul  Essence  thrummed  inside  his  core.  It  had  been  more than eight hundred years since he had moved his real body out of the heart of his  territory.  He  had  improved  it,  provided  it  with  hundreds  of  years  of layered formations on the flesh and bones, along with alchemical solutions to improve  the  liquid  that  flowed  through  his  veins,  moved  by  will  and  death, not a beating heart. 

He  triggered  his  formations,  and  his  skin  brightened  up  with  light. 

Gold and blue etchings began to glow out of from beneath his pale skin. 

People  around  him  stared,  but  he  didn’t  pay  them  any  heed.  He mounted his dragon and moved up into the air, then flew over the battle. 

With  an  effort  of  will,  he  shaped  techniques  as  fast  as  he  could.  He pushed Qi out of his body, and flooded the battlefield. He saw the sects falter, he  saw  them  try  to  pull  back  from  so  much  Death,  but  he  wasn’t  targeting them. His Qi entered the dead. 

{Harvest Death and Bone}

The entire valley shook as the dead tumbled through the air. The dead monsters tore themselves to pieces as bones flew out of their dead flesh. By his  will  and  {Bone  Shaping},   he  crafted  titans  of  bone  and  death,  towering monstrosities  equal  to  the  enemy  Generals.  With  {Field  of  the  Dead},  the fallen  of  the  sects  rose  again.  Undead,  mindless,  his  will  pointed  them  in  a direction, and he unleashed them on the enemy. 

He  pointed  at  the  pile  of  bones,  made  up  of  monsters  and  sect warriors  unlucky  to  have  been  too  damaged  to  be  raised  properly.  He  cast Raise  Greater  Bone  Behemoth,  and  the  bones  fused  together,  creating  a massive  monstrosity  of  thick  bone  plates  with  empty  eye  sockets  glowing with an eerie blue fire. 

He flew over his army as it smashed into the enemy. As titans tore the earth  and  the  monsters,  as  his  behemoth  leapt  and  crashed  into  a  towering General,  its  fists  with  spikes  on  ends,  stabbing  into  the  monster’s  flesh,  as undead  soldiers  stabbed  and  killed  monsters,  not  caring  for  their  own bodies…the sects didn’t hesitate before following behind him. 

Eratemus focused and stretched his will across his undead, then used Greater  Empower  Undead,  making  them  stronger,  faster,  better.  These were  the  weakest  of  the  undead,  being  nothing  like  his  core  armies.  These were  the  expendable  raised  forces,  unchanged  by  his  formations,  but nevertheless,  these  were  the  dead  of  the  sects,  many  of  whom  had  true bodies. As his army started to roll over the enemy, he kept spilling his Qi into the field, kept using his techniques—and with every fallen on either side, his army grew. 

He moved bones, shaping them into formations with {Bone Shaping}

and |Perfect Engraving: My Touch, Memory of Opus|,  carving them from a  distance.  He  created  cannons  of  bones  that  worked  for  only  a  single  shot, but  he  made  them  all  count—each  decimated  the  enemy  ranks.  He  carved formations that protected the lines of sects as they took down a General. He fought with all of his power, for the first time in too long. 

Then, he let out his Domain: Field of Bones and Souls,  transforming the  already  grim  battlefield  into  a  desolate  land  filled  with  the  bones  and souls of those he had slain. 

Then, he unleashed them on the enemy that had caused so much death and destruction. 

Nothing  could  stand  in  his  way  now,  for  Eratemus  was  HE  WHO

CRAFTS UNDER THE EMBRACE OF DEATH. 

Chapter One Hundred Seventeen— Pressure The  mass  of  tendrils  collided  with  her  and  wrapped  around  her  four wings, then started to squeeze. The General was strong; she felt the bones in one of her wings crack, and she screamed. She had been taken off guard, and she couldn’t use her Sky-related techniques to tear it away without taking her wings  with  it,  as  its  grip  was  too  strong.  She  had  hit  it  with  a  Bond  Qi technique before and had done little damage. It was resistant. 

She dismissed her Evolved Form, her body shrinking back down. The General moved immediately, trying to catch her again and squeeze her small body to death. 

With |Mine Are The Winds, And The Sky| she ordered the wind to carry her out of its grasp. The current caught her wings, pushing her away as the  mass  of  tendrils  reached  out  for  her.  Not  even  the  wind  would  be  fast enough,  she  could  tell.  She  reached  out  with  her  hand  and  pulled  out  her awakened weapon. 

Cloud Walker manifested as if born of clouds. She gripped the haft tightly  and  used  Cloud  Step.  Her  body  turned  into  a  mist-like  substance  as she  surged  to  the  side,  the  tendrils  trying  to  grab  hold  but  simply  passing through  her.  She  reformed  to  the  side,  Qi  already  moving  through  her conduits. 

With a beat of her wings she surged forward, then stabbed the spear into  the  General’s  side.  She  channeled  the  technique  through  the  weapon, pushing  her  Sky  Qi  through  it  and  into  the  General’s  body.  Then,  she triggered  {Empty  Detonation}.  The  Sky  Qi  expanded  inside  of  it,  and  a chunk of its body exploded. The blast carried her back, and she let it. 

Still,  the  General  was  massive,  and  while  its  tendrils  lashed  out widely, it was not dead. 

“It was a shallow stab,” Cloud Walker said, and Tali grimaced. 

“I told you; I don’t fight with weapons,”  Tali responded. 

Cloud Walker was right. If she had stabbed deeper, or someplace else, she  could’ve  done  significantly  more  damage.  Cloud  Walker  could  let  her channel  her  powers  through  it,  as  well  as  let  her  use  Cloud  Step,  but  it couldn’t make her better at fighting with a weapon. 

She  didn’t  have  a  lot  of  time  to  contemplate.  She  flew  around  the General, charging techniques and then unleashing them around it. She threw out two {Tempestuous Sky} techniques  around  it,  one  with  Sky  Qi  and  the other with Bond Qi. 

The  area  around  the  General  filled  with  a  tempest  of  Qi.  The  Sky trembled as the wind and clouds assaulted it, while her Bond Qi attempted to tear  it  apart.  It  was  resisting,  but  she  could  see  that  it  was  weakening.  She flew in her smaller form, to make herself a more difficult target. The General flew after her, and she kept attacking it, slowly chipping away at it. 

She  didn’t  even  remember  how  many  Generals  she  had  fought,  but she  felt  the  tiredness  rising  within  her.  Her  Qi  supplies  would  soon  reach dangerous levels, and her willpower was on its last legs. 

Then,  finally,  she  felt  her  Bond  Qi  find  purchase,  and  lines  started opening  up  in  the  monster’s  body,  black  ichor-like  blood  seeping  from  it  in large deluge. 

She  flew  above  it,  changed  back  into  her  Evolved  Form,  and  then dove.  She  screeched  as  she  slammed  into  it  through  a  wound  and  into  its body, and then she unleashed a massive {Empty World} with Sky Qi. 

The  General  burst  apart  from  the  inside,  and  the  Sky  around  her cracked  as  everything  was  pushed  away,  along  with  pieces  of  its  body.  The smaller  monsters  burst  into  showers  of  blood  as  they  were  hit  by  the  blast. 

Clouds and wind expanded outward, and the stronger monsters were thrown away with such force that their bones cracked. 

The  dark  and  cloudy  sky  around  her  was  suddenly  empty  and  clear, giving her a moment to look around and see the situation around her. 

A  battle  was  taking  place  beneath  her.  Airships  and  fortresses  were fighting swarms of monsters and Generals, filling the air with so much chaos

that she couldn’t even see the ground. She saw a fortress get swarmed, and an airship  on  fire  tumbling  down  and  crashing  into  another.  Sect  fliers  were being gorged on by the monsters—a warrior was caught by two and then torn in half as they fought over them. 

Soon  afterward,  out  of  the  edge  of  the  clouds  that  she  had  pushed away,  a  new  monster  burst  out.  The  curtain  of  the  clouds  bulged,  and  then was pushed away as a giant General appeared. 

Behind it followed another army. 

She felt her heart sink as she saw the monsters exiting the clouds, the new swarms swooping on the forces under her. 

The  massive  General  entered  the  empty  space  around  her.  This  one looked  like  a  flying  whale,  with  a  third  eye  on  the  center  of  its  head.  It glowed and the clouds around them turned red, then scarlet lightning started flashing in the depths of the clouds. She saw it explode in all directions, both her and the army below. 

She didn’t have the time to worry about anyone else as arcs of it came at  her  from  every  direction.  She  entered  her  Ascended  State  again,  then released  {One  Bonded  Sky}.  The  lightning  stopped  before  reaching  her, glowing  points  of  the  attacks  surrounding  her  in  a  perfect  sphere  as  if  they were  hitting  a  translucent  shield,  her  technique  and  her  Qi  keeping  the lightning away. It burned so bright that soon red light was all that she could see.  She  strained,  and  then  the  attack  abated  and  the  lightning  dissipated. 

Tiredly, she looked up and saw the General coming her way, its eyes glowing again and lightning flashing around her once more. 

Then,  before  the  General  could  unleash  its  attack,  a  piece  of  a  red cloud  turned  golden  before  being  set  on  fire.  A  flying  shape  burst  out  of  it and smashed into the General, eliciting a loud whine of pain. 

Tali  saw  the  golden  fire  burning  the  giant  whale’s  side,  and  then lightning  flashed  along  its  surface.  The  golden  shape  flew  away,  lightning chasing  it.  Tal  looked  at  Awirren,  the  Golden  Phoenix,  and  saw  lightning hitting her Evolved Form, her beautiful golden feathers turning dark from the attack. The clouds around her flashed again, as the attack was prepared again. 

All she had to do was wait, and do nothing. 

Instead,  she  reached  inside  of  herself  and  pulled,  manifesting  her Domain: Sky Expanse. 

She  banished  the  clouds,  and  with  them  most  of  the  lightning.  She looked  to  the  side  and  saw  Awirren  glance  at  her.  In  the  clear  sky  of  her domain, they both dove at the General together. 




*  *  *

 

“Now is the time,” Mal said as the flashed into existence just next to him. 

Vesterius  glanced  at  him  as  he  bashed  his  axe  through  a  monster’s head. “What?” 

“The plan, you fool!” Mal said through his teeth as he blinked away from a monster attack, then appeared behind it and touched its skin. Half of its body disappeared as if cleanly cut away. 

“Oh,”  Vesterius  said.  He  looked  back  at  the  battle  around  him,  but there wasn’t much to do on this front at the moment. In the distance he saw a whirling storm of fire and death pushing ahead of the Twilight Melody Sect’s battle  lines.  They  had  been  pushed  hard—even  he  had  known  that  things weren’t  looking  good—and  then  everything  had  changed.  He  hadn’t  been close enough to see what happened, but he could tell that something had hit the monsters, hard. The Sect Leader that was commanding them, Nayra, was a monster, too. Even Vesterius could see that. 

She  stood  ahead  of  the  sect  lines  now,  holding  off  an  entirely  new swarm,  advancing  even  straight  through  them.  She  was  lessening  the  work that  the  rest  of  them  had  to  do.  With  the  undead  walked  among  them,  the battle was as good as won. 

Vesterius loved the fighting, but he had also made a promise. 

“Let’s go,” he said. 

Mal  placed  a  hand  on  his  shoulder,  and  in  a  blink  the  two  of  them

were  somewhere  else.  Vesterius  stumbled  and  caught  on  the  wall,  then looked around and saw that they were in a small secluded corner. He glanced up and saw the shining shield above them. 

“We’re inside,” Mal whispered. “In the courtyard.” 

“You know where we need to go?” Vesterius asked. 

“Of  course,”  Mal  snorted.  “Stand  by.  I  know  that  I  can  get  in undetected,  and  taking  the  thing  out  of  the  vault  will  trigger  defenses.  I’m gonna need your  shout  once they come at us.” 

“How many do you think?” 

Mal leaned and looked around the corner. “They have some taken on the walls, but most are occupied operating the artillery arrays. The rest are in the city or the field.” 

Vesterius grimaced, then hefted his axe. “Lead the way.” 




*  *  *

 

Nayra  moved,  and  the  air  caught  fire.  The  ground  shook  and  the monsters  exploded  merely  from  being  touched  by  her.  The  Death  filled  the battlefield in an amount that she had never experienced before. She couldn’t quite  control  herself;  her  stats  were  so  high  that  a  step  would  take  her leagues. She was ahead of the sect army now, ahead of the undead army that was  charging  across  the  blood-soaked  land.  She  hadn’t  intended  to  do  that, but  she  had  somehow  just  found  herself  here,  in  the  middle  of  the  enemy forces. 

A  General  came  at  her,  moving  faster  than  even  the  eye  could  see. 

She  sensed  it  through  her  Battle  Trance  and  Battle  Knowledge,  and anticipated its arrival and attack. Goddess  of  Speed  and  she  sidestepped  its attack, its blades carving into the ground where she had stood just a moment before.  Her  follow-up  was  a  thrust  with  her  spear.  She  stabbed  it  with  such force and power that its entire body burst into black mist, its blood and flesh boiling and disintegrating in equal measure. The mist was carried away by a

blast  of  broken  air  and  carving  of  the  earth  beneath,  making  a  wave  that crushed  and  destroyed  monsters  in  the  line  behind  her  thrust  for  kilometers ahead  until  it  hit  a  hill  on  the  other  side  of  the  battlefield,  leaving  it  to explode in a shower of earth and stone. 

She  turned  her  attention  back  ahead  of  her  and  looked  at  the  great battle  ahead,  where  Ryun  and  Selia  were  destroying  their  enemy.  The monsters  had  gathered  around  them,  but  she  saw  a  dozen  Generals  attack them,  increasing  the  pressure  on  the  two  of  them.  She  activated  Valkyrie’s Swiftness, and then she charged ahead. Her form shrouded in dawnfire, her wings spread out on her back. She beat them and flew with her shield in front of her, keeping close to the ground. 

She  went  through  all  monsters  in  her  way,  carving  a  blazing  path through the army as she made her way to join the two fighting in the distance. 

As Death filled her, she knew it was time that they ended this. 

Chapter One Hundred Eighteen— Loss The  Elder  King  stood  on  top  of  a  tower,  a  barrier  surrounding  and protecting  him  as  the  fight  against  the  taken  went  on  before  him.  Erdania, Hitor,  and  Velorn  Thorntail  were  fighting  in  the  city,  destroying  it  in  the process.  Three  of  Yirrel’s  fighters  were  dead;  Hitor  had  killed  one,  and Erdania  and  Velorn  had  managed  to  kill  the  other  two.  The  ones  that remained were the Mountain Piercer, Vergal Highmight, a minotaur who was surprisingly evasive, and Minea Leoas, the River Witch. 

The fight had stalled, Erdania could tell. Yirrel’s defensive buffs were still  active  across  her  entire  force,  but  they  were  stronger  here.  Erdania  was familiar  with  her  power;  the  more  powerful  the  target  was,  the  more  they benefited from her buffs. Both the Mountain Piercer and the River Witch had been High Rankers. 

Hitor  battled  in  the  eastern  side  of  the  city,  black-and-red  molten  Qi flashing in streets filled with enough water to fill a lake. Even Erdania, in her Evolved Form, still had to wade through what was to her ankle-deep water. 

Yirrel stood across from her, her shield and mace raised high, but the Elder  King  was  the  problem.  He  wasn’t  a  fighter,  but  a  king,  and  he  kept doing things to obstruct Erdania and Velorn’s fight. 

Erdania  whirled  her  staff,  deflecting  another  arrow  that  looked  more fit for a ballista. Mountain Piercer could increase the size of his shots, which was annoying—usually, small projectiles weren’t an issue for her. She glared in  the  direction  the  shot  came  from,  but  saw  nothing.  The  man  had  gotten away again. 

Yirrel  charged,  then,  and  the  oppressive  air  that  wanted  to  force Erdania to her knees came again: an attack from the Elder King. 

She gritted her teeth as Yirrel landed on a nearby building, then used her avatar power.  A spectral copy  of Yirrel’s armored  form appeared above her—only  the  torso  and  above  was  copied,  but  that  alone  was  equal  to Erdania’s  size.  The  avatar  swung  and  Erdania  blocked  with  her  staff,  then

again  for  the  following  attack.  They  exchanged  blows,  their  strikes  shaking the  air  and  the  ground.  Windows  shattered  on  what  few  buildings  still remained whole. 

As  they  fought,  Erdania  tried  to  think  of  a  way  to  tilt  the  battle  and break this stalemate. 

Velorn  floated  nearby  on  a  golden  leaf  taken  from  his  holy  tree,  his hands  pointing  in  Yirrel’s  direction.  Roots  exploded  out  of  the  ground beneath  Erdania,  then  wove  into  an  avatar  of  his  own  that  attacked  Yirrel, pushing  her  back.  The  former  Warden  Commander  hit  her  shield  with  her mace, and a blast of force exploded from it, demolishing the building beneath her and pushing Velorn’s avatar back. Erdania moved to take advantage, but another arrow slammed into her side with enough force to send her stumbling into a nearby building which collapsed under her. She grimaced and looked at her  side,  seeing  a  bruise  and  a  trickle  of  blood.  Her  body  was  dense,  even more so with {Goddess of Worldstone} cycling through her body. To even injure her, that attack would’ve blown through nearly anything else. 

She grimaced and turned to stand when something flashed above her. 

An arrow exploded, and a shower of them appeared—then each increased in size  so  much  so  that  they  appeared  to  be  pillars.  They  started  to  fall,  and Erdania  moved  to  get  out  of  the  way,  but  the  Elder  King’s  pressure  hit  her again.  Her  knees  buckled  and  she  dropped  back  to  the  ground.  She  tried  to reach for her skill to evade, but found her willpower suppressed as well. 

As  the  arrows  came  from  above,  she  moved  Qi  and  used  {Inverted Gravity Sphere} along with her Gravity Orb. The arrows hit the sphere of inverted  gravity  and  slowed,  but  their  momentum  was  too  high  to  stop completely. Her orb  pulsed and their  direction shifted slightly,  but it wasn’t enough. 

A  couple  hit  her  back,  driving  her  in  the  ground  as  they  hit  with power enough to destroy mountains. Through the following strikes, most hit and made her groan in pain that shook her bones—but one did more, and she gritted her teeth as she felt one the arrows punch through her shoulder blade. 

Once the rain of arrows was done, she stood, her orb pulsing around

her as she increased the Qi she supplied it to curve the follow-up attacks. She saw  the  Mountain  Piercer  in  the  distance,  and  she  roared  as  she  swung  her staff  and  threw  it  in  his  direction,  rotating  from  end  to  end  aided  with  her

{Wrathful Assault}. She reached back and pulled the arrow out of her flesh. 

They were stalling, trading power for power, and Erdania was sick of it. 

Her  staff  hit  the  general  area  where  her  attacker  hid  and  crashed through  buildings,  collapsing  an  entire  block.  Yirrel  was  occupied  with Velorn  for  the  moment,  the  two  avatars  beating  each  other  to  death,  as  a dragon made out of molten Qi burned a lake of water in the distance. 

Erdania  turned  on  the  Elder  King  and  his  guards,  hiding  behind  the shield that protected him. 

She roared in his direction and charged, trampling through buildings. 

She saw the King’s eyes widen, and everything around her turned against her. 

The  air  left  her  lungs,  the  world  pressed  down  on  her,  and  the  light  bent around her, making her blind as the suppression on her willpower increased. 

But  Erdania  didn’t  need  to  see  or  hear—she  had  enough  spatial awareness to know where he was. She jumped and channeled {Gravity Limit Release}  and  {Goddess  of  Unwavering  Gravity}.  As  she  fell  on  the  Elder King and his shield, she triggered her ideal. 



 —Reflective Harmonization—

  

The gravity around them changed, coming under her rule. The gravity increased tenfold, hundredfold, more, higher and higher as she hit the shield with  all  of  her  Evolved  Form’s  weight,  magnified  by  a  gravitational acceleration far above the norm. 

The shield cracked beneath her, as did everything else. The power that blinded  her  and  took  her  hearing  vanished  and  she  saw  the  Elder  King’s guards flatten in an instant of bloody gore. Their armor sets crushed them as they  turned  into  flattened  disks,  sending  streaks  of  red  bursting  in  all directions. The ground was pushed down. The building they were standing on

turned to rubble and cratered, then deepened, widening more and more until the entire center of the city was nothing but a smooth crater. 

She floated in the center of it, and across from her remained the Elder King,  blood  gushing  from  his  nose  and  spilling  from  his  eyes  and  ears,  but refusing  her  power.  She  changed  the  direction  of  gravity  for  a  moment,  for herself, and pushed her body in his direction—or more like shot it at him. He raised his hand, and she didn’t know what kind of powers he held in reserve; she wasn’t going to let him use it. 

She pulsed her [Inflict Agony] and saw him wince for just a moment, enough  for  her  to  get  within  two  arm-lengths  of  him.  With  both  hands,  she touched  her  chest  and  the  tattoos  carved  into  her  body,  then  triggered  her main formations. 

Before the Elder King could respond, her tattoos flashed and then her body  collapsed  in  on  itself.  The  pain  was  immeasurable.  She  died,  or  her body did at least. All went fuzzy, and then clarity blossomed in her mind, but she felt nothing but the pull of gravity. 




*  *  *

 

Vryull landed on the flying fortress swarmed with monsters. He didn’t even know to whom it belonged; it was of no importance, not anymore. 

The  monsters  attacked  him  immediately  and  he  gestured  with  his staff. A sphere of Void Qi appeared above the group of monsters, no larger than a fist, and a moment later it expanded and consumed them all along with a  piece  of  the  floor.  Vryull  used  his  Influence  Negation  to  carefully  make himself float, and then he moved forward. 

He  saw  dead  sect  warriors  everywhere,  their  bodies  butchered  and torn  to  pieces  in  ghastly  displays  of  carnage.  As  he  moved,  more  monsters noticed his arrival and screeched as they attacked. The Void answered his call as  he  fired  lances  of  it  from  his  staff,  spearing  through  them.  He  made  to enter the fortress, intent on heading deeper and aiding anyone else who still

lived, when he felt the fortress shudder. 

He hesitated, and then flew up in haste. As he rose higher above it, he saw it shake, and then start to fall. The defensive formations winked out and the  fortress  fell.  It  crashed  into  an  airship,  destroying  it  on  its  way  down, where  it  smashed  into  the  battle  below.  Vryull  winced  as  he  saw  defensive powers activate below, only to then be buried beneath the fortress the size of a hill. He hoped that whoever was down there had managed to survive. 

He  looked  around  and  saw  little  more  than  burning  fortresses  and airships. The enemy  reinforcements hit them  hard, and they  were losing the battle in the air. The sky above him was crimson and gold, lightning and fire battling  for  supremacy,  but  whatever  was  happening  there  was  so  far  above him that he couldn’t tell what was happening. 

He  turned  his  attention  back  to  the  monsters  around  him,  and continued  the  fight,  holding  and  trying  to  prevent  the  monsters  from overwhelming them. 

Then, something happened under him—a giant surge of Essence that he felt from so far away. He looked down and saw a black hole, a void, and a whirlwind consuming everything. In the span of a second it pulsed and grew; from his perspective it went from the size of a coin to a fist, then the size of a pond. It pulled everything around it into its gaping maw. With every moment, it grew and grew, consuming everything in its path. 



*  *  *

 

Yirrel stumbled as everything around them suddenly wrenched in the same direction. She saw Velorn’s eyes widen before his leaf turned and took him away from the battle. She frowned as his avatar collapsed, and then she glanced  behind  and  saw  the  reason  he’d  left:  a  black  hole,  rapidly  growing and consuming all in its path. She knew that the Elder King was dead as she felt his powers on her cut off, and then the pull on her intensified. The ground and the air around the hole were pulled into it, spiraling in a wide maelstrom

of debris until they reached the hole and filled it. 

Then the black hole pulsed and started growing. Yirrel felt the pull on her  and  stumbled  in  its  direction,  the  debris  around  her  and  the  body  of Velorn’s  avatar  dragging  across  the  ground,  being  pulled  toward  the  giant hole.  It  pulsed  again  and  engulfed  a  row  of  buildings  around  it,  and  there Yirrel saw Vergal Highmight being pulled in as well. He turned his bow on the  hole  and  fired  his  arrows  at  an  insane  rate,  but  nothing  physical  could harm  that  thing.  His  attacks  were  broken  down  and  joined  into  the  carnage that  spiraled  around  the  black  hole.  His  body  hit  the  outer  edge  and  she watched him break down into a splatter of red that joined the stream. 

It pulsed again, and the light was caught in the spiral too, creating a strange and beautiful effect that painted the spiral white. 

Yirrel  turned  and  jumped,  running  away.  Things  hadn’t  gone according to plan. She had to—

A massive explosion rocked the eastern side of the building. She saw a  massive  dragon,  Hitor,  standing  in  the  middle  of  ruin,  steam  rising  all around him. 

Minea was dead. 

Yirrel  dashed  through  the  streets  until  she  reached  another  of  their hidden teleports. The ground was shaking and buildings cracking and rising in the air, flying in the direction of the black hole, as she finally reached the teleporter and activated it. 

A moment later she was back in her Citadel, trying to think of a way to turn this around. 

Chapter One Hundred Nineteen— Ending

 

The field of battle stretched across the valley, and it engulfed the city

—a  city  so  large  that,  standing  atop  a  wall  tower  forty  meters  high  and looking out to the city’s other side, left an identical tower seeming no taller than a fingernail in the distance. A hill stood beyond the city, and on top of it was  a  large  Citadel,  now  blazing  with  light.  Defensive  fire  streamed  down from  its  five  towers.  In  between  the  city  and  the  Citadel  was  an  army surrounding them, and surrounding that army was yet another. 

The battle was reaching its zenith, as the undead rose and pushed the monsters  away.  For  every  dead  sect  warrior  an  undead  rose,  and  the  dead monsters  became  fuel  for  even  greater  monstrosities  that  pummeled  the towering enemy Generals to pieces with limbs of darkened bones. In the heat of the battle, the people around him did not consider what a display such as this meant. 

But  Repesh  knew.  He  had  long  been  the  Sect  Head  of  the  Midnight Reign  Sect,  and  they  had  necromancers—of  course  they  did,  even  though their sect did not focus on raising the undead but rather turning their bodies into undead themselves. They didn’t practice the branch of necromancy that raised  expendable  armies  out  of  the  dead.  All  necromancers  knew  that  their survival relied on the world not seeing them as a great threat. And now, the first, the greatest necromancer, was showing that power to everyone. 

Repesh didn’t know if he agreed, but he knew that without him they wouldn’t have survived. The necromancer flew on his undead dragon, and his host  slaughtered  the  enemy,  the  sect  warriors  following  in  the  wake  of  the undead.  They  had  won  the  battle  on  the  ground,  and  now  it  was  only  the matter of time. 




*  *  *

 

Together. Their minds were connected, so much so that they couldn’t

tell  where  one  began  and  the  other  ended.  They  had  devastated  the  enemy armies,  but  now,  as  the  enemy  was  losing,  they  were  turning  all  of  their attention on them. They knew that they were spent, that their willpower was waning,  and  that  their  Qi  supplies  were  nearly  gone;  one  body  was  injured and tired, and the other whole but drained. 

The  enemy  had  sent  all  of  their  remaining  Generals,  and  they  had killed  most  of  them,  leaving  only  three  to  remain.  The  main  living  General was a monster that walked on two legs and was five stories tall, with a squat head and tendrils at the end of its long and muscled arms. Its rough hide was black  and  purple,  and  was  tougher  than  anything  that  they  had  ever encountered. The space around it was bent by its very presence; attacks lost much of their momentum when they reached its body, and some just curved around it, and while they had managed to damage it with Oblivion, it wasn’t enough. 

A  General  that  walked  on  eight  spider-like  legs  spewed  a  black substance  that  caught  the  Reaper’s  great  wolf  form,  and  trapped  it  on  the ground. A flying General that looked like a twisted version of a dragon came for  the  Scythe  at  the  same  time,  preventing  them  from  responding  with  that half  of  their  being.  Spears  whirled  around  the  Scythe,  rebuffing  the  flying General,  but  they  felt  the  third,  the  main  General,  moving  on  the  ground.  It charged  and  grabbed  the  Reaper,  its  tendrils  wrapping  around  the  Reaper’s body, then fired its dark beam straight into their side point blank. They both screamed,  and  the  Reaper’s  Qi  dwindled  as  the  body  regenerated  under  the constant damage. They were searching for a way out. 

The flying General’s hide repelled the spears as it swooped down and breathed black fire on the Scythe, forcing them to craft shield constructs and defend  themselves.  Then,  they  focused—with  the  {Mantle  of  Gathering Twilight} the Scythe’s stats shifted, and the body’s intelligence rose. As the General closed the distance, they manifested their new perk. A Soul  Scythe appeared  in  their  hands,  and  through  their  |Perfect  Resonance  Sense:  My Sphere,  Total  Clarity|,  |Target  Mark|, and  |True  Aim|  they  prepared  and marshaled the last of their willpower. 

The  General  came  in  fast,  its  maw  open.  They  shifted  the  Scythe’s stats into strength and dexterity, |Enhanced Celerity| trembling and evolving as  they  pulled  their  weapon  back.  With  their  new  |Velocity|  and  with  one hand, they swung the Soul Scythe. The pristine white weapon sliced through the space with |Perfect Cut: My Foes, Torn Asunder| through the dragon’s fire and body. The height of their stats, the power of their will, carved a line through space, through time and light, through everything it touched. A line of black nothingness appeared in the air for a moment, and then the dragon’s body split apart and shimmered as if it couldn’t decide when it had died. The black fire that had licked the Scythe’s body vanished, and the dragon General followed a moment after. 

Their will was spent. 

Spears  came  down  as  they  shifted  their  stats  into  intelligence  again and  sent  waves  of  them  down  to  release  the  Reaper,  but  the  spider  General wove a net above them, catching the Scythe’s attacks—their spears would not get through in time, and the Reaper’s Qi was about to run out. 

Then, a flaming shape flew through the black spider net, burning it all in an instant. The air caught on fire as the winged shape passed through the net and smashed into the General holding the Reaper. 

A  shield  bash,  struck  with  such  strength  that  the  world  around  them shook,  hit  the  General.  The  power  of  it  ripped  it  off  the  ground  and  sent  it flying through the air in an arc. They saw their chance and the Reaper fired a

{Final  End}  that  destroyed  the  tendrils  holding  it.  The  Reaper  fell,  and  the Scythe moved with |Pouncing Rush| and increased speed. The Scythe caught the Reaper as their Evolved Form ended, and they fell to the ground. 

They  looked  at  the  form  burning  in  the  sky:  a  woman  blazing  with power and might. They hadn’t sensed her; they’d narrowed down their range to  focus  on  the  battle  against  the  Generals.  Now,  they  both  saw  with  eyes which revealed a golden-flamed woman with a spear and a shield, two wings spread wide behind her, and the eyes that saw the Essence saw how the fire burned with such power that it scorched the Essence itself around her. The air ignited  as  golden  flames  spread  around  her  carried  in  waves,  the  space

twisting  and  bending  as  it  was  scorched.  Time  trembled  under  the  assault, and gravity could not touch her. 

Nayra:  their  subordinate,  their  Sect  Leader,  their  friend.  Ah…  The part of them that was the Reaper had always known that she could be this. To witness  it  was  glorious.  On  a  field  littered  with  a  million  dead,  she  was  as powerful as they were in the middle of the enemy armies. 

The  spider  General  reared  its  head,  preparing  to  attack,  and  Nayra moved.  The  space  between  them  burned  and  the  distance  shortened  as  she blurred  across  it.  Her  spear  hit  with  techniques  and  abilities  combined.  The General was consumed in a blaze of flames, incinerated to ashes in an instant. 

The  ground  turned  black,  and  the  air  was  consumed  for  leagues  behind  her strike. 

The  Reaper  pulled  out  potions  and  drank,  regenerating  Qi,  though slowly.  They  turned  the  Scythe’s  head  and  looked  at  the  last  General  alive, now  standing  on  a  mountain  of  corpses  made  of  its  own  kind.  A  side  of  its body had been scorched, but still it survived. 

The Scythe prepared and burned their lifeblood, transforming it to Qi, replenishing  the  core  with  the  Sanguine  Flame  of  Laqruud  Qi.  The  General raised a hand and Nayra was there—the beam met the shield wreathed in fire and  stopped.  Then  Nayra  closed  the  distance,  and  the  two  titans  exchanged blows that shook the ground. 

They pulled out a javelin from their forge. Reaper put a hand on it and channeled  a  technique,  depleting  their  Oblivion  Qi  completely  as  a  {Final End}  settled  inside  of  the  weapon.  The  Scythe  shaped  a  technique  over  the javelin, making a {Sanguine Flame Spear}. The crystallized Qi sheathed the javelin  in  black  and  green,  the  deep  fire  of  Laqruud  reflecting  in  its  glossy surface. 

Scythe’s  Greater  Piercing  took  effect  on  the  javelin-spear.  They pulled out a copy of the Reaper’s armor and equipped it on the Scythe, used Greater  Copy  Property  to  increase  the  durability  of  their  construct,  then added Greater Reinforce,  Improve,  and Boost Object. 

With Greater Projection Manipulation they floated the weapon into

the  Reaper’s  hands  and  pushed  their  stats  to  strength  and  dexterity.  The Reaper pulled the weapon back and got ready. 

Nayra’s flames scorched the General’s body, weakening its defenses. 

As the two enemies struck each other, sending shockwaves out that cracked the ground and echoed like thunder, they waited for their opportunity. 

The General attacked and Nayra blocked, then whirled in the air, her wings sending plumes of fire in the General’s face that made it rear back. The Reaper snapped forward, throwing their construct with all of their strength. It cracked the air and space, burning a line across the sky. 

The javelin flew perfectly, guided by their will. The General reached up to block, they made it swerve, and the javelin pierced the scorched flesh in its chest, penetrating deep. 

[True  Detonate  Construct]  sent  the  wave  of  black-and-green  fire into  the  General’s  body.  A  blast  of  fire  left  the  wound,  then  more  exploded out  of  its  orifices.  Green  and  black  flames  streamed  out  of  its  eyes  and nostrils,  and  then  an  expanding  sphere  of  Oblivion—a  black  nothingness tinged with silver and violet—bulged out of the General, consuming it whole, along with everything near it. 

Nayra  flew  away  to  safety  and  watched  as  the  General  died.  It  was over. 

Nayra’s  flames  winked  out  and  her  form  shrank  as  she  landed  near them, looking them over. 

“I’ll  go  and  get  the  healers,”  she  said  as  she  looked  at  the  Scythe’s missing arm. 

“We  are  well  enough,”  they  said,  both  mouths  moving  at  the  same time, their voices reverberating in unison. 

Nayra  blinked,  but  said  nothing.  They  realized  that  they  were  too drained, and that being so connected drained them even further. Slowly, they started  to  separate,  and  what  was  one  became  two  again,  though  they  kept their connection open. 

Both  of  them  sagged,  and  Nayra  stepped  forward,  catching  them

before they fell over. 

“I’m getting the healers,” she repeated. 

“It’s fine. We’re just tired,” Selia said. She looked around, almost in disbelief  at  the  death  that  they  had  caused.  Two  armies,  and  they  had destroyed most of them. Millions of monsters were dead, and with them had gone their power, while Nayra’s had only grown. 

Selia looked around and saw the undead in the distance killing the last of them as the sects pulled back to the cities. There was only one place still filled with combat, the siege of the Citadel, far in the distance. 

She felt Ryun’s frown through their bond and turned in the direction he  was  looking  at.  She  could  feel  something  at  the  edge  of  his  sense,  but without their full connection, she couldn’t quite make it out. 

“What is it?” Selia asked. 

“I don’t know. I’m drained. Can’t…make it out,” Ryun said. “But it is trouble.” 

Far  in  the  distance,  beyond  the  Citadel,  there  was  a  shadow  moving above the clouds, too far to see what was behind them. 

Then,  as  the  shadow  moved  over  the  battle,  the  clouds  bulged,  and metal flew out. 

Chapter One Hundred Twenty — Herald Kri  dashed  forward  and  stabbed  the  monster  restrained  by  green chains. Her spear took it in the neck, and after a few seconds of twitching, it stilled. 

She was breathing heavily, so tired that she could barely stand, and as she looked around she saw warriors around her looking no better. Many were from  her  own  sect,  but  just  as  many  were  not.  They  had  shuffled  around  in the fighting; their lines had broken several times. 

She  looked  down  and  saw  that  she  was  ankle  deep  in  black-tinted mud. It was soaked with the blood of monsters and the chosen. All different colors  had  mixed  together  to  turn  the  ground  into  a  black  ooze  filled  with viscera  and  body  parts.  Around  her,  she  saw  the  bodies  of  the  sects’  fallen twitch  and  raise  as  undead,  and  then  march  ahead  where  the  undead  army was cleaning up the rest of the monsters in the distance. There was so many of them—the sects had to have lost nearly half of their numbers, counting by the amount of the undead. 

As  the  battle  died  down  and  moved  away  from  her  position,  she suddenly started feeling all the little pains in her body. She was injured, had cuts on her legs and arms, and a spike was lodged in her shoulder. She looked around and saw healer teams moving among the warriors, helping them, but they weren’t near enough to her yet. 

Behind her, she looked at the city of Emaros. A big chunk of the wall was  gone,  and  there  was…nothing  inside  of  it.  It  was  as  if  something  had consumed  half  of  the  city,  and  had  just  erased  it  all.  She  didn’t  even  know what had happened back there. 

She  looked  up  and  saw  a  battle  in  the  sky  still  raging.  The  thunder clouds far above were getting lighter, but the sky was still filled with clouds at varying heights. Then the world darkened, and she frowned. She turned her head  and  saw  the  clouds  getting  darker,  drawing  closer.  It  looked  as  if  a shadow was creeping over the gray clouds, turning them almost black. 

Then  she  realized  that  it  was  something  massive  moving  above  the cloud, casting a shadow beneath it. 

The  shadow  reached  the  Citadel,  and  then  the  clouds  bulged,  and  a massive shape revealed itself. It was so massive that even from so far away, she  could  see  it  clearly.  It  was  the  size  of  the  city  of  Emaros.  The  clouds streamed  around  it  as  they  were  pushed  away,  revealing  more  of  its  shape. 

She had never seen anything like it. It was black and silver in color, narrowed at the front, then widening in the back. It looked like some of the airships that she had seen, the metal ones designed for war, though it also had tower-like protrusions that reminded her of flying castles. Yet it was far larger. 

Then,  more  shapes  left  the  clouds—black,  and  far  smaller—moving fast through the air around it. They opened fire on the monsters in the air, and the  battle  intensified  as  light  flashed  and  monsters  started  to  die.  A  great General whose size almost matched the big arrival tumbled from the clouds above it, while constantly being fired on, its body filled with holes. 

Then  the  great  vessel  fired  a  beam  from  its  center,  straight  at  the shields surrounding the Citadel. 




*  *  *

 

Yirrel landed on the walls of the Citadel. The wide battlements were filled  with  her  soldiers  operating  the  defenses,  and  she  immediately  started using her powers, layering her boosts on both them and the defensive shield. 

Soon,  the  sects  would  turn  their  full  attention  on  her.  She  could  see  the undead sweeping the field. Eratemus had done what she had thought he never would. 

Nothing  had  gone  as  she  thought  it  would.  She  hadn’t  foreseen  the sects  uniting  or  breaking  the  agreements  they  had  with  the  rest  of  the  core. 

She had banked on the arrogance of faction leaders, on their differences and their ambitions, to keep them from uniting against her. The Classer factions had followed along the lines she had expected, but the sects hadn’t. Hitor had

surprised her. 

She had held out hope that she could win, though it had always been unlikely against the entire might of the sects. Still, she had hoped to do more damage,  a  lot  more.  Now,  as  she  looked  over  the  field,  the  result  became clear. She still had cards to play. The Citadel would not fall so easily, and she had  the  dungeon  to  retreat  to  in  the  worst-case  scenario.  She  still  had powerful people out there—Erik, Vuur, and Lioer, to name a few. Most were too  far  away  to  arrive  in  time  to  help  her,  but  their  cause  would  survive  no matter what happened here. She had to—

A  shadow  covered  the  Citadel,  and  Yirrel  turned  her  head  to  look above. She watched as a shape left the cover of the clouds above and revealed itself. 

The  great  vessel  loomed  over  the  Citadel,  and  she  recognized  the Memory of Stars, the flagship of the Exalted Fleet. 

For a moment she froze, not quite understanding what she was seeing. 

There was no reason for them to be here; their territory was so far away that none of them had ever even seen one of her people or dome servants. It was

—

A beam of light hit the top shield and Yirrel felt a stab inside her head as  the  perks  she  had  been  using  to  reinforce  the  shield  came  under  assault. 

She  fell  to  one  knee  and  gritted  her  teeth.  Then  the  shield  broke  under  the assault,  and  the  beam  pushed  through  and  hit  the  center  of  her  Citadel, brushing against a tower. The beam cut off and the tower started to crumble and fall. 

Above,  small  attack  craft  flew  through  the  hole  in  the  shield. 

Immediately,  they  began  attacking  her  towers  and  her  people  turned  their attention on them, fighting back. Battle exploded above her, and she activated her Avatar perk as a craft dove and fired on her. Her spectral form blocked its  attack  with  a  shield,  then  she  smashed  her  mace  into  it,  destroying  the black dart-shaped craft. 

She  pulled  her  defensive  perks  from  the  shield  and  spread  them around  her  people  and  the  Citadel  structure  itself.  The  shield  was  made  to

remain  active  even  if  a  section  fell,  so  they  were  safe  for  a  while  from  the sects attacking as well. 

Another attack craft came at her, firing two crimson beams. She took them  on  her  shield  and,  as  it  came  close,  she  flashed  her  oath  and  pointed with her mace, releasing the damage she had absorbed. The craft exploded in a shower of debris. 

Immediately after, from the corner of her eye she saw a fast-moving object  heading  in  her  direction.  It  came  too  fast  for  her  to  react,  so  she triggered  her  armor’s  defenses,  and  a  bright  shield  surrounded  her  as  it crashed on the wall near her. 

After  the  dust  settled,  she  pulled  back  her  shield  and  got  ready.  A hand  made  out  of  metal  reached  out  of  the  crater:  black,  with  silver  fingers and  bulging  constructs  on  its  forearm.  A  second  hand  followed,  and  then  it pulled itself out. Yirrel watched as the Mechanical Armor Platform, typically known as a MAP or simply a Mech, rose above the crater to stand looming over her. She stood frozen for a few seconds, surprised and taken off guard because  she  recognized  the  unit,  even  though  it  was  different  than  it  had been.  It  had  an  extra  set  of  arms  than  it  had  when  she  had  seen  it  last,  and there  were  new  defensive  arrays  mounted  on  the  front  armor  plate.  It  stood about  as  high  as  her  avatar’s  projection.  The  sound  of  shifting  gears  and metal clanks filled the air as it oriented itself on her. 

She heard six thumps, and six canisters were ejected from something on its back. For a moment they floated above its shoulders, and then gas fired from  its  sides  before  reorienting  in  her  direction.  A  moment  later,  fire blossomed behind the six missiles and they headed in her direction. 

That  snapped  Yirrel  out  of  her  reverie  and  she  pulled  her  avatar’s shield in front of her. The six missiles struck—some hit her shield, others her side,  and  two  hit  the  ground.  She  absorbed  the  damage  that  the  missiles hitting her avatar caused, but the ground exploded, cracking beneath her feet and forcing her to jump back or risk getting caught in the debris. As she was in the air, more missiles followed and one of the mech’s arms pointed in her direction.  Then,  suddenly,  she  felt  herself  go  weightless.  Gravity  stopped

pushing her and she continued floating in a backward direction. The missiles struck  her  avatar,  but  this  time  she  was  sent  flying  as  she  had  nothing  to anchor her. 

She slammed into the base of a tower and punched through the wall. 

The  force  of  it  was  enough  that  some  damage  passed  through  her  defenses. 

She  shook  her  head,  then  pushed  herself  out  of  the  crater  to  look  at  the advancing mech. 

This  shouldn’t  be  happening.  She  was  tired  from  the  fighting  in  the city; she couldn’t afford a fight like this one would be. She was not about to fight the Herald of the Machine himself, not without any preparation. 

She  pointed  her  mace  and  unleashed  all  the  stored  damage  she  had from all of her fighting so far, and the mech paused as the world in front of her  was  blown  to  nothing.  The  ground  peeled  away  from  her  as  a  blast  of kinetic  force  powerful  enough  to  wipe  out  anything  in  the  world  that  she knew of exploded out of her weapon. 

A black shield shimmered into place around the mech as the wall they stood  on  disappeared,  and  everything  for  kilometers  in  the  distance  was blasted  away.  The  mech  vanished  in  it.  She  broke  the  shield  around  the Citadel  with  the  attack,  and  saw  mountains  in  the  distance  explode  in  a shower of debris. The shield around the Citadel falling had been unavoidable; it  wouldn’t  have  lasted  for  much  longer  anyway.  She  turned  away  and immediately jumped off the wall, heading to the central pillar. She had to get to the dungeon. She could recover there, and use—

The space twisted in front of her, and the mech appeared again, one of its  arms  missing.  Her  eyes  widened  as  turrets  on  its  shoulders  shifted  and fired  at  her.  They  hit  her  nearly  point  blank,  sending  her  into  a  building nearby.  She  pulled  out  a  potion  and  drank  it,  feeling  the  healing  process begin.  Then,  she  jumped  out  of  the  crumbling  building  only  to  be  assaulted by missiles. Her defensive perks flashed into existence and she took the blasts on.  She  had  to  push  the  mech  away,  had  to  get  some  distance  and  time  to reach her dungeon. 

She saw the mech targeting her again and roared, then charged across

the  yard.  Two  beams  fired  from  its  hands,  and  she  raised  her  shield  and activated  its  ability.  The  beams  split  around  it,  and  then  she  was  near  the mech.  She  triggered  her  avatar  again  and  used  her  remaining  boosts, smashing  her  mace  across  its  side.  Metal  dented  and  whined  as  she  sent  it flying across the yard into the wall. 

She stumbled, feeling the exhaustion hit her. She had to—

Something hit her from above and she was pushed to the ground. She groaned  as  she  felt  it  cut  through  her  avatar  and  armor  and  injure  her.  She glanced up and saw a larger vessel over her, a turret glowing as it prepared to fire  again.  Then  more  fire  came  from  everywhere  around  her.  Assault  craft swooped  above  her  and  fired  everything  that  they  had.  What  felt  like  the entire Exalted Fleet opened fire on her, and she blasted all of her remaining defensive powers. 

Her gate appeared above her, shields layered one over the other, but it wasn’t  enough.  She  held  for  a  few  moments  but  then  everything  broke,  and the  fire  rained  down  on  her,  cracking  the  stone  and  the  earth  beneath  her, pushing her deeper. She had to have blacked out, because the next thing she knew something was grabbing her. 

She  opened  her  remaining  eye  and  saw  the  black  mech  above  her  in the  crater  where  she  had  been  wedged,  one  of  its  hands  grasped  around  her body. She focused her will and readied it to unleash an attack, when a piece of  the  front  plate  on  the  mech  slid  out  to  reveal  a  circular,  eye-like contraption with a black-and-violet gem in the center. A moment before she could attack, it fired. The beam, filled with the power of the Void, engulfed her and she felt herself being eaten away. 

There was no screaming; her mouth went first. She didn’t attempt to even fight it, for she was truly spent. She died, but felt relieved that she’d had the  foresight  to  prepare  for  this.  She  took  solace  in  her  last  thoughts  before she died, knowing that no matter her fate, Hastur’s dream would endure. 

Then there was nothing. 

Chapter One Hundred Twenty One — Leverage Ryun  sat  on  the  corpse  of  a  monster,  recovering  his  Qi.  His  sect’s warriors  were  around  him—those  who  didn’t  still  need  healing,  at  least.  He saw  Lesamitrius  guiding  the  efforts  of  harvesting  the  monster  bodies,  and knew there was a lot of wealth to be had here. Ryun had them jump on it as soon as the things calmed down and before others could think of it. He knew how people were, and knew that, soon, this entire place was going to become a bit more…tense. Better that they get a head start on the looting. 

Selia  stood  to  the  side  with  Erdania,  fussing  over  her  while  Erdania tried  to  tell  her  that  she  was  fine.  Ryun’s  attention,  though,  was  on  Nayra, who was leading the sect’s efforts and listening to reports. They had learned that  no  one  had  seen  her  mother  and  sister  since  they  entered  the  city,  that they  couldn’t  find  them.  It  wasn’t  looking  good.  They  could  be  dead,  as  so many others were. From what Lesamitrius had told him, the current numbers put them somewhere at 40% of the combined sect army lost. His sect’s losses were  lower,  as  they  had  probably  the  most  experience  fighting  these monsters.  The  former  Empire’s  troops  had  fought  them  for  years,  and  the Twilight Melody Sect did have a lot of powerful individuals. Too, Ryun and Selia  had  hammered  the  enemy,  lessening  the  pressure  on  the  side  of  the battle where their sect had been. 

Nevertheless, losing Karya and Vanessa would be a blow. 

The question was if they had died a true death or not, and without the connection to the Ethereal Realm, they were unlikely to get an answer soon. 

Not all of the dead had died a true death, but many had. The sect army had been made aware and—at least in Twilight Melody Sect—they were prepared to kill the monsters before they could devour any souls. 

It would be weeks before they knew an exact number. 

Ryun  kept  his  eyes  closed  and  his  legs  folded  underneath  him  as  he sat on the corpse, and tried not to pay attention to the looks he was getting. 

He  heard  their  whispers,  the  awe  in  their  voice,  and  not  just  from  his  own

people.  Many  were  saying  that  Selia  and  he  had  killed  most  of  the  army—

which, while true, didn’t quite match their tones, at least not in Ryun’s mind. 

There wasn’t much that he could do about that, and it would be useful for his plans.  He  had  an  opportunity  now;  others  had  witnessed  their  exploits. 

Erdania  had  killed  the  Elder  King,  and  Selia  and  he  had  demolished  the enemy army. That had earned them honor. He only had to leverage it now. 

Suddenly,  he  felt  Nayra  double  over  and  he  moved.  In  an  instant  he was next to her, steadying her. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

Nayra  shook  her  head,  then  straightened.  “The  Ethereal  Realm—the connection is back!” 

Ryun raised an eyebrow, wondering why it was back only now, and if it had something to do with their victory. 

“I  need  to  go,”  Nayra  said  hurriedly.  “I  need  to  check  if  my attunement worked, if the souls are safe—” 

“Stop,”  Ryun  told  her  as  he  saw  her  readying  to  use  her  ability  and cross over. 

“But  we  need  to  know!  And  it  will  help  us  see  how  many  actually died a true death,” Nayra said. 

“Yes, and you will go,” Ryun told her. “But not yet. We don’t know what time dilation is in this part of the Ethereal Realm, and I need you here for now. You have a month there, so let’s take our time, yes?” 

Nayra looked him in the eyes, clearly conflicted, but then she nodded, agreeing with him. “Yes, you’re right.” 

Ryun turned to the sect warrior that had been in the middle of giving Nayra  a  report  and  spoke.  “Go  find  Lesamitrius  and  Reki,  and  have  them send people to other sects to see if this has affected them as well.” 

Nayra frowned as the man saluted and ran off. “You think it might not have?” 

“Battle has a way of making people improve in different ways,” Ryun said slowly. 

“A glimpse? I don’t feel like what you’ve described,” Nayra said. 

“Still,” Ryun cautioned. 

Then,  he  turned  his  eyes  to  the  sky,  where  he  felt  a  person  flying  in their direction. As she approached, he couldn’t help but focus on the armada

—there  was  no  other  word  for  it—above  the  Citadel.  They  looked  like spaceships straight out of stories from Earth, though some looked more like the airships that he had seen before. Among them, there were three massive islands  dwarfing  everything,  all  floating  to  the  side,  with  their  own,  more conventional armada. 

Ryun  pulled  his  attention  from  the  newcomers  and  watched  as  Tali landed near them. 

“Ryun!” she yelled. “What are you doing? You’re late!” 

He tilted his head at her. “Late for what?” 

Tali  closed  her  eyes  and  took  a  deep  breath.  “The  meeting  between the leaders of the Exalted Empire and the sects?” 

Ryun  blinked.  He  had  sensed  that  taking  place,  of  course—it  was what was holding the attention of most of the people in the territory—he just hadn’t thought that he should be there. If he was being honest, he had listened in  for  a  bit,  but  had  then  quickly  grown  bored  with  all  of  the  greetings  and politics. 

He cursed himself. He should’ve been there, as it would’ve put him at the front of the sects and furthered his goals. He just…hadn’t thought about it, and had been frankly too exhausted. 

“I  haven’t  been  invited,”  Ryun  answered,  trying  to  mollify  Tali, though of course an invitation didn’t matter—power did. 

She frowned. “A messenger was sent.” 

That did surprise Ryun; no messenger had arrived. 

“Unless someone has already started playing sect games.” She sighed. 

That would be alarming. Ryun turned his attention on the meeting and listened  in,  then  winced  once  he  realized  what  was  happening.  His  sense washed over the entire valley, and he saw that things were much worse than

he thought. The two sides were facing off, and he hadn’t even noticed. 

“You  should  get  Selia  and  Erdania  and  go—”  Tali  started,  but  he interrupted her with a raised hand. 

“No,  you  and…Nayra,”  he  said  slowly  as  he  looked  at  the  redhead standing next to him. Nayra blinked, but then put her helmet back on. 

Tali narrowed her eyes. “What are you thinking?” 

Ryun kept his eyes on Nayra. “A demonstration of power. But first, a moment.” 

He turned around and walked over to Selia and Erdania. 

“Everything all right?” Erdania asked as he approached. 

“Yes…  I  need  to  go  and  engage  in  politics,”  he  said  with  distaste. 

“But that is part of my ambition.” 

Erdania raised an eyebrow and Selia spoke. “Do you need us?” 

“No,  I  want  you  to  do  something  else  for  me.”  He  looked  at  them, then told them what he wanted. Selia looked hesitant for a moment, but then nodded, a mask appearing in the palm of her hand. 

“I… Yes, I should do that,” she said. 

Ryun nodded and then turned, walking back to the others. 




*  *  *

 

They  landed  at  the  edge  of  the  sect  army,  and  Ryun  saw  how  tense they were and how prepared for another battle they looked. This was a battle line, and a tired one at that. They glared across the field where the troops of the newcomers stood in front of the Citadel with their armada in the air. The sects’  remaining  fleets  were  above  Emaros,  but  now  he  could  see  how  they were turned toward the Citadel, as if it was a threat. 

“There  are  several  factions  with  them,  though  the  bulk  of  the  army comes from the Exalted Empire.” Tali kept talking, bringing him up to speed. 

“The  biggest  one  is  the  Heavenly  Cloud  Kingdom,  who  have  brought  their

floating islands.” 

Ryun glanced up at them. “Hm… How difficult of a situation are we in?” 

Tali sighed. “We are spent, utterly. Nearly half of our forces are gone and Eratemus has pulled back. He is neutral; he was with us against the dome monsters, but attacking another alliance is too much for him. He has already shown more than he had probably intended.” 

Ryun had noted that the undead army had pulled to the side and that Eratemus wasn’t at the meeting. He would’ve thought that the Necromancer would try to make peace, so Ryun asked Tali why he wasn’t. 

“He had spent a lot of time building an image for himself, and what happened here will change that perception. If he interferes…” 

Ryun  understood.  From  what  he  knew  of  Eratemus,  he  did  want  to help people, but he also liked his privacy. 

As they approached the meeting taking place in the middle of the field in between the two armies, he started to hear the words being spoken. 

“You  broke  the  agreement,”  a  soft  voice  belonging  to  the  cthul standing across from Hitor spoke. 

“We  rallied  to  defeat  the  threat  that  had  been  allowed  to  grow uncontrollably,  a  threat  that  could  impact  everyone,  all  the  while  your  side looked out for only its own interests.” 

“The threat would’ve been dealt with without you,” the cthul said. 

The two groups faced each other. Hitor, Repesh, Awirren, and Velorn Thorntail  stood  on  one  side,  and  the  one  cthul  on  the  other,  glaring  at  each other. The cthul was wearing what Ryun would consider futuristic garments. 

The  one  in  the  center  had  a  bit  more  ornate  armor,  but  each  person  wore something  similar:  tight-fitting  clothing  beneath  equally  slim  and  sealed armored  suits.  He  saw  straight  through  them  with  his  sense.  The  sects  wore their armors as well. Each side had warriors behind them, with their weapons ready. The situation was tense. 

There was a smaller group a bit away as well, where Sigmund signed

hastily with a demasi woman. 

Hitor  spoke  for  them,  but  the  unified  sects  had  no  real  leader.  The more  power  one  had,  the  more  their  voice  mattered,  and  Hitor  was  strong. 

The man standing across from Hitor was the Herald of the Machine, as Tali had  informed  him,  the  leader  of  the  Exalted  Empire’s  military  and  the  high member  of  their  ruling  caste.  She  didn’t  have  enough  time  to  tell  him everything, and she had admitted that she didn’t know much about them. The Exalted  Empire  had  been  young  three  hundred  years  ago,  and  apparently many changes had taken place after she was taken as a slave. 

Hitor waved his hand in frustration. “And how was anybody supposed to know that? You sent no messages, no warnings!” 

“The Exalted Empire is not beholden to you. The sects are interfering where they don’t belong,” the cthul said slowly. 

Ryun walked through the throng of people, feeling their eyes on him as well as some whispered frustrations. He stopped once he was next Hitor, who glanced at him, and then turned back to the cthul, who had barely spared Ryun a look. Tali hurried over to where Sigmund was standing. 

“It  doesn’t  matter.  We  are  here,  and  this  ground  is  soaked  with  our blood. We will not retreat as you dictate. Just as you are not beholden to us, we are not beholden to you, Herald.” 

The cthul’s eyes narrowed. “You are in violations of our agreements. 

You will leave now, or we will destroy you. Choose.” 

Ryun  wondered  why  the  man  was  so  hostile.  He  assumed  that  there were  some  powerful  treasures  in  the  Citadel  and  Emaros,  assuming  that  the wardens  hadn’t  moved  everything  out  already,  but  he  didn’t  think  that anything would be worth enough for what a war would cause. This would be another  Cultivation  sects  versus  Classer  factions  war—and  their  army  was disadvantaged, tired and nearly halved. 

Ryun  could  see  that  Hitor  understood  their  position.  They  had  a weakened  army  while  the  new  arrivals  were  fresh,  and  the  way  of  the  sects was simple. If you had power you could do what you wanted, and if not, you

submitted. 

Hitor didn’t answer immediately, so Ryun did it for him. 

“No,” he said loudly. 

Everyone in the meeting turned to look at him. Even Sigmund and his side stopped their arguments to look. 

The cthul glanced at him and looked him over. Ryun was wearing the last  copy  of  his  armor  he  had,  still  covered  in  blood  and  dented  in  places. 

After a moment, the cthul turned back at Hitor. 

“You shouldn’t allow children to speak on your behalf,” the Herald of the Machine said. 

Hitor  grimaced  and  moved  to  answer,  but  Ryun  put  a  hand  on  his shoulder. He didn’t like this, putting himself in the spotlight, but he’d had…a vision. He had seen some of it on the field of battle, as the sects, united, had fought  against  outside  threats.  They  were  powerful,  but  they  could  be  so much more. 

Hitor met Ryun’s eyes, and Ryun saw his thoughts—not in his eyes, he  couldn’t  see  them,  no,  but  in  the  way  he  held  himself,  his  hesitation.  He didn’t think that they could refuse the Herald, and he was right. Their army was  too  weakened  to  refuse,  and  the  Herald  was  taking  advantage  of  that weakness. Ryun was an amateur at politics, but even he saw that the Herald wanted to take credit for defeating the enemy, simply because he had come in at the end. 

Thankfully,  while  Ryun  wasn’t  good  at  politics,  he  was  good  at demonstrating power—it was why he gravitated toward the sect way. He just needed  to  remind  them  what  sects  were  all  about:  perception,  honor  and obligation. 

Even in death. 

Hitor saw something in his eyes and stepped back, letting him take the lead. Ryun was more grateful for that than the drake could’ve known. He was a young member of their council, but he had earned a lot of honor during the fighting, and sects respected that. 

He turned to face the cthul, now standing in front of the sects. 

“You are the one they call the Undying Void?” he asked slowly. “A member of the team that killed Hastur.” 

Ryun inclined his head. 

“Are you sure that you want to put that name to the test?” the Herald threatened. 

Ryun  smiled.  This  was  the  kind  of  a  person  who  he  understood. 

Power versus power. 

“I would, but it will be unnecessary,” Ryun said. “What will happen is that you will pull half of your forces out of the Citadel and allow us in. You have  arrived  at  the  end  of  the  battle,  and  you  have  contributed  to  it.  Your actions  have  saved  the  lives  of  many  of  our  people—for  that  you  have  our eternal gratitude, and you will have part of the spoils. You can even have the territories themselves, but we will not be leaving until we are rested and had the time to take our picks.” 

The Herald’s eyes narrowed. “And if I refuse your generous offer?” 

Ryun’s  smile  widened.  It  was  time  for  his  secret  weapon:  his demonstration of power. He glanced to Nayra, who was standing at his side. 

“If you will, Nayra,” he said. 

He  sensed  everyone’s  confusion  as  Nayra  raised  her  hand,  and  then used her perk. It was like a deep sound that couldn’t be heard, but could be felt  deep  inside  yourself.  He  sensed  everyone  startle  at  that,  and  some  went for their weapons, but it was not necessary. 

Ryun  felt  it  happen.  Behind  them,  in  the  clearing  between  the  two armies, shapes started to form, walking as if out of the mist as they crossed from the Ethereal Realm as Nayra used her Death Valkyrie’s Call. 

The  souls  of  the  dead  warriors  answered  the  call—all  the  souls  that had made it to the Ethereal Realm. Ryun had never doubted that they would come. They were warriors of the sects, those who were here, who had fought and  died,  who  understood  honor  and  obligation  more  than  most  could.  It wasn’t everyone who had died, of course, as some had died a True Death, but

it was enough to demonstrate his point. 

The sects were not weak. Their warriors would fight even in death. 

As the area behind them suddenly filled with the ghosts of the dead, he saw the Herald’s hesitation. Two more souls manifested next to Nayra and he glanced over to see Nayra sag in relief as her mother and sister appeared. 

They  had  not  died  a  true  death,  then.  He  didn’t  know  what  kind  of immortality they had, but he assumed that it was something tied to Valkyries, as it was with Nayra. 

Ryun turned his gaze back at the Herald of the Machine. The army of ghosts filling the field behind him. Then he asked:

“Well?” 

Chapter One Hundred Twenty Two — Aftermath Selia walked among the people. The sects had started making camp in the ruins of Emaros, even as sweeping teams moved through, taking anything of worth. The Exalted Empire and its allies have moved their forces beyond the  Citadel,  while  leaving  some  of  their  forces  in  it.  The  sect  teams  were moving in there with them as well. The situation was still tense, but at least they weren’t fighting. 

She turned her attentions to the people. She walked with her mask on, Acceptance,  and  she  talked  with  people.  Her  awakened  object  wasn’t  for combat; what it did was help her and others deal with sorrow, with pain. So, she  moved  from  one  group  of  warriors  to  another,  talking  with  them,  using Soothe  Pain  for  those  who  mourned  friends,  brothers,  sisters,  fathers,  and mothers. 

Selia  knelt  next  to  a  warrior  sitting  against  the  crumbling  walls  of Emaros, holding a broken spear in his hands. He was weeping, and with her ideal  she  could  feel  his  sorrow.  She  didn’t  reach  out  with  her  ideal,  as  it would make her experience his memories of the event that caused him such sorrow. Instead, she talked with him, comforting him as Soothe Pain did  its work.  It  was  hard,  especially  for  those  among  the  army  who  were  like  him. 

Ghosts  walked  among  the  living,  talking,  and  smiling,  even  those  without immortalities. 

People  talked  with  their  fallen,  and  even  though  there  was  sadness, there  was  also  joy  and  acceptance.  They  had  the  time  to  say  goodbye,  and death was not the end—they would meet again in the afterlife. 

It  made  the  contrast  oh  so  much  darker.  In  that  darkness,  Selia walked,  talking  with  those  who  wept  alone,  those  for  whom  there  were  no ghosts to talk with, those whose loss was permanent—those who had died a True Death. 

Her  mask  hid  her  face,  but  she  knew  that  it  made  the  others  feel  at ease  in  her  presence.  It  let  them  talk,  made  them  open  up,  and  helped  them

close  those  wounds,  the  same  as  she  had  healed  of  her  own  over  time.  It wasn’t easy, but it was something that she wanted to do—not just because of what they had decided, or how it would help them and their future, but how it helped others. 

The veil of war and combat had lifted, and now it was time for reality to rear its head back, for people to realize what they had lost. 




*  *  *

 

Erdania  watched  Selia  from  a  distance,  and  didn’t  interfere  with  her work. She had always been the more emotional of the two of them; Erdania worked off her pain in other ways. She glanced to the side, where Ryun stood next to her. They were in the Twilight Melody Sect’s camp, up on a part of the wall that still stood. 

“So,  you  bullied  the  Exalted  Empire  into  pulling  back,”  Erdania commented. 

Ryun chuckled. “I wonder.” 

Erdania glanced at him and raised an eyebrow. He didn’t need to look at her to notice the gesture. 

“I don’t know,” Ryun said. “Forget I said anything.” 

Erdania dropped it and turned her eyes back to the field where Selia walked  among  the  people.  Things  were  looking  good  for  them,  for  the  first time  in  a  long  time.  Their  standings  in  the  sects  had  risen  high,  and  Selia’s work  down  below  would  give  her  the  love  of  the  people—even  though Erdania knew that it wasn’t what Selia was after. She just wanted to help. 

Still, they had done it. After so many years, the threat the dome and its monsters posed had finally been ended. 




*  *  *

 

A few days after the battle was done, Selia stood in a tent with Ryun, Erdania, and Nayra. 

“Are you sure about this?” Nayra asked the demasi woman. 

Selia  nodded.  “I  am,”  she  answered.  “I  need  more  strength  to  better understand  my  power  if  I  am  ever  to  advance  beyond  the  Ascended  Realm. 

This feels like a good opportunity.” 

Erdania grimaced and Selia put a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t like this,” Erdania said. 

“It will be fine.” Selia smiled. Days of walking among the people had given her time to think about her own life. “I need this, and the two of you need it, too.” She looked at Erdania and Ryun. “What Ryun and I did made us…one.  It  was  a  hard  experience  for  me,”  she  admitted.  “We  need  time apart, for a little while at least, I think. Besides, it will give the two of you a chance  to  grow  closer.  I  know  how  you’ve  been  feeling,  considering  our connection.” 

Erdania opened her mouth to protest, but Selia put a finger on her lips. 

“It’s all right, I understand. It’s only natural. We just need to work on things a bit harder if this is going to work out.” 

Ryun nodded. “I agree,” he said. “You’ve been living with the bond for  less  time  than  I  have.  Being  on  your  own  might  give  you  a  better understanding of it.” 

“Fine,” Erdania said at last. 

Selia nodded, pulled both in for a hug, then gave them each a gentle kiss on the lips. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back soon.” 

She turned to look at Nayra and spoke. “I’m ready.” 

Nayra took a deep breath, glanced at the two behind her, then walked up and put her hand on Selia’s shoulder. They had already talked about this, planned it. There was no need to delay any longer. The earlier she went, the quicker she would return. 

Then, Nayra used her perk—I Choose Who Dies. 

It  happened  fast.  One  moment,  they  were  inside  the  tent,  and  in  the

next  they  were  in  a  gray  void,  another  soul  standing  across  from  her—

Vanessa, Nayra’s sister. 

“You sure you want to do this?” Vanessa asked. 

Nayra  nodded.  The  woman’s  immortality  had  to  do  with  her accumulating  Fire  Essence  from  spirits  in  the  Ethereal  Realm  before  she could return, and while it probably wouldn’t take her that long to do so, they had to have powerful individuals in the sect with Selia gone for a while. 

“I am,” Selia said. 

Nayra nodded and then her perk took hold. Selia felt her soul wrench away,  traveling  faster  and  faster,  the  world  twisting  around  her.  Then,  she stopped,  standing  in  front  of  a  towering  gate  of  an  afterlife.  With  a  deep breath, she took a step and put her hand on the door, then pushed it open and entered, looking forward to meeting Laqruud. 




*  *  *

 

After  seeing  to  it  that  Vanessa  was  returned  to  life,  Nayra  spent another  week  organizing  the  sect  and  preparing  for  their  return.  In  the  end, there wasn’t much that she could do that Lesamitrius couldn’t, so she decided that it was time. 

She said her goodbyes to Ryun, wrote a letter for Anrosh in case she didn’t come back before the army returned to the sect, and then stepped into the Ethereal Realm. 

She stepped into the Safe Haven created by her attunement—War and Death—and was met by the souls of all those who had died in the battle. Her mother stood at their head, wearing her full Valkyrie regalia. 

“You don’t need to come with me,” Nayra said. “I know that you can return to the Real Realm easily enough.” 

Her  mother’s  Class  was  a  Valkyrie  Class  as  well,  and  their immortalities were mostly in the same vein, though she knew that her mother had a perk that allowed her to circumvent her immortality if she so wished. 

Her mother smiled at her. “It’s been a long time since I’ve visited the afterlife, and I want to see my son again.” 

“Thank you for helping,” Nayra just said. 

“Of course, daughter,” Karya said. 

Nayra looked over the army of souls that she had to escort through the Ethereal Realm. So many souls would surely draw attention, and in here they didn’t  have  their  powers—or  most  of  them  didn’t,  at  least.  Some  had  perks that worked. At least with her mother here, she would have help. 




*  *  *

 

Ryun stood on top of the walls of Emaros, looking out in the distance. 

He had left the looting and decisions of who got what to others, as it wasn’t like  he  knew  what  would  be  useful  for  them.  Instead,  he  made  sure  that  he was visible, and he listened in on the conversations. He had a plan, and to do it well, he would need people to know him beyond just a name on the High Ranker list. 

Already  they  whispered  where  they  thought  he  couldn’t  hear,  telling stories of what Selia and he had done. There was fear, awe, and respect. Most importantly, the honor and the name of the Twilight Melody Sect had risen. 

Selia’s and Erdania’s names were on just as many lips as his was—Selia for her  compassion,  and  Erdania  for  the  feat  of  killing  the  Elder  King  and destroying half the city. 

Things were good. Finally, he would have the time to focus on other things:  growing  the  sect,  or  at  least  bothering  Anrosh  with  doing  so,  and continuing to improve his Cultivation and smithing. 

Then, something flashed before his eyes—a window—and he blinked as he read it through. 



World Event! 



 

Ensure the safety of the Eighth Iteration’s arrivals. 





Arrival: 7 days

Reward: Variable



Ryun  smiled.  It  seemed  like  the  Framework  hated  peace.  He  turned around and went to find Lesamitrius; they needed to organize a group. Ryun was not about to let the Rankers fall into any hands but his own. 

He knew their value better than anyone. 




*  *  *

 

Kael  sat  in  a  small  room  in  their  hidden  fortress  high  up  in  the mountains, his people next to him. 

“Are you sure?” Maya asked. 

“I  am,”  Kael  said.  “We’ve  worked  so  hard,  have  tried  to  pull  down the rulers of this world, to give everyone the freedom to choose and grow as they see fit. We failed. They are too ingrained, and the people too blind to see what  they  are  doing  to  them.  The  only  path  left  is  to  burn  the  entire  forest down, to make room for new growth.” 

“But…” Tellisa trailed off. 

“I  understand,”  Kael  said.  “But  no  matter  what  we  do,  they  won’t change. No matter how many on the top we kill, new ones just step in and do the same thing. We need to tear them all down. So, yes, go to your contacts, and send out explorers. Find all the domes.” 

 One  nearly  brought  the  world  to  its  knees.  I  will  open  them  all,  and once the world burned, something new and better could rise from the ashes. 

Chapter One Hundred Twenty-Three — Frosted Moon



There  was  a  disturbance  in  a  territory  where  only  a  few  had  ever walked, far beyond the lands settled by the iterations’ arrivals, beyond even the Domes. It was a territory ruled only by winter and frost, where the land was covered in a thick blanket of snow, where the sky was always gray, and the sun never shone—where the wind did not blow and the air was still, the rivers frozen, and the blue moon hung high above in the center of the sky. In this  land,  where  the  very  air  sought  to  kill,  and  only  a  few  things  could survive, nothing changed. Even the monsters that called this place their home knew very well who ruled it, and it was not them. 

On top of the mountain, on a peak so high up that one might nearly be able  to  touch  the  moon  above,  sat  a  being  with  their  legs  crossed,  wearing deep azure and white robes that did nothing to protect from the cold, and yet still  looked  as  if  they  had  been  made  yesterday.  If  one  would  arrive  in  the territory, they would notice a strange thing: the world itself moved at a glacial pace, and it would be hard to think and even to breathe. Time did not move here, and space was as close to frozen as it could be. 

The  grand  mountain  that  loomed  over  everything  stood  as  a  bastion against change. It was a monolith of cold, frozen in time itself—so much so that for the person sitting there, time almost had no meaning. He existed in a realm  completely  immersed  within  the  meaning  of  his  chosen  aspect.  He experienced things in the moments suspended in between time, and was both young and old at once. 

After all, he had created this territory all on his own. Through his will and understanding he had brought forth the endless winter, the snows that had covered  the  hills,  the  frost  on  the  river,  and  kept  the  moon  in  the  sky  from being replaced by the sun. 

Yet  now,  after  more  than  a  thousand  years  of  life,  he  felt  it. 

Something had changed. He could feel it in the air by how it touched his fur, 

and it whispered where only the silence of the world itself once existed. The barriers that had halted his progress for so long were no longer as oppressive. 

He could feel the Frosted Moon more clearly. And, in the same breath, there was  another  change.  What  had  stood  frozen  in  time  and  place  by  his  power was  now…moving.  Something  pushed  on  the  river,  on  Time,  and  on  his small corner of the world, trying to force change upon him, and it was so vast that it was actually accomplishing it. 

For  him,  there  had  been  no  time,  only  the  moment  in  which  he contemplated on his aspect. Now, he could feel a…river? Time had changed. 

No longer could his will keep it at bay; no longer could he live in the world of  his  own  making.  He  tasted  the  will  behind  it  and  knew  that  the  path forward that he had been searching for so long was now open. 

He  opened  his  pale  blue  eyes  and  took  a  breath  for  the  first  time  in centuries.  Someone  had  broken  through  the  barriers  of  an  aspect;  someone had pushed beyond the world of Sages. He immersed the senses of his soul in the new sensation, in time, taking it in and learning. If someone else had done it, then so could HE OF THE FROSTED MOON’S GAZE. 

He reached for his power, the attunements that shaped his very being, untainted  by  any  other  focus.  A  wave  of  cold,  sharpened  by  a  singular purpose,  exploded  out  of  him.  Time  stopped;  the  river  fought  him,  and quickly he understood it. He changed his mode of attack, leaning on the part of  the  river  that  was  his  mountain.  Time  around  him  came  to  a  standstill, while the rest of the river continued flowing on. The great will that guided the river did not press, as the river flowed around him unabated. 

Isolated  again,  he  focused  his  will  on  the  Frosted  Moon.  It  was  the light that embraced all in the cold of winter, that chilled the bones and froze fire in the grasp of the moon. Someone had changed Time itself, had shaped it with their own will. If it could be done, he would discover the way as well. 




*  *  *

 

At  the  base  of  the  mountain  frozen  beneath  the  Frosted  Moon, something  lurked.  Ringed  eyes  gazed  up  at  the  mountain,  unseen  and undetected by the powerful being contemplating on its summit. 

Ra’azel Equinar, the Rune Smith, watched and studied as the being on top froze itself away from the world. He sensed their will and power, which was  so  much  greater  than  what  he  had  available  to  him  back  on  his  world. 

Something  about  it  reminded  him  of  the  powers  that  the  aspects  wielded, only…young,  untrained,  and…almost  soft.  Many  things  here  were  beyond his understanding for now. 

He glanced down at the contraption in the palm of his hand, saw the glowing runes pointing at the top of the mountain. He stood there for a while, debating  with  himself.  The  chilling  frost  was  greater  than  any  he  had experienced,  and  even  his  runes  were  struggling  to  keep  up  his  protections. 

That was at the base of the mountain; it was just a side effect. He wondered what  would  happen  if  he  stepped  into  the  area  directly  influenced  by  the being on top. 

Ra’azel was powerful, but he wasn’t in any rush. What he would gain from the being atop the mountain did not yet outweigh the risk of conflict. He had  learned  the  hard  way  that  there  were  things  in  this  world  that  could oppose him. A hand went up to his face, scratching at the bald spot where a twisted  scar  marked  his  neck.  The  memory  of  dragonfire,  and  of  a  will  that was  greater  than  his  own,  ran  through  his  mind.  He  did  not  understand  this will;  it  was  not  the  same  as  it  was  in  his  world.  He  was  wary  of  engaging against another who seemed so powerful. 

 No.  He shook his head. There was no need to take any risks now. He was free, and he had time. He turned away from the frozen mountain and the gaze of the ice blue moon above, leaving the territory. 

The  world  was  infinite.  Somewhere  out  there,  he  would  find something else that would be of use. There was no need for him to rush. 

He had all the time in the world. 

End of Volume V

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 6 is available for free on RoyalRoad

(Volume 6 starts with Interlude - Arrival of the Eight 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. 

Join my mailing list for release updates! 

If  you  want  to  support  this  story,  please  check  out  my  Patreon,   where  you  can  read  chapters three 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  5  will  be  coming  out  in  a few months. 
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