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Prologue

“Focus… fire!” A loud command echoed out into the air, quickly followed by a series of rippling explosions.
The speaker, an Asian man dressed in black pants and a dark grey vest, crossed his arms as he watched. He tapped his right foot impatiently, black socks melding with the thin, black sandals he wore.
In front of him were a series of smoking craters five meters abreast. The man studied each crater, his face expressionless. The air gradually began to clear after a few seconds, revealing the surroundings.
This all was taking place in the midst of a Magic Forest, in a large clearing hidden inside its depths.
There were ten other figures in the area, spread out in an even line about 10 meters opposite the speaker. These ten warriors were dressed in masks and armor, keeping their identities secret even as they trained.
If Micheal had been present, he would've instantly recognized these warriors as members of the Beasts of Providence. Their gear setup was identical to the warriors of the Division he had fought against.
The only real difference was the fact that, instead of bearing an animal’s visage, each warrior had the image of yellow rippling flames stained on their masks.
Red and yellow balls of fire began to flutter into the air, rising above the hands of the ten masked warriors. This fire pulsated in small globes, burning quietly as they spawned.
The Asian speaker looked up as he finished studying each crater, his face still impassive. He had short black hair and grey eyes, his calm attitude matching his rather unexciting features.
The non-masked warrior began to speak again.
“Remember.” He began, gesturing to the ten warriors,
“Condense your power. Three meters wide is your goal for this month. Five meters is too weak.” The speaker went on to explain this concept in detail.
When fighting supernaturally powerful enemies, certain facts had to be recognized. In particular: an explosion that would kill a normal human on Earth might only startle a Mid-Tier Magic Beast on the Second Layer.
The speaker's words urged them to focus their attacks into a smaller area. This would increase the intensity and deadliness of each explosion, trading off range for immediate power.
The ten masked warriors all quietly nodded after the man finished his explanation. Several of them began to sit down as they meditated, focusing on the red fireballs that hovered above them. Others remained standing or walked out into the forest, also meditating, but in their own way.
The speaker smiled slightly when he saw this. He was just about to add something else when he came to an abrupt pause.
“Oh?” For a few split seconds, he stood still. His eyes flickered as he looked into the distance, focusing on something that wasn’t visible.
Right after that…
He tapped on a Mid-Tier Spatial Ring that adorned his right hand.
A mask appeared in that same hand. Like the masks of the other warriors, this one was stained with the image of fire. What set it apart, however, was the fact that its flames were a deep blue instead of yellow.
In one smooth motion, the speaker put the mask on, hiding his features as he stood straight. A long, black robe appeared around his body, covering the rest of him.
A heartbeat later…
Dark blue fire exploded out from his body, enshrouding him in just seconds. These flames cindered the earth itself, turning nearby grass to ash and cracking the ground beneath. They burned with horrific strength, so brutally hot the air itself seemed to writhe against them.
As soon as the fire formed, the speaker shot up towards the sky. He left a fading trail of blue flames behind him, rocketing out of the clearing in just seconds.
The meditating warriors all looked up in surprise as they watched their instructor vanish.
Gradually, as the speaker soared up, the large clearing his trainees were standing in seemed to shrink down in size. The figures of the ten warriors inside grew small alongside it.
As the instructor flew, the surrounding area became more clear. Thousands of trees dotted his sight, spread between several other large clearings.
Within each of those new clearings stood similar-sized groups, one large group of trainees and one instructor, all masked. The decoration of each mask varied from person to person, group to group. Some bore the image of various animals, from wild boars to mountain lions, while others held images of flames, clouds, or other non-living things.
Tens of new humans had come into view, across five clearings.
The speaker flew higher.
Tens turned into hundreds, five clearings turned into fifty.
He flew even higher.
Hundreds turned into thousands, fifty clearings turned into more than 300.
By the time the speaker had reached the highest point of his flight, more than 6,000 men and women could be seen, a hidden army of warriors training in the depths of a large Magic Forest, spread across hundreds of man-made clearings.
Finally, the blue flame-masked warrior rapidly began to fall down. His body shifted to hurtle towards the ground, shooting like an arrow. He fell directly towards one clearing in particular, the largest one in sight.
Despite the size of the clearing, the only thing within it was a large stone table and several chairs.
Even while falling from several hundred meters in the air, crashing down at breakneck speed, the original speaker could tell that most of those chairs were occupied. 12 distinct figures were seated around the table currently, leaving only three spots free.
In the blink of an eye, the falling warrior fell until he was only a dozen meters above the ground. He was a mere split second away from finding himself smashed into bits, about ten meters from the stone table, when the man finally acted.
The blue flames that surrounded his body grew a little darker. The flames under his feet grew slightly more intense.
Then…
A tiny explosion blasted out, just below the man's feet.
Boiling blue fire cascaded in the air, transmitting the full force of the man’s fall into a powerful attack. This explosive strike did not spread out far, however.
It didn't expand to five meters, or four, or even three.
Instead, it spread to about half the size of a clenched fist, a deadly explosion that appeared and then vanished almost instantly, as if it had never been.
“Slow as always, Blue Flame.” One of the seated warriors spoke out loud as Blue Flame landed softly on the ground, grumbling at the late arrival.
Like Blue Flame, and the rest of the warriors at the table, this man wore a long black robe and a mask that hid his features. On his particular mask, an image of fractured earth and jutting stone could be seen. When this man spoke, the table itself seemed to... rumble.
“My apologies, Rupture. I moved as soon as I was informed.” The commanding tone that had colored Blue Flame’s voice when he was teaching had vanished, replaced with placid calm.
“It’s fine.” A new voice interjected itself into the conversation, cutting everyone off. This voice wasn’t a particularly imposing one, yet nevertheless drew everyone’s attention down to one end of the stone table.
On it, a warrior sat by himself, his mask adorned with the visage of a Praying Mantis.
“Lord Mantis.” Blue Flame bowed his head respectfully as he took a seat. His eyes flicked to the right and left, noting the two empty spots that were left. He spotted several familiar masks, from one holding a picture of a large storm cloud, to one painted with a silver sword, to one that held an image of an albino tree.
Every single person around this table had a unique mask. More than that, however…
They all gave off incredibly keen sensations of danger. Even the weakest person here was a strong First Rate Warrior, still in the midst of growing stronger.
These were the strongest hidden elites of humanity on the Second Layer, warriors that the Vile King had personally paid close attention to.
The King Division.
“Everyone’s here, we will begin immediately.” Mantis replied, waving at Blue Flame casually.
“This meeting of the King Division has been called because of some... difficulties… that I have encountered.” Mantis’ voice carried a hint of begrudging irritation.
“Difficulties?” A female warrior, wearing a mask that bore an image of a golden snake, broke in with a question. Her words carried a ferocious force of presence, impossible to ignore.
“Yes, Sun Snake.” Mantis returned, his voice cool as he ignored the rather imposing pressure the woman gave off,
“Sansa is dead.”
“Hah! She certainly had that coming. A jack-of-all will always be a master-of-none.” Sun Snake’s voice held a hint of mirth, showing no compassion at the loss of one of her allies.
The rest of the table stiffened up as they heard the news, intense stares drilling into Mantis.
“She died…? How?” Storm, a man bearing a mask covered in storm clouds, broke in, his tone questioning. As he spoke, the air around him seemed to stir, his words alone seeming to summon the wind.
“Yes, she is dead. I’ll explain it all in detail later.” Mantis sighed,
“For now, though, she must be replaced. Rex is strong and my role as Lux is centralizing, but it's not enough.” Mantis began, waving at one of the two empty seats,
“We’ll need to take full control of the Syndicates. Not only must Sansa be replaced, but it's also time we removed and replaced Fortuna as well.” His voice took on a harsh edge as he looked around the table.
“You all know the rules. Everyone here is mighty, but that is only by the grace of him, the King Above.” Mantis sternly studied each warrior present, his gaze roaming to them, one by one,
“Only those that have accepted a Mind Root can appear in public.”
The Beast King paused for a few seconds before folding his hands together.
“So, now, we must decide…”
“Who among us will become humanity’s next Baro-" Abruptly, Mantis' words were cut off. For a split second, his eyes glazed over. 
In that same moment, the eyes of every single member of the King Division froze in unison, all emotion vanishing from their faces.  
It was an eerie, unsettling scene... as if someone had grabbed tight the strings of a group of puppets, freezing them in place. 
The moment passed. 
Mantis' vision cleared as he glanced around the table, shaking his head.
"Disregard what I previously said." The Beast King said, his voice taking on a harsh edge. 
As he spoke, Mantis turned his gaze to the outer edges of the clearing and then upward, towards the sky above. 
For the briefest moment, Mantis' eyes caught sight of the flickering wings of a small, pale blue butterfly. 
"There's been a change of plans."
.




Chapter 1

-
“What does it all mean..?”
The speaker of those words sat alone, by himself, in a brightly lit room, resting upon a large, carved wooden chair.
He was a large man, a Byren warrior, one of the natives of the Second Layer. He had a well-weathered appearance with a large, white beard and a tan, lined face that looked slightly at odds with his bulky, muscular body. He was dressed in a simple white robe with a black, diagonal stitching line that stretched from his right shoulder to his left hip.
Before this man rested a large wooden table, strewn with colorful maps, long, tidy reports, and several large notebooks covered in scribbles and notes. The edges of the room were lined with bookcases that filled to the brim with books, lit by several small, glowing crystal rocks that were built into the ceiling.
“Humans, Farians, Orkal, and Rakkonians.” The man spoke aloud, his voice gruff and calm. With each Race he named, he tapped on four different locations on one of the large maps in front of him.
“Four different worlds connected to one… a bridge between space and time like I’ve only ever seen once before.” A brief flash of darkness appeared in the powerful Byren’s sharp green eyes.
“Patience. I’ve waited 800 years for this opportunity… I will not squander it.” The dark light vanished, replaced by a gleam of cool, cold logic as the man took a deep breath.
The man turned his attention back towards the map in front of him.
“The Orkals have been enslaved. The Rakkonians have been split apart and will fall within a matter of weeks. The Farians are stable, but will collapse once their Lord Justiciar is dealt with.” Race by Race, the man marked each one down, before pausing over an area outlined on the eastern portion of the map.
“Only the Humans have proven troublesome.” He murmured, donning a small frown.
“The Syndicates and their City-Camps pose little threat… it’s those rat-like Beasts of Providence… they scurry around and hide like cockroaches, yet somehow manage to interfere with my plans at every step.”
“But now… something is different.” The Byren warrior tapped his scarred fingers on the map, his frown deepening.
“10 days have passed with no sign of them… why? What are they planning?” The man traced his finger along the eastern portion of the map, up to the territory of the Dragon Mountains.
“The undead Drake haunting these mountains has become more active of late, but that can’t be it.” The man’s finger rose further, before landing squarely on the area occupied by the Farians, the Woolen Forest.
“Now that I think about it, the massive explosion that erupted here also took place 10 days ago.” His eyes narrowed sharply, like the gaze of a hawk zeroing in on its prey.
“Is it related? Perhaps. But how? Why?” The Byren took a few seconds to stare at the map, his gaze relentless, before letting out a deep sigh.
“There is so much I do not know…” He shook his head after a few moments.
“Their silence is unsettling, but in the end, I suppose I don’t have a choice.”
The man slowly rose to his feet and walked over to an ornate stone door.
“This is the best chance I’ll have to conquer the Sanctum. Everything will be decided then.”
The Byren opened the door and left the room.
Outside was a large valley. The study he’d just left was built into the side of a large mountain, a small, secure hut hidden away in the midst of a large mountain range.
The bearded Byren moved over to the side, resting his left hand upon a thick, heavily scarred portion of rock wall. The stone here was blackened and covered in cracks, imprinted with hundreds upon thousands of fist indentions. This type of scarring repeated itself for thousands of meters, up and down this large gray mountain, giving the air an old, smoky feel.
In the same moment, as the old warrior placed his hand on the wall, his arm began to tremble.
The man sighed as he saw this, grasping his shaking left arm with his right hand, holding it still.
“800 years of practice and training have taken their toll.” The Byren muttered, watching as now both of his hands trembled against his will.
“What did those humans call it? Incurable arthritis?” He smiled grimly.
“The pangs of a corporeal body.”
The warrior chuckled to himself quietly before turning his gaze off to the side, his smile fading.
The rest of the valley was like a scene from a warzone.
The ground was littered with enormous gashes in the earth, torn and ripped up stone shuttering upward at sharp angles. Large slabs of bedrock could be seen, jutting out of the side of the valley, covered in cracks and cuts.
The valley was like bleeding sore upon the earth itself, a devastated landscape where nothing could survive.
And, finally, the Byren shifted his eyes towards the center of the valley, where rested the blackened skulls of several dead Dragons, the remains of more than a dozen Blue Drakes, fallen in battle centuries ago.
“The Dragons are dead. The Dark Wraiths nigh annihilated. And the Torens have left, abandoning the Ancient Realm after they won the war.” The warrior spoke aloud, his voice cold and emotionless.
“Perhaps they thought this land a dead one, the past forgotten to time, history erased.” His voice grew harsher.
“But I have not forgotten. I will never forget.”
“I will do whatever it takes...”
“Even if I must become a Deity myself.”
Orion Thunderfist, the First Lord, and Supreme Commander of the Divine Might Sect clenched his fists, a shockwave of lightning blasting out into the air around him.
“Maria… I will avenge you.”
.




Chapter 2

--
"He didn’t drop any Points?” Director Prime frowned as he looked down at a mangled dead body.
The corpse was smashed to unrecognizable bits of flesh, blood, and bone. Whatever it used to be should be dead, though Prime found little solace in that observation. He was all too familiar with supposedly dead enemies coming back to life. 
Prime’s own body was hardly in better condition. His arms, legs, and chest bore more than a dozen knuckle-sized holes, pierced clean through, that he had just bandaged up. Almost miraculously, none of these injuries had damaged important organs, tendons, or blood vessels, but they were still serious wounds nevertheless. 
“Hmm.” Prime sat down next to the body as he began to study it, his entire demeanor calm and unhurried. 
The former S Ranker, and the dead body next to him, were both sitting in the middle of a large crater, the remnants of a once-proud mountain shattered by explosive battle. Bits of debris and rock floated in mid-air, frozen in the midst of flying outward. The sky above was overcast and dark, giving the crater a rather dreary atmosphere.
Time itself stood still for Prime as he drew upon his World Matrix Type Ability, assessing what had just taken place. 
“No Points, yet he’s dead… it’s impossible he’s a new arrival.” Prime paused, his eyes boring into the dead body. 
Several minutes passed in silence as Prime sat there, simply thinking. He continued to remain still as he carefully broke down everything he had observed. Then, he physically dissected the corpse in great detail, confirming he hadn't managed to preserve its brain while also searching for anything that might matter. After that, he scanned the nearby area for anything it may have dropped, manually scattering dust and cutting into rock. 
Finally, after all of that… he repeated these same actions for a second time, but in even more excruciating detail. Anything he changed would revert back to normal once time resumed, meaning there was no need to be careful.  
In this frozen world of time, a full 3 hours passed before Prime finished this investigation. 
Most would consider that an absurd amount of time given how little there was to investigate. Prime’s exquisite search of the nearby area alone took up a full 45 minutes of that time, doubled because he did it twice.
It was mind-numbingly boring… but it was the norm for Prime. 
After all, while the Director was 34 years old in terms of physical age…
Mentally, Prime had now lived for a bit more than 108 years. 
That discrepancy of 74 years arose because of how often Prime stopped time. 
The average human was awake, thinking and moving, for 14-16 hours of the day. After reaching Sky Tier, that number jumped to around 20 hours.
Prime, on the other hand, usually found himself awake for at least 100 hours every day, oftentimes much longer. When time was stopped, his body didn’t weaken and his energy expenditure was minute. With his strong Soul stat, the main thing limiting how long he could freeze time was his mental willpower. 
Over the course of the past day alone, Prime had been awake for 815 hours, or roughly 34 days. Most of that time was spent thinking, planning, and examining his surroundings or enemies in the midst of battle. In combat, he froze time repeatedly, oftentimes for multiple instances each second, to carefully plan his movements and avoid any surprises. 
“He was definitely my target. He was strong… but not strong enough.” Prime nodded as he reached a couple of conclusions.
“So… a Deathless Clone, with some type of mind-enhancing Ability.” 
After considering all the possible options, given the information he did know, it was the only thing that seemed likely.
There were several Abilities in the Shop that granted a person the power to spawn a ‘Clone,’ a copy of oneself that would obey your commands. The range, intelligence, and power of these Clones varied greatly, and all of them possessed some type of downside. 
The Deathless Clone Ability that Prime was referencing allowed one to create multiple realistic Clones, but split the user’s overall power as a result, weakening the main body. Its other downside, one shared by most Clone Abilities, was that the farther each Clone was from the main body, the weaker that Clone’s memory became.
Prime sighed as he looked at the dead body once more, his mouth twisting. Here, where no one could see him, he hunched his shoulders and sat down, exhaustion appearing on his face. 
He… 
He was tired.
Really tired. 
These past few years… no, these past few decades had been exhausting.
It all started back when he was Chosen in the First Wave.
When he arrived on the First Layer, he had been equal parts shocked and horrified at what he found. This foreign world was like a place out of nightmare, full of violence and terror.
He had started with a pitifully small number of Points: 6,000. It was barely enough to purchase an Ability, forcing him to choose the inexpensive Mortal Tier Ki Cultivation Ability, something that ended up being a blessing in disguise. 
From there… his story was not that special, not at first. 
He fought to live alongside the people he arrived with. Despite his slow start, Prime quickly adapted to the environment, doing his best to protect his new companions. He overcame his fears, knowing that his new allies were depending on him, and grew into a strong leader. 
At his core, Prime had always been obsessively methodical in everything he did. 
Because of that, his group of survivors weathered storms of Morenkai with ease. Even when they encountered a group of Abnormal Morenkai, everyone survived because of his efforts.
Time passed and the number of people he led grew, forming a large survivor’s colony that was focused on farming Morenkai for Points. He didn’t give up on exploring, especially after the Great Bridge appeared and connected their Cluster to the Main Cluster… but his primary focus was on building the strength of his colony. Their survival was most important. 
Everything seemed to be going well… until 4 months in, one month after the Great Bridge appeared. 
The peace of his colony collapsed as they were attacked, not by Morenkai, but by humans. 
Specifically, a single human. 
A serial killer that owned the incredibly rare Void Ripper Type Ability. 
It was a Limited Ability that could be bought only 10 times. It had been completely bought out by the time Prime glanced at it, priced at 40,000 Points.
That price was relatively inexpensive… but that didn’t mean the Ability was weak. More Points typically meant a stronger Ability, but this wasn’t always true. 
As Prime came to personally learn, the Void Ripper Type was incredibly powerful. 
It gifted their attacker with skin that was absurdly thick, blocking bullets like they were paintballs. It made this murderer far stronger than Prime’s team, giving the man the power to literally rip apart steel with his bare hands. 
Prime had prepared half a dozen countermeasures to protect his survival colony. After four months of survival, he had long since outgrown any naivety he might have possessed. He was well aware that they could be attacked at any moment, by Morenkai or fellow humans.
He had thought he was ready…
And he was wrong. 
Nothing worked against this butcher. Every trap Prime had readied, every weapon he launched, every Ability his allies pulled out…
All of them failed. The butcher came, killed, and then left.
On the day before his group was attacked, there had been 1,012 living members in his colony.
On the day after, there were 907 survivors. 
A single man had killed over 100 people, men and women that Prime had promised he would protect. 
It was a horrific experience for the Director. It showed Prime how numbers could mean nothing and how weapons could become meaningless. His mindset began to shift, his view of the world becoming distinctly colder. He realized, then, that when push came to shove, only one thing really mattered. 
Power. 
After that fateful day, Prime spent a large amount of time pouring through the Shop. He ramped his methodical nature up to the maximum, using every waking moment to plan, to think, and to research. 
About two days after his colony was attacked, he finally decided on his Type Ability. 
The World Matrix Type cost 82,950 Points, a significant investment to make on the First Layer. Its description spelled out its sole power to freeze time for everyone, as well as how it did almost nothing for a person’s stats. To most people, it was a very mediocre Type Ability. Other Type Abilities offered more direct benefits, ranging from mystical powers to enhanced stats.
In Prime’s eyes, however, this Type Ability exceeded all others. 
It gave him the one resource he never had enough of:
Time.
After he obtained the Ability, Prime began to flourish. 
The efficiency of his colony skyrocketed. His plans became incredibly deep and thorough. His own power jumped enormously. 
And so, around three weeks later, when the man with the Void Ripper Ability attacked again, the number of deaths dropped drastically.  
More than 100 survivors had died in the first attack. In the second attack, however… 
Only a single person died.
And that was the butcher himself, killed by Prime’s own hand.
Prime sighed for a second time as these old memories rose up. He smiled a little sadly as he ran his fingers through his golden hair.
“What does it all mean?” He looked at the body, his surroundings, and the situation as a whole… 
And then he pursed his lips as he started to think, trying his best to understand what was happening here. 
The Director was widely considered a genius. His enemies, his subordinates, even those that hated him agreed on that. 
Prime felt that he was probably the only person alive that disagreed with that assessment. 
He knew his limits. 
He was no genius. 
He was not a person that could come up with a diabolic countermeasure on the spot. He couldn’t see through a person’s words as they spoke them or judge a plan’s value from his intuition. He was not a rapid thinker that could split his focus multiple ways at the same time.  
What he could do, however, was spend inordinate amounts of time to make up for that. 
A plan that might take a genius 5 minutes to come up with could take Prime 5 hours to realize. Insight that would come to a rare prodigy in mere seconds might take Prime several days of deep thought. A situation that a top planner might need a day or two to breakdown could take Prime half a month. 
The only thing that mattered to Prime was that he achieved his goals. How long it took him meant nothing to him. Loneliness and tedium that would drive other humans insane was merely a normal part of his life. 
An hour passed as Prime sat by himself, simply thinking. 
And then another. 
And another. 
And…
7 hours after Prime sat down to think, he stood back up, voicing a conclusion. 
“I need more information.” He didn’t know what all he was missing, but he realized now that there was still too much he did not know. More thinking would not solve his problem, though he would think things over again later, just to be certain. 
Reality returned to normal around Prime as time resumed. Debris that had been flung into the air settled. Dirt finished falling to the floor and a cool breeze picked up and brushed past him.
The Director winced as he touched a few spots on his body with a grimace. When time was frozen, the pain his body remained consistent, making it easier to ignore. After time was restored, that pain began to twist, jumping back with a vengeance. 
Prime stored the corpse of the dead Clone in his Spatial Ring. He then walked a dozen meters over to one specific spot within this crater. 
A small grey dagger appeared in his right hand. He used this to stab into the earth and ripped out several chunks of it. Several seconds passed as he focused on this. 
Finally, with a grunt, Prime stored the dagger and reached into the hole he had created. 
From within it, he pulled out a pile of broken metal, the remnants of several shattered Spatial Rings. He stored these shards in his own Spatial Ring, choosing to leave behind nothing that had the potential to be a clue, however minor.
As he finished storing these bits of metal and was preparing to move out… something rather unexpected happened. 
A battle started to break out. 
Prime’s eyes whipped to the north. 
Within the Woolen Forest, many miles away from him, he could sense a large number of powerful beings start to clash. Explosions of energy rocked the air, bringing flashes of light that were visible from far away.
“What in the world…?” Prime looked off into the distance with a frown. 
Without hesitation, he froze time once more. 
These energy undulations and explosions had to be from the High-Tier Magic Beasts that were supposed to be ambushing the Farian Life Festival. For some reason, they had begun to fight each other. 
“Is it because I killed the Clone? Even if he was the leader, that shouldn’t be right…” Prime muttered to himself as he looked down at his Spatial Ring. He then scratched his head. 
After Prime had arrived on the Second Layer, he had immediately begun to investigate the existence of the Vile King. The Director had analyzed what Micheal told him more than a hundred times, internalizing the rage he felt over the death of his closest subordinates as he sought out the truth. 
It took only a single day for Prime to believe Micheal. Technically, Prime spent more than 2 weeks thinking things over, but physically, it only took a single day. 
Once Prime realized the Vile King did exist, he started to cautiously hunt down the man’s subordinates with a vengeance. Prime had not forgiven Micheal, but the Vile King’s existence was far more intolerable and became Prime’s main priority. The deaths of his men came about because of that man’s arrogant manipulations. 
One thing led to another and Prime eventually discovered that this attack was going to happen. He swiftly decided to intervene, intent on taking out some Seeds that were higher up the food chain. 
Prime continued to watch the battle between High-Tier Magic Beasts from a distance, unfreezing time. He didn’t make any other active decision, opting to simply observe for now. 
His target had always been the leadership behind this attack. The grunts carrying it out were bound to be disposable. Even if he brought their corpses to a Byren Deathreader, he would probably get nothing useful. The higher-ups were the ones that would have valuable intel. 
He didn’t have anything against the Farians, but he also wasn’t here to babysit them. Protecting them would have meant giving his targets time to escape. 
He was pleased to see the attack fail… but he couldn’t help but to be confused at why. 
He was even more confused when, some moments later, a gargantuan explosion tore into existence, obliterating a massive chunk of forest with searing flames, followed almost immediately by a hefty shockwave. 
It was an awe-inspiring sight. He had never seen such a clear display of power, an explosion that rivaled small nuclear explosions on Earth. 
Prime spent a few hours trying to analyze what he had seen from afar before eventually deciding on his next course of action. 
He needed to investigate in person, before the Farians realized the Life Festival wasn’t being attacked and sent a team over. 
Prime sprinted down from his mountain, drawing on his Draconic Blood to drastically boost his regeneration, strength, and speed. He could only use the blood’s power in limited amounts each day, and while he had used this blood extensively in his fight against Mantis, he still had some left in reserve. 
Obtaining this Draconic Blood was one of the improvements Prime had made in his past few weeks here on the Second Layer, a change to a new stat in his Status, his ‘Physique,’ that he’d obtained from completing a rather strenuous Inheritance. No matter how focused he was on tracking down his enemies, he would never forget the importance of power. He was always seeking out ways to enhance his strength. 
Prime moved through the southern part of the Woolen Forest at great speed. It took him a relatively brief amount of time to reach the place where the explosion had originated. Once he arrived, he approached the epicenter carefully, freezing time repeatedly to scout out his surroundings. 
Not surprisingly, he found himself in another crater, this one significantly larger than the one he started in. The ground had been blasted black by the explosion, burnt to a crisp. The thousands of trees that had existed here were gone, annihilated into ash. Most of the earth had been flattened. 
The bits that had not been flattened, however, were what came to interest Prime the most.
“Huh.” After freezing time again, Prime knelt down next to one of the clumps and ran a hand down its side. The black lump had fused with the ground and become mostly immovable.
He spent a long period carefully slicing into this black lump, eventually realizing what it was. 
The corpse of a High-Tier Magic Beast, burnt almost beyond recognization. He checked several other lumps, confirming that they were the same. He also noted that all of them were missing their Spirit Crystals. 
“The explosion killed them…? Who did this? How?” It was a startling realization.
High-Tier Magic Beasts were extremely sturdy. Killing one was difficult. 
Killing several of them at the same time was insanely hard. He had experienced that difficulty firsthand inside the Inheritance that held his Draconic Blood. One of the trials he’d had to complete involved several battles against a number of High-Tier creatures, some at the same time. He beat each trial, in the end, but only by the skin of his teeth. 
No normal explosion was enough to cause this.
A few minutes passed in real-time as Prime moved about the crater, investigating the scene. He left the High-Tier Magic Beast corpses where they lay, though only because he had no choice. All of the corpses were fused with the ground and would take far too much time to remove. 
The explosion had destroyed almost everything in the vicinity. Nevertheless, Prime persevered, methodically spending enormous amounts of time as he dug up large tracts of earth. 
Because of that, he managed to find a small, fist-sized spike that had escaped destruction, buried a meter beneath the cindered earth. 
And, shortly after that, he found something else…
Or, rather, something else found him. 
“I thought I smelled a familiar stench.” A deep voice rumbled into the air while Prime was in the midst of sprinting to a new section of the crater. 
Immediately, Prime froze time. A short while later, he unfroze it as he realized that the speaker was out of his range. When time was frozen, he could move around freely, but only in a limited area. Anything beyond a certain range was something he couldn’t see or interact with. 
Around a hundred and twenty meters to the south, Prime could make out the speaker walking towards him. It appeared to be…
‘A talking monkey..?’ Prime blinked, temporarily at a loss. 
‘No, it’s a gorilla. A Transformation Type user?’ Prime clarified his thought a moment later, his eyes going cold as he looked at the armor the creature was wearing. 
The gear was damaged, but still obviously the same type of armor that the warriors of the Beasts of Providence used. 
‘An enemy.’
“I’m surprised the lackeys of the Drakes aren’t extinct yet. Your masters died out long ago, runt.” The Transformation Type user’s voice echoed out in the air as he took several confident steps forward. 
Prime missed none of this, his gaze calmly boring into the warrior. Prime was well aware he was in no condition to fight. He had used up 90% of the Draconic Blood he could draw on, while his energy stores were at dangerous lows. He took those things into account as he began to prepare himself, knowing he might not have a choice. 
“I have no master, man or Drake. Who are you?” Prime returned, putting up a confident, collected facade as he began to walk towards the other warrior. 
Unlike most of his other targets, this one was talking an unusual amount, something that made Prime wary. He decided to try to take advantage of the man’s chattiness and see if he could gain some free information. 
“Who am I?” The talking gorilla paused before continuing,
“Yvvtal the Destroyer, of course.” An almost tangible wave of killing intent began to flow from the man's body,
“I’m back… and…” The warrior donned a blood-curdling smile,
“I’m here to destroy.”
.




Chapter 3

.
A cool breeze swept through a large stone canyon, fluttering freely as it flew across cracked brown rocks and soared above wide jutting boulders. This wind crossed the 500-meter gap from one wall to the other, floating above the meandering river that guided the canyon’s path. 
Warm sunlight shined down on this canyon from above, giving it a rather cheerful appearance that was decidedly at odds with its grim name: the Dark Canyon. 
Located at the southern border of the Divine Might Sect’s territory, the Dark Canyon stretched for hundreds of miles. Just like how the Dragon Mountains served as a natural barrier against the Silent Sword Sect to the north, the Dark Canyon served as a boundary for the Ground Demon Sect to the south. 
At first glance, it seemed to be far less effective of a barrier. The Dark Canyon stood only a half dozen miles thick at its widest, while the Dragon Mountains sat between 100 and 200 miles throughout. In that aspect alone, regardless of how long the canyon was, the two sites were incomparable. 
Nevertheless, it was common knowledge that the Dark Canyon was significantly more dangerous to cross.
Shin kept all of that in mind as he took a deep breath and then exhaled, his gaze never wavering as he stared down a long scope. 
The blonde-haired man was perched precariously on the side of a canyon wall, resting on a ledge that jutted out merely half a meter. He was dressed in a set of faded brown pants and a dull brown shirt, camouflaging himself against the brown stone walls.
In Shin’s hands was a long, silver rifle inlaid with various blue symbols. He held it with a sense of familiarity and practice, two fingers resting on its trigger while he aimed down its scope.
“Careful now…” Shin muttered as he adjusted the long gun slightly, focusing on his target. 
Around 350 meters in front of Shin, strolling along the rocky canyon floor, a dark, humanoid shadow could be seen. This creature had two arms and legs, a torso and a head, many of the normal features of a human… but not all of them.
Instead of possessing a mouth, eyes, or nose, the shadow’s face was eerily blank. It was like a mannequin, having a body that appeared normal at a distance, but lacking the true essence of a human. 
Shin breathed in. 
Shin exhaled. 
The shadow continued to move. It might not possess any eyes, but the creature picked its path carefully, walking without hesitation.  
It didn’t seem to be aware of Shin, but… it just so happened to be walking directly towards him. 
Shin raised his gun ever so slightly, a small bead of sweat forming along his cheek. He made several small adjustments as the shadow continued moving, keeping track of things like the distance, the breeze, and anything else that might matter. 
Seconds slipped by. 
The shadow kept walking, closing the gap between it and Shin by 50 meters. 
Shin breathed in.
Shin exhaled. 
The bead of sweat that had formed continued to travel down his cheek, stopping only after it reached the edge of his chin. 
In that time, Shin’s hands tightened, shifting his rifle by a few millimeters.
The shadow never stopped moving, now only 250 meters distant. 
Shin breathed in.
Shin exhaled. 
The drop of sweat fell from his face, dripping lightly onto the rocky ledge. 
Shin’s eyes twitched. 
The shadow abruptly froze, its faceless head jerking to point at Shin. 
For a tiny, split-second, nothing happened. 
A moment later…
Shin pulled the trigger. 
‘Expand.’
A small, silver bullet silently blasted from Shin’s gun. As soon as it emerged, it rapidly began to swell up in size. It went from being the length of Shin’s middle finger to around the size of a skateboard in a fraction of a second. 
That bullet ripped through the air lightning-fast, flying forth in a blur. It crossed the distance between Shin and the shadow so quickly it seemed like it should have been impossible to notice.
Nevertheless, somehow, the shadow reacted. 
Its dark body twisted as it lurched a step to the right. The creature actually took this step before Shin even pulled the trigger on his gun. Despite the large distance between the two, the shadow had immediately sensed when Shin was about to kill it, allowing it to preemptively dodge. 
Unfortunately for the shadow, that didn’t matter. 
Shin’s silver bullet, in mid-flight, adjusted its trajectory. Instead of blasting forward towards Shin’s original target, the space where the shadow should’ve been standing, it landed one step to the right…
Exactly where the shadow had dodged to. 
The huge bullet slammed into the shadow’s chest and obliterated it, a flash of silver light searing out. It travelled clean through the shadow and pierced into the ground behind it, sending up a storm of stone shrapnel and shattered rock. 
The shadow collapsed, its body caving in as it fell apart. Its corpse dissipated as it vanished from existence, all remnants of it fading away.
Just like that, the shadow was gone. 
“About freakin’ time.” Shin lowered his rifle, heaving a huge sigh of relief as tension vanished from his shoulders. He took several steadying breaths as he got to his feet, a small smile appearing on his face. 
A moment later, Shin vanished as he teleported away from his ledge.
Instead of inspecting the spot where the shadow had died, Shin moved in the opposite direction. He spent the next several seconds teleporting over and over, speeding through the canyon.
It was only after he crossed through thousands of meters that Shin finally came to a stop, landing atop a large stone pillar in the middle of a barren stretch within the Dark Canyon. 
“Welcome back, Shin. How’d it go?” A woman’s voice greeted Shin moments after he appeared.
“Yo, Sofa.” Shin smiled a little wider as he glanced at the speaker. 
A brown-haired woman sat on the rocky ground, leaning her back against a small stone boulder. She was dressed in a plain brown dress and brown boots, her eyes shut tight in meditation. Two grey shortswords rested in her lap, covered with a hint of red energy. 
“The Shadow Seeker’s dead! My Soul Rifle’s working great.” Shin patted his rifle affectionately.
That long-ranged Artifact weapon was very similar to the Soul Pistol he’d obtained on the First Layer. Just like his Soul Pistol, it was capable of firing most types of bullets and allowed him to guide them as they shot forward, adjusting their trajectories. 
The main difference between the two was that this gun was stronger and more precise, able to shoot farther and with more accuracy. His Soul Pistol had cost him 26,500 Points while this rifle cost about three times that, Points well spent in his eyes. 
“Did anything change?” Sophia kept her eyes shut as she responded, remaining in her meditative pose. 
Shin stretched his right arm while Sophia spoke, sitting down shortly after. He stretched his left arm in the same motion, though simply out of habit. That arm looked like a normal arm, but was actually a metallic Melding Plate Arm, an Artifact he’d used to replace his left arm after he’d lost it in battle on the First Layer. 
Shin dangled his legs off the edge of the stone pillar as he replied,
“Yeah! This time, it tried to dodge before I even attacked!” Shin’s voice held a hint of excitement. 
When Sophia heard this, she finally opened her eyes. Her pupils glowing pink in the afternoon light, shining eerily. 
“Perhaps it sensed your killing intent?” Sophia smiled as she began to get to her feet,
“Either way, it sounds strong enough to be useful inside the First Gate.” 
If what Micheal had shared with them was accurate, the First Gate found inside the Soul King’s Inheritance was an incredible training aid.  
Shin grinned back at Sophia, clenching his fists as he nodded in agreement. 
They could finally leave this hellish place.
Before Micheal left the First Layer, he had sent Shin and Sophia a detailed message outlining his plan for them. Most of that plan centered around the Soul King’s Inheritance, a famous tomb located within the Dark Canyon, roughly 40 miles from Shin and Sophia’s current location. 
According to Micheal, for the plan to work, they needed to camp within the Dark Canyon for several days first, something no sane inhabitant of the Second Layer would do.
It was an unusual idea, to put it lightly. The Dark Canyon was considered an extremely dangerous place for good reason: the existence of the Shadow Seekers.
The Dark Canyon was not inhabited by any living thing. It was like a barren desert, devoid of life. 
The shadowy humanoid that Shin had killed earlier, a Shadow Seeker, was not a living creature. In fact, it did not even exist in the Dark Canyon normally. 
They only came into existence when a living being stepped into the territory of the Dark Canyon, with a singular purpose:
To hunt.
Each Shadow Seeker was different. The magical beings mimicked the appearance of their targets. In terms of power, Micheal had claimed the first Shadow Seeker they would encounter would be roughly as strong as they were. 
They found this out for themselves five days ago, right after Shin and Sophia started camping in the canyon, and seven days after they arrived on the Second Layer. The unnerving creatures had shown up out of nowhere, moving in to attack from different directions. 
The shadowy beings were drawn to Shin and Sophia, able to track them down with perfect accuracy. According to Micheal, even if they left the Dark Canyon and fled a thousand miles away, the Shadow Seekers would still hunt after them, following at a methodical pace. 
You either killed them or they killed you. So long as you lived on this planet, they would never stop.
The duo managed to defeat their respective Shadow Seekers with relative ease the first time around. The Shadow Seekers were strong, but the Abilities, Artifacts, and individual skill that Shin and Sophia possessed gave them the upper hand. 
Once a Shadow Seeker died, it would no longer hunt its target. 
However… if that target remained within the Dark Canyon… 
6 hours later, that Shadow Seeker would reform and begin its hunt anew.
Over the past 5 days, Shin and Sophia had spent a good portion of their time hunting down Shadow Seekers, over and over. The dark beings grew a little stronger each time they died, transforming from easy targets into, by now, considerably dangerous foes that had to be handled carefully. 
It was a waste of time, in most regards. Shadow Seekers didn’t drop Points and this canyon was far from a good place to meditate. The time each Shadow Seeker took to respawn made them less-than-ideal training partners.
The only thing the duo had appeared to accomplish was to make their Shadow Seekers significantly stronger.
“Shin, do you need to rest? If not, we'll go immediately.” Sophia’s voice took on a commanding edge as she jumped up. The air fluttered around her as she activated her Wind Sweeper Ability, floating up until she landed on a large, five-meters tall stone boulder. 
“Yeah, I’m ready to leave pronto. Let’s get the heck outta’ here.” Shin gave her a thumbs up. He pulled back from the edge of his stone pillar, wiping a bit of dust off his legs. 
“Perfect.” Sophia’s eyes glinted as she turned her gaze to the west, in the direction of the Soul King’s Inheritance. 
They may have wasted 5 days in the Dark Canyon, and 2 more days traveling to reach here, but it was fine in the end. 
The Soul King’s Inheritance was known for its legendary treasures and mystical rewards, but the real reason Sophia and Shin were headed there, and why Micheal had them spend so much time preparing, was completely different. 
Shin and Sophia had great potential, but they needed time to grow. They wouldn’t be able to keep up with Micheal otherwise. 
None of the rewards they could possibly earn from this Inheritance could fix that problem. 
However… 
Rewards weren’t the only things that existed in an Inheritance. 
Inheritances were, in some ways, a lot like games in amusement parks. 
If you wanted to earn a prize from them, you first needed to complete a challenge. 
The rewards earned might not be able to help the duo… but what about the challenges themselves? 
The Soul King was the strongest Dark Wraith to ever exist, but not because he was skilled in battle or a legendary warrior. 
He was a genius, not at battle, but in research. He studied things like Concepts, the Divine Language, and Artifacts, becoming a legendary figure in the era of Torens and Blue Drakes. Even Yvvtal the Destroyer drew from his work. 
Far and wide, his name was known.
Tallanoran, the Soul King.
Master of Time.
.




Chapter 4

“Prepare to duel!”
“Condense your Weapon Energy, don’t spread it out!”
“Activate your Bane Flame Blades on my command!”
A series of gruff, wizened voices echoed across a sunlit grass field, demanding immediate action.
Hundreds of men and women stood in that same field, dressed in white leather armor that was emblazoned with the main symbol of the Purgatory Church: a large circle and three small circles that were lined up horizontally inside the large circle. These warriors were split up into several groups, each focused on various things. 
Some of the groups held mock battles, while others went over ways to utilize certain Artifacts or Abilities. All of them were filled with determined warriors that were training without holding back, doing their best to improve. 
The Nirvana Saint clasped his hands together as he studied all of this, his golden eyes giving away nothing. 
The man stood at one end of the training field, at the edge of a rather thin forest, watching from the shade of a large oak tree. He was dressed in a set of humble white robes. He held no weapon in his hands or sheathed at his hip, but instead carried a file of papers tucked under his arm.
“Bevlin, how are the men doing?” The Nirvana Saint’s warm voice sang out as he turned around. 
Directly behind the nameless leader of the Purgatory Church was a trio of men dressed in full metal armor. These warriors had the symbol of the Purgatory Church enshrined on their chestplates, making their allegiance very clear. 
Each warrior was tall and strong, bearing sturdy physiques that were noticeable even behind all that metal. They stood at around the same height, a few inches above average for a human. Their helmets hid their facial features, causing them to appear almost like triplets. 
One of the men in the trio, the one at the center of the group, immediately stepped forward after the Nirvana Saint spoke. This warrior emanated a tangible feeling of heat from his body, as if preparing to burst out into flames. 
“Quite well, Your Holiness. The accelerated training plans have been implemented across all stations without issue.” Bevlin’s voice was deep, carrying a rich timbre full of confidence. 
The Nirvana Saint nodded slightly as he studied the warrior. 
Bevlin Petrov, the Sun Knight. He was one of the strongest warriors loyal to the Purgatory Church, and one of only six Knight Commanders within the Grey Knights. 
“How about the reorganization process? Any problems there?” The Nirvana Saint asked another question.
“There were a few delays, but it’s moving along just fine now.” BevLionalswered in quick order. 
The Nirvana Saint smiled. 
“Good.” His reply was short, but contained a hint of genuine pleasure as he turned around, turning his focus back to the training field. 
After the Nirvana Saint learned of the existence of the Beasts of Providence, he immediately began to implement countermeasures. 
He was facing an unknown number of enemies that utilized unknown powers in an unknown world where he was forced to rely on incomplete information and unknown allies. 
Given all of that, the first thing he had to do was obvious:
Gather an army. 
“Francis, Yun Chen.” The Nirvana Saint motioned at the two other men, elite Knight Commanders on par with Bevlin, adding, 
“Return to your posts and maintain training. I want the Grey Knights battle-ready by next month. Go.” His voice brooked no argument.
“As you command, Your Holiness!” 
“At once, Your Holiness!” 
The two other Knight Commanders saluted the Nirvana Saint and immediately set off, transforming into silver blurs as they began to split away. A small entourage of armored subordinates joined up with each Knight Commander as they left, one group headed north while the other travelled south. 
The Knight Commanders were the sub-leaders of the Grey Knights, the Purgatory Church’s hidden army, second only to the Nirvana Saint himself. Each one was stationed in control of six different areas, serving as a proxy for his orders. 
The Nirvana Saint had completely rescinded the orders Archbishop Irin had left behind, calling the Six Battalions of the Grey Knights back into active training. The current training course had been designed by the Nirvana Saint, drawing on the experience of several military experts within the Church.
The Archbishop had weakened the Grey Knights, but not enough to ruin them. The Grey Knights had maintained their strenuous recruitment standards, all of their members were still elites in their own right. The Nirvana Saint had been gifted with an excellent foundation to build an army out of, something he intended to take full advantage of. 
After reactivating the Six Battalions, the Nirvana Saint also weeded out the incompetent officers that the Archbishop had installed, reorganizing the military force to focus on discipline and competence. 
This was a huge effort that was extremely difficult to hide. The Grey Knights focused on quality, not quantity, but there were still a bit more than 24,000 men and women serving within the hidden army. Even when split up, the movements of so many elites was bound to make waves. 
No matter what the Nirvana Saint did, he was bound to be noticed. The secret organization that had controlled the Archbishop likely had spies placed within the Grey Knights, if nothing else. They might even be adding new spies to his army, infiltrating and controlling his men. 
It was a harrowing realization. Trust was now an even rarer commodity. 
The fact that he had been blind to the existence of this organization was horrifying. If he hadn’t learned of their existence and instead later been caught completely unaware… suffice to say, the consequences would not be pretty. 
‘Speaking of trust…’ The Nirvana Saint’s golden eyes flickered as he glanced back at Knight Commander Bevlin. 
“Commander, how go the preparations for the Great Feast?” The leader of the Church asked, smiling genteelly. 
“Err- my Battalion hasn’t run into any issues helping the other branches of the Church prepare. I’ve been told supplies are almost fully stocked in most locations.” Bevlin’s reply came after a moment’s pause, the question catching the man slightly off-guard.
“Good, good. I’m glad to hear that!” The Nirvana Saint clapped his hands together, his eyes burning with endless enthusiasm. 
Right after he clapped, in the distance, a white robed attendant slowly began to approach. 
‘If I was the leader of a hidden organization and I wanted to control the Church, who would I want to dominate?’ The thought rose to the forefront of the Church leader’s mind.
A small glint appeared and then vanished from the Nirvana Saint’s gaze as he glanced at the attendant and then back at Knight Commander Bevlin. 
“Just one last thing, Commander, before I let you go. I have a few last questions I’d like to ask you. Brother Gabriel, here, will join us to verify the truth of your answers.” The golden-eyed man smiled as he waved at the approaching attendant. 
The Knight Commander shrugged and then nodded. The Nirvana Saint had phrased his words as if this was an optional request, but his tone made it clear that it was an irrefutable demand.
‘My first choice would’ve been the Archbishop. My second choice, however…’ The golden-eyed leader of the Church never stopped smiling as he studied the Knight Commander.
‘That would be the Knight Commanders…’ His smile grew a little harsh.
‘All of them.’
.. .. .. .. .. .. 
♫…♫…♫
Beautiful music hummed in the air, singing a haunting, wordless melody that echoed in the hearts of all who heard it. It was an epic, a song full of bravery and hope, danger and fear, culminating in a hectic climax where everything came together. 
Victory and death, defeat and life, a never-ending circle of stories.
♫
Micheal blearily recognized the tune as his mind wavered on the edge of awareness, his thoughts clouded and muddled. 
‘Huh? What? Who?’ Try as he might, he struggled to form a coherent line of thought, let alone to search his memories and name the song.
He lay there for several moments, relegating himself to simply existing in the moment. 
♫… ♫… ♫
It wasn’t an unpleasant experience, he found. In this state, he was vaguely aware of the many things he needed to do, but was unable to feel the urgency behind those worries. 
Because of that, Micheal found himself able to truly relax, soaking in the raw music with a hint of pleasure. 
Time slipped by. 
♫
The song travelled down one familiar avenue after another, working towards its grand crescendo. It had its peaks and its troughs, the music dancing with a heart of its own. 
As the song grew, so did Micheal’s awareness. 
Gradually, various sensations returned to him. The first thing he regained was the ability to feel his body, swiftly followed by sensations of warmth, faint aches in his joints and muscles from lying still for too long, and a thick, heavy feeling that weighed him down. 
‘Ah?’ Micheal’s mind gradually began to grow clear, his thoughts coming easier to him.
♫
‘The Life Festival… did I stop the attack? Is… is Myla Hannis still alive?’ The first coherent thought he could muster was not for himself, but for the Farians that he had tried to protect. 
His memories of the battle with the Beasts of Providence rose up into his mind, as did the realization that there was someone controlling the minds of the secret organization’s warriors. 
He’d stopped all the attacks he’d known about ahead of time… but given what he knew now… it was entirely conceivable the Beasts of Providence had had a backup plan that he’d missed.  
A hint of worry rapidly began to spread throughout his consciousness, hand-in-hand with a feeling of guilt. 
He’d been far too reliant on his knowledge of the future despite knowing that the history of the Second Layer was scattered and unclear. 
He knew what he knew… but what he knew was not everything. 
♫
The song that Micheal had found welcoming before began to grate on his ears now. It suddenly became discordant, rousing his consciousness. 
Micheal’s mouth twitched, the muscles that controlled his lips contorting into a weak frown. His eyes scrunched up as he focused, doing his best to throw off the irritating tune. 
His mind rapidly began to clear as his awareness rocketed upwards. Everything began to fly back towards Micheal, his memories rushing in without pause. 
The final battle, the massive explosion he’d set off, the chain of Points notifications he’d obtained… everything came back to him. 
Abruptly, the music vanished. 
Micheal’s eyes flicked open, revealing a rather blurry room around him. He could make out a long brown bed that he was resting in, underneath a heavy brown blanket, as well as several windows letting in light on the walls. 
What caught his attention most, however, were the two vague figures that were standing just to the right of his bed, one taller and one short. 
“Oh? It was effective.” The larger of those two blurry figures spoke up in a deep, gruff voice that echoed out. 
“Indeed. His Soul was already half-healed, my Spell only needed to do half the work. This human’s quite a resilient one.” The smaller of the two figures replied with a shrug.
Micheal responded by blinking furiously, clearing his vision as quickly as possible. At the same time, he split his focus in his head and activated his Life Orb Mastery Ability, creating a Life Orb that he could draw on if needed. 
A few seconds later, the world around him came into focus. 
As soon as it did, Micheal’s jaw dropped. 
“Huh?” He muttered, so shocked that he couldn’t help himself.
Standing in front of him were two very unexpected guests. 
The taller man was a Farian, a lean, muscular one with warm, golden skin and green eyes. His long blond hair fell across his shoulders, sliding off his square jaw to give him a rather majestic look. The simple brown robe he wore somehow complemented the feeling of awe he gave off, in an almost paradoxical way. 
Micheal recognized him instantly. 
He was Gregor Mantorel, the Lord Justiciar of the Farians.
The strongest Farian across the entire Second Layer, a legendary figure of great renown.
If the Six Lords of the Byrens were known as impossible monsters, the Lord Justiciar that could fight evenly with any one of those Lords was known as a freakish beast. Through his illogical strength, he singlehandedly prolonged the Great War Between Races time and time again, supporting his entire race on his back at times. 
Gregor acted as the de facto leader of the Farians, though even his might wasn’t enough to force the Farian Tribes to smoothly cooperate. Still, he was a busy man, and not someone Micheal was prepared to see as soon as he woke up. 
Seeing him now was surprising…
However, it was the second figure standing next to the Lord Justiciar that shocked Micheal to his core. 
Like Gregor, this figure also wore a plain brown robe. He was of below average height, standing around 5 feet tall (1.5 meters). Instead of pale white or warm golden skin, his face was colored light blue. Apart from the odd color, his appearance was very human-like, with two grey eyes, normal ears, a small nose, and thin lips. 
There were no Farians that looked like that… but the blue-skinned humanoid was the spitting image of a Rakkonian Wizard, one of the invading Races alongside the Farains, Humans, and the Orkals far to the west. The Rakkonians were known for their ability to cast mystical Spells and had landed in the territory of the Ground Demon Sect to the South. 
Micheal’s breath caught in his throat as he stared at the two men, flabbergasted. 
The leader of the Farians and a powerful Rakkonian Wizard, standing side by side at peace. 
His mind began to race furiously as golden-skinned Farian looked down and began to speak. 
“Good morning, young warrior. I’m glad to see you’ve finally woken up.” Gregor’s mouth widened into a smile that failed to reach his eyes, 
“It’s time you and I had a talk.” 
.




Chapter 5

Micheal forced himself to get over his shock, shoving his confusion to the side as he went into full observation mode. He extended his senses in every direction, his focus spreading outward.
The Lord Justiciar had briefly turned away from Micheal, taking the time to usher the Rakkonian Wizard out of the room.
Micheal seized hold of that opportunity to quickly check his Status. Just from the few moments he’d spent awake, he could already tell that his body had undergone enormous changes. Given his current circumstances, leisurely taking the time to sense each change one-by-one seemed like a bad idea.
‘Status.’ He instantly called up the glowing blue screen.
The Lord Justiciar turned around roughly 2 seconds later, just barely missing the wave of shock that appeared and then promptly vanished in Micheal’s eyes.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 621,885
Race: Human
Age: 18
Physique: Energized Physique - 2 Star -> Heartflame Physique - 3 Star
Soul Quality: 3 Star
Strength - 268 -> 308
Endurance - 200 -> 227
Recovery - 133 -> 135
Soul - 38 -> 52
Abilities - (6/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Earth Tier - Late -> Peak)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
Impact Release
Ceaseless Mind
Temporal Bubble
.
’52! My Soul stat is 52!’ He stared at the screen, his eyes blank for a moment as he focused on his Soul.
Sharp, fiery, focused… if was like his Soul had evolved, the warm glow of Master Tier Sword Energy melding with it. His senses were stronger, his reflexes enhanced, his thoughts faster.
His Soul had fully accepted the Master Tier Sword Energy, underlining a transformation that could only mean one thing:
He had become a Master.
“Congratulations on your breakthrough.” The gruff voice of the Farian Lord Justiciar brought Micheal back to reality as looked up.
The de facto leader of the Farians gave Micheal an amicable nod.
Micheal nodded back, his eyes narrowing slightly as he studied the Farian. He wasn’t sure if the man had noticed Micheal was now a Master or if he just realized Micheal’s Ki was half a step from Sky Tier.
‘…I already knew it, but he’s really a monster.’
After the transformation his body and Soul underwent upon reaching Master-level, there were certain things Micheal could see now that he couldn’t so easily before.
One of those things, in this case, were hints of the vast amount of power that the Lord Justiciar was hiding. Micheal felt like he was looking at an enormous explosion of energy that had been condensed down inside a single being.
If the two of them were to fight right now, with Micheal pulling out every trump card he had left and risking injuring his Soul, his chances of winning would still be less than 10%. Even escaping would be extremely difficult, assuming the Farian went all out from the start.
“Thank you.” Micheal returned politely.
Two of them gazed at each other in silence for a few moments, sizing each other up. A hint of appreciation appeared in the Farian’s eyes.
The Lord Justiciar smiled and began introducing himself.
“My name is Gregor Mantorel, the Lord Justiciar of the Farian Tribes.” He looked expectantly at Micheal.
“Micheal Care, a warrior of the Human Race. I have no title.” Micheal introduced himself honestly, giving his real name. If he wanted to get the Farians on humanity’s side, lying to them from the get-go would be unwise.
For some reason, the Lord Justiciar’s eyes widened almost imperceptibly when he heard Micheal’s name. His gaze returned to normal in an instant, but Micheal’s newly enhanced senses as a Master caught the change.
“I believe I owe you quite the debt of gratitude, young Swordmaster.” Gregor began, a glint in the Farian’s eye as he revealed that he had indeed noticed Micheal was a Master.
“If not for your actions, we would have suffered catastrophic losses.” The Farian stated the truth plainly, something Micheal appreciated.
If he had been a human commander, the Lord Justiciar might’ve tried to brush aside and diminish Micheal’s efforts or take credit for it himself. Not all humans were like that, but it wasn’t exactly a rare occurrence in Micheal’s first life.
“I was only doing what needed to be done.” Micheal replied without hesitation.
The Farians would prove a valuable ally if he could win them over to his side. They also couldn’t be infected by the Seeds of the Vile King, at least as far as Micheal was aware. The Vile King’s Seeds were only known to work on humans.
Over the next few minutes, the Lord Justiciar continued asking Micheal various questions about the battle that had taken place. Micheal, in turn, answered each question with clear, precise answers. He held back his urges to ask about the Rakkonian Wizard for now. 
Their talk went on for some time. In the background, Micheal finished reviewing his condition. He also checked on his Life Orb count and found them to have been fully restocked. It seemed he had subconsciously managed to will himself to make new ones, a rather pleasant surprise to wake up to.
It also meant, given the 24 hour limit on Life Orb creation, that he had been unconscious for several days.
“How long have I been out?” Micheal asked when he found a break in their conversation.
“Hmm… since the time we picked you up, it’s been 14 days.” The Lord Justiciar replied.
“What?!” Micheal’s mouth fell open in shock.
‘2 weeks?!’
It was much worse than he had expected.
“Yes. You fell into some sort of transformative state after overdrawing your Soul.” The Lord Justiciar explained.
Micheal nodded silently, still not over his surprise.
His Physique transformed from a 2 Star Physique to a 3 Star Physique, his Soul grew astronomically, and he became Master Tier, all after an extremely intensive battle where he taxed himself severely.
Any one of those things would normally be dangerous, let alone all of them happening at the same time.
Still… a time loss of 2 weeks was terrible.
“We’ve heard much about you in that time, young warrior.” Gregor nodded.
Micheal frowned when he heard that.
“You’ve heard about me?” That didn’t make much sense to him, even if 2 weeks had passed. He shouldn’t be a well-known figure by this point, especially for the distant Farian race.
The Lord Justiciar nodded again.
“You’ve gained quite the reputation among your own kind, have you not?”
Micheal’s eyes crinkled up in confusion.
“Are you not aware?” Gregor paused, his head tilting slightly to the side.
“Aware of what?” Micheal hurriedly asked.
“All of our points of contact with your race have spread word of an enormous bounty for the ‘Great Traitor’ of humanity.” Gregor’s words resounded like thunder in Micheal’s ears.
“Micheal Care, a skilled sword user, the ‘Saintkiller.’”
Micheal’s frown deepened. He wasn’t certain how his full name had been leaked but it wasn’t too unexpected after what happened on the First Laye-
His thoughts cut off midway as his heart plummeted.
“Saintkiller?” He slowly repeated the last title as a sense of foreboding swept over him.
“Mm? Surprised? Well, it seems an apt name for who they say you killed… what was his name again… it was something weird…” The Lord Justiciar grumbled as he thought back.
“Ah, right. The new leader of the Purgatory Church.” Gregor nodded.
A historic genius that prevented the deaths of countless millions.
A prodigy that survived until the Sixth Layer.
An outstanding future hero of humanity.
“The Nirvana Saint is dead.”
.




Chapter 6

‘Calm down.’ The first thing Micheal did was clamp down on his emotions.
‘You are in front of the Lord Justiciar of the Farian race. Steady, Micheal.’ The news he had received was shocking, but it was no excuse to show weakness. The Lord Justiciar was a Farian that admired the strong and Micheal intended on leaving the strongest first impression he could.
“I killed the Nirvana Saint? While I was resting here unconscious? Nonsense.” Micheal immediately latched on to the obvious hole in the story.
The Lord Justiciar shrugged.
“Perhaps it’s someone with the same name as you.”
Micheal inwardly frowned as his mind raced.
‘It makes no sense unless someone is intentionally targeting me. In the first place, I would never try to kill the Nirvana Saint. So… a propaganda effort, to isolate me?’ His eyes flashed.
‘The Vile King.’ It seemed Micheal had annoyed the mass murderer enough to get him to act, and on a massive scale at that. 2 weeks of time was more than enough for Constantine to set something like this up.
‘If this is the Vile King’s doing, that doesn’t necessarily mean the Nirvana Saint is dead.’ The closest thing the Vile King had to a ‘rival,’ in the original timeline, would have to be the Nirvana Saint.
The two foes shouldn’t have started clashing with each other for 1 and a half more years, but Micheal’s intervention appeared to have sped that timeline up.
Just because the Vile King claimed he was dead didn’t mean he actually was dead. The Nirvana Saint was incredibly adept at noticing patterns and unbelievably good at staying alive, especially in situations where survival seemed impossible, to the point where he earned the nickname ‘Holy Roach’ by some of his naysayers.
Despite telling himself that, Micheal couldn’t help but feel a little sick. If the Nirvana Saint died early on… it would force him to adjust almost all of his plans. Humanity’s survival would grow even more difficult.
“Regardless, you are a hero to our kind. After you finish recovering, the Tribe Leaders will convene a council to decide how to reward you.” The Lord Justiciar gently smiled as he continued.
"You have my sincere gratitude as well. If there’s ever anything I can do in return, just let me know.” The Lord Justiciar’s opinion of Micheal was extraordinarily high. He did, after all, stop what would have been the worst massacre in Farian history during their sacred Life Festival.
Before Micheal could give a reply, the air around him abruptly twisted with energy.
“Huh? Ah.” Micheal stuttered as he felt the Ki within his body begin to swarm and condense.
He was starting to breakthrough to the Sky Tier of Ki Cultivation.
‘Damn it.’ He frowned. After he woke up and realized he was just half a step away from Sky Tier, he had purposefully suppressed his Ki to avoid making a breakthrough. Clarifying his situation and leaving a good first impression on the Lord Justiciar had been his immediate priorities.
The shock of hearing about the Nirvana Saint being dead had thrown off his concentration, enough to allow the Ki that was raging to break through a foothold.
“Oh? The energy within you is… evolving?” Gregor’s keen senses missed nothing as he stared down at Micheal with interest.
“It feels quite similar to Bloodline Evolution. How interesting. This is the first time I’ve seen a human break through.” Farians grew stronger by evolving their Bloodlines in a similar way to Ki evolving from one Tier to another.
“My apologies for the surprise, Lord Justiciar. I didn’t think it would happen while we were still talking.” Micheal sighed as he began clearing his mind. There was no going back now; he would just have to make the best of the situation.
“Just call me Gregor, and it’s fine. The energy in you tried to evolve several times while you were unconscious. It’s why I called on an ally to help speed up your recovery process. I couldn’t just leave the hero of the hour injured without treatment.” The normally dour Lord Justiciar shared a mischievous grin as he added,
“I also wanted to witness a ‘Ki Breakthrough’ that I’ve heard so much about.”
Despite Micheal’s worries and the rather-pressing Sky Tier Heart Trial that was about to begin, he couldn’t help but to smile back.
“In that case… can I rely on you to guard me until I finish breaking through?” Micheal didn’t think he’d be in any danger here, regardless, but it never hurt to be certain. Losing concentration during a Heart Trial could have serious consequences.
The Lord Justiciar gave Micheal a look as if to say “Who do you think I am?”
“In that case… I’ll be in your care.” Micheal closed his eyes as he crossed his legs and assumed a meditative pose, putting his trust in the Lord Justiciar.
It took only a few short moments for his Ki to spread and then condense to the absolute maximum level it could maintain within his body, reaching his physical limit. At this point, even the slightest lapse in concentration could severely injure or even cripple him. While he could use a Life Orb to instantly recover from any injuries he sustained, there was no reason to waste one if he didn’t need to.
Immediately following this, Micheal felt the eerie sensation that was his Soul fluctuating as it resonated with the energy in his body. It felt like being embraced in a warm blanket while drinking ice cold water, growing hot and cold at the same time.
Light flashed in his eyes. His ears seemed to buzz. He could smell a harsh, arid scent.
Micheal blinked.
He found himself standing on a large, cracked stone plateau. Two suns glared down on the world overhead, lighting up a series of distant mountains and broken plateaus that surrounded him.
‘I’m back here.’ Micheal’s heart pounded as he looked around.
It was the Seventh Layer.
His Heart Trial vision was, for the first time in a decade, taking place at a new location.
“You humans are a lot like bugs, ya know? All that squirming and struggle for what? A meaningless death.” A jovial voice echoed in the air from behind Micheal.
Micheal’s mind grew eerily calm as he slowly turned around. The world around him seemed to slow down as he focused, staring at the speaker.
Behind Micheal was an Angel.
A muscular man with bronzed skin, dressed in a white robe. Long, beautiful white feathered wings rose out of his back, fluttering gracefully in the breeze. A glowing white Halo floated above the man’s head as he lounged atop a large boulder and looked down at Micheal with a friendly smile.
Murderous rage.
Unending hatred.
Extreme anger.
A torrent of terrifying emotions swept through Micheal in an instant as he recognized the speaker.
Navir.
A Titled Deity from the Sixth Layer, the Realm of Chaos.
The strongest Deity from the Angelic Tribe of Deities.
The Master of Nirvana.
“You.” Micheal spat out. He knew he was in a Heart Trial right now. He knew Navir was not actually in front of him. He knew this was all an illusion drawn from his memories and emotions that he needed to control. 
Nevertheless, he could barely restrain himself as saw one of humanity’s worst enemies.
The Deity that destroyed the Purgatory Church and killed the Nirvana Saint. The Deity that annihilated the fractured Knights of the Round Table. The Deity that wiped out the Moorim Association and the Alliance of Saints.
Navir singlehandedly crippled Humanity’s Last Army before it could even begin preparing for the Seventh Layer.
“Why hold yourself back? Come, try and kill me- ah right, you can’t, even if you could.” Navir smiled benevolently as he snapped his fingers.
12 black and white orbs appeared, each one enshrouded in black and white flames, floating in the air around Navir.
Micheal inhaled sharply when he saw them.
They were what made Navir truly seem invincible.
Nirvana Orbs.
Micheal’s Life Orbs could bring him back to life after he died.
Navir had a similar ability. He created his own ‘Nirvana Orbs.’ Just like a Life Orb, a Nirvana Orb would shatter upon its user’s death.
Instead of simply reviving the user, however… Nirvana Orbs rewound time by 12 hours.
Each Nirvana Orb took 12 days to create, unlike the 24 hour limit on a Life Orb. Navir could control up to 12 Nirvana Orbs at once.
At any point, he could jump back 12 hours, 24 hours, 3 days, etc, as long as he had enough Nirvana Orbs. Killing Navir would merely send him back to the past.
That meant the only way to truly kill Navir was to kill him 13 times in a row, over a period of 6 to 12 days, all in which Navir had advance knowledge on how he was going to be attacked and the general future for at least the next 12 hours before each fight. This was also assuming that he didn’t just kill himself several times to jump back days prior.
Micheal took a deep breath. And then another. And another.
In the background, he could feel energy flutter in his Soul, rapidly building upwards as it grew and resonated with his body.
“Aww, don’t take it so seriously, little guy. Life is absurd. Don’t you know that already?” Navir fluttered his wings as he leaned forward to stare at Micheal.
“I only rewind time by a day here or two days there. You twisted Causality by more than ten years, you die a hundred times but still live all the same. If that doesn’t prove the meaningless of life, I don’t know what does.” The Deity laughed quietly as he lightly tapped on the floating white Halo above his head.
Micheal took yet another deep breath as he managed to calm down, a cool sense of rationality mixing his bloodlust as he gazed straight into Navir’s eyes.
“I will definitely kill you this time around.” Micheal’s words rumbled out as a vow.
“You won’t get even the slightest chance to survive.”
In the first timeline, humanity never killed Navir. 
No one did. 
The Deity left the Sixth Layer of his own volition after getting bored slaughtering hundreds of thousands of powerful warriors not only from humanity, but from a plethora of other races that were all climbing towards the Seventh Layer.
“Will you now?” The Angel tilted his head slightly to the side as he smiled benignly.
“The Great Traitor of humanity is going to unite an army to defeat me? Do you really think that will work?”
Micheal blinked. Even as he tried to ignore Navir’s words, he couldn’t help but acknowledge them.
The Vile King was not one to shy away from destroying his enemies. Micheal’s reputation was no doubt irrevocably shattered by this point. The fact that Micheal actually did kill the beloved Godfather of the First Layer meant there was a tangible foundation Constantine could draw on. After all, Micheal had no way of proving that Cameron had been infected with a Seed. From an outside viewpoint, he was simply a murderer.
“So what?” Micheal abruptly donned a rather crooked smile.
Navir stared at Micheal bemusedly, perfectly matching the attitude of the real Navir, a Deity that didn’t take even the strongest of humanity seriously.
“I don’t have to be the one leading the army.” Micheal’s eyes narrowed as he glared daggers at the Deity.
“I just have to point it in your direction.”
Navir took one look at Micheal’s face and burst into laughter.
“Ahahahahahaha. How utterly amusing! An army of bugs lead by- no, guided by, a broken failure of a man are going to kill me? ME?!” Tears streamed down the Angel’s face as he laughed in genuine amusement.
“Keep laughing, Navir. Go ahead. I won’t stop you.” Micheal’s cold smile never wavered as he regained perfect control of his emotions,
“I hope you die with a smile on your face.”
Micheal’s words were answered with another round of gentle laughter, one he promptly shut out as the fluctuations of energy in Micheal’s Soul started to rapidly increase.
A feeling of numbness swept over his body, his mind starting to grow fuzzy.
The Heart Trial was ending, unusually faster than his first Trial, perhaps because of his solid foundation and growth. 
Light flashed around him one last time as he vanished, the vision dissipating. The waves of energy in his body shook mightily, and then folded together abruptly. A warm comfortable feeling settled into Micheal's body and soul as he blinked. Cool, blue light flooded his eyes.
Micheal successfully broke into the Sky Tier.
.




Chapter 7

Warmth, energy, strength, power, confidence, rage, determination, a flurry of feelings and emotions soared through Micheal's soul as he blinked. White energy flashed in the deepest part of his eyes, the glowing Sky Tier Ki gleaming like clouds in the sky.
“Ah.” He exhaled as he blinked several more times, slowly regaining his sense of awareness as he sat up.
‘Status.’ He temporarily shut away his surroundings as he focused inward on himself.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 621,885
Race: Human
Age: 18
Physique: Heartflame Physique - 3 Star
Soul Quality: 3 Star
Strength - 308 -> 402
Endurance - 227 -> 261
Recovery - 135 -> 136
Soul - 52 -> 58
Abilities - (6/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Earth Tier - Peak -> Sky Tier - Early)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
Impact Release
Ceaseless Mind
Temporal Bubble
.
‘My Strength stat is 400! My Soul stat is 58!’ Micheal couldn’t help but to smile when he saw that. His Strength stat had grown enormously and finally reached one of the goals he had for it on the Second Layer, in addition to his Soul stat making fantastic progress.
400 points in Strength, the combined strength of 40 adult humans packed into one, was the baseline for the Lord Tier of Ki Cultivation. Micheal’s Directed Cultivation eschewing the growth of Recovery for Strength was showing its fruits.
‘400 Strength and a Soul stat of 58… if its me, that’s more than enough to kill most Supreme Warriors.’ Micheal’s eyes flashed with a hint of excitement.
The only exceptions to that would be, potentially, the Sect Masters of the Six Great Sects and definitely the Lord Justiciar of the Farians. The Orkals had no Supreme Warrior and were likely enslaved by this point, while the Rakkonians’ Wizardy was powerful but inherently slow, inhibiting them.
As for humans…
‘Of the Four Barons that are humanity’s strongest, Baron Rex and Baron Fortuna are the only ones that might stand a chance against me.’ Micheal cooly analyzed the situation.
Baron Rex was a figure that grew rapidly in strength over time, while Baron Fortuna was a human that obtained a Legendary Artifact from the Soul King’s Inheritance. Either one of them could have reached a sufficient level of strength by now, especially after 2 more weeks had gone by. Fortuna shouldn’t have gotten his Legendary Artifact yet, but this timeline was so far shifted from the first, Micheal wasn’t willing to bet against it.
‘400 Strength won’t be enough. I need more.’ His eyes flashed coldly.
He could not be complacent, nor could he forget his true targets.
The Six Lords and the Beasts of Providence.
The most powerful beings on the Second Layer were the Six Lords that stood behind the Six Great Sects. All six of them stood at the absolute Peak Stage of the Lord Tier of Ki Cultivation in addition to being experienced Masters.
The Beasts of Providence had a hidden army of experts, and an unknown number of powerful warriors backing them, as well as the Beast King that Micheal knew almost nothing about.
Agents of the Six Lords were actively experimenting on humans, while the Beasts of Providence were the Vile King’s secret weapon.
If the Second Layer was to become a safe haven for humanity, neither group could be allowed to exist.
Abruptly, something interrupted Micheal’s train of thought.
A new sensation spread throughout his mind, a faint, odd ‘tugging’ sensation that pulled him in a direction off to his right.
Micheal’s eyes widened slightly but then quickly returned to normal after he recognized what it was.
It was what came to be known as one’s ‘Calling.’
After arriving on the Second Layer, humans encountered a ‘waiting period’ as their Souls fully integrated with the new world. For two weeks, even if they were killed, no one would get any Points for their death.
After the waiting period finished, gradually, within a few days or weeks, people began to feel their own respective ‘Calling.’ Something that ‘Called’ them to a specific spot on the Second Layer.
Once you reached that spot… you were able to leave the Second Layer and move on to the Third. Everyone was ‘Called’ to a different spot, some distant, some close by. The sensation was easy enough to ignore, leading to many people that stayed on the Second Layer and refused to go up, scared of what lay beyond.
“Oh? Are you already done?” A voice interrupted Micheal’s thoughts.
Micheal blinked as he looked to the side of his bed, where Gregor was calmly sitting. The Lord Justiciar was smiling at Micheal with a hint of surprise in his eyes.
“Yes. How long was I out?” Micheal asked back as he rubbed his eyes. He frowned immediately after as his hand shot up, the vast increase in his stats throwing off his senses.
“…less than 5 minutes. Are all human breakthroughs this fast?!” Gregor rumbled as he crossed his arms, shaking his head in bemusement. When Farians went through their own growth periods, where their Bloodlines evolved, it was a drawn-out process that usually lasted an hour or two.
“No, I’m a bit of a special case.” Micheal answered with a smile. He had already gone through multiple Heart Trials. Even if the content of the Trials changed, his willpower to overcome them was immense.
“How’s your condition? You seem more lively.” The Farian’s eyes never left Micheal’s body as he looked at him with interest.
Micheal stretched his arms out before cracking his neck and shrugging.
“Within expectations. At the least, there’s no point in staying in bed too much longer. I should be good to go by tomorrow.” Micheal’s eyes flicked towards one of the open-air windows in the room he was in. There was a curtain blocking out the outside, but he could still make out that it was evening, drawing towards nighttime. If he stayed the night, he could use that time to adjust to his stronger body.
“Perfect! The Tribe Leaders will be pleased. They’re already convening tomorrow to see the Rakkonian ambassador off. You can come then!” Gregor clapped Micheal on the shoulder and grinned broadly down at him.
“I know you’ve been through a lot, so I’ll leave you to rest for now. If you need anything, there are attendants stationed outside to help you. Before I go, though…” Gregor took a step back, his grin replaced with a serious look as he stared at Micheal.
He then began to bow, his broad shoulders falling level with his waist in a smooth, formal movement.
“From the bottom of my heart, as both the Lord Justiciar of the Farian Tribes and as a man, thank you. I will never forget what you have done for us.”
Micheal blinked, taken aback. Being thanked like this from a literal legend was something he had never experienced.
Gregor didn’t give Micheal time to reply as he waved him off with a smile and began leaving the room.
“Get some rest, my new friend. If you feel up for it before you leave, come find me for a spar!” The Lord Justiciar guffawed as he left Micheal’s room.
Micheal stared at the door in amusement, shaking his head slightly.
‘What an interesting Farian.’ An honorable one, too, a rare enough thing to see for someone in power among any race.
After a few moments, Micheal shook his head a second time as he began looking over his Status again. He might as well finish checking everything out before starting some light exercises. Lying in bed for 2 weeks wouldn’t cause him any real harm, but his muscles felt stiff.
‘Wait, I have more than 600,000 Points?! Ah, I also have a new Physique. The Heartflame Physique. Let me check that first.’ Micheal felt ecstatic. Apart from the 2 weeks he lost, everything else seemed to be going his way right now.
‘Heartflame, 3 Stars, neat, neat. A Physique that contains a hint of the essence of a…’ Micheal’s hands trembled as he stared at the floating blue screen, his mind filled with disbelief.
‘WHAT?!’ Micheal slowly read every line of the blue screen, three times over, before letting out a rare, full-bellied laugh.
“Now that is something I didn’t expect to get. A Physique connected to a creature out of legend, second only to Dragons…”
.
—- Heartflame Physique - 3 Stars —-
A Physique that contains a hint of the essence of a Phoenix. From life unto death and death unto life. This 3 Star Heartflame Physique vastly enhances the host's ability to absorb latent energy in the air. Excess energy will be absorbed into and empower the flesh. Greatly enhances resistance to curses, mental attacks, and spiritual attacks.
.
Mythological birds of blazing fire that wrought terrible destruction, death-defying monsters that could never truly be killed, giants that dared to fight for rulership of the sky...
The Phoenix.
.




Chapter 8

“Wow. How did I get something like this?” Micheal murmured as he looked over the details of his Physique. After a moment, he shut his eyes and focused on his body, seeking out the changes it had gone through.
His senses had grown to a truly extraordinarily level by this point, especially after becoming a Master. Outwardly, he was he able to perfectly grasp his surroundings to the extent that he could now differentiate between minute air currents from dozens of meters away. Inwardly, even the most minor changes in his body were unable to escape his notice.
‘I see, I see…’ He thought, his eyes opening in wonder as he raised his right arm and stared at it. He clenched his hand into a fist and then relaxed it over and over, examining it.
‘Empower the flesh it says… hmm…’ He pondered.
His previous Physique, the 2 Star Energized Physique, let him rapidly absorb energy from the atmosphere. He was only able to achieve that Physique through perfect absorption of one of the extremely rare Magic Gems he obtained from Yvvtal’s treasury.
Upgrading one’s Physique from 2 Star to 3 Star was an enormous deal. The fact that most humans never even managed to get a 1 Star Physique, let alone a 2 Star Physique, spoke a lot for the difficulty.
While little was known about the process of upgrading one’s Physique, there were some things that were known.
When one’s Physique changed, it could only change in a way that built off the previous Physique. In Micheal’s case, his new Heartflame Physique kept the ability to absorb latent energy in the air.
As for its other effects… Micheal wasn’t quite certain of all of them. It was a Physique he had never heard of. He would need to figure out what it did by himself or, failing that, through his newfound Farian allies.
‘For a 3 Star Physique, it doesn’t seem to have boosted my stats any more than my 2 Star Physique.’ After scanning his body, he was able to make this observation with confidence.
His physical stats changing was a byproduct of his increased Ki Cultivation and his transformation into a Master.
‘Empower… empower… empower…’ Micheal frowned for a few more moments.
“Ah!” His eyes opened up wide as he noticed something.
‘I can feel the breeze in the air and I can sense the temperature… but it’s… different!’ His eyes flashed as he realized he was on to something.
After a few seconds, Micheal reached over and tapped on his Mid-Tier Spatial Ring, the Artifact somehow managing to survive a battle that literally turned him to ash at one point. After a few seconds, he withdrew one of the random items he had picked up from the First Layer.
A small, metal burner he had used when making Dragon Building Liquid for the first time.
Micheal set the burner down on his bed and then lit it without any hesitation. The flames flashed up but stayed contained on the burner, not spreading to the rest of the bed.
Slowly, Micheal reached out with his right hand until he was holding it a few inches above the live, burning flame.
‘Empowering the flesh doesn’t refer to making my skin tougher or muscles stronger.’ Micheal thought as he slowly began lowering his hand, bringing it closer and closer to the lit flame.
‘It means it literally empowers my flesh, imbuing it with energy… and transforming it like the flesh of a Phoenix.’
Micheal cupped the flames with his bare hand, the fire dancing between his fingertips and across his flesh without burning him.
A wide smile appeared on Micheal’s face.
“It doesn’t hurt.” It felt slightly uncomfortable after a few seconds, but despite the flame literally encompassing his right hand, he didn’t have even the slightest trace of a burn.
“Perfect internal temperature control, greatly resistant external temperature protection.”  He muttered as he looked at the fire, entranced.
The Phoenix was a bird that could swim in streams of molten lava without batting an eye. They were famously immune to anything related to fire or ice, one of the reasons they were able to compete with Dragons.
“Wonderful.” This was a blessing he was not at all expecting to achieve. Its value was enormous, especially so when he thought of the future.
The 7 Layers were inherently inhospitable to humanity in many, many places. With this Physique that he had now, as long as he gave it time to grow and continue empowering his flesh, he would be able to completely ignore things like freezing blizzards or blazing firestorms without any qualms.
‘It also greatly enhances resistance to curses, mental attacks, and spiritual attacks.’ He noted the last line of his new Physique with a nod.
Once more, these were characteristics the Phoenix was famous for possessing. It was impossible to tame a Phoenix’s mind, impossible to damage their Soul, and impossible to curse them. They weren’t known for being unkillable for no reason.
“What a fantastic gain.” He couldn’t help but repeat himself with a slight shake of his head.
His new Physique might be lacking when it came to making him physically stronger, at least when compared to other 3 Star Physiques, but the defensive upgrades it brought him were simply unbelievable.
‘I need to ask how they healed me when I was unconscious. Perhaps I can obtain some hint on how I got my new Physique and gain a better understanding of its potential.’ He made a mental note for later.
“As for now…” His eyes slid over to his Status screen, to the massive Points total that he now possessed, as he spoke out loud to himself.
“Let’s prepare for the future. If I play my cards right…” Micheal squinted as he did some quick math in his head.
“4 days.” He nodded.
‘In 4 days, I should be able to get the Essence of a Deity.’
He thought back to the special reward he’d obtained on the First Layer.
.
—-Champion’s Gift—-
You have become a hero of ages, a Champion for your race. As a conqueror, you will destroy your enemies while reaping the benefits.
You may gain the Attribute of any race whose essence you absorb. (Limited to one use)
.
“It’s finally time. The Title System of the Deities will be mine.” His eyes flashed.
“But first…”
Micheal opened up the Shop.
“Let’s get a new Ability.”
.. .. .. .. .. .. ..
Meanwhile, in a place far from Micheal…
A large stone castle stood proud atop a grassy green hill. This castle was built out of pure alabaster stone, gleaming in the dying evening light as darkness overtook it. Torches dotted the windows and insides of the castle, trying and failing to warm up the atmosphere inside.
Hundreds of Byren Martial Artists stood guard atop the walls of this castle, large teams working in unison as they went on patrol around it, circled the outside of it, or maintained watch from the ramparts.
Deep within this magnificent edifice, a massive meeting hall stood at the center of the castle, in the place where a throne room would have been. This meeting hall was sparsely decorated, lit up by dozens of large torches that plastered the walls, interspersed with ancient tapestries.
At the center of the meeting hall was a long, rectangular table made out of some type of green metal. Four Byrens sat on luxurious, golden chairs around this table, each one giving off Auras that caused the air around them to visibly distort.
Two other chairs were also present, but currently empty.
“Tch. To think they refuse to show up, even now.” The Byren at the head of the table grunted out loud.
The speaker was a weathered veteran, bearing a large, white beard and a tan, lined face that looked slightly at odds with his bulky, muscular body. He was dressed in a simple white robe with a black, diagonal stitching line that stretched from his right shoulder to his left hip. Currently, he was glaring at the two empty chairs at the table with a disgruntled expression on his face.
“Don’t blame them, Thunderfist. The signs of plague have spread to all the Sects. They worry for their disciples.” A soft, female voice returned.
The speaker sat to his right, a female Byren dressed in a tight pink dress. Unlike the first speaker that was unarmed, this woman had a long, silver spear strapped to her back. Her relaxed smile was decidedly at odds with the topic she spoke of.
“It’s damnably bad timing, Rose.” A new voice added, a male Byren that sat to the first speaker’s left.
This Byren was dressed in a black shirt and black pants, with a black bandana covering the bottom half of his face. He had his legs kicked up atop the table while he leaned back in his chair, his skin even paler than the delicate looking female across from him. A long, thin blade shaped similar to a katana rested on his waist.
“The Sanctum holds the ancient history of our ancestors and opens in just a few days. Plague or not, our forces are in disarray. Their absence is unacceptable.” A quiet, wavering voice echoed in the air.
The last speaker sat opposite the first. He was a small, kindly looking old Byren, dressed in a simple robe made out of coarse brown cloth. A long, wooden staff rested on his knees, one he kneaded slightly with wrinkled hands in exasperation.
If any other Byren Martial Artist had been present, they would likely have fallen to the ground out of shock as seeing the present figures.
They couldn’t be blamed for that.
After all, these four warriors were supposed to be mortal enemies.
Who could have expected that the Six Lords of the Byren race, the six hallowed experts that had been bitterly fighting each other for decades, were all, or mostly all, participating in a secret meeting together as allies?
The First Lord, Thunderfist, of the Divine Might Sect, a Master of the Fist.
The Third Lord, Roselia, of the Ground Demon Sect, a Master of the Spear.
The Fourth Lord, Shadow, of the Silent Sword Sect, a Master of the Sword.
The Sixth Lord, Whitestaff, of the White Mountain Sect, a Master of the Staff.
“It’s said they’ve gotten the plague under some level of control. If they travel with due haste, they should make it in time for the Sanctum’s opening.” Shadow lazily added as he yawned stretching in his chair comfortably.
“Aren’t the Farians in your Sect’s territory immune, Shadow? What’s with that?” Roselia glanced over at the masked Byren Lord with a quizzical look.
“Don’t ask me. Those savages live in huts next to the Dragon Mountains of all things. What intel could we have picked up from them?” Shadow casually waved off her question as he added,
“What about those weird Wizards in your territory, Rose? Or, better yet, why not ask the humans? They can create Artifacts out of nothing. They could probably pull off a miracle or two.”
“No one touches any more humans until after the Sanctum opens.” Thunderfirst’s deep voice cut into the two’s bickering as he laid one hand down on the table with a resounding thud. The hand was covered in dozens of thick scars and made the entire metal table tremble just off its weight alone.
“Yes, Thunderfist is right. Don’t forget our real purpose.” Whitestaff’s wavering voice added on with agreement as he looked at Shadow and then at Roselia with two eyes blazing with passion.
“The pathway between dimensions has weakened. The era our ancestors predicted is now.” The old Byren’s voice shook with excitement as he went on,
“In four days time, we will take the first step to becoming Gods!”
.




Chapter 9

There were three ways to replace an Ability as far as Micheal knew.
The first way, and the easiest, was to possess the Morphic Body Type. It was an unlimited Ability that cost 268,300 Points in the Shop. Humans with that Type could remove almost any Ability they purchased at will with no cost. The main exception was that the Ability couldn’t remove itself, thus requiring one to permanently have a Type that was versatile but not very strong.
The second way, harder and more restrictive but still not impossible, was the ‘Synergy Method.’
If one had an Ability that they wanted to replace with another Ability, as long as the new Ability was similar to the old, it was possible to ‘Synergize’ the Abilities through the Shop, replacing the old one at no extra cost.
What made the second method difficult was that the new Ability had to not only significantly overlap with the old in function, but the user also had to fully believe that the new Ability was a straight ‘upgrade’. If these two functions weren’t met and you had no available Ability slots, the purchase would still go through in the Shop, but nothing would happen, resulting in a large loss of Points.
Requiring ‘belief’ was a very fuzzy boundary with rather vague parameters, making this method unreliable for most people. It was also one of the favorite topics of debate for human philosophers and researchers.
The third and final method was the most difficult to achieve: find an Artifact that could replace or remove Abilities. There were many Artifacts that could do this, but all of them were extremely rare or extremely expensive in the Shop.
‘Hmm… since I’ll be obtaining the Deity Title Attribute, my choice of Abilities will have to change.’ It was a thought that had lurked in the back of his mind ever since he arrived on the Second Layer.
‘Let’s see…’ Micheal waved his right hand.
‘Shop!’
.
— - Shop — -
Available Points: 621,885
Abilities - Artifacts
.
‘Abilities.’
.
—-Abilities—-
Ki Cultivator (God Tier) - 1,012,800,500
Ki Cultivator (Emperor Tier) - 256,850,600
Ki Cultivator (King Tier) - 31,402,800
Ki Cultivator (Lord Tier) - 5,288,000
Ki Cultivator (Sky Tier) - 606,500
Ki Cultivator (Earth Tier) - 95,000
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier) - 5,000
High Werewolf Type – 10,250,000
Werewolf Type – 556,000
Lesser Werewolf Type – 12,000
High Vampire Type – 11,350,000
Vampire Type – 688,000
Lesser Vampire Type – 16,000
Steel Body Type – 40,000
Herculean Strength – 2,500,000
Enhanced Strength – 20,000
Enhanced Recovery - 20,000
Dragon Blood Type – 16,340,000
Ice Caster Type – 245,000
Fire Caster Type - 245,000
… (1/41 page)
.
Micheal scanned over the first page with a casual shrug. It was the same as always. After a few seconds, he moved through the Shop until he landed on page 37.
.
—-Abilities—-
Thunder Legs Type - 860,400 (2/5)
Armageddon Matrix Type - 25,250,000 (0/3)
Golden Shield Warrior Type - 500,000 (10/10)
Eldritch Snarer Type - 235,000 (5/5)
Red Orc Type - 88,000 (9,000/9,000)
Fire Weaver Type - 23,000 (1,200/1,200)
Void Ripper Type - 40,000 (10/10)
Shock Geniton Type - 1,800,500 (2/2)
Black Mace Type - 12,000 (330/330)
Quickstep Type - 280,000 (18/18)
Frozen Warrior Type - 70,000 (250/250)
Armor Force - 92,000 (30/30)
Healing Aura - 65,000 (800/800)
Immemorial Vision - 212,000 (8/25)
White Mane Clone - 74,000 (50/50)
Impact Release - 45,000 (20/20)
Guiding Light - 22,800,000 (0/1)
Expand - 65,000 (810/810)
Electric Touch - 80,000 (250/250)
Ocean Clone - 260,000 (35/35)
… (37/41 page)
.
‘Hmm. It’s only been a few months since my Wave, yet the changes are notable.’ The last time he checked this page, many of the Limited Abilities were open for purchase. Now, however, almost every Ability was maxed out, save for a few.
Limited Abilities, like their namesake implied, were limited. The only way to get an Ability that was maxed out was to either find a way to obtain it naturally, without the Shop, or to wait until the next Wave happened. There wasn’t any guarantee, but as long as a human that bought a Limited Ability died, there was a chance their Limited Ability would reappear in the Shop at the start of the next Wave.
His eyes trailed over the infamous Void Ripper Type for a moment before landing on the Immemorial Vision Ability.
He tapped on the Ability, pulling up its description.
.
—-Immemorial Vision—-
The Immemorial Vision Ability greatly enhances the mind of the user. It greatly strengthens the user’s resistance to all illusions and mental attacks. The user will be able to activate an ‘Energy Vision’ state, allowing them to see traces of energy.
.
This Ability had been one of his original targets, an Ability that would Synergize and replace his Ceaseless Mind Ability. The description the Shop gave didn’t do the Immemorial Vision Ability justice. Not only did it have the same function of giving him perfect memory just like Ceaseless Mind, it also came with a boatload of useful resistances and its signature Energy Vision that made tracking foes and predicting attacks easier.
Now, however…
‘My new Physique already gives me enhanced resistance to mental attacks, to the degree that it says “greatly enhanced resistance.” Buying Immemorial Vision on top of that would be overkill.’
The other perks of Immemorial Vision weren’t enough in his eyes. There were few beings that relied on illusions in the first place, so enhanced resistance to them wasn’t particularly useful. Even without it, Micheal could use his senses to overcome them to a certain degree. With few exceptions, no illusion was perfect.
As for possessing an ‘Energy Vision’ state… he couldn’t deny its usefulness, but was it a necessity for him?
‘No. If I’m going to get the Deity Titles system, then I might as well pick an Ability that will go well with it.’
He thought for a few moments before flicking through the shop to the 26th page, the legendary ‘Page of Ones.’
.
—-Abilities—-
World Matrix Type - 85,000 (8/8)
Mistling King Type - 428,080 (1/1)
Brutal Strength Type - 523,000 (12/12)
Flame Ruler Type - 205,000 (1/1)
Ice Ruler Type - 205,000 (1/1)
Metal Ruler Type - 205,000 (1/1)
Gale Ruler Type - 205,000 (1/1)
Lightning Ruler Type - 205,000 (1/1)
Void Ruler Type - 205,000 (1/1)
Poison Ruler Type - 205,000 (11/11)
Yellowfist Enhancement - 388,000 (12/12)
Aeon Fist - 11,040,000 (0/1)
Silver Healer Type - 1,450,000 (0/1)
Eyes of the Deep - 580,200 (1/50)
Wicker Spine - 829,040 (0/30)
Shining Defense - 481,000 (32/80)
Elemental Giant Transformation - 1,680,900 (4/10)
Giga Force - 458,000 (1/1)
Wanhope Aura - 5,584,248 (0/1)
Ephemeral Body Type - 920,400 (0/30)
Blokarm Frenzy - 260,090 (328/600)
… (26/41 page)
.
The Pages of Ones was renowned for being the Shop page that contained the most Single Limit Abilities. It also happened to contain the World Matrix Ability that Director Prime used to stop time.
Most of the Single Limit Abilities on this page were part of the ‘Ruler’ Series of Abilities, a set of rare powers that always returned to the Shop when their owner died. The Ruler series was renowned for being extremely strong in the later Layers, most notably on the Fourth Layer, where the strongest humans had a Soul stat that could take full advantage of the Type.
Of them, the only one that wasn’t a Single Limit Ability was the Poison Ruler Type. Micheal was vaguely aware that there was a lot of history and lore behind the Ruler Series and why the Poison Ruler Type was Limited to 11 instead of 1, but never really bothered looking into it. He knew the characteristics and powers of each Type, anything else was irrelevant.
Micheal set those thoughts aside for the moment, scanning the list until his gaze landed on an Ability in the bottom half of the page.
.
Eyes of the Deep - 580,200 (1/50)
.
‘Someone already bought this Ability this early on?’ He paused for a moment, surprised. This Ability’s price tag and lackluster description made it last in the Shop quite a while, in the original timeline. Micheal's upgraded Soul let him overcome the 500,000 Points Wall of the Second Layer, but that was something that should be extremely rare, meaning the buyer had to be on the Third Layer or higher. 
Micheal tapped on the Ability, bringing up its information.
.
—-Eyes of the Deep—-
The Eyes of the Deep Ability Divinely blesses the mind and eyes of the user. It greatly enhances the user’s resistance to Negative Energy.
.
‘It really is way too vague.’ He shrugged. Sometimes the Shop clearly explained things, sometimes it didn’t. There was little rhyme or reason to it.
Micheal’s eyes narrowed as he looked at one word in particular in the Ability description.
‘Divinely.’
In the beginning, there were many mysteries behind the beings known as Deities. As the years went by, after the Tribes of Deities overwhelmingly transformed into Humanity’s number one enemy, the layers of mystique that hid them were gradually peeled back. The results from the entire human race coming together to research something was nothing to scoff at.
One thing Humanity learned was that anything in the Shop that had the word ‘Divinely’ or ‘Divine’ in its description related to, in some way, the Deities. The Eyes of the Deep’s description was rather vague, but it did include the word ‘Divinely’ in it. As a result, it was one of the Abilities that was heavily researched, and thus one that Micheal happened to possess detailed information about.
This Ability fundamentally enhanced the brain and eyes of the person possessing it. Similar to Micheal’s Ceaseless Mind Ability, the Eyes of the Deep Ability gave its user a perfect memory. It also made his body and soul highly resistant to anything related to ‘Negative Energy,’ which covered a wide multitude of things.
More importantly… it gave him something that not even 10% of Deities possessed.
Divine Eyes.
Blessed eyes that could see through the essence of most things, or, in simpler terms, eyes that let him analyze not only Artifacts but also people, garnering information that would otherwise lay hidden.
‘No need to hesitate. This is my best option. Let’s get it right now.’ He had put enough thought into his choice over the past few weeks. This Ability would be invaluable for his future.
With that in mind, Micheal selected the Ability and focused.
‘I am upgrading my Ceaseless Mind Ability. I am replacing it with the Eyes of the Deep. I am evolving one Ability to another.’ He repeated this thought in his head, over and over, his willpower cementing it as truth. He only had one shot at this. If he failed, while he wouldn’t waste any Points, he would be stuck with both overlapping Abilities at the same time, taking up two of his valuable Ability slots.
Micheal’s fingers hovered in the air for a few seconds as he collected himself, taking one last deep breath.
Then… his fingers plunged down.
He bought the Ability.
A warm, comfortable stream of energy enveloped Micheal, gleaming in the cool air as he attempted the first Ability Synergy of his second life.
.




Chapter 10

.. .. .. .. .. ..
The next morning…
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“He just stayed inside without asking for anything?” Gregor frowned after hearing the report from the Shadow Guards he’d set around Micheal’s room. Ostensibly, he set the elite guards there to keep watch, but they were really there to protect the savior that had saved the lives of many innocent Farians. Danger could pop out of anywhere on the Second Layer.
‘Perhaps there are complications from his injuries.’ The Lord Justiciar had thought the human’s injuries would be fully recovered by now, but wounds to the Soul were a delicate thing, after all. There was no way to be certain.
“Hmm…” The powerful Farian traced his fingers across the hilt of an ornamental sword on his hip, an Artifact that had just recently been brought up from the Farian’s First Layer.
The warrior glanced off to his right, his eyes narrowing.
He was currently standing outside a large wooden building, the Farian Council Chamber. The building was shaped like a sizable dome, essentially built as one giant room intended to host the various Farian Tribe Leaders.
It was rare for all the Tribe Leaders to gather together peacefully. Gregor could already imagine the arguments coming from inside the building as the leaders of the various Farian Tribes debated on their future plans.
The Lord Justiciar sighed.
‘I’ll check on him personally before bringing him over.’ Gregor waved the guard away and began to walk in Micheal’s direction.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“Yes!” Micheal smiled, his hands trembling ever so slightly with excitement.
‘It worked!’ He couldn’t hold back a smile as he called up his Status screen.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 41,685
Race: Human
Age: 18
Physique: Heartflame Physique - 3 Star
Soul Quality: 3 Star
Strength - 402
Endurance - 261
Recovery - 136
Soul - 58 -> 61
Abilities - (6/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Sky Tier - Early)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
Impact Release
Ceaseless Mind -> Eyes of the Deep
Temporal Bubble
.
He successfully Synergized Ceaseless Mind with Eyes of the Deep!
It had been a grueling process that took several hours of meditation and focus to accomplish. He had been forced to stay up through evening, night, and now onto late morning before he finished. If his focus and willpower had slipped even one time, the Synergy would’ve failed. There was a reason Synergizing Abilities wasn’t a popular method.
‘My Soul stat also went up by 3!’ It was an unexpected increase. Most people that had this Ability saw an increase of 1 or nothing in their Soul stat. Micheal attributed the difference to his 3 Star Soul Quality.
Micheal’s eyes flickered off to the side, glancing at the light drifting into his window. It was late in the morning, but he should still have a little time.
“Ah.” Before he could do anything, Micheal’s stomach abruptly began rumbling, bringing him back to his senses.
“Right. I should eat.” He shook his head with a grin. He had been so caught up with upgrading his Abilities and taking in his new stats, he had ignored his hunger.
He spent the next couple of minutes scarfing down a set of warm pancakes and syrup that he spawned from the food selection of the Shop. He washed them down with ice cold water.
The Farians likely would’ve provided him with food and water if he had asked, but Micheal opted to spawn his own in out of habit. He couldn’t be poisoned if he never gave anyone the opportunity to poison him. Death might not be a problem for him, but being forced unconscious and held in that state was one of the ways to circumvent his Life Orb regeneration.
‘Alright, enough of that. Let’s get down to business.’ Micheal thought as he placed the remnants of his meal, a metal fork, a plate, and a syrup bottle, in his Mid-Tier Spatial Ring.
Micheal held out his right hand and stared at it intensely. He focused his eyes on it, as if trying to zoom in on his own body.
‘They said activating it should be something like this…’ He had never possessed the Eyes of the Deep Ability before, and thus wasn’t entirely certain on how to activate it.
For a couple of seconds, nothing happened.
Then, gradually, Micheal felt a strange, new energy fluttering within him. It wasn’t an energy that possessed raw strength, like his Ki, nor was it an energy that could shred through anything, like his Sword Energy.
Instead, it was a soft, pure feeling energy, cool and relaxing. This energy gathered itself within his eyes, causing them to glow white, ever so faintly.
A split second later…
A stream of information drilled into Micheal’s mind as a blue screen popped up in front of him.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Heartflame Human
Title: -
Traits: -
STR:   C   (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher)
END:   D+   (Growth Rate: Uncommon or lower)
REG:    F     (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
SOUL:   B     (Growth Rate: Rare or higher)
MANA:  C-  (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
Path Notes: A human that walks a cluttered Path. Traces of the Path of the Sword, the Path of Time, and the Path of Rebirth are present.
.
‘It really appeared, just like the Status screen!’ If there was a similarity between the Deities and Humanity, it would have to be the fact that some of the Deities could create a ‘Divine Scan’ of an object or being.
Like the name implied, it was a magical ability that scanned something and listed the results in a screen that was almost identical to the floating blue screens from humanity’s Shop or Status.
There were some differences. For example, the names of the stats were shortened and were judged differently, like the inclusion of a 'Mana' stat. It also didn’t point out his Soul Quality or set aside his Physique. Instead, it called him a ‘Heartflame Human.’
Apart from humans, it was extremely uncommon for one to change their Physique, so this part did make sense. In the vast majority of cases, the Physique of a being was a permanent aspect of one’s genetics.
‘It has the spot for Title and Traits.’ Micheal noted with a nod. Those two spots were empty, unsurprisingly. They could only be filled by a Deity, or someone who gained the ‘Title System’ Attribute of the Deities. Likewise, the Path Notes weren't yet something relevant to him at his level.
‘And… it has my current Growth Ratings.’ Micheal sighed as he looked at the letters listed behind his stat values.
“Tch.”
‘I brought my Soul Quality to 3 Stars, have a 3 Star Physique that’s strongly related to the Soul, and have multiple Soul-boosting Abilities…’ He glared at the screen.
‘Yet my Growth Rating for Soul is only ranked at 'Rare or higher'?’ He rubbed his forehead with a sigh. It was lower than he had hoped for.
Growth Ratings were exactly what they sounded like. A rating that measured one’s growth potential in one stat or another. Those ratings served to estimate where a being would meet their limit when it came to gaining power.
Humanity only began learning how to judge Growth Ratings several years from now, but that wasn’t a problem for Micheal.
From Common to Uncommon, Rare to Heroic, and Mythical to Legendary, the ratings had an expansive range that made accurate measurements. Each designation came with an 'or higher' or an 'or lower' to indicate how precise a measurement was. 
For most beings, these ratings were immutable and predetermined. There were some legendary potions or mythical herbs that could enhance a stat’s Growth Rating, but things like that were extraordinarily difficult to acquire, even for Deities, and not always effective. A potion that could raise a rank from 'Uncommon or higher' to 'Rare or lower' might do nothing for someone with rank 'Rare or higher.'
Before taking any Abilities from the Shop, the Growth Ratings of more than 99% of humanity averaged 'Common or lower' in every stat except Soul, which occasionally was ranked at 'Common or higher.' Humans, in terms of Growth Rating, were the absolute worst. Without the Holy Shop Attribute that humanity gained, it was almost assured that the entire human race would’ve never made it past the First Layer.
Even with the Shop, raising one’s Growth Ratings to a high level was not an easy thing. The various Abilities one could purchase had a large impact, but the most important one was what Ability was chosen as one’s Type. Some Type Abilities modified a human’s Physique while others just granted special powers.
Micheal’s Life Orb Mastery Ability, while technically not a Type, still locked him out of Type Abilities and, thus, made him fall into the latter category. This meant he had to grow his Physique, and Growth Ratings, through other means.
In his first life, by the time he died, his Growth Ratings were all ranked between 'Rare or higher' and 'Heroic or Lower', after a decade of hard effort and maximized training. Those Ratings didn’t sound grand, but they were considered above average in Humanity’s Last Army, though nowhere near the very top.
'If only I had been given more time to train… if I had picked a more optimal growth route...'
He tossed those thoughts as he reviewed his stats.
‘So in the Eyes of the Deities, I have a Soul stat of B and a Mana stat of C-.’ 
The Divine Scan showed a being's 'Mana' stat, which indicated the amount of Mana, Ki, Divine Energy, or any type of 'energy' in general that a creature controlled.  
The Soul stat, conversely, indicated ability to control energy, ability to comprehend Conceptual Powers, willpower, resistance to mental and Soul attacks, and a few other related things.
'Hmm... It's not half bad.' He thought as he looked at his Growth Ratings.
The only thing that seemed odd was his 'F' rated Regeneration stat despite a 'Rare or lower' Growth Rating, but that was mostly due to his Directed Cultivation focusing all of his physical growth on Strength and Endurance. 
Compared to his first life, it was an extraordinary amount of progress.
Humanity’s Status screen listed stats by comparing them to a base human’s stats.
The Divine Scan used by the Deities to assess each other obviously wouldn’t use human numbers, and, in fact, didn't use any numbers at all. Even the terms used to assess Growth Ratings were merely an automatic translation by the Shop. The real ratings were foreign, the Shop just picked an equivalent rating system.
As such, the Divine Scan ranked all stats on a letter scale. Any being that reached SSS in a stat was considered an Absolute Being, a Transcendent. Beings with multiple 'F's were viewed as little different than garbage. From 'F-' to 'SSS,' the scale gave an accurate measurement of a being's current capabilities without any sort of bias. 
‘Well, a Soul Growth Rating of 'Rare or higher' isn't bad. It would've been 'Common or higher' at best around this time in my first life. My progress is already fantastic.’ Micheal consoled himself with a shrug. He was under a lot of pressure, but that didn’t mean he should set impossible goals. He would take things one step at a time.
Micheal blinked, his focus abruptly shifting as he detected a powerful presence approaching. His newly strengthened senses as a Master let him recognize the Lord Justiciar from around 50 meters away, even through a wall.
‘There was never any record of a Divine Scan of the Lord Justiciar…’ Micheal’s thoughts were tinged with curiosity. The diversity of Farian Bloodlines meant a wide variety of Growth ratings among their kind. However, most of the powerful Farians were killed in the Great War, well before humanity had even learned about the existence of Growth Ratings.
If he wanted to find out how strong the Lord Justiciar was, ‘accidentally’ scanning him with his Ability when he walked in was a perfect cover. There wouldn’t be a better opportunity than now.
‘Just how strong are you..?’ Micheal’s eyes began to glow.
‘Let’s find out.’
.




Chapter 11

.. .. .. .. .. ..
“…are you alright?” A confused expression appeared on Gregor’s face as the Lord Justiciar stared at Micheal.
“Uh-ah, yes. Ahem, sorry.” Micheal blinked as he responded to Gregor, giving the Farian a nod.
“I’m fine.” He most certainly was not.
Micheal had timed his Eyes of the Deep to activate precisely when the Lord Justiciar walked in. The Farian had knocked on his door and announced himself before entering, but Micheal had opted to not respond. It was a simple matter to pretend to be caught up practicing his Abilities, Micheal had been confident he could pull it off with no worries.
And, he succeeded. However, rather unexpectedly, Micheal found himself caught completely off guard by the results of his Divine Scan.
‘What the hell… how did humanity kill him?!’ Micheal stared at the blue screen that was floating in front of him while making small talk with the Lord Justiciar.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Primordial Farian
Title: -
Traits: -
STR:   B     (Growth Rate: Mythical or higher)
END:   B-    (Growth Rate: Heroic or higher)
REG:   D+     (Growth Rate: Uncommon or lower)
SOUL:   B-    (Growth Rate: Heroic or lower)
MANA:  B-    (Growth Rate: Rare or higher)
Path Notes: A Primordial Farian that walks the Path of the Sword.
.
The results were unbelievable.
A 'Mythical or higher' Growth Rating in STR, 'Heroic or higher' in END, and a 'Heroic or lower' Growth Rating in Soul. A low Regeneration Growth Rating wasn’t ideal, but it didn’t detract much from the other overwhelming Ratings, and a 'Rare or higher' Growth Rating in Mana was acceptable.
Even among Deities, a 'Mythical or higher' Growth Rating was extraordinary, let alone among mortals. 
The Lord Justiciar was known as the strongest Farian in history for good reason.
‘With Growth Ratings like that, if he had survived longer and moved up the Layers…’ Micheal couldn’t help but to lament at the wasted potential.
The Lord Justiciar would grow at an extremely fast rate, but he would only truly be able to take advantage of that in the higher Layers, where others would begin to meet their growth caps. The fact that he died on the Second Layer in Micheal’s first life was a travesty.
Micheal glanced over the stats one last time. A Strength stat of B compared to Micheal's STR of 'C' was an overwhelming difference. His Endurance was likewise monstrous, B- compared to Micheal's 'D+', as was his Mana stat, 'B-' to Micheal's 'C-.'
‘He’s already on par with any one of the Six Lords.’ Micheal had thought it would take longer for the Farian to get this strong.
He blamed the fragmented historical records for his mistake, as well as Gregor’s skill in hiding his true strength. What he had missed before was only visible now. It was almost impossible to hide one’s secrets from a being that possessed Divine Eyes.
The only stat advantage he had over the Farian leader was his Soul stat. While Micheal’s current Growth Rating for Soul was only 'Rare or higher', the enormous effort Micheal had put into growing his Soul was holding true.
“The Council is meeting soon. If it’s convenient, would you like to meet with them now?” Gregor asked.
Micheal stood up from his bed with a nod, already dressed and ready to go. He had prepared himself for the meeting, changing into a pair of plain blue jeans, a white buttoned shirt, and a sturdy pair of brown leather shoes. It wasn’t a fancy outfit by any means, but by Farian standards, it was a proper set of clothes for a formal meeting. The Farians emphasized practically and function over form in these matters.
“It’s better to handle it now. I can’t stay here for too long.” Micheal followed the Lord Justiciar as they walked outside. Gregor waved at the guards that were standing watch around Micheal’s residence, dismissing them.
Warm sunlight glowed across his skin as he and Gregor began making their way through the Farian encampment. The sounds of happy children playing mixed with the grunts of hard workers constructing new dwellings as the Farians expanded on their encampment. This base appeared to be a relatively new one.
“So, Micheal, my new friend. What’s the big secret you’re going to share with the Council?” The Lord Justiciar spoke up as they walked.
Micheal gave him a sidelong glance.
“You could tell?” He hadn’t mentioned anything about his plans yet. The Lord Justiciar was more perceptive than he thought.
Gregor grinned.
“Nope, but now I know for sure.” The Lord Justiciar laughed cheerfully.
Micheal’s lips twitched. Gregor’s grin grew a little wider.
“…”
“…”
He sighed to himself.
‘I’ve gotten careless. Well, whatever. He’s an ally I’ll need anyway.’
“…I suppose I can tell you. You’ll hear it, anyway, in a bit.” Micheal murmured as he looked around, making certain they were out of earshot of anyone else.
This part of the encampment was particularly busy, with hundreds of Farians moving from building to building, some flying overhead while others walked to and fro. It was a bustling, warm environment that was at odds with the Slums of humanity. The Farian Tribes might not be perfectly unified, but they clearly took better care of their own than humanity.
Despite the crowd, the Farians willingly parted ways for the Lord Justiciar, giving him a wide berth out of respect. Several of them bowed their heads at Micheal, sharing welcoming smiles. The looks they gave him were so friendly that it made him uneasy. He wasn’t used to an atmosphere like this.
“It has to do with the true nature of the Byrens. More specifically… the true nature of the Six Lords of the Byren Sects…” Micheal began.
Gregor drew a step closer, interest sparking in his eyes.
“Go on.”
Micheal smiled with a grin that held no warmth as he casually spilled the biggest and most well-kept secret on the Second Layer.
“The vaunted rulers of the Second Layer, the pride of the Byren Race, the esteemed Six Lords…” His eyes flashed.
“They aren’t actually Byrens.”
The Lord Justiciar’s eyes widened in shock.
“What? If not Byrens, then what are they?!” Gregor asked in disbelief, his body tensing up. He looked like he wanted to run off right now and order an investigation.
“Have you heard of the Old Races that used to rule this world?” Micheal responded with a question of his own.
Gregor paused for half a second before nodding.
“Yes, just a bit, though. Torens, Blue Drakes, and Dark Wraiths. They’re all extinct or gone from this realm, and have been for hundreds of years.”
Micheal shook his head.
“Not all of them.” His eyes grew colder as he continued,
“The Old Races were known for constantly being in turmoil with one another. The Torens, in particular, clashed with the Blue Drakes and the Dark Wraiths in territorial disputes. The balance between the three races was solid for many, many years… However…” He went on,
“All of that ended when the Torens transformed into a race of Deities.” Micheal spat the word ‘deity’ out like it was a curse.
“With their newfound powers, the first thing the Torens did was massacre the other dominant races.”
In Micheal’s first life, human archaeologists and historians had teamed up to uncover the true history of the Second Layer. They never found out exactly what happened, but the hints they did discover were enough to piece together a full picture with a bit of guesswork.
“The Blue Drakes were slaughtered down to the last child.” In the end, they were only an intelligent Draconic sub-species, insanely powerful but not nigh-invincible. If they had been real Dragons, they might’ve been able to resist. There was still the mystery of how every descendant, from hidden, hibernating drakes to secret eggs, was destroyed, but the Torens likely had something to do with it.
“When the Dark Wraiths realized what was happening, it was already too late. Their species was originally small in number and easily brought to the verge of extinction.” The sheer raw power of any Tribe of Deities meant if one didn’t prepare beforehand, it was almost impossible to resist them.
“Most of the Dark Wraiths stood together and fought to the end.” Despite their ominous name, they were a brave and powerful race.
“However… a few of them didn’t.” Micheal’s face grew even icier, if that was possible.
“Six cowards chose to betray their comrades, giving away their location and using their own kind as a distraction to escape.” It was a classic story of betrayal that irritated Micheal. He couldn’t blame them for fleeing, the Deities were monsters that they stood no chance against, but to betray one’s allies was unforgivable.
“To avoid being tracked down, they abandoned their ghostly Spiritual Form and chose to take over the bodies of one of the races serving the Torens.”
The Lord Justiciar’s eyes widened in realization as he abruptly realized where Micheal’s story was leading.
“So you mean to say…” Gregor began.
“Yes.” Micheal cut him off with a nod.
“The Six Lords of the Byren Race are actually Dark Wraiths.”
.




Chapter 12

--
It didn't take much longer for Micheal to arrive at the Farian Council Chamber.
Outside it were several groups of Farian warriors, representatives of the various Tribe Leaders that were inside talking. Micheal glanced at the symbols on their clothes, noting that 12 of the 13 Tribes were present. The only one missing was the Kowalsi Tribe.
“Lord Justiciar!”
“L-Lord Justiciar!”
“Lord Justiciar, sir!”
A flurry of greetings rang out as Gregor led Micheal to the door. Micheal’s eyes widened slightly as he saw the literal wave of recognition and worship the Lord Justiciar was given.
‘Wow, the people really do adore him.’ It wasn’t a lie to call him the most renowned Farian. Powerful but friendly, strong but caring — he was a natural leader.
“They’re probably already going at it inside.” Gregor shook his head with a sigh, though he still managed to smile and wave at everyone greeting him.
Two Farians stood guard at the double doors that led into the dome-shaped building. The duo smoothly opened the doors as soon as Micheal and Gregor reached it, unleashing a wave of loud voices.
“…but that crosses the distribution ratio for the Reemer Tribe! We can’t accept…”
“…you even hear yourself?! Seriously?! Why, think of what…”
“…we please move on to the debate about the Rakkonian alliance proposal? We need to discuss the…”
“…”
‘Their soundproofing is excellent.’ Micheal’s first thought was an observation. He was a Master and yet couldn’t hear any of their voices until the door was opened. The building looked like a simple wooden dome on the outside, but clearly had significantly more thought put into its planning.
The doors shut behind Micheal as he walked into the large room. All the voices came to a pause as a flurry of eyes landed on both him and Gregor. Micheal returned their gaze with one of his own as he studied the occupants.
Sitting around a large wooden table were a mix of 13 Farians. Micheal could tell at a glance that most of them were strong, on the level of a First Rate Warrior. He saw several faces he recognized from the Great War, powerful Farian Tribe Leaders that were the bane of humanity.
In particular, his gaze landed on two specific Farians.
One was the Wise Lady, Myla Hannis. She was dressed in a simple purple gown that covered her from head to ankle, giving her a composed feel. Despite not being a Tribe Leader, he wasn’t particularly surprised to see her here. The title of Wise Lady didn’t only relate to research.
Myla smiled warmly when she saw him. He smiled back.
‘I’ll talk to her after the meeting.’ He needed to acquire Myla’s Beasts of Providence-tracking method, and what better way to get it than from the inventor herself?
The other Farian he kept an eye on was the closest thing the Lord Justiciar had to a ‘rival’ in terms of leadership.
A slim, handsome Farian with brilliant gold hair and bright yellow eyes. The man was dressed in a trim white shirt and flowing black pants, with a large, green longbow strapped to his back.
The Reginto Tribe’s Leader, Andron Galewing. He was known for being politically savvy and, after the Great War began, a ruthless archer that led the Aerial Division of the Farian Combined Army. He was killed by Baron Sansa in the original timeline, a year and a half into the war.
Every notable Farian figure was present except for the three hidden Shadow Captains and the Kowalsi Tribe Leader.
“Greetings, Lord Justiciar.” Andron was the first to speak. The other Tribe Leaders followed suit, some reluctant and begrudging while others glad and welcome.
Gregor nodded at them all and returned his own greetings before gesturing at Micheal next to him.
“I’m sure you’ve all heard about the Savior that did so much for us. Please allow me to introduce him to you all.” The Lord Justiciar cut right to the chase, before the Tribe Leaders could resume arguing.
The eyes of the Tribe Leaders felt like lasers piercing into his body as they all focused on him. Micheal didn’t flinch as he shrugged those gazes off and gave a slight, respectful bow, the proper form of formal Farian etiquette for a meeting like this.
“Good morning, Leaders of the Council. My name is Micheal, thank you for having me here.”
His greeting was met with widened eyes and a few surprised, but appreciative, nods. The Farians weren’t a very formal race, but that didn’t mean they welcome breaches of their etiquette. His actions were a minor thing, but led to a better first impression.
Andorn took the lead as he smiled at Micheal.
“On behalf of my fellow members of the Council, I’d like to extend our warmest regards to you, Micheal. What you have done for us is something we will never forget.” The other Tribe Leaders nodded in agreement.
‘Well then.’ Micheal thought,
‘It’s time to spoil everything.’ Micheal’s expression grew a little brighter.
People that made secret plans hated having those secret plans ruined.
Alongside that, if there was one thing people like that hated even more, it would have to be having those secret plans ruined and exposed for the world to see.
‘Let’s seize the initiative.’ Before the Council could thank him further or try to reward him, he began to speak again.
“I understand there is much the Council has to speak about today. Before anything, though, I’d like to share some urgent information.”
The Tribe Leaders all stared at him curiously. Andron, who had been about to speak, paused, caught off guard. The Reginto Tribe Leader blinked and then waved at Micheal to continue. While he wasn’t of higher rank than the other Tribe Leaders, it seemed that Andron served as the ‘voice’ of the Council when it came to leading debate.
“Thank you.” Micheal’s eyes gleamed as he immediately began to repeat what he had told Gregor on the way in.
“The Six Lords aren’t Byrens?”
“They’re Dark Wraiths? Aren’t those creatures supposed to be extinct?”
“What?”
“I’m not sure why this matters?”
He was met with a wall of confusion from the Tribe Leaders, which he expected.
‘Lead with the worst, finish with the best.’ It was a saying popularized by historians that described the propaganda spread by the Purgatory Church, straight from the toolbox of the Nirvana Saint.
Give the most shocking or hard-to-believe point at the start, then work backwards and explain everything as you went. If you finish your argument with solid points and evidence, it will resound in people’s minds and make your prior points feel more believable, even if you don’t have proper evidence.
“It matters because…” Micheal began, looking at each Tribe Leader pointedly,
“The humans that have been raiding your people are working under the orders of the Six Lords.” This was close enough to the truth to not matter. The Beasts of Providence shared some of the same goals as the Six Lords and were working in tandem.
A series of gasps and angry murmurs spread out among the Tribe Leaders. Myla and the Lord Justiciar remained silent as they studied Micheal, the two of them exchanging glances when no one else was looking.
“Explain.” Andron’s voice had lost all traces of warmth as he gazed at Micheal, his eyes serious and alert.
“First, there’s something you all need to know about Dark Wraiths. Normally, they’re ghostly, spiritual creatures that can materialize a tangible, physical body at will. However, the Six Lords are different.” Micheal reiterated on how they sealed themselves within the bodies of Byrens, causing them to fuse with those bodies and remain permanently physical.
“When the Dark Wraiths abandoned their Spiritual Form, they tore open enormous wounds in their Souls. These injuries are incurable and should have led to death within a dozen or so years.” Micheal held up a hand to stave off questions.
“Should have, I said. These 6 Dark Wraiths in question found a way around that…” He glanced around the Council, noting their attentive faces, as he went on,
“And that way is through death.” His words spawned another series of murmurs.
“After a being dies, these Dark Wraiths can absorb a small amount of innate energy that comes from a dead creature’s Soul.” It was something only materialized Dark Wraiths that had fused with a body could do.
“This energy can partially treat their injuries. It can’t entirely cure them, but it can abate their symptoms and keep them alive, and it's why they became the Six Lords.” Micheal took another glance around the Council Chamber. Several of the Tribe Leaders had dark looks on their faces as they began to comprehend what Micheal was saying.
“You all must have noticed how tense the atmosphere is here on the Second Layer. The Sects are constantly at odds with each other, breaking out into fights left and right.” Micheal’s words were sharp and gave no room for rebuttal. 
“The Six Lords have taken complete control of the Byren Race and have been manipulating them into constant, repeated warfare for hundreds of years.” Micheal paused briefly, to increase the impact of his next line.
“And now, they are planning the biggest war this world has ever seen. A war that involves you, me, and everyone you know and love.” His voice echoed in a room that otherwise seemed frozen in silence.
Everything he said was true.
The advent of huge numbers of new beings on the Second Layer had given the Six Lords an opportunity they never dared to dream of.
Their injuries could be gradually staved off, but no matter how much energy they absorbed from dead Byrens, it was never enough. The Dark Wraiths had been in the midst of desperately scheming against each other when hundreds of thousands, and soon millions, of new beings dropped into their laps.
They had driven hundreds of thousands of Byrens to their deaths but still failed to cure themselves.
What if they killed millions of beings? Tens of millions? 
They were creatures that had betrayed their own species just to slightly increase their odds of survival. There was no level they wouldn't stoop to, including mass genocide. 
Regardless of the results, Micheal could not afford to allow the Great War to happen again. The losses humanity accrued were catastrophic and set them back years. If it happened again, it was as good as raising a white flag for their future. 
“Even if what you say is true, how can we believ- hmm, wait…” Tribe Leader Andron cut himself off mid query as he stared at Micheal and pondered silently. Discussion broke out among the other Tribe Leaders as they talked back and forth about what Micheal said.
Micheal stared at Andron calmly, guessing what he was thinking.
‘I have no reason to lie to you all. No matter how surprising or unbelievable it may seem, I’m the Savior that risked his life to stop an enormous attack on your people.’
The Farians were firm believers in actions speaking louder than words, and Micheal had already proven himself to an immense degree.
“It goes beyond just the Six Lords.” Micheal broke into the discussion as he continued speaking.
“There is another enemy that we can’t ignore. The mastermind who helped direct the humans that raided your people.” A cold smile appeared on Micheal’s face.
‘Attack where your opponent can’t defend.’ It was another mantra pulled from the toolbox of the Nirvana Saint.
The Vile King had ruined Micheal’s reputation among humans to an almost irreparable degree. It was to the point where he appeared to be driven into a corner, hunted and hated by everybody.
However…
‘Who said I had to rely only on humans?’
“There’s one other enemy we have to be aware of. A vile man by the name of Constantine Lancaster…”
.




Chapter 13


---

“Constantine… Lancaster?” Andron’s eyes narrowed. As he spoke, the air around him seemed to stir with a breeze, twitching with energy. The Tribe Leader’s mind was so focused on what Micheal was saying, he was inadvertently activating his Winged Giant Bloodline.
“Yes. He’s a psychopath that cares nothing for the lives of others and delights in torturing the innocent.” Micheal took full advantage of the opportunity to tarnish the Vile King’s name.
Constantine didn’t actually take any pleasure in his actions and honestly believed he was doing the right thing, but that wouldn’t stop Micheal from doing his damndest to preemptively ruin his image.
“The Beasts of Providence that have been targeting your people were directly created by him. They serve under his orders, first and foremost.” Micheal went on to provide a detailed description of the Vile King, his methodology, and his past actions, also explaining that he was the mastermind behind the large plague that was currently sweeping through the Second Layer.
Abruptly, a loud crash echoed in the room as the Tribe Leader of the Marrow Tribe, Bolder Bloodworth, smashed his hand onto the table. The circular table fractured, sending up shards of jagged wood.
“Where is the bastard?!” Bolder was a large, muscular Farian with a greying beard and his deep, angry voice reflected that stature.
The Marrow Tribe Leader had lost his eldest and his second son to attacks led by the Beasts of Providence. In the first timeline’s Great War, he was renowned for his ferocity and great strength, at least initially. His hotheaded nature got him killed within the first two months of the war.
“I don’t know.” Micheal shook his head as he added,
“But, with the tracking technology provided by the Wise Lady, we have a way to hunt him down.”
At that, everyone’s eyes turned towards Myla, who gave a small nod.
Technically, Myla could only track the Beasts of Providence members that were connected through the Beast King’s mind-controlling Ability. The Vile King’s Seeds were untraceable as far as Micheal knew. Still, on the Second Layer, the two were close enough that Micheal felt no need to point out the difference.
“Do you have any evidence you can offer us to support your words?” A silky, quiet voice rasped out from the smallest Tribe Leader at the table, the black haired Leader of the Tillnorth Tribe, Ramen Tiinorth. He was the Tribe Leader in charge of general supplies and intelligence gathering during the Great War.
Micheal shook his head.
“I know what I say is true, but I can’t provide anything tangible. In truth, my knowledge has an origin that might seem hard to believe.” Micheal paused after a few seconds before he went on to add,
“I am a Seer.” He quickly continued,
“The reason I was able to come to your aid was because of the danger I saw in the future of the Farian people.”
His words caused all of the Tribe Leaders to pause. Many of them exchanged glances and opened their mouths before closing them, registering the impact of Micheal’s words.
Calling himself a Seer was a good way to explain the knowledge he had obtained, while lowering the expectations that he knew all the answers. In the legends of virtually every race, Seers were beings that usually saw knowledge that was cluttered and of little use.
However… that wasn’t the only reason why Micheal had claimed to be a Seer, both on the First Layer and now here on the Second. This second reason was one that had also strongly influenced Micheal’s decision to purchase the Life Orb Mastery Ability.
And… it was a reason that had been on his mind ever since he obtained the Eyes of the Deep Ability and used it to create a Divine Scan of himself.
It was a very dangerous thing to be known as a person that had travelled years backwards in time. Most people didn’t like the fact that someone else might know their darkest secrets.
And in the eyes of the 3 separate Tribes of Deities that would, in a few short years, began to show up on the Fifth Layer…
Manipulation of the past was utter heresy.
If there was one rule shared between all Tribes of Deities, it was that upon discovering a being that was suspected of traveling to the past…
The Deities would drop everything they were doing to target that creature for destruction. For, the existence of a creature that could travel to the past was the only threat that could reverse the process of a Race Ascending into a Tribe of Deities.
Navir, the Titled Deity that humanity encountered on the Sixth Layer, was known as the strongest Angel for good reason.
He had long since killed all of his rivals.
When he first revealed the truth behind his abilities thousands of years ago, the entire Angelic Tribe had come together in an attempt to kill him. They failed, and had continued to fail ever since.
Micheal’s existence was one that would draw the eye of every single Deity in existence, and there was no known way to block a Divine Scan.
The result of his efforts to disguise his powers were something he had been preparing for ever since he returned.
Micheal’s reversal of time had left indelible marks on his Soul that he could never remove. Yvvtal, the Fallen Deity, had confirmed the existence of these scars when he transferred the Brand of Janus to Micheal.
They were something Micheal could not change. And they were something he could not just ignore, either.
So he did what he did best: 
He adapted.
The Divine Scan of the Deities had the ability to see the ‘Path’ that a Soul had walked. It referred to the marks left on one’s Soul after they manipulated, used, or otherwise experienced certain types of energy.
All the marks that Micheal had formed in his first life had vanished when he went back in time. The only ones that had remained were ones caused by the reversal of time.
The process Micheal went through when baptizing his Soul with Master Tier Sword Energy, molding it to the point where he could draw on that power freely, was an example of marking one’s Soul. This was picked up as the ‘Path of the Sword’ when he scanned himself.
Two things had happened when Micheal moved backwards in time.
The first was that he had died and been reborn.
The second was that he had travelled back through time.
To hide the truth of his return to life, Micheal was forced to choose the Life Orb Mastery Ability, something that, thankfully, was an excellent choice. The stains on his Soul that would show up as the Path of Rebirth in a Divine Scan thus gained an explanation.
To hide the truth of his return to the past, he claimed himself a Seer and sought out the Mark of Janus in the Inheritance of Yvvtal the Fallen. The stains on his Soul that would show up as the Path of Time in a Divine Scan thus gained an explanation.
It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best he could come up with. The Abilities he picked out were the best ones for his situation, each having multiple aspects that made them useful, beyond just a disguise. 
It was inevitable that he would, at some point, encounter a Deity among the 10% that possessed Divine Eyes.
If the real truth about his Soul became known early on the Fifth Layer, he would fail and die no matter how well he prepared himself. In the end, his disguise didn’t need to be perfect, it just needed to buy him enough time to prepare humanity and himself.
The Farians eventually began to debate amongst themselves. Micheal’s claims were big, but he had proven himself already once before. He was even prepared to use his Time Bubble Ability to prove his powers that related to time in case all else failed.
Micheal wouldn’t leave anything up to chance. He had already realized how difficult it was to change the future by himself or with a few allies.
No matter how difficult it was or how much effort it took, he needed to greatly expand the number of people on his side.
That was the only way he could change humanity’s fate, and, indeed, the future itself.
‘First things first.’ Micheal thought as he glanced over at the Lord Justiciar.
‘Let’s ruin the Vile King’s day.’
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Fate was a tricky thing.
There was a saying on Earth that spoke of how a single flap of a butterfly’s wing could go on to create an enormous storm. Even the tiniest of actions, in the right place or time, could change the future.
Micheal’s actions on the First and Second Layers had an impact that ranged far and wide…
And those changes altered fate in ways he would never have predicted.
In the original timeline, Constantine Lancaster remained on the Third Layer until after the Great War Between Races began. There were countless reasons why he lingered as long as he did, ranging from his dissatisfaction and worry over humanity’s growth to extra time he spent organizing his plans for the Third Layer.
In the current timeline, however…
Far from being dissatisfied, Constantine Lancaster was in a good mood.
A great mood, in fact.
The best mood he had been in since the day he arrived on the 7 Layers, during the First Wave.
‘Micheal Care.’ He had finally identified the person that was killing his Seeds and interrupting his plans.
And his reaction to that…
‘What an excellent young man indeed.’
He could not have been happier.
It had taken Constantine a considerable amount of effort to track Micheal’s identity down, to the point that the layers of obfuscation and deceit Micheal had prepared had earned Constantine’s respect and admiration. The method Micheal used to hide his identity when killing the Vile King’s Seeds, overloading a Signal Seer Bracelet to create a temporary deadzone, was something Constantine hadn’t even known was possible.
In an ironic twist, the extraordinary efforts that Micheal went through to thwart investigations into his identity were a large part of what caught Constantine’s interest. As a result, the Vile King put in an absurd amount of effort into tracing Micheal’s identity, far beyond even the worst-case scenario Micheal had predicted.
Micheal’s blood pressure owed the entirety of its current health to the fact that Micheal was blissfully unaware of this.
In the end, Micheal had done an excellent job… but when the Vile King put his full mind towards doing something, it took either a perfect disguise or absolute power to stop him.
When his curiosity finally overtook him, Constantine decided not only to launch a sweeping full-scale investigation, but also chose to abandon his remaining plans for the First Layer, instead assigning the full extent of his manpower to ferret out Micheal’s identity.
After subtracting those Micheal killed, there were a total of 62 Seeds left on the First Layer. All 62 of these Seeds began moving in sync, across more than a dozen organizations, with the singular goal of investigating Micheal’s past.
From the Vile King’s perspective, Micheal had appeared like a ghost out of nowhere. His actions were so prolific that Constantine had originally assumed that he was part of a large-scale secret organization that was targeting the Nightrunner Numbers.
Bit by bit, however, he began to pull back the layers of mystery that protected Micheal.
Micheal’s biggest weakness in hiding his identity lay in the fact that he went out of his way to help humanity improve.
Eventually, the Vile King was able to trace the invention of Dragon Building Liquid to Micheal. He began connecting the dots.
The death of the Godfather…
The destruction of the Monster Class Nest…
The Golden Morenkai hunting method…
The fact that someone had cut one of the nigh-impenetrable skyscrapers of the First Layer in half, and with such precision that it was only discovered by chance.
That last fact, in particular, made Constantine’s eyes shine when he learned about it.
That particular fact was also the result of the changes Micheal had made to the timeline.
The new leader of the Godfather Organization, Admiral Cardell, had accidentally revealed the split skyscraper while using his Ability to manipulate the weight of objects he was touching. The awe-inspiring sight of Cardell picking up and throwing an entire building had become a widely spread rumor.
This particular incident didn’t interrupt any of Micheal’s predictions. The Godfather Organization had indeed ended up becoming the dominant ruler of the First Layer as he had expected.
However…
That dominance came about through an incredibly long, convoluted chain of events that Micheal never saw coming.
The very first major result of Micheal’s changes resulting in the butterfly effect was also a perfect example of unintended consequences.
In the midst of Constantine’s investigation into Micheal, a huge ripple in history took place.
Consequences that happened because Micheal made 2 rather minor mistakes that came together in a very, very big way.
From a butterfly’s flap to an enormous storm.
Micheal’s mistakes arose because, in the face of brand new knowledge gained during his second life, he failed to reconsider certain bits of knowledge he had obtained during his first life.
The historical records that Micheal often drew from were those spread by Dark Void, a group of fanatic researchers that first appeared on the Third Layer. This group, originally founded as a part of the Purgatory Church, broke off and became independent after the Vile King’s existence was made public. These researchers went on to maintain, expand, and constantly spread an enormous record of all human knowledge related to the 7 Layers, with the express purpose of making it impossible to manipulate or erase the past.
Those records were extraordinarily accurate and grew advanced enough to the point where they utilized a variety of encryption methods that made it easy to ferret out fake copies.
But, accurate as those records were, they relied upon humans.
And humans were fallible.
When it came to the First Layer, there were two things in the records Micheal had memorized that were inaccurate.
The first major discrepancy: they claimed that Director Prime had died.
History said Pedro Almaraz managed to kill Director Prime in the war that saw the Nightrunners collapse. Pedro’s aerial attack was invisible and virtually undetectable. 
Pedro, himself, died in the same battle after ferociously throwing himself forward, the death of his wife and daughter to Whittling Light Disease driving away his reason. However, there were numerous eyewitnesses reported Prime’s death. Later records held no reports of any reappearance by the Director, so Micheal believed this particular fact to be true.
The records, however, were wrong.
Director Prime did not die.
He managed to survive, and it was due to a factor that Micheal became aware of, but failed to account for.
In his battle against the Director, Micheal discovered something that had been absent in the records of history.
Director Prime possessed a Returning Ring.
Prime had used that Artifact to escape from Micheal after being forced into a situation where he believed any other choice would lead to death.
The Returning Ring was a rare, limited Artifact that cost around 200,000 Points. The ring allowed for limited teleportation once with a cooldown period that ranged from 30 to 40 days.
Prior to Micheal’s fight with Prime, there was no known record of anyone possessing a Returning Ring on the First Layer. Given the 100,000 Points Wall, Micheal had never factored it into his original plans. It was something that could only exist if an Irregular that started with around 200,000 Points bought it, an item listed close to the back of the Shop. The odds of that happening in addition to it flowing down a chain of ownership that somehow ended with Prime was extraordinarily unlikely.
But, as Micheal found out, that was exactly what had taken place.
Micheal learned of the ring’s existence in Prime’s hands… but never reconsidered the possibilities that this opened up.
In the first timeline, Prime was seriously injured by Pedro Almaraz. He received severe burns and was permanently disfigured.
However… he did not die.
Prime managed to stop time in the midst of the attack and subsequently brought out his Returning Ring and activated it.
This resulted in him appearing to disintegrate in front of a large number of eyewitnesses.
The close escape served as a wakeup call to Prime. Instead of announcing his return, Prime investigated the truth of what took place.
And, after learning how completely the people he trusted the most had betrayed him, Prime grew disillusioned with everything. The Vile King was the one at fault, but Prime wasn’t aware of that.
In fact, in the original timeline, one of the reasons the situation blew up as much as it did was because Constantine considered Prime someone that had excellent potential, but was disappointed that he refused to go up the Layers. He hoped the incident would force Prime to move forward.
The Vile King’s existence was a well-known fact on the higher Layers… but information flowed upwards in the 7 Layers, not down. Even the records gathered by Dark Void were uncertain when, if ever, that the First Layer became aware of Constantine’s existence.
In the first timeline, instead of dying off, Prime remained alive, and stayed on the First Layer until the point where Micheal died.
Prime’s badly disfigured appearance, the fact that he went on to abandon the name of ‘Prime,’ a name he had originally donned after arriving on the 7 Layers as a way to inspire himself, and the fact that his most powerful Ability was almost impossible to detect…
These changes all made Prime significantly harder to recognize.
However, it wasn’t as if he stopped existing. While he no longer ran an organization, Prime still continued to live within the Main Cluster.
He should have been noticed.
The odds of his existence remaining a secret simply due to luck was extraordinarily unlikely, especially after more than a decade had passed.
And it was here that Micheal made a second mistake, once again, due to incomplete knowledge.
History forgot about Prime’s existence, as did nearly everyone that existed on the First Layer.
Nearly everyone.
If there was one thing Micheal had missed in his plans for the first Layer, it was the existence of the delusional Fierce Queen Anastasia, one of the very few humans known to be an S Ranker.
Contrary to all of Micheal’s expectations, within weeks of his departure to the Second Layer, Anastasia decided to invade the Main Cluster.
In Micheal’s first life, the Fierce Queen Anastasia never invaded the Main Cluster.
She didn’t make a move after the Godfather died to poison, nor during the chaos spawned by the Great Arrival, nor when the Nightrunners were targeted by all after Number 1’s massacre experiments were exposed.
Even after the Nightrunners collapsed and fatally weakened the other members of the Big 3, allowing for the rise of the Dawning Six and a new era of infighting…
The Fierce Queen Anastasia never made any public moves outside of her own side Cluster.
It was commonly believed that this was because she had no interest in the Main Cluster. Micheal shared this same belief.
And that belief was wrong.
The sole reason that Anastasia stayed in her side Cluster, even unto the end, was purely because of the existence of Director Prime.
She was terrified of him.
And that terror was what made her, in the first timeline, become one of the very few people to realize that he was still alive.
In a fact that was lost to history, Anastasia encountered the Director prior to the Fourth Wave.
Before the two met, Anastasia had earned the nickname ‘Fierce Queen’ by conquering every force she came across and forcing them to join her ‘Kingdom’ as she termed it. Her strength was the real deal. She possessed genius-level talent when it came to using the Abilities she had chosen, a range of Abilities that let her manipulate 3 separate types of Elemental Energy, that of Fire, Ice, and Wind.
In the first timeline, her talent was overwhelming enough to maintain her place as an S Ranker despite her inaction for the entirety of the time after Micheal arrived.
The pivotal encounter between the 2 S Rankers that Micheal was unaware of, happened well before the Director established the Nightrunners as one of the Big 3. At the time that she met him, Prime was the Director of a survival camp that had roughly 1,300 members.
Anastasia’s marauding Kingdom, on the other hand, had more than 3,100 members, and was an army that had experience in more than two dozen battles against other groups of Ability users.
Prime’s survivor camp had yet to experience a fight against a large group of anything other than Morenkai.
The battle was a surefire one.
And then, it wasn’t.
Unfortunately for Anastasia, the day she chose to attack Prime happened to be less than three months after Prime had been forced to helplessly watch a superpowered serial killer slaughter over 100 of the men and women he had promised to protect. That particular incident had prompted him to buy the time-stopping World Matrix Type Ability and saw him put into place an extreme improvement of his camp’s security.
Anastasia attacked and treated him like every other group she had come across.
In response, Prime systematically destroyed her.
The powerful army she had created was crushed and the entire upper leadership of her ‘Kingdom’ slaughtered down to the last man. At the time, the trauma caused by the serial killer was still fresh in Prime’s mind. This led to him utilizing the harshest, and most horrifying, methods he could come up with, to send a clear message of what would result to those that chose to mess with his group.
Anastasia got that message loud and clear.
The only reason that she, herself, did not also die was because she possessed both the ability to fly and the power to shield herself from most of the damage caused by the hail of bullets, 2 grenades, and 3 rockets Prime sent after her.
From that day forward, Anastasia lived the rest of her life in terror, hiding in a side Cluster and eventually forming a new Kingdom with the sole purpose of protecting herself. Every time she considered leaving for the Second Layer, her fear of running into Prime while in the Main Cluster held her back. Even after she established an entire intelligence-gathering team with the sole job of stealthily keeping tabs on where Prime was, she still refused to make any actual moves. The only ‘rebellion’ she ever made against the terror Prime inspired was her refusal to hide her identity.
Her decision to tuck herself away saved her life. Prime eventually remembered who she was and actually made plans to kill her. However, as the leader of an organization that became one of the Big 3, the list of issues Prime had to deal with seemingly never ended. Anastasia, who was quiet and caused him no trouble, remained low enough on that list that the Nightrunners collapsed before he got to her.
When the rest of the world believed him dead, only Anastasia, someone that had an entire team of loyal followers dedicated to tracking him, knew he was alive. Prime remained active in stopping wrongdoing when it happened in front of him, but otherwise lived in seclusion.
Upon learning this, Anastasia had a sizable portion of her forces spend the rest of their time during the first timeline making absolutely certain that no one else ever discovered that Prime was still alive. Rather than try and target him now that he was alone, she instead decided to hide his existence to decrease any chance there was of him becoming active again.
The terror that had dominated her heart lessened for the first time in years. It never fully left her, and was also what led her to make the decision to stay on the First Layer, unable to handle the fear of not being aware of whether or not Prime was coming for her.
And, as it turned out, her efforts were, for the most part, successful.
At the bare minimum, no hint of Prime’s existence ever made its way high enough up the Layers to reach Micheal.
However…
Now, things were different.
In the current timeline, when Anastasia first heard that Director Prime was gone, her reaction was the same as it had been before: she didn’t believe it. It took several days before she was able to truly confirm his absence, and several days more before she believed it.
That day was like a dream come true for her.
Things then began to take a drastic turn.
Anastasia immediately invaded the Main Cluster, determined to reestablish herself and get back the confidence she had lost.
And Admiral Cardell was the one to confront her.
The Admiral was no longer just the newly ascended leader of the Godfather Organization. He was also now the leader of the entire Main Cluster. The other members of the Big 3 had both collapsed and merged with the Godfather Organization.
Director Prime, before leaving for the Second Layer, had left what remained of the Nightrunners’ leadership, namely Chief Secretary Kaber, with strict, detailed orders to merge with the Godfather Organization. Prime’s absence led to the collapse of the Nightrunners, but thanks to his orders, the majority of its members had opted to join the Godfather Organization.
The Angels Arcadia had likewise collapsed with the death of their Captain-Commander and sole S Ranker, Sylvester Eron. However, the fact that the Godfather Organization had rushed to their aid when they were being attacked convinced the remnants of the Angels Arcadia to join forces.
Of the two remaining S Rankers, the Enlightened Monk wouldn’t care what she did, and while Tandrum the Explorer had been spotted fighting alongside the Godfather Organization, he was now isolated off in a side Cluster alongside a group of researchers, studying the far-reaching results of the Monster Class Nest Core’s destruction.
In light of the trauma she had suffered from when she attacked Prime, even with Prime’s absence confirmed, Anastasia’s invasion was a tentative one.
She went on the offensive and challenged Admiral Cardell to an individual battle, threatening a full invasion if he refused. Cardell accepted her challenge.
Their battle shook the Main Cluster, and this long, convoluted chain of events was what inadvertently revealed the skyscraper Micheal had cut in half.
The battle also ended in a way that swiftly made the Admiral a figure that history would never forget.
Admiral Cardell won, but not because he had grown into an S Ranker faster than in the previous timeline. In fact, his growth had actually slowed down due to the fact that he no longer had a Seed implanted in him to strengthen his talent.
During the middle of what should have been a tense battle, the brash Admiral’s swashbuckling and jovial nature, even in the face of an opponent that was clearly stronger than him, managed to find a place inside Anastasia’s exhausted, scared, and wounded heart. Throughout the entire fight, Cardell was constantly trying to reason with her and stop the fight, and, even when he came face to face with death, his warm smile never faded.
For the first time since her arrival on the First Layer, Anastasia found a figure that she felt like she could rely on.
In a turn no one would have expected, the fight ended with Anastasia crying and throwing herself into Cardell’s arms.
The chain of events Micheal had inadvertently set off resolved itself on its own, but also spawned an epic tale about a legendary sailor that came face to face with the queen of death and defeated her with naught but his overwhelming charm.
Irregardless of the intense drama that had unfolded in the background, the Vile King’s investigation continued.
Eventually, his Seeds found more scattered traces of Micheal’s past activities, enough to have a hint of who he was.
That hint was promptly brought over to the infamous First Layer’s Seer. By calling in a favor she owed to one of his 62 Seeds, he obtained a prophecy.
And with the aid of that prophecy, his Seeds went off and began interviewing a large number of people. Eventually, they stumbled across people that had witnessed Micheal in action.
And, finally, the Vile King learned the truth about ‘Heron,’ to a certain extent.
He learned Micheal’s real name, he learned the fact that, despite his strength, Micheal truly was a Fourth Wave Chosen.
He learned about the existence of Shin and of Sophia, but mistakenly believed Micheal had betrayed them, one of the few nuggets of truth he failed to discover.
And, perhaps most important of all…
The Vile King confirmed that Micheal truly was capable of creating plans to counter things that took place in the future, to the extent that he could prepare a counter for something so far in the future that the person who he was preparing to counter had yet to come up with the idea he planned to foil. He learned that Micheal had declared himself a Seer, and this fact appeared to be true beyond all doubt.
And this caused yet another major shift in the timelines, and inadvertently led to something Micheal never saw coming.
Upon completing his investigation of Micheal and realizing the extent of his prowess, Constantine was extremely pleased. This was exactly the kind of talent humanity needed.
However… he also found himself slightly worried.
Micheal’s godlike ability to predict the future made the distance between the two seem all too small. Micheal on the Second, Constantine on the Third.
Beyond all else, Constantine was extremely careful with his own safety. He had to be if he wanted to accomplish his mission in life.
Humanity was weak, far, far too weak. If he died now, there was no guarantee that humanity would encounter enough challenges to stimulate their growth before it was too late.
He didn’t fear death, but was afraid that if he died too soon, all his effort would be for naught. He couldn’t let his glee with Micheal’s potential overcome him. The future was far too uncertain and the potential talents the rest of humanity might bring something he couldn’t afford to ignore.
It was never enough.
Every time Constantine looked at humanity’s progress, he compared their growth to the power of the unknown being that had kidnapped humanity and brought them into the twisted 7 Layers alongside numerous other races. Even the power he was using to prepare humanity was something obtained due to that unknown being.
The rest of humanity didn’t seem to worry about the power that creature displayed. Most humans were lazy and indolent. They refused to push themselves out of fear.
Constantine decided to remove that option and willingly became the reason they were forced to push themselves. A million devoted humans would have a better chance of victory than 1 billion humans that were merely average. No matter what it cost, this path was the one he believed best.
And so…
In the second timeline, unlike the original, to avoid the chance of Micheal reaching him, Constantine Lancaster left the Third Layer before the Great War Between Races broke out.
He arrived on the Fourth Layer several months earlier than he had originally planned.
The smallest of changes can create the largest of storms.
The Fourth Layer had another name.
The World of Shattered Time.
Unlike the previous Layers, the Fourth Layer was a world that possessed an incomplete time axis.
Every 37 days, the current world that had been the Fourth Layer was cut off. The people on this now-abandoned world were still alive and were still capable of leaving this world and entering the Fifth Layer.
However… after being cut off, from that point on, everyone that left the Third Layer found themselves on a brand new version of the Fourth Layer. The old, cut-off Fourth Layer would never see any new inhabitants. It became a dead world.
Alongside this particular quirk was one more factor that set the Fourth Layer apart from all previous Layers.
At any point in time, there wasn’t just one version of the Fourth Layer that existed. There were an enormous number of copies that were constantly created and cut off, every 37 days.
The Fourth Layer was the same for every single race that was climbing the 7 Layers.
However, alongside every new version that was spawned in, the races that met each other on their version of the Fourth Layer changed.
In one version, humanity might enter a Fourth Layer that possesses a race of rock golems and squirrel people. In another, perhaps they find a race of pink-colored elfin warriors. In some versions, humanity finds no one and spawns in alone.
Constantine Lancaster, in the interests of ensuring Micheal had no chance to reach him, entered the Fourth Layer earlier than he had originally planned. The day he entered was 2 days after the old world had been cut off, a mechanic he had long since become aware of thanks to the Seeds he already had sent up the Layers.
He scouted out the current iteration by sending some of his Seeds in advance, and upon finding no apparent danger, moved from the Third Layer into the Fourth Layer.
Shortly thereafter, the Vile King and his forces encountered a unique race of humanoids that he had never heard of.
And, as a result… 2 years and 286 days sooner than in the original timeline, the Vile King became aware of the existence of beings that called themselves ‘Deities.’
In a twist of fate that even Micheal knew nothing about, Constantine met face to face with the second oldest Tribe of Deities, a group of creatures that called themselves ‘The Yil.’
The Vile King also unknowingly found the answer as to why Micheal never knew about this encounter.
It was simple.
The reason he had never heard of humanity and the Deities interacting this early on was because, in the original timeline, no human that entered the Fourth Layer during this 37 day period survived to reach the Fifth.
.




Chapter 14

‘Hmm… this is going to take a while.’ Gregor thought as he watched the Council.
The revelations Micheal brought to the various Tribe Leaders spawned a multitude of discussions and arguments. The proud warriors went back and forth as they each brought their own Tribe’s perspective forward, debating on the course they wanted to take.
It was a rather exhausting sight that the Lord Justiciar was more than used to seeing. When the Council got like this, it typically took several hours before any sort of agreement could be reached. Intervening directly would merely slow it even more.
The Lord Justiciar’s gaze drifted over towards the human that had set the Council off.
Abruptly, a curious gleam appeared in his eyes as he studied the warrior. After a few moments, Gregor began to smile as an idea popped into his mind.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Micheal took a deep breath.
The tang of morning dew danced across his taste buds, carried in the air by a fresh breeze. The rustle of leaves echoed softly from the forest around him, merging the chirps of early-rising birds.
A quiet thud resounded in his ears, a thumping that was deep in timber. It was his heartbeat, slow and methodical, echoing quietly as he entered a state of focused calm.
Micheal adjusted his grip on the long, wooden sword he was holding, securing it tightly in his hands.
“You ready?” The Lord Justiciar grinned at Micheal as he waved an identical wooden sword back and forth.
Micheal smiled back.
“I am.” A few drops of sweat dripped down his forehead as he stared at his Farian opponent.
To Micheal’s surprise, right after he finished talking to the Council, the Lord Justiciar had asked Micheal for a spar.
Micheal hadn’t seen any reason to decline and had accepted the offer. He needed a way to test his recent progress, and a sparring match against the legendary Lord Justiciar himself was a perfect chance.
The duo had left the Council behind and moved across camp to a small, wooded clearing. The ground here was relatively flat, interspersed with chunks of grey rock about the size of a basketball that were sunk into the ground.
It wasn’t a perfect sparring arena, but Micheal liked it. In a real fight, only rarely did Micheal find himself battling in ideal conditions. With that in mind, Micheal declined Gregor’s offer to move to a better location after the Lord Justiciar asked. Gregor seemed rather amused by Micheal’s reasoning.
‘I can’t believe I actually get to spar with him.’ Micheal stared down at the Farian as he raised his sword, his arms tensing.
Gregor was a figure that gained a nigh myth-like aura in later years, a fabled warrior whose name sent shivers down the spines of his enemies.
This fight wouldn’t be like any other fight he’d had before in his second life.
It would be a fight between Masters, an incredibly important distinction.
Before one reached the Master level, a difference in equipment or preparation was often the biggest factor in a fight.
After the Master level, however, skill became a far more important consideration.
Before Micheal reached the Master level, there was a hard limit to the number of enemies he could take down in one go. With careful planning and focus, that number stood between one and two hundred opponents, depending on what Abilities and Artifacts they were using.
Taking down that many enemies would be exhausting and liable to cause him to lose multiple Life Orbs, given the breadth of Abilities he might face…
But he could still do it, if just barely.
Now that he had reached the Master level, however… when facing that same number of foes…
He wouldn’t even break a sweat.
Micheal and Gregor locked gazes. The world around them seemed to fade away slightly as both warriors zeroed in on the other, taking in every potential movement the other made.
For one long moment, the two seemed almost frozen in time while the world around them marched forward, neither warrior making any motions.
That moment seemed to stretch into infinity… and then…
A leaf from a nearby tree fluttered through the air in-between Micheal and Gregor, slightly obscuring their view of the other.
That silent moment ended…
And the ground exploded.
Bits of rock, dirt, and grass scattered into the air as both Micheal and Gregor rocketed forward, launching themselves with such force that they left meter wide holes in the ground beneath them.
Micheal swung his sword at an angle to the side, taking advantage of the fact that Gregor stood around a hand taller than him. Gregor, in return, swung at Micheal’s chest, matching his attack. Golden Master Tier Sword Energy covered both wooden blades, enhancing their durability and sharpness.
The abrupt transition from standing still to leaping forward happened so quickly that, by the time the warriors reached the other, the falling leaf was still stuck mid-air between them, barely a centimeter from where it had been.
The two swords met.
And… the ground exploded yet again.
As Micheal’s sword slammed into Gregor’s, an enormous impact blasted straight into Micheal, sending his feet sinking backwards into the earth, creating a river of cracks and sending up shards of rock and dirt. For a split second, Micheal’s body wavered between going into shock and not before he managed to spin off to the right and side-step Gregor’s attack.
The Lord Justiciar, in the meantime, simply bulldozed straight through Micheal’s strike and continued to swing at him.
Micheal jumped backwards out of range, dodging Gregor’s followup swing in one smooth motion.
There was a brief pause in the spar as the two warriors faced off again, gauging each other’s reaction.
‘What the… I knew he was strong but this is just ridiculous. He’s a monster.’ Micheal’s arms trembled for a few moments as he recovered from the clash, finding himself shocked at the sheer raw power behind the Lord Justiciar’s attacks.
Micheal had poured all of his focus into his Strength and Endurance and had gone through the body enhancement that came with achieving Master tier. He was by no means weak and, in fact, ranked among the very strongest humans on the Second Layer.
He wasn’t weak… but, rather, the Lord Justiciar was absurdly strong.
Gregor Mantorel was the strongest Farian through the entire history of the Farian race, a literal walking legend.
‘Alright, then… let’s adapt.’
Micheal rolled his shoulders and then changed his stance, letting go of his sword with his left hand, holding the wooden blade with only his right. He raised his left hand out in front of him while bending his knees and leaning slightly backwards. He kept his right hand low, the wooden sword aimed downward to the point that it almost touched the earth.
Gregor’s grin widened as he saw Micheal change his stance. In response, a blood-red Aura began to cover the Farian as he drew upon his Bloodline.
The air around the Lord Justiciar trembled as his body began to give off an enormous, crushing wave of pressure. The ground beneath the Farian cracked and trembled, spreading out in a visible shockwave.
Gregor’s Bloodline was a unique one among the Farian Tribes. It was a Bloodline that only he possessed, a rare evolution of the Bloodline he was born with.
The Primordial Giant Bloodline.
The spar resumed.
Gregor dashed forward, his body moving so quickly that, even in Micheal’s eyes, it transformed into a red blur. Every step Gregor took broke the ground beneath him, the mini explosions echoing loudly in the morning air.
Micheal, in turn, didn’t move an inch and stayed still as Gregor charged him. He maintained his stance, but appeared almost defenseless in the face of the Lord Justiciar’s almighty blitz.
A hint of confusion appeared in Gregor’s eyes when he saw this, though it didn’t make him slow down or adjust his attack.
In the split second before Gregor reached Micheal…
A bubble of slow, distorted time appeared right in front of him, completely catching the Lord Justiciar off-guard.
‘What?!’ Gregor noticed the anomaly immediately but was flabbergasted, experiencing something he had never even imagined.
The Time Bubble Micheal spawned only slowed time down by roughly 30% within its confines, but that was enough to completely throw off the Lord Justiciar’s focus for a few short moments.
Micheal took advantage of that as he kicked down with his left leg, smashing apart one of the large rocks that were scattered all over the clearing. Stone shrapnel from the impact blasted upward, including several pieces that flew up right in front of Micheal.
With his free left hand, Micheal grabbed one of the flying stone shards and imbued it with Master Tier Sword Energy. The jagged edges of the palm sized rock took on a golden hue, flashing brightly as Micheal went all out.
Micheal then hurled the stone directly at Gregor’s face, the blinding Sword Energy he had imbued within it obscuring the Lord Justiciar’s vision. In the same motion, he also cut inward with his sword, aiming at Gregor’s chest.
All of this took place in a fraction of a second, within the small gap of time between Gregor entering the Time Bubble and subsequently processing what it was.
A third explosion shook the air as the Lord Justiciar came to a halt, his feet crashing into the ground and forming a two-meters wide crater. The subsequent shockwave was enough to disrupt Micheal’s hastily contracted Time Bubble, but by that point, Micheal’s attack had already landed.
Gregor was forced to lurch off balance to avoid the energized stone Micheal threw, leaving his sides open. Before Micheal’s followup attack could land, however, the Lord Justiciar drew on his absurd strength to forcibly redirect his own sword to his side, blocking Micheal’s strike.
The impact knocked the Lord Justiciar backwards, but the experienced warrior took advantage of that to leap back with the blow to regain his footing. It was a movement that would have been impossible for Micheal to pull off, especially after being caught by surprise and forced off balance… but Gregor managed it with ease.
‘Incredible.’ Micheal stared at the Farian warrior, his blood boiling with excitement.
The ability to instantaneously react to unexpected scenarios, unmatched physical prowess, decades of combat experience and dedicated training…
The Lord Justiciar was a genius in a tier of his own.
“Hahahaha! Interesting!” Gregor laughed out loud as stared at Micheal.
“How unique… you humans and your Abilities are so very interesting.” An almost predatory gleam appeared in the Lord Justiciar’s eyes as he studied his human opponent.
Micheal simply grinned and gestured at the Farian with his free hand, motioning for him to come at him.
Gregor grinned back.
The earth exploded anew as their spar resumed.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Meanwhile…
Several thousand meters to the East of the dueling duo, in the middle of a large, forested area…
A series of low, rumbling growls echoed in the air, growing ominously closer to Micheal’s location.
“Kkktthh…”
“Kkktthh… Kkktthh…”
.




Chapter 15

Ten minutes into the sparring match and Micheal’s lungs felt like they were on fire. His breathing had long since turned ragged as his arms trembled from repeatedly shrugging off the colossal force behind each one of Gregor’s strikes. His back was covered with sweat, clinging tight to his clothes.
Half of the exhaustion he felt was real and tangible, while the other half was mental.
A duel between highly skilled Masters was one of the most physically intensive and mentally taxing activities one could partake in. Not only did Micheal have to physically react to multiple things in an instant, he had to do this again and again, several times per second, every single second.
A slight shift of a stance here would mean Gregor’s strike would come at a different angle there, which meant Micheal needed to lean his body slightly and shift his back foot back, which Gregor responded to by adjusting the angle of his attack and putting more weight behind it, which Micheal responded to by…
On and on, the numerous tiny, minute actions the two warrior made in-between each impact was another battle in and of itself, a battle that only an extremely experienced Master could handle.
The exhausting spar did, however, also provide two major benefits for Micheal.
After waking up from his mission to save Myla Hannis, Micheal’s body and Soul had experienced explosive growth. This disparity had led to a vague ‘off’ sensation that subtly affected his movements. The feeling had lessened, somewhat, but had still existed before this duel. 
Over the course of his spar with Gregor, that feeling gradually faded as Micheal immersed himself in the sensation of battle. His movements gained a level of natural grace that could only be attained after more than a decade of extreme training.
Even with all of Micheal’s experience, skill, and strength, it still wasn’t enough to stave off the Lord Justiciar. The Farian was like a relentless wrecking ball of destruction and, if not for one critical factor, Micheal would’ve failed to last more than 2 minutes…
And that factor was the Time Bubbles he spawned.
Gregor not only had the advantage of a physique that had undergone intensive Master Class training for dozens of years, but he also had access to his Primordial Giant Bloodline. Micheal was physically unable to withstand even a single direct blow from the Farian…
But none of that mattered if Gregor was unable to land a direct attack in the first place.
Throughout the course of the battle, Micheal constantly spawned in Time Bubbles, one after the other, each adjusting the flow of time at a different rate.
Because his fight with Gregor demanded such an extreme level of focus, Micheal could only manage a single Time Bubble at a time, and each one was limited in scope and power.
However, as he discovered over the course of the spar, his recent growth in his Soul stat meant that even his distracted Time Bubbles were still able to modify the flow of time up to 30% in either direction, an amount that used to be maximum he could safely control when he was completely focused.
Thanks to that, his Time Bubble Ability had reached a new level of usability, something Micheal used to his advantage.
In a battle where Masters had to make constant adjustments each second, Micheal’s Time Bubbles proved to be a huge annoyance.
Every time Gregor charged in, he would be met with a Time Bubble that threw off his focus. One Time Bubble might only slow him down by 5%, while the next one he hit might slow him by 27%. Sometimes they even sped him up by a small amount. It was impossible to predict.
Gregor could destroy the Time Bubbles Micheal spawned by flaring his Aura, but that action took away from his focus and took a small amount of time.
In the beginning of their duel, it hadn’t proven to be too big of an issue. Gregor had been unnerved at first by the unexpected Ability, but had adapted to it by instantly flaring his Aura every single time he attacked. It was taxing, but, in the first place, his stamina was not something Micheal could match.
However, as the duel went on… things began to change.
The Lord Justiciar came to a pause in the same moment Micheal used to catch his breath. Unlike Micheal, the Farian warrior wasn’t even breathing hard. His eyes, however, were glowing dangerously red as he studied Micheal.
‘Hmm… my observations were correct. He’s noticeably improving over the course of our spar.’ The Lord Justiciar’s mind was clear and calm, belying his appearance of a warrior trembling in excitement.
‘How ridiculous.’ Gregor had heard of people evolving under pressure, but never to this extent.
Part of Micheal’s improvements lay in his fine-tuned adjustments of his body, but the main part lay in his gradually increasing skill in manipulation of his Time Bubbles.
Micheal had never had the opportunity to fight a duel against a Master while using his Temporal Bubble Ability. This particular experience was a unique first for him. To adjust, Micheal drew heavily on his years of experience in combat fighting a myriad of various Abilities as well as his own instinctive combat sense.
At first, Micheal’s use of Time Bubbles was somewhat clumsy, at least, from the perspective of a Master. This ended up forcing Micheal to deflect Gregor’s attacks more through the use of pure sword technique.
While Micheal’s Soul stat relegated him to the level of a Master, in his past life, he had achieved the stage of Grandmaster, if just barely. When it came to pure, exquisite sword technique, his knowledge and skill was actually superior to that of the Lord Justiciar.
That didn’t make up for the huge gap in raw power, but it staved off the Lord Justiciar long enough for Micheal to get a feel for his Temporal Bubble Ability.
As a result, for ten minutes straight now, the Lord Justiciar was unable to land a direct attack.
‘I expected it but… I don’t think I can win.’ Micheal observed, his hands steadying as his pounding heart cooled. His thoughts raced ahead of him as he took everything in.
His body was absorbing the latent energy in the air as fast as it could, his Heartflame Physique replenishing his energy at a rapid pace… but even that 3 Star Physique was unable to keep up with the intensity of a Master Class duel.
Micheal could dodge the Lord Justiciar’s strikes or redirect them when needed, utilizing his Time Bubbles to their utmost limit… but as it stood now, that was his limit.
As the course of their sparring match wore on, several of Micheal’s bones had cracked, just from the remnant force left after deflecting Gregor’s attacks. By the time minute 6 rolled around, Micheal was forced to shatter one of the 3 Life Orbs he had at his disposal after a glancing deflection broke his right arm in 3 spots.
The Lord Justiciar was no doubt aware of the injuries Micheal sustained, but he respected Micheal’s will to keep the spar going, and was also aware of Micheal’s unusual ability to regenerate from injuries to a certain extent.
In a serious battle, if Micheal attempted a suicide attack, he could definitely injure Gregor… but the odds of him actually defeating Gregor were incredibly slim, even with multiple chances.
The difference in raw physical stats was just too much.
‘The Lord Justiciar is definitely on par with the Six Lords, the strongest of the Second Layer. If I had to rate my current self, I’m roughly half a level below them.’ Micheal made a clear judgement of his current self with a slight nod. It was an insane amount of growth for someone who had arrived on the Second Layer just a few weeks ago.
‘If I want to reach their level...' His brow wrinkled.
'Shin and Sophia should have arrived at the Soul King’s Inheritance by now.’ His eyes flashed with a hint of excitement. At this point, there was only one last way he could get stronger in a short period of time… and that was if he finally obtained the Deity Titles System.
‘I hope you two are doing well… I’ll be seeing you two very soon.’
Micheal focused back on the present as he and Gregor exchanged glances.
“I think we can end it here.” Micheal smiled as his breath began to grow even, shattering the 2nd of his 3 Life Orbs to once again heal the cracked and bruised bones that came with forcing Gregor to face him seriously. 
As worthwhile as it was to keep sparring and practicing with his Time Bubbles against a Master, he only had 1 Life Orb remaining. After coming back in time, Micheal had adopted a rather risk-averse mindset. He had survived in the 7 Layers for more than a decade in his first life without any Life Orbs but now… there was far more at stake than just his own life if he died.
Gregor gave Micheal one of his characteristic wide grins as he replied,
“It’s as good a time as any. You’ve blown my expectations away, young warrior. I haven’t had to fight this seriously in years.” The Lord Justiciar’s gaze when he looked at Micheal had subtly changed. If before he looked at Micheal like he would a new acquaintance who had done a heroic deed, now he looked at him like a warrior he respected and was interested in befriending.
Seeing is believing. Micheal was well aware that the psyche of most intelligent creatures holds true to that motto. No matter how much one hears about how great someone is, only when they witness that person’s capabilities first hand will they fully appreciate them.
‘If I can win him over as an ally, everything will be much easier.’ Micheal clenched his fist slightly, a pleasant feeling filling him.
He was growing stronger, he saved Myla Hannis, he would soon reunite with Shin and Sophia and obtain the Titles System… everything was starting to go as he wanted it to. Things were looking up.
“Well, since we still have plenty of time, why don’t we exchange opinions on our match?” Gregor continued.
The Farians had a custom of explaining what their opponent needed to improve on after sparring. The tribal warriors were a supportive, wholesome bunch when it came to working to grow strong, a custom humanity would do good to borrow.
Micheal nodded back, agreeing immediately as he raised his sparring sword up to his shoulder. He definitely needed more practice when it came to using his Time Bubbles at a high level and that-
Micheal’s thought process abruptly cut off as his sixth sense flared.
The instinctual, intuitive backdrop that lurked in the back of Micheal’s mind blasted into existence in a fraction of a second, screaming at Micheal’s body to move.
Without even knowing why, Micheal instantly followed his instincts and jammed his right foot into the ground while simultaneously bringing out his remaining Life Orb and smashing it against his ribs, forcibly shifting his body in an impossible lurch backwards.
Two of his ribs cracked from the jarring impact, but the rapid-fire movement let Micheal jump backwards an entire meter in a fraction of a second.
And… within that same fraction of a second…
Micheal was met with a jarring, impossible sight.
“KKTTTHHHH!”
“Kkktthh!”
“Ktthh…”
“Kttthhhhhss…”
5 Monster Class Morenkai appeared out of thin air surrounding and simultaneously ripping into the space where he had just been standing.
“?!” Shock. Confusion. Disarray. 
If he had not dodged back in that minute moment, he would have died and shattered his final Life Orb.
These Morenkai moved with strength and grace that was a level higher than any Monster Class Morenkai Micheal had heard of, creatures that already stood far above the peak of most on the First Layer.
The Monster Class Morenkai had an appearance that stood out, each one covered with distinct features that Micheal had never seen or heard of before. One of them had gained a layer of scales to cover its skin while another had odd blue markings going up and down its black hide.
The third had-
Before he could even finish recognizing what he was seeing, Micheal’s instincts flared for the second time.
Micheal gave up on thinking and simply reacted, the world around him growing small as he grew incredibly focused. A feeling of cold rage fluctuated in his heart. Blood pounded in his ears as his eyes dilated, his senses expanding as he zeroed in on everything within attacking range.
The only thing that mattered now was survival, Life Orb or not.
Micheal flicked his wrist and hurled the wooden training sword directly behind him. The weapon, imbued with Master Tier Sword Energy, was met with a rumbling Morenkai growl as it smashed into a sixth Monster Class Morenkai that had just appeared behind Micheal.
In the same movement, instead of trying to escape from the attacking Monster Class Morenkai or dodge out of the way…
Micheal took a step forward, moving directly towards the group of monsters that had attacked him first.
He was exhausted from his long sparring match with Gregor, caught off guard and now weaponless, forced to sacrifice his wooden sword to avoid imminent death, left without enough time to sort through his Spatial Ring to grab a new sword…
So Micheal did what he did best.
He improvised.
He adapted.
Roughly 0.5 seconds had passed since the appearance of the first group of Monster Class Morenkai.
At 0.6 seconds, Micheal’s finished his fast step, cutting the distance between him and his attackers in half.
At 0.7 seconds, the five Monster Class Morenkai twisted off the ground and turned, their arms blurring as they began redirecting their attacks to where Micheal was now standing.
At 0.8 seconds, Micheal finished spreading the fingers on each of his hands out, raising both of them out in front of his chest.
At 0.9 seconds, the Monster Class Morenkai arrived from all angles in front of Micheal. Multicoloured Auras spread out and clashed as the creatures struck, the beginnings of several rumbling growls started to echo out.
At 1.0 seconds…
10 distinct lines of golden Sword Energy blazed into existence as Micheal imbued his own fingers as if they were actual real swords.
The ferociously sharp power immediately began to rip his fingers apart, imbued with an energy that flesh could not contain.
In the window of time he had before his hands were destroyed, however…
Micheal flicked both wrists…
And brutally eviscerated all five Monster Class Morenkai in one swift motion.
.




Chapter 16

.
—-Points Notification—-
Points Obtained: 50,894
.
—-Points Notification—-
Points Obtained: 51,022
.
—-Points Notification…
A series of Points notifications appeared and were promptly ignored as, in the same moment that the bloody remains of the first five Monster Class Morenkai began to fall to the ground, Micheal leapt forward with all his might.
The ground beneath his feet cracked, sending up a cloud of dirt as he dashed through what was left of the eviscerated monsters, staining his clothes a blackish red. His leap forward turned into move of a controlled dive as a tremendous wave of shock swept through his body, the impact from using Master Tier Sword Energy with his bare hands hitting him.
‘Damn it.’ Micheal’s thoughts blurred for a couple of seconds as his mind refused to cooperate. For all the training and experience he had at ignoring pain, there wasn’t much he could do about physical shock overwhelming him. His body was incomparably stronger than it was several months ago back when he arrived on the First Layer, but still a far cry from his first life’s peak.
Abruptly, his mind cleared away enough of the shock to allow him to focus on the present.
With a pained grunt, Micheal flared the Ki in his body and focused on his hands, temporarily sealing the injuries and stopping their bleeding. He then breathed in a ragged gasp as he spun around, raising his right knee forward as he prepared to defend himself from the Monster Class Morenkai that had ambushed him from behind.
“Ah.” He muttered as he blinked and slowly lowering his raised knee.
The last Morenkai had already been handled.
An enraged Gregor currently held the black skinned monstrosity up in one hand by its face, a boiling, blood-red Aura flowing around the Farian warrior.
“KTTTHHHH!” A low, warbling cry managed to echo out as the Morenkai struggled to escape Gregor’s iron grip. The creatures arms blurred as it launched blurringly fast strike after strike at Gregor’s chest, all to no apparent effect.
“Micheal, are you alright? What manner of creature is this?” The Lord Justiciar casually turned to look at Micheal, ignoring the monster’s blind attacks.
“I’m… alright…” Micheal gasped as blood pounded in his ears, the adrenaline rushing in his veins slowly calming down. He breathed in for a few more calming seconds while he looked all around.
The meadow was eerily silent in that time, only the groans of the captured Monster Class Morenkai disturbing the morning air.
“It’s… something that shouldn’t be possible.” Micheal muttered, his eyes zeroing in on the creature. At the same time, he broke the last remaining Life Orb he held, restoring his body back to its normal state. The thick fog that had covered his head cleared up in an instant, replaced with a slightly naked feeling that came with having no remaining Life Orbs.
In a series of rapid motions, Micheal first checked his Aura Nullification Necklace and found it still intact. He then tapped on his Mid-Tier Spatial Ring and pulled out his Ashari Blade, the only good sword he had left, and his Silk Strider Gloves, instantly donning them. His battle against the Beasts of Providence, and journey across the Second Layer, had seen many of his other Shop purchased Artifacts damaged enough to be rendered unusable.
He also performed a ‘quick-change’ technique, ditching the clothes had been splashed with acidic Morenkai blood before it burned him and putting on a new set straight from his Spatial Ring instantly.
“A Monster Class Morenkai.” As he studied it, he realized that this Morenkai, like the others, had its share of oddities. It looked like it had pitch black skin at first, but upon closer inspection, there were long, riveted lines going up and down its skin, edged to the point that they were almost half-inch spikes (1.27cm).
“A Monster Class… Morenkai?” Gregor returned, repeating the unfamiliar term with a crinkled brow.
“Yes, it’s a creature from the First Layer… but it shouldn’t be here.” Micheal’s eyes bored into the struggling monstrosity, an undertone of shock spreading in his heart.
“I destroyed their Nest Core myself… how is this possible?” He took a deep breath, his mind racing ahead of him as he considered the possibilities.
In the first timeline, the Morenkai never left the First Layer, Monster Class or not. In fact, Micheal hadn’t even known it was possible for the Morenkai to move between Layers at all, apart from with the rare human that possessed a necromantic or monster-controlling Ability.
“Why did they find me? How?” He muttered, his eyes narrowing. His Aura Nullification Necklace, especially with his current Soul stat, should have made his position relatively untraceable.
Did they know he destroyed the Monster Class Nest Core? Was this their form of retaliation? Monster Class Morenkai were known to be intelligent but not enough to be capable of planning like this. Did they track him out of some sort of instinct his necklace couldn’t block?
‘Their appearances are unusual. Is it possible a human is controlling them?’ Micheal’s thoughts immediately went to the Vile King. If there was anyone capable of figuring out how to send a pack of Monster Class Morenkai after Micheal, it was Constantine.
After a few seconds, however, he shook his head with a frown.
This attack was sloppy. It wasn’t the Vile King’s style at all.
Instead, it really felt as if the creatures were moving to attack him on instinct alone…
Micheal stared down the Morenkai for a few more seconds.
In that time, Gregor glanced at Micheal’s hands and saw that they had completely regenerated. The Lord Justiciar shrugged and looked back to the creature.
“So it’s a monster? Makes sense.” He grunted as he reached out with his free hand and caught one of the Morenkai’s sinewy arms before it could hit him.
The Monrekai struggled, the air around it pulsing as its Aura clashed with the Blood Aura Gregor gave off.
“It’s strong. In terms of raw strength, it's at least on par with the Shadow Captains.” The Lord Justiciar’s eyes gleamed as he spoke quietly to himself.
“However…” The Farian warrior flexed his right hand.
A sickening crunch sounded as he crushed the skull of the Monster Class Morenkai, a creature that bullets couldn’t even scratch, using pure grip strength alone.
“Strength without skill is the same as no strength at all.” Gregor tossed the corpse aside and pulled out a handkerchief from seeming thin air, wiping his hand free as he felt the singe of the acidic blood try to burn him.
Micheal walked over to the body of the creature, scanning it intensely. The Monster Class Morenkai was notably stronger than normal Monster Class Morenkai, matching its strange appearance.
The fact that Micheal obliterated the others in one movement wasn’t because the Morenkai were weak, but, rather, because Master Tier Sword Energy was extraordinarily powerful.
“You said they came from your First Layer? A monster can climb up the Layers? We didn’t have anything like that on ours.” Gregor looked at Micheal questioningly.
“I don’t know either, I’ve never heard of anything like this happening. They were naturally spawning monsters on our First Layer, not a species that got dragged there.” Micheal replied as he examined the markings on the dead Morenkai’s skin.
‘Is it because I still posses the unused Champion’s Gift? Is that how they traced me?’ He frowned. He had many questions and few answers.
Suddenly, at the edge of Micheal’s vision, he caught a flicker of movement.
Micheal’s head jerked to the right as he raised his sword in his right hand, while in his left, several metal threads shot out from his enchanted glove.
“Kttthhh… kthhh’da. Dth’kttha…”
Standing roughly 40 meters away across the clearing was one last Monster Class Morenkai. This one had light grey skin that stood out starkly against the tree limb it was standing on. A large, glowing circle was engraved on this Morenkai’s forehead, gleaming with blue light.
“Another one.” The Lord Justiciar turned to face it, cocking his head slightly.
“How many of these creatures are there? To think they dived so deep into our territory undetected…” Gregor’s eyes glinted as he realized the security risk.
“They were a rarity on the First Layer, so there shouldn’t be many… and it says it means no harm. Wait- it says?! What?!” Micheal’s exhaustion caused him to mentally stumble for a moment.
He understood what it said.
He just understood a Morenkai.
Thanks to the Shop, humans were able to understand almost all languages automatically, a feature that was especially valuable when communicating with races that lacked translation methods.
No matter what race they spoke to, as long as the being was an intelligent creature that was recognized by the system grafted upon all humans, their words would be understood.
However…
‘Even though Monster Class Morenkai were said to have some degree of intelligence… no one ever communicated with one.’
‘Ever.’
“Dth’kttha… Ktttth. Ddhh’tthaa thhhh ktthh ktha.” The grey Monster Class Morenkai gestured with one of its unnervingly long arms at the other dead Morenkai.
“It says… it disagreed with its brethren on attacking me and it bears no grudge. It’s… thankful.” Micheal couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The odd grunts of the Morenkai still sounded just as odd, but now they came with their own unique meanings. It was communicating with him.
“Thankful?” The Lord Justiciar returned in a questioning tone.
“You can understand it?” The Farian sounded as lost as Micheal felt.
Abruptly, a beautiful, pearly Aura sprung up into existence, surrounding the grey Morenkai.
Micheal shifted into a targeted stance, ready to react at a moment’s notice…
And, just as quickly as the Morenkai had appeared… it vanished completely, disappearing from space instantaneously.
Micheal jerked his head to the left and right, scanning his surroundings, before his thoughts were interrupted by Gregor.
“It’s gone.” The Lord Justiciar’s eyes radiated red light, flickering ominously as he looked around,
“I felt it’s Aura travel a great distance instantly. It should’ve used some form of teleportation.”
Micheal looked at Gregor, surprised. He hadn’t known the Lord Justiciar could track Auras. Micheal had felt its Aura flicker and move away as well, though not as precisely. All he could tell was that it had left the immediate vicinity.
The Lord Justiciar turned to Micheal and gave him a grim smile.
“Let’s head back for now. I need to issue a few security orders. Do you mind telling me what you know about these creatures on the way?” Gregor bent over and began to pick up the single intact corpse of one of the Monster Class Morenkai, lugging it over his shoulder.
“Yes… yes, of course.” Micheal responded with a troubled nod.
‘Intelligent Monster Class Morenkai on the Second Layer… my actions are beginning to have sweeping ramifications on the timeline.’ He frowned.
‘The future is changing in ways I can’t predict.’ A sense of urgency began to rise in his heart.
The more the timeline shifted, the less useful his knowledge of future events would become. The more variables he introduced, the more difficult it would be to predict the best course of action.
He made up his mind then and there.
After he heard the decision of the Farian Council, he would talk to Myla Hannis about tracking the Beasts of Providence and share with Gregor everything he knew to let the Farians hunt them down.
Then… it was time to go.
He nodded to himself as he and the Lord Justiciar began walking back towards the main Farian encampment.
He would be gone by nightfall.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
24 hours is a time that is both long and short.
It’s a length of time that can pass in a blink of an eye for some.
For Micheal, the past 24 hours had blazed by in a heartbeat. From his awakening and recovery to inspecting his changed Physique and Master Class evolution to meeting the Farian Council and sparring with Gregor.
So many things had happened in the past 24 hours, yet, somehow, the time seemed to fly by.
For Constantine Lancaster, however… the past 24 hours felt like they had dragged on for an entire lifetime.
On the Fourth Layer, a scene of utter devastation dominated the landscape.
The fractured remains of a large chain of mountains stood in shambles, rock and stone blasted to smithereens. Traces of frenzied combat could be seen everywhere, from the uprooted forests that had surrounded the mountain chain to the enormous gouges in the earth that had destroyed the ground.
Bright Auroras blazed in the sky above, winding in long, purple and blue trails of light, one of the signature characteristics of the World of Shattered Time.
In the midst of the scenes of destruction that were spread all around lay hundreds of human corpses, some ripped apart into pieces, others twisted or spliced up in horrific ways. Red blood stains appeared throughout the surroundings, giving the area a terrifying appearance, only made worse by the streaks of black fire that blazed about haphazardly.
It was like a vision of hell itself.
In one particularly large crater near the absolute center of the battlefield…
The Vile King sat upon a sturdy wooden chair, his hands folded together as he calmly gazed forward. Surrounding Constantine were dozens of figures garbed in dark clothes, all wearing black masks that hid their identity.
Constantine was dressed in a pair of plain grey slacks and a smooth, long sleeved white shirt. The air around him pulsated with a dark Aura, his lips completely flat and emotionless, his eyes two deep, dark voids that emanated a feeling of intense anger and cold rage.
“Do you know how long it took me to raise the army you just decimated?” The Vile King casually waved his right hand to the side, grabbing a silver playing card that appeared from thin air.
Constantine’s right hand flickered.
Bright, golden energy enveloped the playing card as it ripped through the air at a blurringly fast speed, shooting forth and slamming into an enormous target almost instantaneously.
GRRRAAAHHH
A 5 meters tall humanoid creature groaned in an eerie cry as the playing card slammed into its already bloodied chest, a grumbling screech that was heard not through one’s ears but through the mind, mentally.
If you ignored the red blood that covered it, the towering monstrosity had pure, alabaster-white skin that was so brightly white it seemed to glow itself. Its face was roughly similar to that of a humans, but the proportions of the rest of its body were hideously off. Its arms were disproportionately long, like that of a Morenkai but worse, as were its legs.
The creature gave off a sensation of divine majesty even as it cried out in pain, a visible, alabaster Aura around it boiling as it tried to reject Constantine’s attack.
Tried and failed, largely due to the 20 enormous metal spears that had pierced multiple times through its arms, legs, and chest, pinning the creature down to the earth.
“2 years and 108 days.” Constantine rolled his shoulders as he stood up and began to walk towards the creature. The shadowy guards that surrounded the Vile King instantly began to follow him.
In response, the massive creature snapped its head to the side, fighting through its pain to glare at Constantine. The humanoid had eyes with pure white pupils, two slits for a nose, and a wide mouth that was twisted in what appeared to be a frown. Instead of hair, an odd, white ridge surrounded its head, giving it the appearance of wearing a crown.
The Vile King continued to talk.
“I call them my Shadows. They were the best of the best, a little over a thousand of my strongest Seeds. Skilled heroes dedicated to a singular purpose. Each one a man or woman worthy of great respect.”
Constantine knelt down next to the head of the enormous white humanoid and stared at it.
“And now, half of them are dead.”
At Constantine’s last statement, the creature finally gave a response.
It smiled, revealing hundreds of silver, needle like teeth, crowded into its wide mouth.
YOU WERE BRAVE TO HAVE CHALLENGED US.
BRAVE, BUT FOOLISH.
The creature’s voice hummed out in an echoing, mental scream that would’ve shattered the minds of any normal human. Constantine didn’t flinch.
THE YIL ARE INFINITE. THE YIL ARE UNENDING. THE YIL CANNOT BE KILLED.
The alabaster Deity’s smile grew vicious as it gazed up at the Vile King.
TO HAVE CHALLENGED A GOD IS A MORTAL’S FOLLY.
YOUR DEAD COMRADES SHOULD PRIDE THEMSELVES ON TRAPPING US HERE, EVEN IF WE ARE BUT TRAPPED FOR A MOMENT.
Constantine tilted his head and replied,
“Oh? Is that so?”
The Yil’s smile somehow managed to grew even wider, the hundreds of needle like teeth in its mouth stretching eerily.
YES. WE ARE BUT THE FORERUNNERS. WHEN THE TITLED YIL COMES, YOU WILL SEE THE FOOLISHNESS OF YOUR WAYS.
“I see.” The Vile King stood up slowly, panning around the area.
In a circle spread out from this first creature, 22 other alabaster Yil were pinned down to the ground and trapped, watched over by dozens of his Shadows.
508 Shadows died to capture these 23... monsters.
"..."
It was an unacceptable, horrific, terrifying loss.
Constantine looked up at the sky and shut his eyes. He took one long, deep breath and then another, his shoulders seeming to hunch ever so slightly.
He slowly opened his eyes, taking in the beautiful, fluctuating Aurora above.
Constantine turned his gaze back down, straightening his back and squaring his shoulders up.
With a simple hand motion from him, hundreds of shadowy figures sprung into action, pulling long, glowing swords out of various Spatial Rings.
When the leading Yil saw this, he gave off a grumbling, mental chuckle.
FOOLISH. THE YIL ARE INFINITE. YOUR ACTIONS ARE MEANINGLESS. YOUR WILL IS MEANINGLESS.
STRIVE AS YOU MIGHT, A MORTAL CANNOT KILL A GOD.
Constantine Lancaster knelt down once again.
Instead of replying with words, he gently patted the Deity on the head…
…and gave the creature a warm, friendly smile.
.




Chapter 17

“A Seer… I see. So that’s how you came to save these old bones of mine.” Myla Hannis muttered as she stared at Micheal, her eyes lighting up with a fiery gleam.
The duo were standing alone in an immaculate wooden hut. If not for the crude materials, Micheal might have mistake the room as one in a highly rated hotel on Earth. There was a finely carved wooden table, plush chairs, Farian artwork on the walls and perfectly crafted glass windows. The room was even nicer than the Farian Council Chamber he had visited just a few hours prior.
‘What an utterly selfless man.’
The elderly Farian studied the human that sat across the table next to her, a human that had moved her hardened heart.
She had always told Gregor to believe in the best of people, whether those people were Farians, humans, or some other species. But on the inside, after witnessing betrayal after betrayal, even the Wise Lady herself had grown weary.
She said those words to Gregor more out of obligation than true belief.
The Lord Justiciar of this generation was an unprecedented warrior. It would not be amiss to call him the strongest Farian throughout the entire history of the Tribes.
Gregor’s personality was that of a benevolent hero. However… if that personality ever should shift to something more negative or tyrannical…
The mere thought was enough to make her shudder.
The Lord Justiciar was a walking weapon of mass destruction.
When he went on a rampage, no one could stop him.
She thought of him as one of her greatest friends and allies, but Myla was also realistic. It was, after all, her duty as the Wise Lady to plan for the future of the Farians.
She was no idealist.
However…
Standing before her right now appeared to be the very type of idealist she thought no longer existed in their world.
‘We owe him nothing, and yet, he has risked everything to save us. To save me. He did the impossible with ease.’
‘How ridiculously skilled is he..?’
Myla was unable to hold back a small smile as she looked at Micheal.
‘He reminds me of Gregor.’
‘…’
‘So this is what it feels like to be saved by a hero…’
Myla kept her thoughts to herself as she listened to the human’s reply.
“The knowledge I have of the future is frayed and incomplete, but it was enough to lead me here.” Micheal explained as he glanced at Myla.
“And… it was also enough to let me know how to fight back against the enemies that are attacking you.”
Several hours had passed since the attack by the Monster Class Morenkai. The Lord Justiciar had split away from Micheal to rebuke the security forces that were supposed to be guarding the Farian encampment.
In that time, Micheal had patiently meditated for several hours, calming his mind, body, and Soul. There was no use worrying over things he did not understand and could not control, like the unprecedented appearance of the Morenkai on the Second Layer. Instead, he opted to take a brief, relaxing break. His life was hectic enough as it was, the brief respite was one well earned.
A few hours into his meditation, the Farian Council ended up taking a recess. No decisions were made, but during their break, to Micheal’s delight, Myla Hannis reached out and asked to speak with him.
He immediately took her up on her offer, ending up where he was now.
Micheal went on to explain to Myla everything he knew about the Vile King, the Beast King, the mind manipulation powers he believed each had, and how that related to the tracking method Myla had developed.
He conveyed the information in a succinct manner, giving a speech he had rehearsed countless times in preparation of this very moment.
As a result, it took less than 5 minutes to convey everything he needed to share.
The Wise Lady was silent for a few moments as she took what Micheal said in, a small frown appearing on her face. The soft, warm look that had tinged her face was nowhere to be seen now as her eyes grew sharp and focused.
“The Beasts of Providence…” She muttered the name of the enemy group, her voice dark. The number of Farian lives that had been lost to them was not a small number.
Several more seconds passed as Myla narrowed her eyes, her brow creased as she concentrated intensely. Her gaze drifted off into the distance, looking past Micheal.
Finally, the Wise Lady turned her focus back on him.
“I have a question for you, if you wouldn’t mind answering.”
Micheal tilted his head to the side slightly before nodding his assent.
Myla pursed her lips, hesitating for the briefest moment, before letting out a sigh.
“Young hero, you’ve already done so much for us and I dare not ask anything more of you… but I don’t think you’re done with us.” Myla phrased her sentence more as a statement than a question as she went on,
“So…” Myla hesitated for the second time before asking,
“What are you planning on doing next?”
Micheal began to smile.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“Leaving already, eh? I can’t say I’m surprised.” Gregor’s deep voice resounded in the Farian Council Chamber as he stood face to face with Micheal.
The Lord Justiciar had a faintly annoyed look on his face, though not because of Micheal.
Another hour had passed since Micheal’s talk with Myla. In that time, the Farian Council had reconvened briefly, coming to a decision.
The Tribe Leaders would begin consolidating their forces in the aftermath of the Life Festival to prepare for a large-scale offensive. It sounded good on paper, but, because the Farian Leaders couldn’t agree on a more specific plan of action, the Council would have to meet again in a week’s time before anything else got done.
The Lord Justiciar had his work cut out for him if he wanted to get the Tribe Leaders to move as one. Micheal didn’t envy him one bit in that regard. The Tribe Leaders notoriously did not get along with each other, even during the midst of the first timeline’s Great War.
“Time waits for no man, especially not a Seer.” Micheal returned with a shrug.
Gregor eyed him for a moment, his face expressionless.
“Time might not wait, but the world isn’t going to end if you take a break.” The Lord Justiciar’s eyes held a hint of concern.
Micheal returned his look with a self-deprecating smile.
‘If only that was the case.’
For all Micheal knew, even a single day wasted could mean the difference between saving humanity and not, in the end.
“I’m serious, Micheal. I don’t know if you see it, but I do. You’re pushing yourself hard, too hard.” Gregor shook his head,
“No one can do that forever.”
Micheal shrugged.
“I don’t need to last forever. Just long enough.”
Gregor raised an eyebrow at that.
“And when is enough?”
Micheal's smile widened slightly, touched by the Lord Justiciar’s genuine concern.
He quoted the first half of a Farian proverb in reply.
“Death ends all duty…”
“…but duty’s end is not death.” Gregor grimaced as he finished the proverb, heaving a sigh.
“You’re surprisingly well informed on Farian culture.”
Micheal tapped his head twice and smirked.
“Perks of being a Seer.”
The Lord Justiciar chuckled despite himself.
“Alright, alright.” He waved at Micheal and shook his head, giving up on persuading him.
“Well, before you go, take this.”
The Lord Justiciar abruptly hurled a long, thin object at Micheal’s chest, pulling it out of seemingly nowhere.
“It’s a reward you’ve more than earned.”
Micheal’s hands snaked out and grabbed the package mid-air. Somewhat embarrassingly, he was forced to spawn a Time Bubble that slowed down time in order to react fast enough to catch it. Gregor’s eyes gleamed as he saw this, his curiosity at Micheal’s unusual powers clearly still going strong.
“A sword?” Micheal muttered as he ran his hand along a long, grey leather sheath. The leathery hide was carved with long, sinuous patterns that looped up and down it, stained a faint red.
He slowly pulled the blade out, unleashing a faint blue glow into the Council Chamber.
‘Is this..? It is.’ His eyes quivered for a moment as rubbed the glittering blue blade.
‘It’s a sword made out of Blood-Refined Mithril.’
It was a reward that he absolutely did not expect to get… a fantastic reward.
Throughout the entire population of Farians on the Second Layer, the number of Blood-Refined Mithril weapons that existed could be counted on a single hand.
It was a weapon crafted from a type of magical ore, enchanted with the life force of tens of thousands of Farians, smithed into existence by a grandmaster smith. Each weapon was ancient, forged in the days where tribal warfare was commonplace and sacrificing enemy Tribemembers was acceptable.
‘If it was listed in the Shop, this sword’s value would be tremendous. Easily over 300,000 Points, 400,000 Points, maybe more.’
Blood-Refined Mithril weapons were indescribably durable, had the ability to regenerate from any damage sustained, could perfectly convey any energy that was imbued into it, and had the ability to adjust their shape, scale, and even weight to match the preference of its owner.
‘Each Blood-Refined Mithril sword is considered an Ancestral Artifact of the upmost value.’
Micheal tore his loving gaze away from the sword and looked back up at Gregor, a far too warm smile appearing on his face.
Gregor shuddered.
“Don’t look at me like that, just take the damn sword and go. I don't want to hear your thanks.” The Lord Justiciar flared his hand out and made a brushing motion, as if to blow Micheal away.
“I have paperwork to do, even now, in this damned apocalypse.” Gregor sat down at the table of the Council Chamber, grumbling as he pulled out a large stack of parchment.
“The sword’s name is Lightshorn. Don’t lose it.”
Micheal nodded quietly as he looked down at the sword for a few more seconds, only the sound of paper rustling in the still air.
He then took a deep breath and turned around, his gaze growing fierce as he began to walk towards the exit.
Just before he left, the Lord Justiciar’s voice echoed one last time.
“Try not to die out there.”
Micheal looked back at Gregor and gave him a rather cheeky grin.
“No promises.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
A cool breeze ruffled over Micheal’s hair, carrying the refreshing scent of flowers, trees, and desolated, smoky earth.
Micheal glanced at the forest that spread out in front of him to the South of the Farian encampment, the aftermath of his explosive attack on the Beasts of Providence staining the ground not too far away.
It was time to go…
But this time…
Micheal looked behind him at the more than 200 Farian warriors garbed in grey leather armor, powerful members of the elite Shadow Guard, armed to the teeth.
Standing at the front of this group was a thick, muscular warrior with stark yellow hair and a grizzled yellow beard that had a few hints of grey, wearing a two meters long stone pillar on his back.
Right next to the older warrior was a younger female Farian with long brown hair that complemented her lean, tanned physique. Her face was dotted with freckles and her eyes glowed with a red fiery gleam.
“Shadow Captain Sprel.” Micheal looked at the veteran fighter,
“Disciple Apparent Serena.” He turned his gaze to the younger adult female, the direct, and only, disciple of the Wise Lady herself.
It was time to go…
But this time…
Micheal’s eyes crinkled in a smile.
This time…
He was bringing an army.
“Let’s go.”
.




Chapter 18

In the depths of the Dark Canyon, there existed a rather normal looking stone wall.
This wall was marked with cracks and creases, weathered and aged by the sands of time. From first glance, it didn’t seem any different than the many other stone boulders and cliffs around it. The Dark Canyon stretched for hundreds of miles, after all, with much of the same scenery repeated over and over.
Standing in front of this unremarkable wall was a young woman dressed in a simple brown dress and boots, resting the palm of her right hand on two sheathed shortswords attached to a belt around her waist.
“This is the spot.” Sophia muttered as she stared at the wall, her Fairy Eyes glowing with faint pink light.
The Limited Ability not only allowed her to befuddle her enemies with stunningly realistic illusions but also enhanced her vision dramatically, allowing her to see things others couldn’t.
“Really? I don’t see anything different.” Shin abruptly teleported into existence next to Sophia, squatting down on the ground and staring at the wall suspiciously.
“It just is, it’s hard to describe. It looks… weird. This should be the spot.” Sophia shrugged as she stared at the wall.
“You already killed your Shadow Seeker, now I just need to kill mine.” Sophia turned away from the nondescript wall and began to pan her eyes around, scanning the environment.
The mostly empty canyon was eerily silent, the afternoon light faded and dim due to the ever-present cloud cover above.
Behind Sophia, the ordinary stone wall seemed to shiver ever so faintly as Shin walked near it.
The Soul King’s Inheritance had laid here undiscovered in this location for thousands of years, and that was for good reason.
Not only was it located in one of the danger zones of the Second Layer, the Dark Canyon, but it also was incredibly difficult to spot.
In the first timeline, this ancient tomb was discovered by someone with the Pathfinder Type Ability, an Ability that used mystical energy to seek out lost treasures, hidden relics, and places that housed great secrets. If humanity never came to the Second Layer, it was quite conceivable that the tomb would never be discovered again.
It was an unusual Inheritance; most Inheritances were designed to be difficult to complete, not difficult to find at all. If anything, the Soul King’s Inheritance went against the norm…
Which was intentional, as it turned out.
The Soul King’s Inheritance wasn’t designed to be discovered by humans, Byrens, or any of the main races on the Second Layer in the first place.
It was a tomb meant to be found by the brethren of the Soul King: the nigh extinct Dark Wraiths.
“Well, alright. I’ll set up watch.” Shin waved at Sophia and then vanished, teleporting dozens of meters away to a high vantage point near the top of the canyon. He pulled out his sleek Soul Rifle and began to adjust its aim, panning up and down the canyon as he looked for enemies.
The teamwork between the duo had grown exponentially after working together the past several weeks. Shin had grown into the role of a scout and teleporting sharpshooter, while Sophia put every iota of her being into mastering close combat.
Sophia took a deep breath as she sat down on a nearby boulder, crossing her legs comfortably. From her waist, she pulled out two grey shortswords, each one an Artifact called a Dust Blade from the Shop. The swords cost 36,780 Points each, Sophia had managed to get both by hunting Morenkai on the First Layer, just before she and Shin went up to the Second.
The swords were sharp, with a smaller-than-average grip that fit perfectly into Sophia’s hands. Each weapon had the special property that, when charged with Ki, emitted trails of grey dust that floated in the air, obstructing the vision of her targets. The swords weren’t perfect, the dust trails also blocked her own view, but with her ability to manipulate wind thanks to her Wind Sweeper Ability, the downsides could be minimized.
Time passed by.
Minutes slipped away as Sophia sat and meditated, breathing in and out at a steady pace, focusing her senses outward. Her entire body relaxed and entered a state of calm readiness.
Finally, after roughly 10 minutes of waiting…
“Incoming from the East, Sofa!” Shin’s voice echoed out loud.
Immediately, Sophia’s head snapped to her right, staring towards the direction Shin pointed out.
Roughly 400 meters out, She could just make out a vague, shadowy figure moving towards her. The Shadow Seeker’s body came into focus as it rushed at her, a replica of Sophia herself.
Sophia stood up, spreading her two short swords out and to the side. Her Fairy Eyes flashed pink as she enhanced her vision. While her Fairy Eyes couldn’t trap the Shadow Seeker in an world of illusions, it did make time around her seem to slow down when she zeroed in on her opponent, proving to be more than helpful.
The air around Sophia began to fluctuate as she activated her Wind Sweeper Ability, manipulating the wind around her.
As the air began to whip behind her, she bent her knees and faced the charging shadowy copy of herself.
The Shadow Seeker, by this point, had blitzed towards Sophia at an incredible speed. After being hunted for 5 days in a row, this iteration of Shadow Seeker had grown to be extremely fast and strong.
In just a few split seconds, it sprinted more than 375 meters, its body transforming to a blur. Every step the creature took seemed to almost glide off the ground, leaving no trail or trace behind.
Sophia never lost track of the monster as she stared it down quietly, her body tensing up as it grew close.
‘It’s still just as unnerving as before.’ She thought in the moment before it reached her.
Shadow Seekers made little to no sound, unlike a normal monster. They didn’t pant or growl and their movements had almost no interaction with the surrounding environment… if it wasn’t for the murderous chase and attacks against their targets, it was almost like they didn’t exist at all.
The creature arrived and attacked.
When Micheal told Sophia about the Shadow Seekers, he had described them in a rather succinct way.
‘When you’re outside the Soul King’s Inheritance, think of them like super-strong Morenkai that come back stronger every 6 hours after you kill them. They can block attacks and move stealthily, but that’s the limit to their intelligence.’
In a similar vein to how the Morenkai fought, the Shadow Seeker lunged at Sophia with both hands, slamming one in from each side in a sort of murderous hug attempt. Despite its simple nature, the attack was not something Sophia would survive if it landed on her. Even a single glancing blow from this Shadow Seeker would be enough to break several bones in her body, while a full on attack would fatally injure her.
‘But it has to actually land that attack first.’ Sophia’s eyes flashed as she kicked her right foot off the ground, winds of over 100 mph rocketing her upward in one smooth, graceful motion.
She flipped over the Shadow Seeker, dodging its attack completely.
The Shadow Seeker noticed immediately and twisted its body as it began to turn, eerily silent as it lurched to a halt. The creature slid across the ground as it forcibly cancelled its momentum.
In the midst of her flip, while she was still upside-down and mid-air, Sophia pulled her right arm in, clutching the Dust Blade tight and covering it with the glow of Intermediate Tier Sword Energy, rippling power that showed the faintest hints of evolving into Advanced Sword Energy. 
A split second later, just as the Shadow Seeker was beginning to turn, Sophia flung her right arm forward with all her might, sending the short sword hurtling through the air towards the Shadow Seeker and leaving a trail of floating dust.
Deft, guided winds sprung into existence and accelerated the blade, blasting it forth even faster.
And, in the same split second the Shadow Seeker took to turn around…
Sophia’s glittering sword slammed into its chest and pierced it down to the hilt, bringing the creature to a stuttering halt.
Sophia took advantage of that halt as, while still upside down and in mid-air, she formed a platform of solid air and kicked off that platform, spinning her body around to land on her feet right in front of the Shadow Seeker.
The Shadow Seeker tried to react, its inhuman durability letting it overcome the shock of getting stabbed through the chest. The trail of floating dust in front of its chest partially obscured its vision, forcing it to lash out wildly at Sophia.
Sophia crouched supernaturally fast by manipulating the wind to help her duck down, while simultaneously raising her other remaining Dust Sword up in a defensive block.
The Shadow Seekers right arm flew over her head, missing completely, while its left arm got deflected by Sophia’s raised sword, glancing off at an angle. The power behind the blow was enough to make Sophia’s left arm go numb, but unable to injure her.
There was a split moment in time where neither Sophia nor the Shadow Seeker were attacking each other. Sophia’s left arm had been knocked outward, her Dust Sword nearly flying from her grip at the force of the monster’s attack, while the Shadow Seekers arms hung loose and awkwardly out.
That moment ended as Sophia’s right hand snaked up and grabbed the Dust Sword that was pierced through the Shadow Seeker’s chest.
She latched onto the grey sword and then ripped it up vertically, instantly splitting the monster’s chest, neck, and head in half in a fraction of a second as she stood up.
The Shadow Seeker immediately died, black, shadowy essence spattering through the air in a wide arc from Sophia’s attack.
“Tch.” A stiff breeze rustled over Sophia, making sure none of the black substance landed on her as she cleaned off her sword and stepped away. 
“Strength without skill is no strength at all.” Sophia muttered a quote she’d heard Micheal say as she looked at the remains of the creature, her eyes cold and calm as she sheathed her shortswords. 
In that moment, if Micheal had been there, he would’ve been unable to hold back a smile.
Sophia Morgan, the infamous Demon Fairy of the first timeline, was officially back.
A genius who possessed an incredible ability to adapt, learn, and fight, a veritable monster in her own right, one of the strongest First Layer S Rankers.
“Woah, nice job. You’re getting kinda scary now, Sofa.” Shin’s voice sounded off right next to her as he popped in out of nowhere, teleporting beside her. Shin had his Soul Rifle aimed down, but still at the ready, in case the Shadow Seeker was somehow not dead.
“Let’s not fight each other, like, ever.”
Sophia rolled her eyes.
“It’s dead now, let’s not waste any more time.” She replied as she began walking over to the nondescript entrance to the Soul King’s Inheritance.
“Alright, alright. Fair enough. I was getting bored of killing these things over and over anyway.” Shin shrugged and walked up behind her, his cheerful demeanor dampening as his gaze grew a little more serious.
“I guess we finally get to see why Micheal had us do that.”
Sophia lifted her right hand up to the stone wall, storing her two Dust Blades in her Spatial Ring as she did so. She carefully rested her hand on the cracked stone and waited.
Only a couple of seconds after she touched the rock, warm, yellow light began to appear, emanating from all the nearby cracks in a 5 meter radius. From this light, strange symbols began to emerge, glowing yellow glyphs that surrounded both Sophia and Shin.
Sophia took it all in steadfastly while Shin gazed about in delight, waving his hand through the glyphs to see what happened. Nothing, as it turned out. Sophia shot him a glare in response.
And then…
Just like that, the duo vanished, the glowing symbols exploding with light and teleporting them away.
The light slowly faded away from the rocky wall. Soon, this area of the Dark Canyon returned to normal, looking just as boring and uninteresting as any other part.
…
Sophia and Shin had successfully entered the Soul King’s Inheritance.
.




Chapter 19

On the Second Layer, there were thousands and thousands of Inheritances, ancient legacies and burial grounds left behind by powerful warriors, Masters, and beings of great power. It was a unique tradition that could only be found on the Ancient World and not something present on any of the other Layers.
In the first timeline, various research groups that housed the best of humanity’s scientists believed that the First Layer was an artificial world created just to welcome humanity into the 7 Layers. They used a number of methods, from pseudo-carbon dating the dirt found on the dangerous ground level of the First Layer, to using mystical powers purchased in the Shop to further their research.
The Second Layer, the Ancient World, was not like that. It was a real, existing world that forcibly hosted the Second Layer, ignoring the will of its original inhabitants. The world had a rich history, a complex past, and an even more complicated present.
The fact that Inheritances existed and could grant great treasures or hold powerful legacies was not a secret to the Byrens.
In fact, almost all known Inheritances had already been ransacked. Byren Martial Artists would often leave their Sects to go on journeys through the Ancient World, expanding their mindset, gaining experience, and hunting for these rare treasure grounds.
New Inheritances were found relatively often… but most were relatively mediocre and quickly looted.
Rare exceptions existed in the form of extraordinary Inheritances that contained great treasures, but those Inheritances received an extreme level of attention and competition. Once an Inheritance of that level was accessed, the various scrying and searching methods developed over the years to find Inheritances would inevitably let others know of its existence.
The only extraordinary Inheritances that remained, in the current era, were either extremely difficult to find, like Yvvtal’s Inheritance, or extraordinarily difficult to complete, like the famous Draconic Twelve Tombs.
In the case of the Soul King’s Inheritance, it was both.
Tallanoran, the Soul King, was one of the fallen heroes that fought in a grand war between the Deified Torens, the Dark Wraiths, and the Blue Drakes, the three dominant species of the Ancient World in the past.
Very little was known about the long forgotten past of the Ancient World. Micheal, in the first timeline, had done quite a bit of research into this out of personal interest. When the modern Great War Between Races broke out on the Second Layer, many hidden truths were unveiled to the world, though much more was lost.
According to what Micheal learned from Yvvtal, some time, long ago, the Torens unlocked the secrets of the Divine Language and attained Divinity.
It was around this period, as the Torens Ascended and become a Tribe of Deities, that a massive, world war unfolded.
The Deified Torens went on a rampage with the singular goal of exterminating the Blue Drakes and the Dark Wraiths, their longtime rivals.
The Dark Wraiths were virtually annihilated while the Blue Drakes vanished, many believing them to have been slaughtered down to the last child, the remainder forced to flee to a different plane of existence.
The Soul King was a Dark Wraith that had personally fought against the attacking Deities. He was a Master of Time, able to wield Time Energy like a Swordmaster wielded Sword Energy.
He was the sole reason that the Dark Wraiths were not immediately wiped out when the Torens began their attack. If not for the fact that 6 Dark Wraiths betrayed the others and fled, exposing their allies' location to buy time for themselves to escape, Tallanoran might have resisted the Torens for even decades more.
A single warrior holding off against a Tribe of Deities, albeit, a newly born and comparatively weak Tribe of Deities, was an enormous achievement.
Sophia knew bits and pieces of this history thanks to Micheal, missing only the information that Yvvtal had shared.
She kept these thoughts to herself she teleported inside the Inheritance, immediately going on guard as the flashing light enveloped her.
In a split second, she found herself inside the Inheritance, standing alongside Shin on a large, circular platform.
Sophia blinked furiously as her eyes adjusted to the dim room, scanning the environment.
“This place feels kinda creepy.” Shin muttered as he looked around. After a few seconds, he silently pulled up the description of his teleporting Ability.
.
—- Phasing Warper Type —-
The Phasing Warper Ability is a Type Ability. Users may only have one Type. The Phasing Warper Ability grants the user the power to 'Phase' through reality, warping from one place to another at near instantaneous speeds. This Ability grants a moderate increase in the Soul stat and no other bonuses.
.
‘Micheal said this Inheritance is like a mini-distorted world of its own, with holes of wonky spacetime.’ Shin paraphrased Micheal’s description as he activated his Ability.
‘Will I be able to teleport here?’
Shin’s eyes gleamed ever so faintly.
Instantly, his vision was overlaid with a world of translucent lines of energy, like tiny ropes connecting one place to another. These small ropes appeared woven within the fabric of space itself, keeping reality steady. There were a countless number of these lines, seemingly infinite and everywhere.
Shin had long since grown used to this sight, after training his teleporting Ability for so long. It had become almost second nature to visualize these lines, and the real world under them, at the same time.
Now, however, as Shin looked around, he could see exactly what Micheal had been talking about.
‘Over there, everything is messed up… wait, what?!’ Shin’s thoughts stuttered to a halt as he stared at one particular location, where the lines of space were extraordinarily chaotic. 
Sophia noticed his reaction and looked over at the same spot, nodding to herself.
‘There it is! The First Gate.’
Spread out around the entry platform that the duo had arrived out was a large room made up of finely carved grey stone. These stones each had various symbols and glyphs carved into them and gave off a very dim amount of light, the only light source in the room. The room stretched around 25 meters wide and was shaped like a large circle, expanding outward from the platform.
The only other irregularity in the room were the five large stone archways that were set in different parts along the wall.
The Five Gates.
Tallanoran’s Inheritance was something he created to prepare for the inevitable. The Soul King had seen the writing on the wall when it came to Toren aggression and had prepared his Inheritance to ensure his people survived. He also had intended to make it impossible for any creature that wasn’t a Dark Wraith to discover.
Unfortunately for the Soul King, the Toren Ascension into a Tribe of Deities was something that was completely beyond his expectations. By the time he realized how horrific the monsters that were called ‘Deities’ were, it was already too late.
He had managed to create his Inheritance, but instead of blocking it off from all except Dark Wraiths, the ancient legacy ground was left incomplete.
The Shadow Seekers that Sophia and Shin had previously killed were the key to open the Inheritance. Those phantoms were originally created by the Inheritance to act as both guards and guides for any Dark Wraiths that came within range, to lead them to this safe haven.
Because Tallanoran didn’t manage to finish his work before he perished, the Shadow Seekers only maintained their ‘guard’ function, attacking anyone, including Dark Wraiths, that came within range. Without anything to lead someone to the specific, hidden rock wall that was the opening to the Inheritance, the treasure ground remained unknown until now.
After Sophia and Shin killed their respective Shadow Seekers, the Inheritance viewed the ‘guide’ function that was never properly installed as activated, opening up access to the Inheritance for them. As long as they knew the location, which they learned from Micheal, they could just waltz on in.
Sophia walked down from the raised stone platform, descending down a small set of stairs, and walked over to the archway that had a symbol shaped like a circle with a dot in it on its front. The Shop translated all verbal languages, but when it came to written words, the function only worked for Earth-based languages. Still, she knew from Micheal that this symbol meant ‘First’ in the language of the Dark Wraiths.
“It’s just like Micheal said.” Shin muttered as he shook his head, once again bemused by Micheal’s ability to know things he shouldn’t.
“This is it, Shin.” Sophia turned to the lanky blond as he ambled down the stairs after her, her voice tinged with a hint of excitement and apprehension.
“Finally… We have a chance to catch up.” Sophia clenched her fists tightly as she looked at the towering stone edifice.
Belying his usual easygoing nature, Shin didn’t respond but stayed quiet as he looked at the Gate. Sophia’s words seemed to resound deep within him, causing the smile on his face to fade.
Dark Wraiths were a long-lived species. This particular facet had its advantages and its disadvantages. They would take a long time to grow strong, but when they did, they remained strong for a long, long time.
Tallanoran took that into account when he created the Five Gates of his Inheritance, his answer to that problem taking the form of the First Gate.
Two vague, shadowy figures began to morph into existence on top of the circular platform Shin and Sophia had arrived at. Clumps of dark essence pulsated in a growing circle as Shadow Seekers shaped like Shin and Sophia started to appear.
The duo glanced back at the creatures before turning their attention over towards the Gate.
“We only have one chance, Shin.” Sophia spoke steadily, forcing herself to calm down.
“I know.” Shin returned slowly.
Humans could challenge the Five Gates thanks to the incomplete safeguards on the Inheritance, but they could only try each Gate one time. After that, the Inheritance would recognize its mistake and block them from repeating that Gate.
Sophia turned to look at Shin. After a moment’s pause, she walked over and patted him on the shoulder.
“Don’t be too nervous. Just hold on for as long as you can.”
“Hey! I’m not nervous! Hold on for yourself, Soap Opera.” Shin gave her a half-hearted glare.
“Soap Opera?” Sophia raised an eyebrow.
“…it wasn’t my best.” Shin cracked a smile as he turned to look back at the stone archway, the levity fading away, replaced with nervousness.
The First Gate.
The Gate of Suffering.
A gateway that led to a special, imaginary landscape where you didn’t need to eat, you didn’t need to sleep, you didn’t need to do anything but train. You could unleash the full extent of your powers without worry about injury, expanding your comprehension of Concepts like Sword Mastery.
As for your training partner…
Sophia glanced back at the Shadow Seekers that were currently still forming.
They came along for free at the level of strength you raised them to, by killing them outside. And, unlike outside, once inside the First Gate, the Shadow Seekers would possess a growing level of sentience.
Fight. Train. Suffer. Repeat. Over and over.
Even if you died, you would merely reform inside the Gate, taking no actual injury. 
The First Gate was a haven for anyone who wanted to train, and was actually the safest of the Five Gates, allowing you to leave whenever you wanted. 
However... all these things paled in comparison to the most important factor of all. 
Dark Wraiths took a long time to train... and the Soul King designed this Gate as a way to overcome that. 
The moment you entered the Gate, your real body was stored in timeless stasis while your consciousness and Soul were projected into the imaginary landscape.
And in that landscape…
For every 3 minutes that passed in the real world…
An entire year would pass for the person inside the Gate.
.




Chapter 20

The rustle of leaves stirred the afternoon air, the warm sun beating down overhead through the leafy foliage.
Around half an hour had passed since Micheal departed with the Farians.
In that time, Micheal had met with the leaders of the party and discussed the specifics of the route they would take through the Dragon Mountains, chatting as they jogged toward the south. They had already met and talked about this before they left, but there was no harm in touching base again and making sure they were all on the same page.
Serena Kowalsi, the Disciple Apparent of the Wise Lady, kept to herself mostly during the meeting, apart from sending Micheal mixed, indecisive glares. She looked like she was trying to hide her feelings but did a terrible job, letting Micheal read her like an open book.
‘Hmm… It looks like she dislikes me but also feels grateful and therefore doesn’t know how to act.’ Micheal lightly smiled when he made that observation. After all the attacks on the Farians by the human Beasts of Providence, he knew it would be hard for some Farians to trust him, even after all he did.
The fact that Serena was making efforts to overcome that already said a lot for her character.
As for Shadow Captain Sprel and the two lieutenants he brought to the meeting as aides: Micheal found all three men to be incredibly professional, in a similar vein to professional military officers from back on Earth. Regardless of whether or not they liked Micheal, they were completing a mission and didn’t allow their emotions to get in the way.
‘It’s good and bad, I suppose.’ Their professionalism was a sign of loyalty, but also meant it would be impossible for Micheal to recruit them.
For, one of the first things Micheal did after he finished talking with the Farians was to activate his Eyes of the Deep to perform a Divine Scan on the two prominent Farian leaders that had joined him.
‘Do they have any potential?’ There was no way the two of them could have risen to the positions they held without exceptional Growth Ratings.
While he didn’t like the concept of judging someone’s worth based purely on their growth potential, Micheal knew it would be foolish to not take full advantage of an Ability that allowed him to see that. He needed to build up his own forces and it only made sense to put more focus and effort on allies that had great potential.
He scanned the Shadow Captain first, his eyes glimmering for the briefest of moments.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Grand Lional Farian
Title: -
Traits: -
STR:   C+   (Growth Rate: Rare or higher)
END:   C    (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
REG:   B-    (Growth Rate: Heroic or lower)
SOUL:   C-   (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
MANA:  C+   (Growth Rate: Rare or higher)
Path Notes: A Grand Lional Farian that walks the Path of the Sword.
.
‘Hmm, that’s about what I expected.’ Micheal nodded to himself.
Shadow Captain Sprel had been a notable figure during the Great War, proving himself to be a behemoth of a warrior with balanced but powerful stats all around and exceptionally high regenerative capabilities.
After checking the numbers and grades, Micheal sighed to himself.
Sprel’s Growth Rates were exceptional. With balanced 'Rare' Growth Rates all around and an exceptional 'Heroic or lower' Regeneration Growth Rate, he would be a fearsome combatant even later down the line in the 7 Layers.
‘Unfortunately…’ He shook his head.
A Soul Growth Rate of 'Rare or lower' was a significant weakness, at least in Micheal’s eyes. 
‘If more than one of his melee Stats were rated 'Heroic' and not 'Rare,' it might be different.’ 
Humans could change their Growth Rates extremely easily thanks to the plethora of Abilities they could purchase in the Shop. A human’s Growth Rate meant very little in the grand scheme of things. 
For all other races, however… one’s Growth Rate was an inherent trait that was extraordinarily difficult for them to change. Without access to the Shop, Sprel would have to hunt down extremely rare items if he wanted to enhance his Growth Rates. 
‘He’s a well-above average warrior, a powerful warrior, in fact. But…’ Micheal’s eyes took on a grim hue.
‘I don’t need powerful warriors...’
‘I need monsters.’
To challenge the Deities with anything less would merely invite a slaughter.
Micheal subtly turned his attention over to Serena, activating his Eyes of the Deep once more, without expecting anything much.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Red Phoenix Farian
Title: -
Traits: -
STR:    D+     (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
END:    D+     (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
REG:     C      (Growth Rate: Heroic or lower)
SOUL:   B-     (Growth Rate: Mythical or higher)
MANA:  D+    (Growth Rate: Heroic or lower)
Path Notes: A Red Phoenix Farian that nears the Path of the Original Flame.
.
‘What the-?!’ His non-existent expectations were blown away.
He regained control of his expression as he plastered on a calm facade, staring at the results of the Divine Scan with slightly widened eyes.
‘The Farians had a second person with a Mythical Rating?! And not just that, she has two Heroic Growth Ratings too!’ He was genuinely shocked.
The Lord Justiciar had a 'Mythical or higher' Growth Rating in STR, something that proved a major factor in why he was regarded as the strongest Farian of all time.
A Mythical Growth Rating in anything was extraordinarily rare, to the point that there were entire species in the 7 Layers that never had a single denizen appear with a 'Mythical or lower' Growth Rating throughout their entire history, let alone a 'Mythical or higher' Growth Rating.
‘Why haven’t I ever seen a genius like her in the first timeline?!’ Micheal’s thoughts raced ahead of him as he glanced at the pretty female Farian.
‘Wait a second… it says she’s a Red Phoenix Farian? The Path of the Original Flame? Serena Kowalsi?!’ Micheal’s perfect memories stirred as he thought backwards, sifting through the sands of time to the right moment.
In those memories, a single name appeared:
Firestorm.
It was the nickname given to the Tribal Heir of the Kowalsi Tribe, a Farian Bloodline Flame Master. She was the first and last of her kind, a woman capable of using her Bloodline Magic to spawn enormous avalanches of fire that were capable of washing over entire battlefields, incinerating thousands of lives in a blazing instant. A living weapon of mass destruction.
In Micheal’s memories, Firestorm had been a heavily disfigured Farian with a face horribly marred by severe burns. She had a slightly hunched back and an incredibly vile temper, a woman that cackled madly with glee as she slaughtered other beings in droves.
She could not have looked more different than the woman before Micheal…
‘But it has to be her.’ The odds of another Farian with Growth Ratings like her appearing was nigh impossible.
In the first timeline, the Kowalsi Tribe that were said to be the strongest Farian Tribe had abandoned the other Farians to continue climbing the 7 Layers, most of them vanishing from the Second Layer. The Kowalsi had little impact on the Great War, save for their legendary Tribal Heir that stayed behind to fight.
‘She’s the Disciple Apparent of Myla Hannis… if she’s Firestorm, then in the first timeline, she must’ve been disfigured during the assassination of the Wise Lady.’ Micheal did the obvious math, drawing connections from the changes he’d made between the timelines.
The Vile King was meticulous. Without knowledge of his actions and capabilities, it would take a miracle to survive anything he put effort into, a miracle made possible by Serena’s abnormally high Growth Ratings and Bloodline.
Firestorm's real name had never been made public, but everything he saw pointed to her being Serena. In fact, now that he thought about it, both Myla and Firestorm were known to have shared the same Bloodline.
‘A Farian driven insane by rage and hatred, gifted with enormous potential and Bloodline Magic…’ His eyes widened.
It fit into place perfectly.
‘She’s Firestorm.’
‘...’
Micheal put his focus into his jogging while he settled his heart and mind down, forcing himself back down to a level of calm. Over the next part of his journey, as he and the Farians continued onward, he began to calculate and plan in his head, adjusting his plans for the future as best he could.
Finally, as he neared half a year into the 4th Wave, he had come across his next potential new recruit into his team.
‘Let’s not rush anything. Just because her Growth Ratings are high enough doesn’t mean she has the right mentality or attitude.’ He reminded himself to stay realistic.
High Growth Ratings meant nothing if the person holding them couldn’t take advantage of them, and, in the first place, there was no guarantee that he could convince her to join him.
‘For now, let’s focus on why I have them with me in the first place.’ He nodded to himself.
Before he went to obtain the essence of a Deity to activate his Title System and met back up with Shin and Sophia, there was a pit stop they had to make along the way.
A massive war growing closer and closer to breaking out on the Second Layer. With the Darmaton Plague ravaging the Byrens, humanity, and all the other races except the nigh-immune Farians, tensions were rising and people were angry.
The Six Lords of the Byrens were stirring up the various Martial Artist Sects and the other races, while the Vile King’s Beasts of Providence did the same for humanity.
Micheal couldn’t hope to compete with that level of manipulation and influence, no matter the future knowledge he held.
But he knew someone else that could.
‘The Nirvana Saint is dead?’ Micheal scoffed.
In the first timeline, even the Vile King himself couldn’t kill the Nirvana Saint.
The only one that managed that was the Titled Deity Navir, an unbelievably powerful regressor Deity that reigned over the Sixth Layer.
The Lord Justiciar had reached out to the Rakkonians.
The Orkals were already a lost cause, enslaved by the Byrens on the other side of the continent.
The Byrens were a party that would remain neutral as long as the Six Lords were handled.
All that was left was the humans.
Micheal’s eyes gleamed as he finally arrived at the entrance to the Dragon Mountains, his mind filled to the brim with countless thoughts and plans.
It was time to rally the resistance.
.




Chapter 21

Day slipped into night in the blink of an eye.
The rustling crackle of a burning fire echoed in the still air, painting the surrounding forest a warm hue of orange and yellow. The temperature of surrounding air was cool, a sign of the growing onset of winter.
Micheal’s eyes fluttered open as he exited his hours-long meditation, cycling the Ki energy in his body with a sigh of comfort. He smiled as he looked around at a small stone house, nodding to himself.
They had made excellent time.
After he and his group set off for the Dragon Mountains, they had taken no breaks until this exact moment. Micheal didn’t know whether it was luck or just a coincidence, but they didn’t come across even a hint of the undead Blue Drake that lived in this region.
The route they took through the Dragon Mountains was one exclusive to the Farians, a path Micheal hadn’t even heard of before.
According to Captain Sprel, one of the first things the Lord Justiciar had ordered when he arrived on the Second Layer was for several Farian Blood Masters to drill several secret tunnels all the way through the mountain range. They functioned both as a means of general transport as well as an escape route for the Farians if relations between them and the dominant Silent Sword Sect that ruled over this area should sour.
After blitzing across the entirety of the Dragon Mountains in a single afternoon, they had arrived on a small grassy plain that bordered a large forest. They ended up more than 60 miles to the east of Tansol Town and the Tansol Pass, the original route Micheal had taken to reach the Farians.
They also ended up only a couple hours north-west of Yvvtal’s Inheritance, or, at least, the rapidly transforming Magic Forest that had replaced it.
In the end, Micheal didn’t get to see the newly-born Magic Forest with his own eyes. Instead, they headed directly south until they reached their current location, a normal forest around a hundred miles south of the Dragon Mountains.
After sprinting for the entire day, even the superhuman elite Farian soldiers became exhausted. Before Micheal came to the Farians rescue, he would have been included in that tally as well.
However, thanks to his Heartflame Physique constantly absorbing energy as they ran, Micheal found himself settling into a rhythm that left him full of energy. He consistently regained the energy he spent as he ran, leaving him in equilibrium.
Micheal’s unique, evolved Physique overcame, to some extent, one of the major shortcomings of Micheal’s build: his lack of an even halfway decent Recovery stat.
Because Micheal focused the vast majority of his effort into growing only one of his melee stats, Strength, with a secondary focus on Endurance, his Recovery stat was pitifully low. Even mid-level warriors on the First Layer had a higher Recovery stat than him.
Of course, there was good reason for this. Why would he need a stat that centered around enhancing a creature’s natural regeneration when he could just cure all of his injuries by breaking a Life Orb? Any focus he put into this stat would be a waste.
If he wanted any chance of overcoming what was to come, he needed, among other things, to become as physically powerful as humanely possible.
The problem came from the fact that the Recovery stat didn’t solely refer to the regenerative powers of a being. It also affected one’s overall stamina.
A higher Recovery stat allowed a person to restore their body at a faster rate, which included replenishing one’s energy stores through absorbing latent energy in the air.
Of course, this was solely relegated to passive regeneration. No matter how high one’s Recovery stat, entering a meditative state would always work far faster when it came to recovering one’s energy.
However, that passive regeneration could have a sizable impact when it came to long-term battles of endurance or, as in the case of the present, long-term trials of stamina.
‘Well, it’s not like I didn’t know about that ahead of time.’ Micheal shrugged to himself as he stood up.
He was aware of the flaw in his growth, but he didn’t exactly have a choice.
He would never outlast a Deity in any form of extended combat, especially not against the strongest Deities.
In fights that would end in seconds at best, minutes at worst, passive regeneration wouldn’t matter.
‘Still, this is nice.’ Micheal grinned as he opened and closed his hand, feeling the warm energy flowing in his veins.
His Heartflame Physique seemed to make all of the energy he absorbed fill him with a sense of warmth and comfort. He had studied this feeling all throughout their journey, examining his body and the changes within it.
It wouldn’t enhance his ability to heal like a high Recovery stat would, but at least it resolved his problem of diminishing stamina.
Micheal’s gaze scanned around the campsite, a hint of appreciation filling his eyes.
In lieu of the basic tents or uncovered sleeping bags that Micheal had grown used to sleeping in while travelling, the Farians had constructed a miniature village in a matter of minutes to serve as their campground.
The detachment of warriors from the Shadow Guard had included a pair of Farians that possessed the Gorgar Lizard Bloodline, a Bloodline that allowed them to manipulate stone and rock at will. At first glance, it wasn’t a particularly powerful Bloodline given that they could only shift the earth around a meter per minute.
However, when it came to logistics like setting up camps, barricades, or fortifications, there was nothing better. They had created more than 3 dozen fortified stone houses in less than 15 minutes.
Micheal walked out through the front door of the hut they’d created for him, passing by several evenly dispersed fires that lit the camp up. While the mission they were on was secret, they themselves didn’t actually need to hide. A group their size was bound to be noticed, regardless of how they set up camp.
He spread his senses out around him as he walked, his powerful Soul stat letting him take in the presence of anything nearby.
Most of the Farians were asleep, save for the rotating night guard that kept watch on the area outside the camp, including below the ground, on the ground and above the ground. They had been lucky enough to avoid any dangerous Magic Beasts thus far, but there was no guarantee that would continue.
After a few seconds, Micheal frowned as he noticed something off.
‘Where’s Serena?’ He had memorized the energy signatures of everyone here, but didn’t find her among the slumbering Farians. It wasn’t impossible to hide one’s energy signature, but given that Micheal had the highest Soul stat of anyone present, it wasn’t easy to escape his notice.
He closed his eyes for a few moments, extending his senses to their absolute limit.
The crackling fire became intensified, raging like a storm ablaze. The rustle of leaves clashed like chaotic cannons while the cool breeze transformed into a loud, rippling river.
Micheal focused on these sounds, slowly isolating them away as he looked underneath.
The qualitative Master transformation he underwent gave him a much greater control of his body, to the point where isolating specific sounds was merely a matter of effort.
Soon, his senses tingled as he picked up the chirps of bugs, prowling forest creatures, and the shifting groans of plants drifting in the breeze.
Seconds passed as he sifted through the noise, maintaining an incredible level of concentration that could only be picked up after more than a decade of constant training and experience.
Finally, after roughly 30 seconds had passed, Micheal detected the breathing of a Farian that wasn’t within the confines of the camp.
‘Found you!’ Before he could continue that thought, however…
As Micheal’s senses zeroed in on her, he also felt the blood within his veins seem to resonate ever so slightly.
This shocked Micheal out of his deep concentration, bringing his eyes wide open as he stared down at his open palm.
“Huh.” He muttered quietly to himself.
The feeling was buried deep within his blood, a sensation of familiarity that he hadn’t noticed until he focused on Serena.
‘Does it have to do with my Physique?’ His instincts were telling him this was correct.
He pulled up the description of his Physique.
.
—- Heartflame Physique - 3 Stars —-
A Physique that contains a hint of the essence of a Phoenix. From life unto death and death unto life. This 3 Star Heartflame Physique vastly enhances the host's ability to absorb latent energy in the air. Excess energy will be absorbed into and empower the flesh. Greatly enhances resistance to curses, mental attacks, and spiritual attacks.
.
‘The essence of a Phoenix…’ He nodded to himself. Serena possessed the Red Phoenix Bloodline. Perhaps all Phoenixes were inherently able to recognize each other? While neither of them had a pure Phoenix Bloodline, it was enough to create a feeling of familiarity.
Micheal made mental note of that as he began to walk in Serena’s direction.
They were only one day into their journey, but he could already tell that if he didn’t do anything, Myla’s Disciple Apparent would doubtlessly avoid talking to him the entire trip.
‘I’m not going to let a Mythical talent slip through my hands without even trying.’ Micheal waved at a Farian sentry as he left the campsite, his eyes gazing out into the darkness.
Even if she didn’t like him, she’d at least hear him out if he started a conversation right?
…
Well, maybe.
‘Alright… first things first… how do I open? I can’t just start by talking about the weather right…? Hmm…’ Micheal’s mind grew clouded as he headed over towards Serena’s location.
‘This might be harder than I thought…’
.. .. .. .. .. .. 
Serena let out a frustrated sigh as she stared at the smoky pile of wood she had cobbled together.
‘Why won’t it work?!’
She glared at the wood again with a frown.
She was currently standing several dozens of meters away from the main camp, practicing late into the night. Her long brown hair was tied up in a bun and she had changed into a set of tight black pants, boots, and a form fitting grey shirt that clung to her, a set of enchanted clothes that were almost completely immune to fire.
‘Let’s try again.’
Serena’s grey eyes lit up as she activated her Bloodline.
Dull, orange flames burst into existence, covering the stack of wood in an instant. These flames danced all over the wood and began to flutter up into the air, simmering quietly.
Serena bit her lip as she stared at the crackling fire for one long moment.
The flames were orange and yellow… not red.
‘What am I doing wrong?!’
Serena possessed the Red Phoenix Bloodline, a Bloodline that was infamously powerful.
Farian Bloodlines were not like normal human bloodlines. They were a mystical, cosmic power, allowing Farians to draw and evolve into Bloodlines that were based off mythical beings. The Red Phoenix was an example of that. A powerful, legendary bird of flame that possessed unstoppable might.
Red Phoenix Bloodline users gained a portion of that strength in the form of the ability to create ‘Phoenix Fire.’
Phoenix Fire was a special type of fire that, offensively, had the power to burn almost endlessly, even if left to its own devices. These flames were extremely difficult to extinguish and capable of wearing down a stronger enemy’s stamina over time.
That very fire could be used to mark someone, transforming their life into a living hell as it constantly pulsated. Not only would it bring forth unending pain, it could also continue to spread if one didn’t pay careful attention, requiring continuous suppression through something like Ki, Mana, Divine Energy, or any other form of energy. The deadly fire could even ruin Artifacts, burning anything from swords to sandals and everything in-between. Spatial Rings weren't safe, the fire capable of spreading into and destroying a ring from the inside out if someone tried to store it.
Serena had heard of the horrors of Phoenix Fire from Myla herself. Warriors affected by it were forced to cut off fingers, hands, and even arms or legs in order to get rid of the ever-burning flame.
Leaving it on was a death sentence, regardless of how strong someone was. Superhumans still needed to sleep, or to at least observe periods of peaceful meditation, in order to survive. One could only go so many days without rest before they either perished or went insane and then perished.
When she successfully absorbed the Record Book, back during the horrifying assassination attempt that almost left Myla dead, Serena had gained real memories of Myla’s experience using Phoenix Fire.
Despite all of that, however…
She couldn’t bring out pure red Phoenix Fire.
‘I can remember teacher’s exact feelings and thoughts when she spawned Phoenix Fire. I’m doing everything the same!’ Myla’s eyes narrowed as she glared for the second time at the pile of burning wood.
‘...I just don’t understand…’ Her thoughts trailed off.
According to her teacher, Serena possessed a unique talent to draw upon her Bloodline near endlessly. The Wise Lady had personally taken Serena in and taught her how to unleash her flames, alongside all the training and history that went into becoming the Disciple Apparent of a Wise Lady.
If she could just master the ability to create Phoenix Fire in its purest form, she knew she’d be capable of unleashing enormous swathes of it. She would become a real, viable asset that could stand independent of her Tribe.
Serena let out a quiet sigh as she rubbed her eyes.
“Why is it so hard to understand...”
Just as she was about to start again, she heard the sound of crunching leaves coming from off to the side...
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“Who’s there?” A delicate, female voice echoed in the air as Micheal announced his presence by loudly walking on leaves, a voice that somehow sounded both confident and surprised at the same time.
“It’s just me, Micheal.” Micheal walked into the small, open clearing where Serena had been practicing, giving the Farian a friendly smile.
After discovering Serena’s location, Micheal had moved silently to her location. He had found her in the midst of her training and opted to wait for a moment when she took a break.
Inadvertently, he also overheard her complaints as she practiced and, out of his own personal experience, felt he had a good idea what her problem was.
Serena glanced at Micheal quietly, a conflicted look appearing and then vanishing from her face as she nodded at him.
“Can I help you?” While she didn’t trust humans as a whole, she felt that at least the one before her had done enough to prove himself trustworthy. There was little need to be on guard against him.
“Actually, I thought I might be able to help you.” Micheal returned with a nod of his own.
Serena quirked an eyebrow.
“Well, I’ll explain.” Micheal chuckled as he continued,
“I came this way because I felt a certain resonance between my Physique and your Bloodline, the first time I’d ever felt that.” Micheal pointed at his body and then waved over at her.
Serena nodded.
“When we were rescuing you, my teacher drew on her Bloodline to help heal you. We share the same Bloodline.” Serena had been there and witnessed firsthand the transformation that Micheal’s body went through, even if she didn’t quite understand the reasons for it. Humans were weird.
“I didn’t mean to intrude, but on the way, I couldn’t help but overhear some of the complaints you were raising.”
“Ah.” Serena blushed slightly as she awkwardly raised a hand to tug at her bun.
“Well, that…” She trailed off, unable to come up with an excuse.
“It’s natural to get frustrated.” Micheal shook his head as he slowly raised his right hand.
“I know what you’re going through.” Abruptly, the bright glow of Advanced Tier Sword Energy burst into existence as Micheal carefully drew the energy around his palm.
Serena stared at his palm, her eyes creasing.
“My Phoenix Fire is nothing like your Sword Energy.” She recognized the glowing source of energy from seeing other Farians wield it.
Micheal nodded.
“That’s true but also not true.” Micheal waved his hand off to the side in a sharp, cutting motion.
For a split second, the Advanced Tier Sword Energy was replaced by Master Tier Sword Energy. Micheal could only do this for a tiny moment and could only imbue just the tiniest amount without ripping his hand apart, but for a demonstration, it was more than enough.
The Golden Master Tier Sword Energy shot out and sliced through a falling leaf, perfectly splitting it in half.
“You’re a Master?!” Serena visibly started, her eyes widening as she stared at Micheal in shock.
The Master Tier was a state of being universally recognized by most species. The feeling of Master Tier Energy, whether that be Sword Energy, Ax Energy, or any other form of Weapon Energy, was a universal, golden color that emanated danger. This tier of Mastery wasn’t only limited to conceptual Weapon Energies either. One could achieve a Master Tier transformation in any of the endless ‘Paths’ one might take.
The fact that Micheal was a Master was not common knowledge. In fact, the only people that were aware of it for certain among the Farians were the Lord Justiciar and the Wise Lady.
Serena sputtered as she looked at Micheal, at a loss.
The fact that a human that looked to be her age was already a Master was indeed shocking.
After a couple of seconds, she pursed her lips as she asked,
“Are you one of those Masters who revert back to their youth after transforming?” The Master Tier transformation was different for each person, but for most Weapon Energy Masters, the transformation came with the added benefit of extending their lifespan which sometimes included making the old appear youthful.
Micheal shook his head.
“No, I’m 18 years old, 19 in a couple months..” Technically, in mental years, he was more than 30 years old after returning to the past, but that didn’t affect his physical age.
Serena’s eyes took on a hint of appreciation and guarded respect.
Micheal mentally shrugged as he saw this, realizing the misunderstanding she was having.
‘Well, it doesn’t hurt my cause if she thinks I’m a sword wielding genius.’
“The reason I brought this up is because it relates to the problem you’re having.” Micheal continued.
“How so?” Serena’s stance became much more open to Micheal after discovering he was a Master.
“You’re trying to advance your Phoenix Fire to a higher state, right?” Micheal asked.
Serena nodded.
Micheal’s eyes flashed as he pulled up a Divine Scan of Serena.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Red Phoenix Farian
Title: -
Traits: -
STR:    D+     (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
END:    D+     (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
REG:     C      (Growth Rate: Heroic or lower)
SOUL:   B-     (Growth Rate: Mythical or higher)
MANA:  D+    (Growth Rate: Heroic or lower)
Path Notes: A Red Phoenix Farian that nears the Path of the Original Flame.
.
He focused on the Path Notes of the Scan.
‘A Red Phoenix Farian that nears the Path of the Original Flame.’ His mind raced ahead of him as he read that.
The fact that it said she ‘nears’ the Path of the Original Flame instead of saying she ‘walked’ the Path of the Original Flame was significant. It meant she was on the cusp of comprehending how to use her Phoenix Flame, but had yet to fully reach that point.
“That’s exactly where the problem you’re having is.” Micheal motioned towards the still smoking pile of wooden debris.
“It’s a problem I’ve run into in the past, personally, as I tried to increase my Mastery over Sword Energy.” Micheal continued, his voice taking on a hint of confident finality.
“You’re trying to force Enlightenment.”
Perhaps more than anyone else, Micheal knew the deep, rage-inducing struggle of trying to force Enlightenment, Comprehension, or any of the other terms people used for when one enhanced their ability to manipulate a conceptual power.
He had struggled with this issue often, and repeatedly, during the first timeline, as someone whose talent for comprehending conceptual powers was mediocre.
It was a difficult thing to wrap one’s head around. The mystical energies that melded into the background of existence were a nigh-incomprehensible thing to most people, especially to the humans that came from Earth, a world where nothing of the sort existed.
Serena’s Phoenix Fire had its roots within the Path of the Original Flame, a Path Micheal was unfamiliar with, but something that, at its core, was a conceptual power, just like Sword Energy.
Serena bit her lips as she heard Micheal’s explanation, her face turning dour.
It was almost the exact response she had received from her teacher when she asked the Wise Lady about her problem.
“I know that I can’t force myself to grow… but what am I supposed to do?! I can’t just do nothing!” Serena clenched her fist.
She had seen far too many of the people she knew perish. Serena had arrived on the First Layer as a member of the Second Wave and had spent more than 2 years in the 7 Layers. Over the course of that time, a feeling of helplessness and impotence had risen within her.
She knew she possessed one of the most powerful Bloodlines among her people. Despite that, she had been stuck at the final step of evolution, unable to make full use of her Bloodline. If she could just cross this one final gap, her ability to attack, defend, and heal would increase enormously.
“At times like this, there’s only one thing you can do.” Micheal returned, his voice slow and steady.
“And what’s that?” Serena responded sharp and bitter.
“You need to relax and let it go.”
Serena’s eyes bulged for a moment as she heard Micheal’s solution, staring at him in disbelief.
Micheal smiled slightly and gave a helpless shrug.
“I know it sounds counterintuitive… but that’s what you need to do.”
Serena looked at him doubtfully.
"Are you saying I need to give up in order to improve?” She frowned, clearly unwilling to believe him.
Micheal paused for a moment as he stared at her, thinking for a few moments before making a decision.
“Well… it's not easy to explain. Here, if I can’t convince you with just that, why don’t I share with you my own, personal experience.” Micheal looked down at his hands for a moment, the smile on his face fading away.
“Let me tell you about the time I broke through to become a Master. Perhaps it will help.”
Serena’s frown eased up as she nodded her assent.
And like that, Micheal began to talk, changing certain details here and there to avoid exposing the fact that he had gone back in time.
His mind jumped back to the past, memories swarming up as he spoke…
Memories of the first timeline where, on the Third Layer, Micheal first broke through to the Master Tier.
.




Chapter 22

Micheal puked blood.
His lungs heaved as he coughed and wheezed, his aching body set to trembling as he went into shock. Dark, red liquid dripped from his face as he desperately scrambled alongside a rocky outcropping, trying not to lose his grip.
Micheal reached up with both of his arms, finding an opening in the edge of the rock. His left arm twinged, old tendon and ligament injuries from the Great War acting up, while his right hand secured a strong grip, aided by several long metal wires that were embedded in the stone, connected to a metallic glove he was wielding.
He breathed in and he exhaled several times, his hands shaking from exhaustion.
Slowly, he pulled out two High-Tier Healing Pills from his Mid-Tier Spatial Ring, swallowing them with a pained gasp.
He felt the warm energy swarm into his body, staunching the flow of blood and setting to work at healing his internal injuries. He couldn’t tell for sure, but felt like he had punctured one of his lungs and broken several of his ribs.
As he rested for a split second, giving his body a moment to recover, his gaze drifted off the stone ledge below him…
To a dark, endless Void.
The Third Layer that Micheal was on was a world composed entirely of hundreds of thousands of floating islands drifting above an endless maw of darkness that no one ever returned from.
‘Damn it. I need to move.’ Micheal pushed through his shock as he forced himself to climb up, ignoring his screaming muscles as he blocked out the pain.
After a few seconds, he managed to scale the side of the floating island he had nearly fallen from and pulled himself over a stone lip, a ragged wheeze of relief escaping him as he found himself on solid ground.
‘I can’t rest any more than this.’ Micheal pushed through his shock as he stumbled to his feet, wincing as he felt his right hand jerk to a stop.
The Iron Strings Gauntlet he wore, a powerful Artifact that let him send out metal wires that could conduct Sword Energy, had broken, becoming inoperable. Micheal tore the Artifact off without hesitation, withdrawing a White Flame Short Sword from his Spatial Ring.
The sword, made from Rhapzod Ore, contained traces of Elemental Fire within it, giving it a magical white glow. It only cost 12,800 Points in the Shop and wasn’t too durable, but Micheal didn’t exactly have many options in the immediate moment.
As soon as he pulled the sword out, its warm white light spread out, lighting up the area.
That light revealed a scene of devastation.
On the edge of a large, 1000 meters wide floating island lay the corpses of more than 30 other humans, some torn to bits while others mashed to a pulp. The bodies littered the rocky stone ground, the scene of a massacre.
“Shin. Shin! Is anyone alive?!” Micheal’s eyes pierced through his surroundings as he hobbled forward, holding the sword out above his head. His heart thudded in his ears, making every step he took feel like a mile.
Micheal scanned the nearby bodies, his mind racing ahead of him.
“Dmitri!” He spotted a familiar face. Any elation he felt from that, however, quickly drained as he realized the man was dead.
Dmitri had been the Captain of the Knights of the Bright Island, a mercenary squad that Micheal and Shin had joined after coming up to the Third Layer almost a year ago.
He had been the leader of their team, a strong Master that had earned the respect of even the haughty Void Nobles.
‘Think, Micheal. Adapt.’ Micheal slowed his breathing as he forced himself to calm down, blinking furiously to himself.
‘Status.’ After a split second, he pulled up his Status, checking his Point total.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 1,829
Race: Human
Age: 24
- Stats -
Strength - 997
Endurance - 582
Recovery - 281
Soul - 50
- Abilities - (5/7)
- Advanced Sword Mastery (5/5)
- Ironblood Body Type
- Ki Cultivator (Lord Tier - Early)
- Enhanced Strength
- Enhanced Recovery
.
‘Ugh, not even 2,000 Points. I can’t get anything useful with that.’ He closed off the status screen with a wave of his hand. The motion made him groan.
‘I knew I should have invested more into Recovery.’
Micheal focused back on the present as he looked from body to body, putting his emotions on hold.
Finally, after searching for 15 more seconds…
“SHIN!” Micheal found Shin’s muscular body slumped over face down.
He raced over to it and flipped Shin over, his heart dropping as he saw his friend’s pallid face.
Without wasting even a second, Micheal dived into his Spatial Ring pulled out his greatest life saving treasure, a Miracle Fruit from the Second Layer, a type of rare Helion Treasure that could boost one’s regeneration to insane amounts for a brief period.
He crammed the fruit into Shin’s mouth without ceremony, clenching his fists as he stared at his best friend and ally.
‘Come on, Shin. Don’t you dare die on me. We still hav-’
Abruptly, before he even finished thinking and could cognize why, simply moving on pure instinct and intuition, Micheal tilted his head to the right.
A tiny fraction of a second later…
A foot long, black spike ripped through the air where Micheal’s head had been. The projectile moved so quickly it transformed into a mere blur, rocketing off and out over the edge of the floating island, vanishing into the darkness of the Void.
In one smooth motion, Micheal turned to face the direction the attack came from, his body tensing up as he ignored the crippling pain, injuries, and emotions he was suffering from to enter a state of pure focus.
His eyes zeroed in on the attacker.
A horrifying monster that stood perched atop a luminous mushroom roughly 40 meters from Micheal…
A Void Predator.
‘It’s back.’ Micheal looked the creature up and down and took several steps forward, putting Shin out of the direct line of fire as he stared it down.
‘Damn it.’
It was a monstrosity that struck horror into any that saw it.
The native Void Nobles of the Third Layer called them the Ven’tori, but among humanity, the creatures were commonly known as Void Predators.
They were the dominant species of hunters on the Third Layer, terrifying, unstoppable killing machines that seemed designed to annihilate and kill anything that dared to stand in their path.
Standing at 3 meters tall (10 feet), the bipedal monsters reminded many humans of the Morenkai from the First Layer. The creatures were covered in pitch black hardened shells that encased their entire bodies like a layer of armor, making them impervious to most forms of attack, similar to the dense skin of the Morenkai. Beneath their hardened shells lay absurdly powerful muscles that not only let the creatures jump from island to island with ease but also let them tear apart their targets in a literal sense.
Unlike the Morenkai, however, the creatures possessed a long, sinuous tail that typically stretched for double their body length, covered in sharp metallic spikes. Void Predators used their tail not only as a melee weapon to rend apart their foes, but also at long range, shooting out the spikes within it to attack.
‘It’s injured.’ Micheal immediately noticed, his eyes catching the trail of red liquid seeping out of a long slash on its neck.
‘That must be why it fell back at first.’ Micheal thought to himself.
This was his first encounter with a Void Predator.
They had been ambushed by the creature less than 3 minutes ago, a chaotic attack that Micheal had barely managed to survive. Void Predators were capable of blending in with the omni-present darkness of the Third Layer as long as they avoided the many luminous plants, trees, and boulders that populated the area. None of them had saw it coming.
‘Dmitri didn’t go down without a fight.’ Micheal focused on the creature’s injury, grasping ahold of any thing he could in order to survive.
The Void Predator let out an eerie, keening growl as it began to lumber forward, its slitted eyes narrowing as it walked.
The monstrosity opened its mouth slightly, revealing hundreds of gleaming, sharp teeth as it began taunting Micheal.
‘It’s playing with me.’ Micheal realized instantly, shrugging off the anger that came with that realization.
‘Good.’ That meant it was being careless, despite its injury...
And that meant he had a chance.
Micheal took a deep breath as he concentrated, Advanced Tier Sword Energy fluttering onto his weapon. He took a ready stance, his entire being focused on the movements of the creature.
‘Survive. I must survive.’
The Predator crossed the distance between them almost casually as it walked. Soon it was only 30 meters from Micheal.
20 meters.
Micheal’s eyes gleamed as his Ironblood Body stirred, enhancing his Strength and Endurance as much as possible.
10 meters.
Micheal shifted his feet slightly, bending his knees as he adjusted his grip.
5 me-
Before Micheal could even finish tracking the distance between himself and the monster, his intuition flared up.
‘Where-?!’
Micheal jerked his body a step to the right, kicking the ground as fast as he could. The stone beneath him exploded in a network of cracks at the force of his abrupt leap, sending him off and away.
Less than 1/20th of a second later…
A long, black blur burst up through the ground and shot towards Micheal’s chest.
Micheal twisted his right arm and raised his sword to block, preparing a followup attack of his own in response…
The black blur slammed into Micheal’s sword, revealing itself to be the tail of the Void Predator. The creature had burrowed its tail silently through the rocky ground in a heartbeat, disguising its movement by shielding it from Micheal’s view with its body.
The sharp, edged tail collided with Micheal’s expertly positioned sword…
And obliterated it.
Micheal’s grip didn’t loosen even as his sword shattered. His thoughts, however, scattered as he felt an enormous impact punch into his chest and fling him back a meter, sending his body once more into shock.
‘W-what?!’ Micheal’s eyes widened as he looked down at his chest, at the long, metallic tail that had pierced clean through it and was holding him up in mid-air.
The tail abruptly twisted as it flung Micheal off of it, sending him flying a dozen meters until he collided with a large boulder.
Micheal didn’t even feel the impact as he slammed into the boulder, still shocked at what had just happened.
Out of habit, he pulled out two Healing Jelly Kits from his Spatial Ring and covered the gaping hole in his chest, preventing himself from bleeding out immediately.
Right after that…
Micheal puked blood for the second time as he realized he was about to die.
‘No… I can’t just stop now…’ His thoughts grew muddled as he fell over to one side, landing on his right knee. Faintly, Micheal made out the presence of the Void Predator as it began to walk towards him again, letting out another taunting screech.
Even as Micheal lay dying, he managed to analyze what went wrong, learning from his mistake.
Advanced Tier Sword Energy was ridiculously sharp, capable of cutting through most substances. In the moment that the Void Predator attacked him with its tail, Micheal felt its tail rapidly vibrating.
While his Sword Energy did manage to slice perhaps a centimeter into the Predator’s tail, as soon as the creature’s tail made contact with his sword, its rapid vibrations shattered the weapon, rendering his technique useless.
The creature had used those rapid vibrations to allow it to nigh-soundlessly shear through the ground below to prepare its ambush, catching him off guard in an attack he had never before experienced.
‘I can not stop here.’ Micheal’s vision began to grow blurry as he tried to force himself to his feet.
His body was a battered wreck, covered in more scars than he could count. His injuries were fatal. All of his allies were dead or as good as dead, at the mercy of the Void Predator.
No one was coming to save him.
This was it.
A wave of despair descended upon Micheal and tried to overwhelm him as he struggled, memories flooding him.
Memories of his arrival on the First Layer, of the panic and horrors he faced.
Memories of the desperate efforts he made to grow stronger, of the hope and joy he felt when he reunited with Shin on the Second Layer
Memories of the grief and pain he felt as the Great War Between Races broke out, and the years of battle he, and the rest of humanity, was forced into followed.
Memories of Isabelle, the only woman he had ever truly loved, dying to his own hand.
Rage. Loss. Anger. Hopelessness. Despair. Agony.
Micheal was no stranger to these feelings… they were a part of him that he might not ever overcome.
But…
‘I will not give up here.’ He refused to let that stop him.
Micheal didn’t have a genius level of talent when it came to Sword Mastery.
He wasn’t a prodigy when it came to Ki Cultivation.
In the 6 plus years he had spent in the 7 Layers, he had seen countless warriors that were more skilled, more talented, and more experienced than himself.
However… if there was one thing that stood out, in particular, about Micheal…
It was that he did not give up.
Ever.
Micheal managed to pull his dying body to its feet dragging his right hand up in a guard position. He held his shattered sword out in front of him, between himself and the taunting Void Predator.
A faint string of Advanced Tier Sword Energy, the last bit he could muster up, covered the shattered edges of his sword.
He looked up at the towering Void Predator as it stopped a mere 2 and a half meters in front of him.
A lone, mortally wounded human wielding a broken sword facing off against an enormous, 3 meters tall monstrosity.
Micheal’s body shuddered against his will as a spurt of blood escaped his lips, fatigue threatening to overwhelm him.
The Void Predator looked at Micheal for a brief second before losing interest.
It attacked.
In Micheal’s tired eyes, this moment seemed to last an eternity.
As he saw the clawed hand of the Predator moving towards his head, he knew there was no way he could react fast enough. At that very moment, his death was cemented in stone.
As this realization hit him, all of a sudden, Micheal felt the tension within him relax.
There was nothing he could do to stop it.
He was going to die.
This was it.
It might seem paradoxical, but even then, as Micheal accepted his death…
He still had not given up.
In that final moment, a loose smile appeared on his face.
If he was going to die, then he might as well go down fighting.
Micheal raised his broken blade upward.
It was a meaningless gesture of protest, a final strike that should have done nothing. His Sword Energy was flagging, his sword barely usable, and his body in ruins.
He was certainly going to die.
But then…
He didn’t.
For the first time in his life, in that moment after he accepted his death and let go of the worries that chained him, at the precise moment where he raised his sword for one last attack…
Micheal entered Enlightenment.
His Advanced Tier Sword Energy shuddered, the red glow coalescing for a brief moment... 
...and gradually began to turn golden. 
.
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“And so you defeated the monster after breaking through to Master tier?!” Serena’s eyes were wide as she stared at Micheal, paying attention to every word of his story.
Micheal coughed,
“Well… not exactly.”
The Void Predator had been severely injured by Dmitri and Micheal had managed to worsen that injury after breaking through to Master Tier…
But it was still a Void Predator, an extraordinary apex predator that feared nothing on the Third Layer.
Micheal underwent the physical evolution of a Master in the middle of the fight, saving his life in the process, but he didn’t manage to kill the Void Predator.
Even with the element of surprise on his side and the brutal injuries the Predator had sustained, it wasn’t enough to kill the monstrosity.
He simply managed to worsen its injury, grab Shin, and then flee. The only reason he made it out alive was because the Void Predator itself chose to retreat. The monster was a cruel killer, but it wasn’t brainless. In it’s injured state, it would rather search for easier prey to hunt. The resistance Micheal put up proved enough to ward it off.
“The point is… I spent years and years trying to force myself to comprehend Sword Mastery. It was only at that point then, when I accepted that which I could not change, that I experienced Enlightenment.” Micheal explained.
Serena pursed her lips as she looked at him.
After a few quiet moments, she opened her mouth.
“Is there really no other way?” Her eyes drilled holes into him.
Micheal shook his head.
“As far as I know, no.” Some people were born with special Physiques or bought Types that made obtaining certain kinds of Enlightenments easier, but that wasn’t an option for Serena.
“You can’t force Enlightenment. You need to stop worrying and let it go. It will come in time.” He understood why she had a hard time grasping the concept.
It was akin to saying you could only make progress by either stepping backwards or standing still. It was counterintuitive at its core.
Without anyone to help him, it took Micheal 6 years to grasp this concept.
“I see.” Serena looked down, her voice dropping.
After seeing her downcast appearance, he felt obligated to continue.
“Don’t let everything get to you.” He gestured to the world around them,
“The 7 Layers is a dangerous place and you’ve got your mind in the right spot.” He nodded, raising his right hand in front of him.
“It’s not wrong to want to become stronger. I want the same.” Desperately so.
“The being that dragged us here wants us to fight against each other. It wants to see us killing one another.”
Even towards the end, humanity never found out who or what dragged them into the 7 Layers. They just knew that something pulled them and the others here, and that same thing made every being instinctively aware that only one race could ‘win’ in the end.
Humanity had almost no information about the Seventh Layer since they were wiped out right after arriving… but Micheal did know that somewhere in the Seventh Layer was the ‘end’ of all of this.
“I want to stop that being.”
The more divided they were, the easier they would fall. If Micheal could replace racial wars with peaceful alliances, there was no telling how powerful a force humanity and her allies could build.
Everyone had an opportunity to grow in the 7 Layers. No matter how powerful the being that dragged them here was, if enough powerful beings grouped together to oppose it…
Micheal clenched his fist, staring down at it for a moment as passion filled his voice.
“And if I want that to happen, I need to become strong.”
If his experiences in the first timeline had proved anything to him, it was that most people only listened to the strong.
That strength could be in anything: powerful charisma and leadership, dazzling unique Abilities and talents, genius intellect and guile...
Or, in its simplest form: Pure overwhelming power.
“Absurdly strong.”
He needed to become so powerful only a fool would stand against him.
A fool… or a God.
Serena stared at Micheal intensely as he spoke, her eyes never leaving him.
Micheal blinked, realizing he had gotten a bit carried away. He turned and gave her a half-smile.
‘I guess it really is easier to confide in strangers.’ He had spoken a bit more about himself than he intended.
“Well, that’s still far from where I am now. Who knows how things will turn out in the end.” Micheal looked up at the night sky, gazing at the shifting, unfamiliar stars above,
“It could very well be a fool’s fancy.”
The muted sounds of night fluttered in the air for several long moments as the conversation lapsed.
Serena followed Micheal’s gaze, staring at the stars alongside him. After several seconds, she began to speak in reply.
“When I came to the 7 Layers, I ended up leaving my own Tribe because they were obsessed with war and violence. I left friends and family, people I had known for years.” Her voice was soft and quiet as she continued,
“And now… things are even worse than they were when I got here.”
“I never wanted all of this… to be here, to have to fight and kill others. I didn’t ask for this.” She clenched her fists tightly before exhaling, her hands relaxing.
“I don’t want to hurt others… but I don’t have a choice now.” Her eyes flashed,
“I can’t just look away as those I love are attacked, injured, or killed.”
“I want to do more. I need to do more.”
Micheal listened to her speak, temporarily forgetting all of his plans to convince her to join him, treating her with full sincerity. He waited quietly as she spoke of the things that troubled her, knowing she just needed her voice to be heard.
“I possess a legendary Bloodline, something almost no other Farians have. It’s my duty to be strong. I should be good at this.” Her voice shook.
“But… It’s hard, Micheal. It’s really really hard.” Serena clenched her fists again, her voice catching as she turned to look at him, eye-to-eye.
“How do you do it? How do you keep going when nothing works out and everything seems to be going wrong?” Serena asked, her voice choked with emotion as she hid a trembling fist behind her back.
Micheal remained silent for a moment as he returned her gaze with a steady one of his own. After it became clear she wanted a reply, he heaved a quiet sigh and looked up again.
“It is hard.” He thought back to his life in the first timeline, of all the countless things that went wrong.
“And I can’t promise you that things will become easier.” Life in the 7 Layers was never so simple.
“All I can tell you is what I do.” He turned to look at her once more.
“I accept that there are things I can’t change and choose to focus on the things I can.”
“If you let yourself be overrun with stress by focusing on every little thing, you’ll stall out and end up nowhere.”
Serena listened to everything he said, her eyes full of unknown emotion.
“The most important thing, Serena…” Micheal said, giving her a small nod,
“The most important thing is that you keep moving forward.”
Serena mumbled something quietly under her breath, her eyes gazing into the distance as she registered all of what Micheal told her.
Seconds slipped away into minutes as the two stood there under the gloomy sky.
One human and one Farian, two lost souls in a sea of darkness.
Time passed.
The darkness grew, consuming everything in its path. The light from the stars above struggled to pierce it and failed, dying embers of hope in a night growing evermore.
It was a cold darkness, pitch black and ravenous.
A darkness that devoured all light and cheer, spreading on and on as if it would never end.
But… as that black night marched onward...
When the darkness roared and all light seemed lost...
There came the dawn.
.
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That night was a fruitful one.
After Micheal gave the best advice he could, he ended up helping Serena practice manipulating her Phoenix Fire. They sparred several times and, thanks to the insightful tips Micheal shared, Serena’s technique when it came to combat rapidly improved.
Serena herself had been training for years. She knew how she was supposed to react in a fight but lacked real experience. No matter what memories she absorbed when she became the Disciple Apparent, it was no replacement for actual hands-on, personal experience.
Through the course of the night, Micheal discovered that her Phoenix Fire was potent even in its incomplete form, forcing Micheal to flare his Sword Energy at the highest peak of Advanced, just below Master tier, if he wanted to dispel it.
When she made the final jump to Mastery, even Master Tier Sword Energy wouldn’t be able to put out her Phoenix Flames. There was a reason the Red Phoenix Bloodline was considered legendary.
The Farians standing watch had noticed the duo training at some point but otherwise made no comment, showing off the discipline of the well trained Shadow Guards.
Time slipped by like water in a fast paced river, and soon morning dawned.
“We should probably stop here.” Micheal waved his right hand casually, retracting several long, thin metal wires back into his Silk Strider Glove. Gleams of light from the barely visible sun reflected off the glove, giving it an eerie glow.
After a few hours of practice with Serena, he’d judged that her Phoenix Fire was too dangerous to face off against at close range. Even if he could perfectly dispel it now, the raw heat from the magical flames was enough to injure him if he didn’t keep up an excruciating level of focus.
“Yes, ah, you’re right.” Serena wiped a sheen of sweat off her forehead, her chest heaving as she took several deep breaths. She looked up at the sky after a moment, her cheeks flushing.
“I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize the time.” They had practiced, talked, and sparred throughout the entire night.
“It’s fine.” Micheal waved off her concerns with a light smile. The night training had been relaxing, enough so that he almost forgot about his mission. The few hours of meditation he had earlier were more than enough to tide him over.
“What about yourself, Serena? Did you get any rest?” He wasn’t sure if she had slept at all during the time he was meditating.
“Ah, yes.” She nodded distractedly, dancing a small red flame across her fingertips.
This was one of her ‘control’ exercises, as she had told Micheal, a technique that let her strengthen her ability to manipulate her flames in precise movements.
“Wait.” She blinked and looked up at him, only now realizing what Micheal asked.
“No, but I’m fine. I’ll be okay for another day.” She began to bend over and stretch, rubbing at a tight muscle in her right leg.
Micheal nodded silently.
According to the Divine Scan he had of her, her Regeneration Growth Rating was 'Heroic or lower' and the stat itself was C, much higher than Micheal’s stat of F.
Divine Scan stat ratings weren’t always perfectly comparable species-by-species but the numbers were generally correct. A human with a Regeneration Stat of F and another species with a Regeneration Stat of C would usually have small, but noticeable, differences in regenerative capabilities.
The fact that the same stat had two different names, Regeneration from Divine Scans vs Recovery through a human’s Status, was an all too common discrepancy in the 7 Layers. In an ideal world, both systems would have the same names, but, in the first place, the 7 Layers was a mismash of different Physiques, systems, species, and worlds. The Shop’s ability to automatically translate could only go so far.
The morning droned on.
Micheal and Serena split up and returned to camp, joining the other Farians as they packed up. The Shadow Guards worked quickly and efficiently, removing all traces of the campsite in less than 20 minutes.
Just like that, the day started anew.
Micheal and the Farians continued to travel within the territory of the Divine Might Sect.
The time he spent with Serena proved to be a turning point in their relationship.
The female Farian no longer ignored him as they travelled southbound, but instead joined him in conversation as they jogged. They didn’t speak about any serious topics, merely of day-to-day subjects or shared stories from their past, but it was an improvement nevertheless.
As they ran, they skirted several Byren towns as they moved, relying on the scouts of the Shadow Guard to help keep a wide berth. They couldn’t venture too far away from the population if they didn’t want constant run-ins with Magic Beasts, but they likewise couldn’t get too close either.
The Darmaton Plague was in its growth period and had yet to fully flourish, but it was still having a noticeable impact. In its current state, it was more than enough to throw the normal Byren citizens of the Second Layer into a frenzy.
Micheal took this time to purchase and don a Purity Mask, a cheap Artifact that cost 400 Points, and was functionally an enhanced medical mask from Earth.
The Darmaton Plague was a magic, bio-engineered plague spread by the Vile King. It was initially spread through a vast number of infected Darmaton Pigs, but after the plague took root, it would spread from host to host in a mad rush.
However, magic or not, it still followed the rules of a normal plague. The risk of infection could be greatly lowered by wearing a properly enchanted medical mask.
The plague was no threat to the Farians, their Bloodline Magic made them virtually immune to all bloodborne diseases, but Micheal himself was still vulnerable. He had yet to test how his Life Orbs would react when it came to being the host of a deadly plague and had no plans on finding out the result now.
As they moved, they inadvertently came across multiple groups of roaming Byren Martial Artists. Plague-wise, the native warriors fared better than the regular citizens of the Second Layer, but they weren’t immune. Merely, the symptoms of the magic plague took longer to appear due to their powerful bodies.
The large size of their group, and the threatening appearance held by the professional Shadow Guard, meant none of the roaming Byren Martial Artists challenged them.
It was to a point where even Micheal found it surprising. Not once were they challenged by anyone.
Micheal only fully understood why after receiving several reports from the Shadow Guard scouts. While working ahead, the Farian warriors had overheard a plethora of intriguing conversations that merited reporting.
“They’re talking about the Sanctum? The Six Great Sects have all gathered?” Micheal’s eyes narrowed when he heard this.
‘The Six Lords have made their move.’
The reason they didn’t run into any patrols from the Divine Might Sect, or any other notable Byren Sects, was because the majority of their forces had gathered outside the Second Layer’s Sanctum.
Micheal grit his teeth as he thought more about that, making an unsettling realization.
He was running out of time… and worse:
He wasn’t ready yet.
Falling unconscious for 2 weeks after saving Myla Hannis threw a wrench into things. Those 2 weeks should have been full of vital preparations, reconnaissance, and tactical planning. There were many things he needed to put into order and play that he failed to do because he was down and out.
Now, he was forced to play catchup.
‘It is what it is. Adapt and move on.’
He couldn’t change what had already happened.
‘The original plan was to assassinate the Six Lords individually, before the prelude to the Great War beaks out at the Sanctum.’ There were many powerful Artifacts inside the Sanctum as well as ancient Inheritances and treasures of all sorts. It was a famous Holy Site for the Byrens, an Inheritance of sorts.
If the belligerent Six Lords were killed, the Great War would die before it got started, regardless of what the Vile King did.
In the original timeline…
Micheal abruptly frowned.
‘In the first timeline, didn’t the Beasts of Providence begin to act up around now?’ He thought back, his memories flashing before him.
According to the fragmented records of the history of the Second Layer, the Beasts of Providence made their first public appearance in the days prior to the Sanctum’s opening.
They instigated several large-scale battles with the Six Great Sects outside the Sanctum, starting the first real clash that eventually set off the Great War.
‘That should have already happened by now… why isn’t anyone talking about it?’ The first battle should have taken place several days ago.
No matter how slow information moved in the Second Layer, something as notable as the Six Great Sects breaking out into a massive fight with a secretive army of masked assailants was not a thing that could be hidden.
Yet... no one was talking about it.
Micheal’s skin crawled, a creepy feeling of worry trying to worm its way into his heart.
The timeline had shifted again… and he wasn’t sure why.
‘Focus.’ He snapped himself out of it, tossing the feeling aside for later. There was no point worrying over things he couldn’t change.
“Sir, we’re nearing the territory of the Rushing River Sect.” Shortly after Micheal gathered himself, one of the Farian scouts came up to make another report.
Micheal, alongside Serena and Shadow Captain Sprel, and the other Farians, were taking a lunch break. They had stopped in the middle of a large grassy clearing, between two large hills and a small river. The sunlight beating down overhead did little to warm the cool air, heralding the approach of winter.
“Excellent.” Micheal’s eyes lit up.
“We are to head directly towards them.”
After hearing Micheal’s response, the normally silent Shadow Captain Sprel frowned and spoke up.
“Micheal.” He began, glancing at the human.
“The Rushing River Sect is a Subsidiary Sect under the Divine Might Sect.” This bit of intelligence had been confirmed several times.
Micheal nodded at the Shadow Captain.
“They are, yes.”
Sprel’s frown remained ever-present.
“I know you had us set course for them, but it wouldn’t do to confront any of the main Subsidiary Sects under the Divine Might Sect. It would draw undue attention towards us. Where is our final destination?” The Shadow Captain replied in turn.
Micheal gave the Shadow Captain a half smile.
“I already told you where: we’re headed towards the Rushing River Sect.” Before the Shadow Captain could interrupt, Micheal raised a hand and continued.
“You don’t need to worry about them reporting us to the Divine Might Sect. By now, the Purgatory Church has already taken over their territory.” He casually spilled one of the biggest secrets of the Nirvana Saint and the Purgatory Church.
This location was revealed, in the leaked records of the Purgatory Church, to be the Nirvana Saint’s preferred safe house and one of the few closely guarded secrets that the Beasts of Providence failed to discover during the Great War. No matter how the timeline had shifted, there wouldn’t be any risk coming here.
In the first timeline, the Nirvana Saint wouldn't have been here on the Second Layer yet, but Micheal figured his choice for a secret safe house would most likely remain the same between timelines regardless.
“What?!” The Shadow Captain sputtered, his eyes widening.
“The Nirvana Saint wiped out an entire Sect?!” The Farian’s mouth fell open.
While Subsidiary Sects weren’t as powerful as the Six Great Sects, each one was still an extremely strong force with a rich history and hundreds or thousands of loyal Byren Martial Artists.
Micheal stared at the Captain and shook his head.
“No, of course not.” Micheal’s gaze shifted over to the horizon, in the direction of the Rushing River Sect.
“He’s the leader of the Purgatory Church, after all. He didn’t kill them...” Micheal’s eyes narrowed.
“He converted them.”
.
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“How do you know he’ll be here? Isn’t he supposed to be dead?” Serena questioned Micheal as they jogged, heading deeper and deeper into the territory of the Rushing River Sect.
Rumors of the Nirvana Saint’s death had become widespread enough to even reach the ears of the Farians.
“He’ll be here.” Micheal returned, though he couldn’t say that with absolute confidence.
There was no doubt in Micheal’s mind that the Nirvana Saint was still alive. Despite the fact that the Purgatory Church and the Vile King had clashed multiple times in the first timeline, it took a literal time-reversing God, the Titled Deity Navir, to kill the Nirvana Saint.
‘He’ll probably be here, anyway.’ Micheal thought to himself.
The fact that the Purgatory Church controlled the Rushing River Sect was a closely guarded secret for most of, if not all of, the Great War Between Races.
In the first timeline, after the Nirvana Saint arrived and seized control, this location was his safe haven and primary hiding spot, per the leaked records that came out after the Purgatory Church was destroyed on the Sixth Layer.
‘That man is nothing if not methodical. If this location was the best spot to hunker down in the first timeline, it’s probably still the best spot now.’ It was his best bet to finding the hallowed leader.
Serena nodded at Micheal’s words, a curious light growing in her eyes as she looked at him.
“What kind of person is the Nirvana Saint? The way you talk about him makes him seem special.” Serena questioned.
Micheal paused for a moment, his gaze moved from side to side, scanning the area as they moved. The land around them was a mix of an open grassy plain with small, scattered clumps of trees.
There was no sign of any patrolling Byren Martial Artists or humans, though there was an increased presence of Magic Beasts. They had already run into more Low-Tier Magic Beasts within this final stretch of their journey than the entire rest of their adventure combined.
“He’s a lot like me, in a way.” Micheal smiled after a moment as he looked back at Serena, his lips pursed.
“He’s a man that won’t stay dead even if you kill him.”
In the seemingly endless historical records compiled and spread by Dark Void, there were multiple documented reports of the Nirvana Saint supposedly ‘dying’ only to later appear alive once more. The leaked records from the Church showed that this was one of the Nirvana Saints favored methods to use when he was purging potential spies, Seeds, and infiltrators from within the Church. The chaos caused by his ‘death’ led to the capture of countless rats.
‘If only Dark Void had gathered clearer records on what happened on the Second Layer.’ Micheal frowned, a hint of frustration staining his thoughts.
Dark Void originated from the Dark Void Research Branch, a group of historians, researchers, and explorers formed by the Purgatory Church on the Third Layer. The Research Branch eventually broke off from the Church and became independent, dedicating themselves to creating an unbroken, complete historical record of all information obtained by humanity on the 7 Layers.
Dark Void was one of humanity’s single greatest achievements. The anonymous researchers worked by spreading information drives and storage devices, copied and updated over and over, to every known group of humans. They encrypted their work to ensure it was impossible to modify or fake and created a decentralized, permanent record that could not be erased or destroyed.
It was thanks to Dark Void that the existence of the Vile King became well known, that knowledge on countless different Abilities, Artifacts, and their interactions became widespread, and that detailed data about how to overcome the obstacles one might face on each Layer was common knowledge.
If the Vile King was responsible for the greatest number of lives lost, then Dark Void was responsible for the greatest number of lives saved.
However… if there was one problem with Dark Void, it was the fact that they only existed from the Third Layer onward.
‘Everything before then had to be put together piecemeal.’
Information in the 7 Layers flowed upward, not down.
The only known Ability that had the power to interact with humans on a lower Layer was in the hands of the Vile King.
Micheal and the Farians moved deeper into the territory of the Rushing River Sect. They passed through several large fields and eventually came upon a duo of small mountains that were split by a large river.
In the larger of the two mountains, set right next to the base where the river flowed, was the headquarters of the Rushing River Sect. It looked much like a castle from modern earth, complete with large stone walls, with dozens of stone pavilions and buildings behind those walls. Beautifully carved mosaics of warriors fighting across strips of flowing water were carved into the wall, giving the stone castle a unique appearance.
Micheal’s eyes narrowed as he approached the large entrance gate to the headquarters, zeroing in on figures of several buff Byren Martial Artists standing guard.
He waved over at Shadow Captain Sprel, who in turn gave Micheal a nod and held up a fist.
Immediately, all of the Farian warriors began to slow down, taking unassuming and unthreatening positions. They spread out behind Micheal and walked in formation, bringing up the rear.
Meanwhile, Micheal, Serena, and the Shadow Captain advanced forward and ahead, breaking off from the rest of the Farians.
It was a simple tactic, leaving behind the majority of one’s force to approach in a manner similar to that of an ambassador or peacemaker, but an effective one in Micheal’s experience, creating an implied threat of the larger group attacking should the smaller group run into trouble.
At the least, as the trio approached the front gate, they weren’t immediately ambushed.
“Greetings-” Before Micheal could finish his shout, he was interrupted.
“Leave at once! The Rushing River Sect’s gates are closed to avoid the spread of the Darmaton Plague! You are not welcome here!”
The speaker was a large Byren dressed in a set of grey metal armor and wielding a gleaming white spear. He stood at the top of the gate and was accompanied by a full twenty other Byren guards, all of them dressed in similar gear. His armor was embellished with a golden wave mark on it, signifying that he was in charge.
Just from appearance alone, there was nothing that linked these Byren Martial Artists to the Purgatory Church. Even the excuse they gave for being in a state of ‘closed gates,’ the term for when Byren Sects closed themselves off from the outside world to avoid exterior threats, was perfectly reasonable.
Micheal could feel Serena shifting nervously behind him, her head bobbing as she glanced from one gate guard to another. Shadow Captain Sprel remained motionless, his gaze calm and steady.
Micheal acknowledged the guard with a wave before taking a deep breath.
“Tell your leader I’ve come to negotiate.” His words echoed out loud as he flared his Aura and Ki, a blast of powerful, Sky-Tier energy imbued with all the force his Soul could muster.
Micheal’s words literally stunned the leader of the guards for half a second before the Martial Artist recovered, a stern frown appearing on his face.
“Leav-” Before the guard could finish, Micheal interrupted him.
“Tell your leader…” Micheal’s eyes flashed,
“I’ve come to talk with the Nirvana Saint.”
The moment he mentioned the Nirvana Saint, the entire mood of the gate guards shifted.
In a split second, the moment exploded with tension as the guards flared their own Ki, raising spears and glaring down at Micheal. A loud bell rang out and, from seemingly thin air, dozens of armor clad human warriors and Byren Martial Artists appeared on the walls. A myriad of colorful Abilities were activated and Artifacts primed, sending off various rays of light as an entire small army prepared to attack in less than 10 seconds.
As soon as Micheal saw the human warriors appearing, his eyes lit up in glee.
The Farian Shadow Guards that were waiting in the back tensed up, preparing to throw themselves into combat if they saw the slightest sign of danger. Serena froze next to Micheal for a split second before she began to silently gather her Bloodline, readying a barrage of Phoenix Fire.
Only Shadow Captain Sprel and Micheal remained calm and motionless, neither giving any sign that they felt threatened.
The air grew chaotic, crackles of energy rattling out as bits of rock shot into the air, exploding shrapnel formed by the various waves of energy being concentrated atop the stone wall.
Just as the scene grew to one mere moments away from breaking out in violence…
A warm, sonorous voice sang out in the air, bringing a hint of a smile to Micheal’s face.
“Bring our newest guests to me.” The ‘dead’ Nirvana Saint’s words brought both sides to a still.
“I’ve been expecting them.”
Micheal’s gamble had paid off.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“Micheal Care… it seems I owe you a debt of gratitude.” The Nirvana Saint’s voice cast out almost like poetry, his words somehow both soothing and charismatic.
In a brightly lit room within the depths of the Rushing River Sect headquarters, Micheal, Serena, and Captain Sprel stood facing the Saint, a young man that appeared to be barely in his mid 20s. He had short, bright silver hair and glowing, golden eyes that gave him an almost ephemeral appearance. He was dressed in a set of white robes adorned with the image of a white circle that held a small flame within it, a symbol Micheal recognized from the first timeline.
‘He’s already adapted the Trials Doctrine?’ Micheal’s first thought was that of surprise as he saw the artwork. The symbol was part of the ‘modern’ imagery of the Purgatory Church in the first timeline, created when the Church solidified their beliefs and truly began to unite.
‘That wasn’t supposed to happen for at least 2 more years.’ The Nirvana Saint’s early existence on the Second Layer was rapidly advancing the progress of the Purgatory Church.
“It’s nothing. I only hope the information I shared has proved useful.” Micheal returned with a smile, concealing the tension that brewed within him.
Even after all he had been through, he couldn’t help but feel nervous facing the man before him.
“Oh, it most certainly has. Because of you, we have managed to greatly mitigate the damage caused by the Darmaton Plague.” The Nirvana Saint matched Micheal’s smile with a warm one of his own as he leaned forward on a wooden table that stood between them, covered in large maps.
“Simone was a delight to welcome, as were her companions. The Rury Group ended up joining the Cause and have greatly contributed to securing the safety and stability of humanity on the Second Layer.”
Micheal’s eyes flickered for the briefest moment as he heard the surprising revelation. Somehow, the gang of unruly warriors that Micheal had blackmailed into signing a Magic Contract in order to send a message to the Purgatory Church had apparently been converted into devout believers.
‘...he really is a ridiculous man.’ Micheal couldn’t help but to pause, his mind racing as he faced the living legend in front of him.
The Vile King was a genius that manipulated thousands of different people at the same time, using his Seeds to directly affect their minds and bring people to his side.
The Nirvana Saint, on the other hand, relied purely on his own charisma, genius wit, and absurd confidence to gain support. Despite having the capacity, influence, and ability to forcibly control others, the Nirvana Saint truly stood by his own beliefs and never crossed the lines he set.
Micheal had seen the results of this firsthand as he walked inside the stone fortress.
After the Nirvana Saint had invited Micheal and his team in, the Farians had all filed inside the stone castle without issue. The previously boiling Byren Martial Artists and human fighters stepped back to a state of unerring calm as if it was completely normal, looking nothing like a group that had been prepared to fight to the death just moments prior.
The small army of Shadow Guards were asked to wait within the main courtyard entrance while Micheal and the two leaders of the group were invited further in.
And… as they walked further in, Micheal observed the inner workings of the Rushing River Sect.
‘...are all of them devout believers?!’
There was no sign of any human figures on the surface, the warriors vanishing as abruptly as they had appeared. Of the Byren Martial Artists Micheal saw, however…
While none of them were dressed in the customary robes of the Purgatory Church, he saw several Martial Artists reading from the Blessed Doctrine of the Church, the compiled rules and beliefs of the Purgatory Church in book form. There were Byrens quietly discussing their beliefs in courtyards alongside Byrens sparring in formations Micheal recognized as unique to the Grey Knights, the hidden army of the Purgatory Church.
He didn’t manage to look too much around the area as he was led into the largest building within the stone walls, but it was enough to surmise that the Rushing River Sect was squarely within the hands of the Purgatory Church.
Micheal found it to be rather mind-boggling.
The Byren Martial Artists were a group of fierce, independent warriors with their own rich history and beliefs.
Yet, even with all of that, despite the fact that they weren’t even the same species as humanity, the Nirvana Saint had managed to convince the entire Rushing River Sect to join the Purgatory Church.
It sounded like something out of a fairy tale.
There were thousands of different individuals in the Sect, each with their own stories, dreams, and goals. To convince them all to believe in an entirely new religion founded by a group of dimensional invaders seemed to be an impossible task.
Nevertheless… the Nirvana Saint had accomplished it.
It was almost enough to make Micheal doubt whether or not the Nirvana Saint had a mind-controlling Ability like the Vile King. If not for the fact that the historical records gathered by Dark Void proved the Saint didn’t, Micheal didn’t know what he would’ve done.
Micheal, Serena, and Captain Sprel were led through several long stone passages, down two flights of stairs, and into the room they were sitting in now: a large, circular stone room set with several glowing stones along the walls. Apart from the trio, in the room was the Nirvana Saint alongside 8 armed bodyguards standing next to him.
After Micheal had introduced himself and the Farians to the Saint, the conversation had reached the point it was at now.
“The Rury Group might have made their share of mistakes in the past, but they are better than they seem. I’m glad they’re doing well under you.” Micheal replied.
“Alongside me, not under me.” The Nirvana Saint corrected and waved his hand almost apologetically,
“I may lead the Church, but I am no greater than any other human.” The line was one that would’ve sounded cheesy and fake if it came from anyone else but the Nirvana Saint.
‘Probably because he actually means it.’ Micheal thought to himself.
“If you truly believe you owe me a debt of gratitude, then I’d like to ask you for a favor.” Micheal cut right to the chase, knowing the less time he spent talking to the Nirvana Saint, the better. There was no way he would win any war of words against the man.
As succinctly as possible, Micheal began to explain everything he knew about the Beasts of Providence, their plans, past actions, and the fact that there was a man controlling them from behind the scenes. He included as much detail as possible, like the fact that at least two of the Four Barons that led the Syndicates controlling the majority of human forces on the Second Layer were corrupted.
The Nirvana Saint remained quiet and listened to what Micheal had to say. When he mentioned the existence of the Vile King operating in the background, Micheal caught the Nirvana Saint flinch ever so slightly, the movement so subtle only a Master would notice.
Micheal made his case over the course of ten minutes, connecting the dots in a tale of conspiracy, intrigue, and guile that had covered all of humanity.
Serena and Captain Sprel didn’t have much reaction to Micheal’s revelations, not fully comprehending the intricacies of humanity’s interconnected relationships. The Nirvana Saint, however, understood everything Micheal said.
For a few moments, the leader of the Purgatory Church remained silent as he looked at Micheal, his face giving away nothing.
Finally, after half a minute had passed, he spoke up.
“We can’t attack the Beasts of Providence.”
Micheal’s eyebrows twitched, his heart missing a beat in shock.
“...what?” He forcibly regained control of his emotions as he stared at the Saint, blinking to calm himself down.
“Why not?”
The Nirvana Saint watched Micheal’s every movement as he spoke, like a curious predator stalking its prey.
“I see… even a Seer can’t know everything.” The Nirvana Saint nodded slowly to himself.
Micheal frowned, his gaze hardening as he looked at the Nirvana Saint.
“What do you mean?” The leader of the Purgatory Church wasn’t the type to play with words.
“It is as I said. We can’t attack the Beasts of Providence.” The Nirvana Saint paused for a second, gauging Micheal’s reaction as he uttered one final line.
“We can’t attack them… because the Beasts of Providence have left the Second Layer.”
.




Chapter 26

“What?!”
Blood pounded in Micheal’s ears, blocking out his hearing for a few seconds. His heart spasmed as he processed what the Nirvana Saint had told him, trying to come to terms with it.
The major enemy he had been planning around, the foes he was preparing himself to confront, the ultimate targets that he needed to handle after dealing with the Six Lords…
They had just up and left.
“How do you know this?” Micheal’s mind raced ahead of him as he began to think dozens of thoughts at once, doing his best to comprehend the situation.
The Nirvana Saint tapped on a Mid-Tier Spatial Ring that was on his finger, pulling out a Shop-purchased electronic tablet. He turned the tablet on and tapped over to a video recording.
He slid the tablet around to face Micheal.
In the video, Micheal saw a lean, wiry man dressed in black leather armor. The figure had a mask covering his face, painted with the image of a praying mantis. He was sitting on a chair in a brightly lit stone room, the only visible person in frame.
His eyes widened as he realized it was a recording of a member of the Beasts of Providence.
“This is Mantis, the leader of the Hunter Division in the Beasts of Providence.” The Nirvana Saint began, pointing at the still video.
The Nirvana Saint paused again as he looked up at Micheal, his gaze searching.
Micheal remained silent, his forehead creasing slightly.
‘He’s springing all this on me just to see my reaction?’ The realization let him calm down, regaining control over his emotions.
The fact that the Nirvana Saint would share intel like this meant he had to be insanely curious about Micheal.
‘Focus. I still hold some level of initiative here.’
Micheal reached over to the tablet and prepared to press the play button. Before he could tap on it, the Nirvana Saint spoke up again.
“To be more specific, this is a Deathless Clone Mantis sent over, not his real body.” The Nirvana Saint went on,
“Mantis learned of various resistance efforts that were being raised against the ‘Vile King’s’ machinations, as you put it.” The Nirvana Saint accepted the pseudonym Micheal had used with a nod,
“This was his attempt at a confession, something I obtained quite recently.”
“Attempt?” Micheal raised an eyebrow.
Instead of replying, the Nirvana Saint waved for Micheal to press the play button. Micheal obliged.
The video began to move, the wiry man suddenly coming to life.
“Have you ever thought about how you would resist an irresistible force?” The man’s voice was a confusing mix of somber and cheerful as he spoke.
“I think about that every day.” Mantis waved his hands around in the air exaggeratedly as he stood up for a second.
“It’s much harder than you might think.” He abruptly collapsed backwards down into a wooden chair with a sigh.
“Terribly, terribly hard.” Slowly, Mantis reached up and grabbed ahold of his mask.
He took the mask off.
Micheal gasped out loud despite himself, his eyes drilling into the visage before him.
The man had a sallow, sickly appearance, the face of a man who looked like was a step away from death. His hollow blue eyes were dim, accentuated by a sharp nose and a rigid chin. His hair was brown, cut short and clinging to his scalp.
Micheal recognized him immediately.
Baron Lux, one of the 4 Barons that led humanity on the Second Layer.
“People call me the Great Lord of Luck… yet my life is far from what I’d call lucky.” Baron Lux’s voice took on a hard edge as he stared at the camera with a faint smile.
“To whomever watches this confession, know that everything I am about to tell you is the truth.”
The Nirvana Saint paused the video here, adding his own comment.
“I can confirm that his words have no lies within them. Two of the Church’s own Truthseekers were present and checked every statement he made.”
Micheal took a deep breath and nodded.
Humanity discovered ways to resist the powers of Truthseekers in the later Layers years from now, but that knowledge was non-existent at the present moment.
The Nirvana Saint returned to playing the video.
“There is much I would like to say… but...” Baron Lux’s clone smiled again,
“I don’t have much time, so listen well.”
“You may know me as Baron Lux, a leader of humanity… but my actual identity is different.” The man went on,
“I am the Beast King, the leader of the Beasts of Providence.” As these words left Lux’s mouth, his face abruptly grew pale, a small trickle of blood starting to flow from his nose.
“My main body is both blessed with a power that grants it the ability to twist fate and an Ability obtained from a Dark Wraith Inheritance that allows me to manipulate the minds of others.” A wheezing cough escaped Lux’s lungs as he trembled, raising a hand to steady his chest.
“Despite my great powers, however, my will is not my own. Someone else is controlling me. Manipulating me. I have tried to resist, again and again, and I have found it to be a losing battle. Even brainwashing myself with my own Ability has started to lose effectiveness.” Lux spat these words out in a rush, his hands beginning to shake as he continued,
“This isn’t how I wanted things to play out. I thought I would have more time. Unfortunately, the manipulator controlling me has grown wary recently. Every action I take is scrutinized, as are the actions of the many men under me. My ability to resist has been almost completely eradicated at this point.”
Micheal winced slightly when he heard that, taking in every word the man on the screen said.
‘That’s probably because of me.’ Micheal’s actions on the timeline had caused unforeseen ripples that even he couldn’t predict.
“You could say this is the last free shred of my consciousness. To pass on this message, I first had to commit suicide to cut off my connection with the main body.” Lux leaned to the side and puked out several mouthfuls of blood.
From off camera, several voices rang out in concern. Lux waved them off with a shake of his hand, however, gathering himself as he looked directly into the camera.
“I will only have one shot at this. I didn’t want to do things this way, but now I have no choice. I don’t understand everything, but I can tell you what I do know.”
Lux spoke rapidly as he began to list everything he knew about the Beasts of Providence. He outlined their branches, named the important members and their main Abilities, and spoke of several of their current and past missions.
He spoke of how the Vile King infected people with his Seeds and controlled their minds, and how this power was almost impossible to detect, and how Lux’s own brainwashing ability was not.
“However…” By this point, blood had begun to drip down from Lux’s eyes and he had stopped moving his arms, leaning back in his chair like a man on the verge of death.
“All of those missions have been cancelled and the Beasts of Providence have been redirected. And, just the other day, we have been directed to pull out entirely from the Second Layer.”
Micheal sat up straight in his chair, his back rigid as he focused every iota of his being on what Lux was saying.
“I don’t know why… I can barely comprehend the meaning behind the commands we receive. I wish I could tell you all more, but my mind is no longer my own.” Lux gave off a long, wheezing cough as his whole body shook.
“All I know is that he is abandoning this Layer to focus on something higher up, something he deems far more important than anything else.”
Lux took one last breath as his entire body began to relax. His head slumped to one side, the embrace of death sweeping over him.
“He’s planning something big.” Lux’s voice shook as he spoke his final words into the camera, powering through his death with sheer strength of will alone.
“Something that will affect all of humanity.” His body shuddered, blood pouring from his ears, eyes, and nose as he trembled.
“Please...” His voice fell to a quiet, desperate whisper as his eyes fell shut for the last time,
“Please kill me and stop him.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Drip.
Drip.
Drip.
The sounds of water dripping down from the ceiling of a large cave and splashing into a puddle on the ground below echoed softly in the air.
“Incredible…” Constantine Lancaster’s eyes gleamed as he looked past the dripping water, towards an enormous creature that was chained upside down to the wall.
A huge, 5 meters tall monstrosity, the leader of the Yil that had attacked him earlier.
The monster was now a haggard mess, nailed to the wall with dozens of long metal spears. Surrounding the creature were large tentacles of darkness, writhing in and around it. Its face had grown slack and its eyes blurred as it breathed in ragged breath after breath.
Constantine smiled as he looked at the Deity and then away, gazing off into the distance.
“So all Deities possess this power…?” He murmured quietly, his voice trailing off.
When he first heard about it, he hadn’t believed it. It sounded too good to be true.
But now, after much testing, he had confirmed it.
After they Ascended and became a Tribe of Deities, all of them, one and all, gained access to the Titles System… or, as the Yil called it:
The Mandate of Heaven.
“It is truly an absurd power.” The Vile King shook his head as he reviewed what he had learned, information he had pieced together from the accounts of all of the Yil he had captured.
The Title System gave Deities the unique ability to warp reality, breaking the very rules and laws that governed the fabric of existence, making the impossible possible.
The Titles System, as he learned, came in two parts.
Deities that trained themselves to a basic level were able to pick and choose a ‘Trait,’ in a similar manner to how humans ‘bought’ Abilities from the Shop. There were an enormous number of Traits, each one granting unique effects or powers.
These Traits could Evolve and grow if the Deity dedicated himself to training. Some talented Deities could obtain new Traits over time after reaching certain growth milestones, granting them even more fantastical powers.
Every single Deity, however, was capable of possessing at least one Trait as long as they put in even the smallest amount of effort.
And... if a Deity that was extremely talented, hardworking, and lucky enough happened to train themselves to the absolute limit…
There was a very small chance to Evolve that Trait into a Title, the second part of the Titles System.
According to what the Deity he was interrogating said, the chance of forging a Title was absurdly difficult and somewhat mysterious. Just because one Deity gained a Title one way didn’t mean another Deity could replicate that.
But, once a Deity achieved a Title, they underwent a qualitative transformation.
Their newly Evolved Title granted them reality-warping levels of power, the specifics of which depended on both their training and the Trait that they Evolved.
The clearest example of this that Constantine discovered came in the form of the leader of the Yil, a Deity by the name of Ashroth.
That Deity possessed a unique Title:
‘The Immortal.’
Like the name of that Title implied, the power it granted was simple:
Ashroth literally could not die.
It was physically impossible to kill him.
His Soul could not die.
His body could not die.
Nothing about him could die.
Even if his body was reduced down to ash and his Soul forcibly dissipated…
Ashroth would regenerate somewhere near the vicinity of his death, his body and Soul reforming as if it had never suffered even the slightest injury. In the tortured memories of the Deities that Constantine had invaded, he found distinct records of Ashroth demonstrating this, proving his real immunity to death.
Ashroth was, in the truest sense, an immortal, unkillable being. Any injuries he took would quickly heal, no matter how dire, and, even if he was killed, reality would bend and he would suddenly appear, alive once more.
The normal lifespan for a Yil stood between 1,000 and 2,000 years of age.
Ashroth had lived for more than 80,000 years, because he could not die of old age.
He held absolute power among the Yil, in part thanks to his extreme mastery of Black Magic.
According to the memories Constantine parsed, Spells cast using Black Magic required a sacrifice of one’s lifespan. In return for that cost, the power granted by Black Magic was tremendous.
However… Ashroth could not die, and this included from Spells that sacrificed his lifespan.
“How ridiculous…” Constantine’s eyes gleamed as he looked through the memories of the Yil before him.
In those memories, he could see the absolute ruler of the Yil casting Spell after Spell, sending off devastating explosions of power like it was nothing. Every Spell he cast sacrificed his entire lifespan and killed him, but because of his Title, he was immediately revived as if nothing happened.
It was absurd.
Constantine’s hands shook as he blinked, emerging from the scan of memories as he turned his attention back to the chained Deity before him.
“I understand how great this power is… but these are not the memories I want.” He took a small step forward, resting a hand on the laggard Deity’s face.
“Tell me again…” Constantine’s eyes began to glow with dark light, confirming information that, in the first timeline, he wouldn't obtain until 5 years later,
“How exactly do I make an entire species Ascend?”
.




Chapter 27

In the midst of a small mountain range, a grove of tall, black trees jutted from the ground, like proud, dark daggers stabbing upward against a somber sky.
The quiet, pitter-pattering of rain echoed softly through this small forest, silencing the early morning cries of birds.
Orion Thunderfist ignored the gloomy rain as he walked through the grove of Blackleaf Trees, his steps steady and methodical. The Byren warrior was dressed in a set of black robes, with a long, gray coat covering his shoulders. On his feet were a pair of black leather boots, enchanted to make his footsteps as silent as the dead.
In his right hand, the First Lord carried a small bouquet of azure flowers, wrapped together with a long stalk of grass. The beautiful Aurial Roses, as they were traditionally called, swayed gently in the wind, small droplets of water sliding down them as if they were crying.
After walking for a few minutes, Orion came to a small clearing, hidden within the small forest. There wasn’t much inside this clearing, save for several bushes full of beautiful Aurial Roses, and two stone headstones.
The First Lord stopped in front of one of the two graves and knelt down, placing the bouquet of azure roses before it.
“Hello, Maria.”
Orion stepped back a few feet as he spoke, sitting down on the ground with his legs crossed and placing his long coat to the side. As he settled in, the Byren tapped on a High-Tier Spatial Ring he had acquired from the invading Humans, pulling out a large alcohol gourd.
The First Lord took a deep draught of the liquor, feeling the burning sting on his throat.
“It’s been a while.”
The pattering rain seemed to come to an end as silence embraced the clearing, only the faint motion of a breeze disturbing the moment.
Orion donned a sad, half-smile as he looked at his dead wife’s grave, his back hunching forward.
No longer was he the proud, undisputed leader of the Divine Might Sect, the First Lord who’s sway covered virtually the entire world. Now, he was a man lost in sorrow, sitting alone.
“Tell me, Maria, do you resent me still?”
He received no response.
Orion took another swig from the gourd, setting it down slowly on the ground next to him.
“You would be right to.” The First Lord spoke softly, reddened eyes gazing at the stone headstone.
“I abandoned you… and our child.” The Byren warrior’s gaze turned to the gravestone next to the one he was in front of, marked with the simple name ‘Mia.’
“To die alone.”
Orion closed his eyes and took a deep breath, before slowly exhaling. He raised the alcohol gourd to his lips once more, taking a large gulp of the burning liquid before setting it down.
Several minutes passed by quietly as Orion sat there, contemplating.
“I can tell myself I was making the logical choice, that only a fool would try to fight a God, that our people stood no chance against the Torens after they became Deities.”
The First Lord’s eyes glazed over as he reminisced, memories of a war fought centuries in the past filling his vision.
“But that isn’t the truth.” Orion’s voice took on a harsh, cold edge.
“I was a fool, a wretch who fled in fear. I left you all because I lacked the resolve to die.”
A poignant silence settled over the gravesite as the First Lord brooded to himself, folding his hands together to support his chin. Several minutes passed like this, only muddled by the quiet drops of water falling from rain-soaked trees.
“But I am a coward no more.”
Orion’s deep voice echoed out, resounding in the still air. His eyes burned with emotion, his hands trembling against his will.
“I cannot change the past… but I promise you this Maria.”
The First Lord got to his feet, his back straightening, his posture like a blade unsheathed.
“I will grasp the future…” Orion uttered as he threw his coat back on, turning away sharply from the graves of his dead family.
“Or I will die trying.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Deep within the headquarters of the Divine Might Sect, the rumbling tides of change have begun to spring forth.
In the central Great Hall of the Divine Might Sect, the First Lord sat upon a simple, raised stone dais. His coat and hair were still damp from the downpour outside, something Orion ignored as he barked out orders.
Standing in front of Orion was the Sect Master of the Divine Might Sect, a Master Class Swordsman and one of the few Supreme Warriors that existed on the Second Layer, Beilo Redblade. A famed warrior in his own right, Beilo’s power represented the peak strength of any Martial Artist below the 6 Lords.
Belying his legendary prowess, Beilo’s appearance was that of a portly, middle-aged Byren warrior, dressed in a simple white robe, with a long, golden sword strapped to his waist.
Next to Belio were the 4 strongest Elders among the Divine Might Sect, the Great Elders.
Like Belio, each of these 4 Elders were Master Class Warriors, able to control and utilize Master Tier Ki to devastating effect. They represented the entire upper leadership of the Divine Might Sect.
“How many among the First Rate are still debilitated by the plague?” Orion queried, leaning his chin against the knuckles of his right hand.
“The impact has been minimized as much as possible. The death count of First Rates from the plague remains at 3, while only 5 are still undergoing symptoms.” One of the 4 Great Elders, the sole female Great Elder, Cana, spoke up, her voice voice clear and measured.
“3 dead, and 5 sickly… so be it.” Orion nodded slowly.
First Rate Warriors represented close to the peak of strength on the Second Layer, just below the level of Master Class Warriors like the Great Elders. In any other Sect, the loss of 3 First Rate Warriors would be an immense loss, let alone having 5 additional First Rate Warriors suspended due to illness.
This was not the case for the Divine Might Sect. Despite being known as just 1 among the 6 Great Sects, under the First Lord’s leadership, the Divine Might Sect had secretly grown to astounding heights.
In sheer terms of numbers, the Divine Might Sect commanded 34 elite First Rate Warriors, more than triple that of the next strongest Sect. Several of these warriors were publicly recognized as the Inner Elders of the Sect, but many more operated furtively under the commands of the Great Elders.
“Beilo.” Orion turned his gaze towards the Divine Might Sect’s Sect Master.
“Yes, Lord!” Beilo saluted respectfully.
“Update me on all operations. Leave out nothing.”
“At once.” The Sect Master nodded.
“3 of the 4 Rakkonian Great Wizards have been assassinated. We believe the last surviving Great Wizard is currently within the territory of the Farians, discussing plans to form an alliance.” Beilo spoke, motioning towards one of the Great Elders.
The Great Elder, a dark haired man dressed in black leather armor, stepped forward and handed several documents to Orion.
The First Lord leafed through them before turning his gaze to the Great Elder.
“...when did the Humans get so many noteworthy figures? And these are unrelated to the Beasts of Providence?”
“Yes, Lord!” Great Elder Ganfo, the warrior in charge of infiltration and observation of the Human Race, spoke, his voice silky smooth.
“While all signs of the Beasts of Providence have completely vanished, only four Humans remain as highest-priority targets for elimination.”
Orion turned his gaze back to the sheafs of paper in his hand, reading through them aloud.
“The new leader of the Purgatory Church, the Nirvana Saint. Possesses widespread influence among humanity, keen intelligence and investigative prowess, and suspected of possessing great individual strength.”
“A legendary figure from Humanity’s First Layer, a warrior known as Director Prime, suspected to have received one of the unclaimed Inheritances from the Draconic Twelve Tombs. He’s accompanied by an unknown Transformation Type User in the form of a Celestial Silverback.”
“An unknown Human Master who is believed to have clashed with the Beasts of Providence, and is related to the massive explosion that took place near the Farian occupied territory North of the Dragon Mountains. Also believed to have opened dialogue between Humanity and the Farians.”
“And, finally, the last remaining of humanity’s Four Barons, Baron Fortuna, who has combined the Syndicates into the newly formed Human Alliance. All other members of the Four Barons have died or vanished.”
The First Lord frowned as he finished reading through the papers, shaking his head with a faintly amused look.
“These humans are like cockroaches, crush one and the next day you’ll find 3 more in its place.” He chuckled quietly.
“The other Races?” Orion turned his gaze over to the remaining 2 Great Elders, a pale skilled warrior wearing a white robe and a dark skinned warrior dressed in a set of yellow scaled armor.
The pale skinned Great Elder spoke first,
“Lord, the Orkals have been entirely contained. All of their upper leadership has been eliminated, and all targets of all priority have been successfully removed.”
“Excellent news, Lorban. Danor?” Orion nodded, turning his gaze to the dark skinned Byren.
“Lord Thunderfist, the Farian Tribes have fallen into partial disarray thanks to our disinformation campaign. The Kowalsi Tribe, in particular, has split off from the other Farians and fractured their alliance by ‘traveling upward’ through the Layers.” The dark skinned Great Elder began,
“However, their Lord Justiciar and their Wise Lady remain alive, and while these two figures are present, full collapse is likely impossible.”
The First Lord tapped a finger on the stone dais he sat upon before nodding again.
“I will personally deal with their Lord Justiciar after we conquer the Sanctum. Any other reports of note?”
“Yes Lord.” Sect Master Beilo spoke up, his words calm.
“While we can’t be certain, we believe that a group of the high-priority Humans, the Farian upper leadership, and the remaining Rakkonian Great Wizard have either come to or are close to coming to an agreement on forming a temporary alliance.”
“They have?” Orion’s brows furrowed,
“When did this take place?”
“Extremely recently. We are still not certain entirely on the details, but we believe they have become aware of our actions and our targeting our operations.”
The First Lord’s eyes grew cold when he heard that.
“When are they planning to take action?”
Sect Master Beilo immediately replied,
“We aren’t sure how they found out, but we believe they are aware of the importance placed on our Sanctum operation. We expect their allied forces to converge upon us on, or soon after, that day.”
A grim smile appeared on Orion’s face when he heard that, small lines of electricity peeling off from his body and setting the air to trembling. His eyes flashed white with energy as he replied to the Sect Master,
“Perhaps this is fate. Belio, Great Elders. Prepare everything.”
The air around Orion shuddered, twisting with energy as his words rumbled out,
“It’s time I resolve these… distractions.”
.




Chapter 28

The cries of several small birds lit the air, giving new light to a dying evening sky. The last gleamings of sunlight began their final descent towards the horizon, heralding the end of the day.
Micheal’s gaze was somber as he stood outside the headquarters of the Rushing River Sect in the dim light, staring down at a small stone tablet.
It was a nameless, unmarked grave, where the remains of Baron Lux’s Clone lay buried.
After showing him the video, the Nirvana Saint had told Micheal everything he knew about Baron Lux and his secret identity as the Beast King. He reported to Micheal how the Beast King’s clone had approached the Church in the first place, as well as the information the Church had gathered through its own records.
There was frighteningly little data to work with, but it painted a sad tale.
Lux was the only name he was known by. His real name was unknown as was his past. Almost nothing was known about Lux, save for the facts he admitted of his own volition.
He had been infected by the Vile King on the First Layer, during the First Wave. Lux, alongside a group of others, had been one of the original climbers to walk alongside the Vile King, albeit not in any close or important role.
It was only after he came to the Second Layer and gained his two most powerful Abilities, his ‘Luckstrider Type’ and his ‘Dark Dominion Ability,’ that he became a premier leader in Constantine’s army. Both Abilities came from a Dark Wraith Inheritance and couldn’t be purchased in the Shop, granting him unique powers that were devastatingly effective.
‘It all makes sense now.’ Micheal nodded silently to himself.
Perhaps the reason so little was known about Lux in the first timeline was because the man, himself, erased any records he could find, to remove himself from history. It was clear he was doing everything he could to resist the Vile King’s influence.
“And now you’re gone.” Micheal crouched down beside the grave, his eyes burning with angry light.
He clenched his right hand tight and took a deep breath, trying to get ahold of his emotions.
He failed.
‘It’s infuriating.’
Lux was someone Micheal had never met, someone that owed nothing to Micheal, or to any other human.
Micheal could not fathom the sheer amount of willpower it would take to resist Constantine’s constant mental manipulation, especially for someone as important to the Vile King’s plans as Baron Lux was, for more than 4 years.
Lux had made a tremendous sacrifice, giving up any last shreds of free will he had and any hope of rescue he might have harbored, to help the people that were destined to kill him.
‘During the first timeline, did he-’ Abruptly, Micheal froze, a rush of thoughts suddenly blazing in his mind.
Rapidly, he connected the dots, his eyes widened as he confirmed the suspicions he'd held before.
‘The existence of the Vile King became widespread on the Third Layer… but no one ever knew exactly why.’
People attributed this to Dark Void, and the proliferation of their research.
But as Micheal thought more about it...
‘How did Dark Void first find out about Constantine? How did their network grow so wide so quickly after they broke off from the Purgatory Church and became independent? Why didn’t the Vile King quash them at the start?’
In the back of his head, this fact had always bothered him slightly. Looking back on history, it was one of the many contradictions that had never been adequately addressed.
How did Dark Void discover the Vile King?
Micheal felt blood rush to his ears as he looked down at the blank grave, his heart pounding.
‘It was you.’
His lungs heaved in his chest, his hands clenched into tight fists.
‘You did it.’
A man who had nothing left.
A man who spent his entire existence resisting something that he could never fully overcome.
A man who sacrificed everything for others.
Forgotten by history, time, and humanity.
A silent hero until the end.
Micheal felt like his heart was about to burst through his chest, a mix of emotions violently rioting within him.
‘Damn it.’ He grit his teeth as he took several deep breaths, tasting bile in his throat. Gradually, he regained a semblance of control over himself.
He exhaled sharply through his nose.
“...is there really nothing I can do?” He spoke to himself, already knowing the answer.
The Vile King’s Seeds were permanent.
The only person that could remove them was the Vile King himself, something the man saved only for rare transfers where he set aside a lesser talent for someone who could prove more useful to his cause.
Micheal didn’t even have to consider how Constantine would view Lux. The Vile King would never abandon a man of his caliber.
‘It’s infuriating.’ Micheal’s hands were clenched so tight he drew blood, small drops sliding across his fingernails and skin.
It wasn’t fair.
It wasn’t fair and there was nothing Micheal could do about it. For all his knowledge, skill, and power, he was helpless in the face of this challenge.
There simply was nothing he could do.
He was witness to a great man’s heroism and the only thing he could do to pay back that man was to kill him.
‘Well…’ He paused.
‘If I possessed overwhelming power...’ Micheal’s eyes glowed, Master Tier Sword Energy unconsciously fluttering within him in reaction to his emotional state.
‘The Vile King might be a psychopath, but there’s always been a certain logic to his methods.’ The man wouldn’t have gotten as far as he did if he wasn’t an incredible genius.
A normal man would’ve been driven insane from trying to simultaneously manipulate thousands of different people alone. The fact that Constantine was able to do that all while enacting dozens of different plans and plots spoke a great deal about his absurd mental strength. His Abilities might make his work easier, but it was nevertheless an impossible task in anyone else’s hands.
‘He has a method to his madness.’
He wasn’t someone that refused all negotiation.
‘At the end of the day, his only goal is to ensure the survival of humanity.’
As the daylight faded to night, Micheal took one last look at the blank grave before him.
‘If I become an integral part of humanity’s survival, but am impossible to Seed…’
Micheal’s eyes lit up once more, gleaming with gold light.
‘Perhaps history won’t repeat itself. Maybe Lux won’t have to die.’
Micheal stood up, a drop of blood spattering from his injured palms as he turned away from the grave, his eyes blazing with determination.
He was helpless now… but that didn’t mean he always would be.
Overwhelming power… if he had that, then anything was possible.
‘If my talent for swordsmanship fails to improve, perhaps I should consider branching out into Magic.’ He held the thought for a moment before giving a slight shrug. He would think about it.
Micheal turned his gaze to the south, towards the direction of the Soul King’s Inheritance, where Shin and Sophia were currently training.
He then turned towards the castle behind him, where the Nirvana Saint hid alongside Serena, Shadow Captain Sprel, and the other Farians, hunkering down to rest for the journey ahead.
Finally, he looked down at his bloodstained hands, tracing a finger over the jagged cuts.
He took a deep breath.
He exhaled.
‘Let’s go.’
He began to walk towards the Nirvana Saint’s underground bunker.
It was time to start the final act of the Second Layer.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
The existence of Constantine Lancaster had an enormous impact on the first timeline, in ways both seen and unseen.
Micheal’s hatred for the man and his methods was, in Micheal’s eyes, well deserved.
Constantine was not a good person, by his own admission.
The Vile King’s actions, directly and indirectly, resulted in the deaths of hundreds of millions of humans, all in the name of forcing humanity to grow. He manipulated the minds of innocents and slaughtered millions, ignoring any and all protests against him.
However…
Even Micheal could not deny that Constantine’s actions saw tangible results.
Humanity did grow stronger, desperately so, under his aggression. They were forced to if they wanted to survive, without being given the choice to not. By some metrics, even though humanity perished in the end, the Vile King was a significant part of why they made it as far as they did.
Constantine’s impact on the first timeline was immense.
And now… in the second timeline…
The Vile King had pulled the majority of his forces out of the Second Layer.
His mere presence had a huge impact on the course of history…
And, thus, so too did his absence.
In the first timeline, the Vile King stoked the tensions between races. He manipulated everything from behind the scenes, weakening the other Races to prevent humanity from being overwhelmed entirely. The Great War began when Constantine directly attacked the Six Lords when they were raiding the Sanctum.
This was the only tidbit of history Micheal knew about when it came to the start of the Great War, gathered from the scattered records of history.
He knew how the Great War started. He knew where it started. He even knew when it started and why it started.
However… if there was one thing he didn’t know…
It was the reason why
the Vile King chose that exact moment to start the war.
The Sanctum Ambush, as it came to be known, was an attack that dragged on and on for days and ended without fanfare, neither side obtaining a clear victory. For someone of Constantine’s caliber, the fact that he started a public battle that he couldn’t finish was, in and of itself, unusual. The Vile King was always one to stick to the shadows rather than to serve direct confrontations.
Why did he launch his attack then, destroying the Sanctum and clashing directly with the Six Lords?
The Six Lords were going to attempt to destroy humanity either way, regardless of Constantine's actions. The Vile King knew that, and could have planned his ambush at any other point. 
Micheal knew Constantine’s overarching reasons and goals… but the reasons for the exact incident that set off the Great War was something he didn’t know.
No one knew why, save for the Vile King himself.
Like the flap of a butterfly’s wings setting off a breeze that grows into a great storm, this small oversight had ramifications far beyond what Micheal, or anyone else, could have ever expected.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Far from Micheal’s location existed an underground room full of glowing white pillars. Each monument was bedazzled with shining, golden symbols that flickered brightly, giving off small sparks of light.
At the center of this odd room sat seven ornate sarcophaguses, carved with images of clashing bolts of lightning. Each of these coffins was larger and wider, holding the body of a bipedal being that stood at least half a meter taller than the average human.
The air was still and calm inside the sealed chamber, unmoving after hundreds and hundreds of years.
Abruptly, a loud, rumbling echo shook the room. Layers of dust cascaded into the air, shuddering as the southern wall of the chamber trembled.
Moments later…
The wall exploded, a blue beam of light rocketing through it and colliding with several of the pillars. The explosion sent up a storm of dust and debris, coating the air in murky grey.
After a few seconds, a figure emerged from the newly formed hole in the wall, wielding a large, exotic looking blue wand.
“Finally…” The figure threw aside the Plasmoiden Wand he had used to break into the chamber, an expensive Artifact that could only be purchased through the Shop.
“After all these years… we can begin the body transfer.”
The figure waved his hand to the side, the simple movement imbued with such force that it scattered the cloud of dust in an instant, revealing his identity.
A man with a well-weathered appearance alongside a large, white beard and a tan, lined face that looked slightly at odds with his bulky, muscular body. He was dressed in a simple white robe with a black, diagonal stitching line that stretched from his right shoulder to his left hip.
Thunderfist, the First Lord, a Dark Wraith disguised as a Byren, and the leader of the Divine Might Sect.
Thunderfist strode forward towards the stone coffins placed at the center of the room. The way he walked was unique, every step he took seeming to cover a dozen steps in an instant. It looked as if he was walking slowly, yet he moved extremely quickly.
Behind Thunderfist, several other figures began to file into the room, entering through the same hole Thunderfist had formed in the wall.
The First Lord arrived next to the sarcophaguses in a heartbeat, resting one of his bronzed hands atop it.
He flicked his wrist.
Immediately, the top of the coffin shattered as it was forcibly ripped away. A spurt of golden symbols fluttered in the air and then dissipated, destroyed by the power behind Thunderfist’s movements.
With the sarcophagus cover gone, the body that lay within it was revealed.
Golden skin that shined with a bronze hue, silver hair that glowed dimly, a muscular, nigh perfectly built humanoid body…
Faint motes of light fluttered off the still remains, shimmering in the air. The light gave off a pure, healing sensation that filled one with a sense of awe just by seeing it…
Like the light of a God.
Various emotions flashed in Thunderfist’s eyes as he stared down at the perfectly-preserved corpse. The powerful Master clenched his fists, a flash of yellow light glowing off them as he studied the body.
He looked up from the body, back at the others that had entered the room after him.
And then, he began to smile.
.




Chapter 29

The new day dawned without much fanfare.
As the early morning light crept over the horizon, Micheal looked back at the Rushing River Sect headquarters with a small frown on his face.
‘What is it?’ He thought to himself silently, plagued by a subtle feeling that he couldn’t quite describe.
His intuition, the subtle sixth sense he had developed through constant years of battle, was flaring.
The Nirvana Saint had let them shelter the night over in one of the newly made barracks that had been constructed within the territory of the Rushing River Sect. The rooms were nice and clean, intended for use by the Church’s Grey Knights.
Micheal, alongside Captain Sprel and Serena, had talked to the Nirvana Saint at length last night and today in the morning. Captain Sprel had taken on the position of the official representative of the Farian Race and raised the idea of forming an alliance with the Purgatory Church, while Micheal had reaffirmed his own plans and emphasized the danger posed by the Six Lords.  
In this timeline, the Vile King had taken targeted actions to suppress the Church, ranging from infiltrators purposely mismanaging the Church to weaken it to the attempted assassination of the Nirvana Saint. Constantine had several plants within the Church’s Grey Knights and upper echelon, giving him widespread capabilities when it came to interference.
Thanks in part to Micheal’s actions, however, the Nirvana Saint had enacted a sweeping, bloody purge and a thorough internal restructuring. He even faked his own death, taking advantage of the assassination attempt against him to help ferret out his foes.
That, combined with the fact that the Vile King had pulled out of the Second Layer for reasons unknown, meant that the power and influence of the Church stood at the peak of humanity on the Ancient World. The current upper echelon were firmly in the Nirvana Saint’s grip and the Church’s military forces largely untouched.
This put the Purgatory Church in a prime position to represent humanity for the Second Layer.
The only other notable human power, the 4 Syndicates controlled by the 4 Barons, were currently in no condition to say otherwise. Both Baron Rex and Baron Sansa had vanished from the Second Layer, alongside Baron Lux, the Beast King, implying that the first two were Seeds.
Baron Fortuna, the last remaining of the 4 Barons, was currently merging the 4 Syndicates into the singular Human Alliance that he now controlled.
Fortuna was a monstrously powerful human in his own right. He possessed the Hyperion Blade Tiger Transformation Type, an Ability that couldn’t be directly purchased in the Shop. Fortuna won it by chance when he purchased the 300,000 Point Mystic Variant Transformation Type, a lottery-like Ability that dispensed different Type Abilities for each person.
While he might not possess the raw power that Baron Rex held, Fortuna had been an Olympic Fencing Instructor on Earth. A Spaniard born and bred, he was a master of the traditional martial art known as Destreza, and had perfectly integrated his knowledge and skill from Earth into his life here in the 7 Layers.
For all his strength, skill, and leadership, however, there was nothing Fortuna could do to make hundreds of thousands of humans integrate together faster. Merging the 4 Syndicates into the Human Alliance was something that was bound to take weeks to stabilize, in a long, drawn-out process.
‘Everything we talked about made sense…’ Micheal’s frown deepened as he stared at the headquarters, his eyes narrowing.
‘So just what is it? What is this odd feeling?’ The Nirvana Saint was someone that prioritized the welfare of humanity over all else. Micheal was confident the man wouldn’t betray him.
A few moments passed as he stood in contemplation.
Before he could make up his mind, however…
“Hey Micheal! Ready to go?” Serena’s voice chimed right next to him.
Micheal’s frown vanished as he looked up, replaced with a smile.
Serena stood next to him, dressed in tight leather pants and a long-sleeved, billowing white shirt. A necklace shaped in the image of a butterfly gleamed on her chest, a small green gemstone glimmering with faint light. Her previously frosty demeanor was nowhere to be seen as she smiled back at Micheal, excited for the journey ahead.
“Yeah, I’m all set over here.” Micheal nodded, his eyes flicking to the side as he sized up the rest of the group.
Behind Serena was a full company of Shadow Guards, 100 in total, dressed in their customary grey leather armor. No matter how much the Farians trusted Micheal, the Disciple Apparent of the Wise Lady could not travel anywhere unescorted. The army of Farian warriors had split into two, half staying with Shadow Captain Sprel as he negotiated with the Nirvana Saint, and half coming with Serena.
Micheal turned away from Serena, looking southward as steely determination filled his eyes. 
“It won’t take long to reach the Soul King’s Inheritance.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“Well, well. Our newest guests have finally taken their leave.”
In the depths of the Rushing River Sect headquarters, in the same room Micheal and the Farians had spent hours talking, the Nirvana Saint sat alone, resting on a wooden chair.
Lying on the table in front of him was an electronic tablet with a live feed from a camera outside, picking up the image of Micheal and Serena leaving, alongside 100 Shadow Guards.
Compared to Earth, gravity on the Second Layer was around 35% stronger. This had a significant impact on things like common electronics, especially for complex vehicles.
For objects like tablets, cameras, and smartphones, however, the difference was negligible.
After a moment, the Nirvana Saint waved his right hand, materializing a book out of thin air. The book was beautiful to behold, covered in gold leaf and intricate carvings along its back and front. Faint white light glowed out from its pages as the Nirvana Saint held it.
This was the Nirvana Saint’s unique signature Ability: Solomon’s Book.
The Nirvana Saint’s eyes lit up, emitting golden light as he spoke aloud, his voice causing the air to tremble.
“As one journey ends, yet another shall begin. To take one’s First Step, you must open the First Door.”
A split second later, the outline for a glowing white door appeared in the air. This outline gradually solidified and transformed into a real, physical marble door, complete with carved symbols and lines running up and down it.
That door promptly opened, glowing brightly as a figure emerged from it.
“Your methods are impressive, human. That man has eyes like a hawk. To hide us under his very nose… how absolutely beyond the norm!” A deep voice echoed out in the air from the man that had just appeared, followed by chortling laughter.
If Micheal had been present in the room, even his all-encompassing self control would have failed him at the sight of the man in front of the Nirvana Saint.
It was the Celestial Silverback Type user that Micheal had fought, a member of the Beasts of Providence.
Or, to be more specific…
It was Yvvtal the Destroyer. 
Yvvtal had leapfrogged his Spirit Body from Micheal into the body of the Silverback just moments before he died, taking control of it and becoming independent once more.
“By the 56 Hells, if I had to spend one more second in that damnably white room...” Yvvtal stretched his arms before frowning, looking down at his body with distaste.
“This body ill suits me. The sooner we can come to terms on our cooperation, the better.”
While Yvvtal was speaking, a second figure emerged from the glowing door. Yvvtal moved away from the figure with a look of disdain, his face scrunching up in annoyance.
The new figure was a man with shoulder-length golden hair and a strong, matching beard. His face was handsome, with a powerful jawline and glowing tan skin that appeared to be the very picture of health and masculinity. He had eyes that shined a mix of gold and blue, powerful vitality itself seeming to pulsate from his body.
“Distasteful as always, that scent. I still don’t know how you managed to convince me not to kill you… common enemy, my left foot.” Yvvtal grumbled.
“Director.” The Nirvana Saint’s eyes gleamed as he looked at the man, ignoring Yvvtal’s outburst.
“Saint.” Director Prime returned the greeting with one of his own, giving the leader of the Purgatory Church a small nod. His gaze drifted over towards the electronic tablet, to Micheal’s rapidly fading figure.
His eyes went flat and impassive, giving away nothing.
“As promised, you have heard everything he said... his goals, his purpose. My Truthseekers have confirmed he did not lie to us a single time.” The Nirvana Saint’s words flowed out of him, each one rich and full of meaning.
“A man of your talents could do so much good in this world. I don’t know the full story between you and that Seer, but…” He continued, standing up from the table as he turned to directly face Prime.
“There was a saying back on Earth. Before you embark on the journey of revenge, dig two graves.” The Nirvana Saint’s eyes flashed as his gaze drilled into the Director.
“In this case, you would need to dig hundreds of thousands, nay, millions of graves.” He went on,
“That man, Micheal, hides many secrets… but I have judged that he is a necessary existence for us, and for all mankind.” The leader of the Purgatory Church took a small breath as he paused, his eyes missing nothing.
“Aye, he’s a right bastard, but a smart one, nonetheless. You humans could use a man like him, for what is to come.” Yvvtal interjected with a nod, his eyes growing cold as he thought of the future he had seen.
Prime shifted his impassive gaze to stare at the Nirvana Saint.
The Nirvana Saint returned his gaze with one of his own, resisting the urge to narrow his eyes. Nothing that Prime did indicated he was stopping time to think but, after reading intelligence reports brought up from the First Layer about the man, as well as meeting him face-to-face for the first time several days ago, the Nirvana Saint had a fairly good idea how the Director operated.
‘There’s no more information he can possibly need to gather. If he’s going to make a decision, this is the time for it.’ The Nirvana Saint waited patiently for Prime to respond.
A second slipped by.
…
Only a single second passed and yet, the look in Prime’s eyes noticeably changed. The Nirvana Saint missed nothing, seeing the subtle shifts in Prime’s expression, as if the man had just spent weeks by himself in contemplation.
After that second ended, Prime took one last look at the tablet before turning his eyes back towards the Nirvana Saint. The man grimaced for a split second before his face turned impassive once more as he spoke aloud.
"...let’s discuss the terms of our agreement.”
.




Chapter 30

.. .. .. .. .. .. 
To my little sister Anna,
Hey! How have you been? Uhh, well, that’s probably a dumb question given the circumstances. Sorry, this is my first letter I’m writing to you, and I’m kinda not used to this yet, so it’ll probably be short.
I don’t know when I’ll be able to give you this, but I have all the time in the world right now, so I figured I might as well!
Over here, it’s my first day in some sort of magic training area where time flows faster, but only for my Soul or something. Yeah, it doesn’t make any sense to me, but it still works!
I just found out that I could bring things with me from my Spatial Ring in here, so I grabbed some paper I had and bought a pen from the Shop… and here I am now!
I miss you, Anna. I don’t know where you are or how you’re doing, but I want you to know that I miss you.
It’s only been a few months since I’ve seen you, but I know it’s been several years since you’ve seen me. Time in the 7 Layers sure is weird, huh?
I love you, Anna. I hope you’re doing strong and holding up, wherever you are. Keep it up, girl! You got this!
You do your best over there, and I’ll do my best over here, capiche?
See you soon,
Sophia
.. .. .. .. .. ..
To my little sister,
Hey Anna!
That’s right! I wrote a second letter!
This time, I’ll tell you a bit about what I’m up to over here.
It’s been 5 days since I came to this weird time chamber thing. So far, I’ve spent all my time training.
I have a sparring partner I trained outside that’s respawning over and over. She’s like a shadowy clone of me that grows smarter every time we spar!
So far, though, she’s still terrible. I wonder how many times I have to beat her before she becomes a challenge? Because of the training we did outside, she’s stronger than me, but that doesn’t mean anything if she can’t even touch me.
After I defeat her, it takes a full hour for her to respawn. After doing some tracking, I noticed that she reappears once every hour for 16 hours straight. Then, I get an 8 hour break period to do what I want, which is mostly just meditation and practice.
It’s interesting! Well, sorta. This room is just one giant blank space, so when the clone is gone, there isn’t much for me to do. Still, I’m persevering!
After killing the shadow clone 80 times, it’s definitely started to grow smarter. Now the clone uses real techniques and tactics as it tries to take me down. It can even use the same Abilities as me! It’s still not very hard, though.
I miss you, Anna. You’re always in my thoughts.
With all my love,
Sophia
.. .. .. .. .. ..
To my little sister Anna,
Hey girl! Letter #3! I’m still stuck in this magic time space thing over here! How are you doing?
It’s been 2 weeks since I arrived at this place. I’m starting to get a bit lonely. I didn’t realize how much I relied on Shin as someone to talk to. He’s kind of annoying, but whenever I get too stressed or worried, he always finds a way to calm me down.
WAIT! I didn’t even tell you about Shin! Or Micheal! Oh geez, I am terrible about writing letters.
Okay, this will take a while, so let me start from the beginning.
So I first met Micheal…
.. .. .. .. ..
To my cute little sister,
Hey Anna! It’s me again! Well, I guess that’s obvious since the only way you’ll get these letters is if I hand them to you.
Sorry about that last letter, I feel like I wrote it to be waay too long. Still, I hope you find our journey interesting. Isn’t it kind of crazy? I’ve done so many things over here, it’s hard to believe I’ve only been in the 7 Layers for a few months.
Anyway. Today marks the end of the first 30 day month I’ve spent inside this time chamber.
My sparring partner has finally grown enough to become a challenge. Or, at least, it would have been if I had stayed the same.
Somewhere along the way, as I kept practicing over and over for hours each day without end, I realized something.
It might sound weird, but my body reacts almost on its own now when it comes to combat. Every time my clone attacks, I can dodge her attacks without even thinking. It’s almost like I was meant to be a fighter, it’s crazy!
It’s like my brain is processing the information it receives instantaneously and I’m automatically coming up with the best response!
Micheal said that in the vision of the future he saw, I was one of the most naturally talented humans in all existence, an ‘S Ranker’ on the First Layer.
I wonder if that’s why everything feels so smooth and natural?
Anyway. Starting tomorrow, I’m going to evenly split my focus between meditating about my Sword Energy, manipulating my Wind Sweeper Ability, and maximizing my use of my Fairy Eyes Ability. I plan on getting a new Ability soon, but that will come after I master my current powers!
Lots of exciting stuff over here, little sis! Well, not too exciting since I’m still in this giant empty white room, but it’s okay.
I’m still going on strong!
Love you, Anna
Sincerely,
Your older sis, Sophia
.. .. .. .. .. ..
To my little sister Anna,
Oh my gosh Anna! Guess what just happened!
It’s only been a single day since my last letter, but I had to write to you again today because something changed!
My empty time chamber room just transformed! Now instead of just a giant white room, I’m in a large grassy forest!
The environment here isn’t real, I can tell, it’s just simulated. But this is a THOUSAND times better than the plain white room! I was about to go crazy just staring at that empty space training alone.
Now, I finally have something to look at!
Oh geez, my shadow clone just arrived. Gotta go, sis. Talk to you again soon!
With all my love,
Sophia
.. .. .. .. .. ..
To my little sister Anna,
Hey hun.
It’s been a full 30 days since I wrote my last letter.
I tried to focus purely on sparring and training for the past few weeks and I can definitely feel some improvements. My understanding of Sword Energy has grown qualitatively as has my manipulation of my Wind Sweeper Ability. I’m stuck when it comes to advancing my Fairy Eyes, though.
Anyway, that’s all for the training report. I’m not too sure what else to write about!
I’m still stuck in the time chamber, doing the same thing over and over each day. It’s really starting to drain me, after 2 full months spent in here.
My sparring partner has grown smarter and smarter. Now she ambushes me by hiding in the leaves of the forest or the bushes on the ground. She’s taken to creating traps and making her own weapons from the forest.
I tried bringing out weapons from my Spatial Ring to test her, but she automatically gained the exact same weapons in response. I suppose that’s good design on the part of the Dark Wraith that made this place. It keeps the fight fair.
She’s still no match for me. I’m growing right alongside her, so even if she has a more powerful body, she still can’t keep up with my attacks.
I wonder if the environment will change again tomorrow, on the first day of a new 30 day month.
I’ll write again if it does.
Sincerely,
Sophia.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
To my little sister Anna,
It changed. It went from a leafy forest to a wide open desert, with raised sand dunes, cacti forests, and large canyons spread out.
I’m going to spend most of today exploring this new place to get a better feel for it. I only have a couple of hours before my clone respawns, so I’ll need to make it quick.
This letter will be a short one, sis.
I love you and miss you even more now.
From your older sister,
Sophia
.. .. .. .. .. ..
To my little sister,
Hey Anna.
It’s been 4 months since I wrote my last letter.
Sorry for the long gap. After I wrote that short letter in the desert region, I ended up becoming depressed and couldn’t bring myself to write another letter.
Nothing too crazy has happened since then. The regions shift each month, I’ve been through a volcanic region, an oceanic region, a winter region, and a swamp region. I’m still training and…
Well, let me get to the main reason of this letter.
This is really hard, Anna.
I don’t want to complain, I’m sure you’ve been through much harder things here in your time alone… but after the first 2 months by myself in here, everything started crashing down on me.
I’m scared, Anna. I’m so scared of losing you. I’m so scared that I won’t be able to save you. I’m so scared that I won’t be good enough. I’m so scared that all the training I’m doing won’t matter. I’m scared that I won't be able to see mom or dad again.
I’m scared of dying.
Everything is really really scary these days, Anna. It’s so hard to keep everything together and act tough.
I wish I could just flip a switch and suddenly become a super badass chick that isn’t afraid of anything. But I can’t.
Just a few months ago, I was a 4th-year college student that placed for the first time in the National Collegiate Gymnastics Championship.
Now, I’m supposed to be a super warrior that fights monsters and saves people.
It’s really hard. Really really really really really hard.
I know I CAN do it. I’m talented. Extremely talented. I can see that, now, after all the months I’ve spent in training.
I’ve managed to evolve my Intermediate Tier Sword Energy into Advanced Tier Sword Energy. I can now use my Wind Sweeper Ability to manipulate the air as if I was born with the Ability. Even my Fairy Eyes have grown and evolved, feeling as if they are a natural part of me now.
I SHOULD be a badass warrior… but can I really do that? I don’t know, Anna.
I really don’t know.
But I cannot give up trying.
I know you’re out there, somewhere. Alone, without me, struggling by yourself.
I’m really scared, Anna, and I don’t know if that will ever change. Maybe I’m a coward at heart.
But I won’t let that stop me anymore.
I won’t let anything get in my way.
Hold on for me, Anna. This will be the last letter I write in here. For now on, I’m going to put every iota of my being into becoming strong.
I don’t know if I can transform into a super badass warrior chick… but I can sure as hell try.
I’ll be there soon.
With all my love,
Your older sister Sophia
.




Chapter 31

Shin took a deep breath as he walked through the First Gate.
A flash of white light overwhelmed his eyes and then the world vanished.
It reappeared, a split second later, in the form of an enormous, empty white room.
“Huh?” Shin blinked, his eyes narrowing as he looked around.
He instantly activated his Warping Phaser Type Ability, overlaying his vision with a world made of tens of thousands of interconnecting lines.
“Well, at least it still works in here.” Shin muttered quietly, feeling relieved. He tapped on one of the lines and instantly travelled through it, teleporting to the other end 10 meters to his left.
Shin’s unique Type Ability was a power that gave him an enormous amount of solace. The fact that he could teleport his way out of trouble in the face of virtually anything served as the bedrock for Shin’s confidence when it came to the brutal reality that was the 7 Layers.
Before he could make any other observations, Shin heard a loud thump coming from behind him.
Immediately, Shin teleported 15 meters towards the way he was facing. The moment he arrived, he spun around, instinctively activated his Spatial Ring and pulling out his Soul Pistol.
The first thing he saw was the shadowy guard he had fought against outside charging at him.
Without hesitation, Shin raised his Soul Pistol and let loose a single, precise shot. He activated his Expand Ability as he did, transforming the bullet into a literal cannonball.
With a resounding thump, the bullet turned cannonball blasted into the shadow clone and destroyed it, killing it instantly. Black, shadowy essence flowed around the creature for a few seconds before it dissipated into the air, leaving behind nothing.
“That’s tough, dude. You’re like an NPC that keeps respawning.” Shin shook his head apologetically. He then began to pan around the area, looking for signs of other enemies.
“...”
There was nothing else here.
“Well, okay then. So this is what Micheal meant by a place to train…” He muttered to himself with a sigh.
Shin began to do some warmup stretches, just in case anything else happened. Immediately after he started, he made several observations.
He was stretching, but it wasn’t exactly the same as normal. He could finely feel every single detail of his body, something that wasn’t the case for him normally.
This wasn’t his real body, but some sort of simulated body connected to his Soul. Micheal had told him that their real bodies would remain in some sort of time stasis while they trained in here, but it was something Shin couldn’t quite comprehend until he experienced it himself.
The clearest example of that had to be the fact that he now had his real left arm back, instead of the Melding Plate Arm Artifact that had replaced his left arm on the First Layer, after it had been ripped off. 
“How weird.” He opened and closed his left hand before turning his gaze towards his Soul Pistol.
He could pull items from his Spatial Ring and his movements and physical form felt identical.
‘I don’t feel even the slightest bit tired, or hungry, or thirsty.’
Physical exhaustion inside the First Gate was completely eliminated.
“If that’s the case, then…” Shin looked down at his hands and shrugged,
“Let’s get to it.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Time passed like water flowing down a river.
“Woah!” Shin teleported through the air, launching himself upward as he dodged several speeding bullets. He spun around as he reappeared, whipping out his best close range gun, his Soul Pistol, and unleashing several rounds of his own.
“Expand!” The bullets turned cannonballs hurtled through space, aimed at a shadowy clone of himself.
Just before the bullets connected, the clone vanished, teleporting away.
“Damn, that’s really annoying. So this is what it feels like.” Shin spat out as he teleported again, this time reappearing on the ground.
The clone began to repeatedly teleport up high in the air, making it impossible for Shin shoot it down.
After a couple of seconds, however, a smile appeared on Shin’s face as he tracked the clone’s movements.
“You poor soul...” Shin’s eyes flashed as he lowered his right hand, pointing his Soul Pistol down.
“You merely adopted the ability to teleport.” Shin raised his right hand up, slowly bringing the gun out above him as he aimed.
“I was born- well, actually that’s not right.” Shin frowned.
“Whatever.”
He fired.
‘Expand!’
Shin had aimed the pistol at an empty spot roughly 30 meters up and to his right. At the time he fired, there was nothing there, and the shadowy clone was actually another 15 meters back and away, teleporting in mid-air.
For a split second, it looked as if he had completely missed.
However… a tiny instant later…
The shadowy clone teleported exactly into the spot Shin was aiming at.
A loud thump rang out as the clone exploded, leaking dark essence everywhere as it died without fanfare.
“Teleport spamming in front of a teleporter… rookie mistake.” Shin shook his head.
He walked over to where the last bits of shadowy essence were falling. The bits of darkness landed on the ground and slowly fizzled out, dissipating into nothing.
Shin patted the spot where it had been.
“Try harder next time.”
He got back up and stretched his arms.
“Still, that’s not a bad idea. I never thought about teleport spamming like that. That’s pretty unique.” Shin looked up at the air, his eyes lighting up with a hint of excitement.
“If a fake clone of me can do it, then I should be able to do it too, right?” He grinned.
“Let’s find out.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“How long has it been…?” Shin muttered to himself as he relaxed on a poolside, reclining chaise lounge chair. He was lying down on the chair as he meditated, one of the many of an assortment of random things he had in his Spatial Ring.
“At least the view is nice.”
Around 400 meters away from Shin, directly in front of him, was a slowly erupting volcano. A stream of lava flowed down the side of the rocky mountain, emitting bright red flames amid an ocean of magma.
Shin’s reclining chair was set on a small stone mesa that was adjacent to the volcano. There was no vegetation or animals nearby, only red rocks, grey rocks, white rocks, and flaming lava of various types.
In the First Gate, there was no Sun or Moon, and no concept of day or night. Instead, the world around Shin appeared as if it was always daylight. Since he didn’t need to rest or sleep, the lack of a Sun was not a particularly pressing issue.
“Hmm… if I count backwards from the time when I first arrived.” Shin concentrated for a moment,
“Yeah, that’s right.” Shin smiled and nodded to himself,
“I haven’t been keeping track at all.”
He had no idea how long he had been in here.
His days had devolved into a 16 hour chunk of repeated combat and an 8 hour chunk of time for himself. The clone he fought had become much smarter. It was capable of using cover and teleporting in to ambush him at opportune times. It used the same weapons he did and could fire and Expand its own bullets to try and take him out.
However, Shin hadn’t just been sitting still. He had been doing his utmost to practice everything he could and, as a result, saw immense growth.
He had practiced using his Warping Phaser Type Ability to the point where it truly felt like he had been born with it. He could teleport anywhere within range on command with ease.
In addition to that, and as a result of his practice, Shin’s connection to the world around him had subtly changed. He could sense the tangible flow of the space around him. It was a difficult feeling to describe, but it was akin to his Soul being in tune with the physical world in his area.
This meant that every time the shadowy clone tried to teleport in, Shin could instantly sense the diverted flow of space that came about from that teleportation. As a result, it was now functionally impossible for the shadowy clone to warp in behind him and take him by surprise.
‘Well, for now, at least. If the clone grows incredibly skilled at teleporting, it might be able to teleport without leaving any ripples in the flow of Spacetime.’ Shin’s brows twitched at the thought.
That was what he had put a great deal of focus into himself after he realized he could sense the flow of the world: teleporting without affecting the flow of space at all.
So far, if he wanted to do a perfect teleportation without sending out even the faintest ripples, Shin discovered he had to concentrate for 2 seconds before he could achieve it.
‘Even that is still absurdly hard.’ He had improved that time immensely from the original 11 seconds it took when he first accomplished it.
“This is quite fun.” Shin spoke to himself with a small smile on his face.
“Let’s keep it up.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“I’m not in my real body, so why on Earth am I so cold?!” Shin grumbled to himself as he shivered, wrapping his body in layers of blankets.
The world around Shin had transformed into a winter wonderland, a tall, pine forest that was frozen in place, covered in layers of snow and ice. Shin’s breath flashed out in the air in front of him, a cool, white fog forming in place.
“Damn it. I should have seen this coming.” Shin swore to himself as he thought back to the last region he had been in.
In the volcanic region, he could keenly feel the heat from the passing flow of lava. It only made sense that there would be a region that was freezing cold as well.
“I hate the cold.” Shin pulled out a winter parka out of his Spatial Ring and threw it on.
A half second later, his eyes twitched. He immediately vanished.
Right after that…
A small explosion shook the air as several large cannonballs smashed the spot where he had been standing. Chunks of dirt, ice, and grass were flung up in the air, cascading about in a large, chaotic mess.
“There you are.” Shin’s eyes blazed with fury as he held on to the side of a tree, tracking the direction he felt space fluctuate in. At the end of his gaze was the shadowy figure of his clone.
“I know it’s not your fault that the world is stupidly cold right now.” Shin spoke as he stared down the clone, watching it teleport away.
“But I’m going to choose to ignore that and blame you anyway.” Shin cocked his gun and teleported after it.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“I’ve always been good at reading people.”
Shin’s voice echoed as he floated on a large inner tube, lounging in the midst of a humongous ocean.
Shin still wasn’t sure how long it had been since he had arrived in this training world. Several months, at least, by this point.
In that time, he had picked up a habit of talking to himself. He did enjoy talking, after all, and with no one to speak to, he had to make do with what he was given: namely, himself.
Shin pondered his own state of being as he quietly floated on the back tube, the rocking waves of the ocean below soothing him.
Now that Sophia was gone, for the first time in a while, Shin was truly alone.
He had no responsibilities in here, no worries to drag him down, no one he needed to care for.
He quite enjoyed this break from the frantic hell that was the 7 Layers.
The easygoing smile on Shin’s face faded as his shoulders slumped, a long, exhausted sigh breaking free from his lips.
“Sometimes I wish I wasn’t good at that.”
Shin was born an orphan. His parents abandoned him long before he could remember anything. He had grown up in an orphanage for years without anyone willing to adopt him, forcing him to learn how to fend for himself.
His ability to read people was a skill he had picked up young.
Life as a poor orphan was not an easy thing. In the first 9 years of his life alone, Shin was transferred through 5 different orphanages.
It was only well after he turned 10 that he was finally adopted.
Shin’s smile returned as he thought of his adopted parents and his adopted little sister.
“That’s reminds me of Sophia and her sister.” Shin tilted his head to the side, raising an eyebrow as he spoke to himself.
“What were the odds? That was a crazy moment.”
Sophia’s little sister and his little sister both shared the same nickname: Anna. Their full names differed, with Sophia’s little sister being named Anastasia while Shin’s little sister was named Annabel.
He had bonded with Sophia over the coincidence, spending hours together sharing embarrassing sibling stories with each other. That had been one of his fondest memories on the First Layer.
“Poor Sofa.” Shin’s smile faded as he thought of his companions.
Micheal had become incredibly serious ever since he saw those visions of the future. It was like he changed into a different person overnight. Shin would have worried about him, but, somehow, Micheal was able to take everything in stride. It seemed like nothing at all could faze his best friend now.
The change was a jarring one, to be sure. Just how detailed were those visions of the future, that they could transform him so much? Still, he was still the same old Micheal that Shin loved like a brother, either way.
Sophia, on the other hand, was a different case. If Shin had to describe it in a single sentence, it felt like she was trying to become like Micheal, but kept missing the mark. Sophia had an incredibly strong level of self esteem, but that meant little in a world as terrifying as the 7 Layers.
She was straining herself tremendously, to a point that far exceeded what any normal human was capable of.
Micheal might not know, but when it came to the little things, Shin’s keen eye could pick up on even the most minute of changes.
The way Sophia carried herself, the way her eyes hardened and how she clenched her fists slightly from time to time, the tight expression that was constantly on her face…
They were the tell-tale signs of someone pushing herself to the limit.
In Shin’s eyes, that could mean only one of two things.
‘Either she pulls through all the things that are stressing her and comes out stronger than ever or…’ He frowned,
‘She breaks.’
So far, he had done everything he could to help out. He didn’t confront her directly because he could already tell that wasn’t what she wanted. She was a self-determined woman intent on solving her own problems. The last thing she would want was advice from him.
“Still… lame-, I mean, amazing jokes and funny stories can only go so far.” Shin sighed.
“I hope you’re doing okay without me.”
After a few seconds more, Shin smirked.
“Why is it that, in the middle of the Apocalypse, I’m more worried about my friends than I am about myself?” He snorted to himself and then began considering the issue seriously.
“Man, I’m pretty weird, now that I think about it.”
Shin had never been one to worry too much about things. Perhaps as a byproduct of the first 10 years he had lived as an orphan, Shin never expected much of anything out of life.
He would live as he pleased, making decisions that he would not regret. He lived every day by this rule, even here in the 7 Layers.
It was Shin’s unique mindset that let him adapt so quickly after he was Chosen during the 4th Wave. In his own opinion, Sophia’s willpower and mental strength far exceeded his. The reason he had a far easier time dealing with this new world compared to Sophia had to do, in large part, with his mentality.
“Whatever happens, happens. Just live a life you won’t regret. There’s nothing more you need to think about.” Shin sat up in his inner tube, a small splash of water sprinkling onto the floating rubber.
“There’s no point in worrying about things you can’t change.” Shin gave himself a silent round of applause for his own sage advice. The movement sent the drops of water on his tube drizzling down the side.
“That’s what life is really about.” Shin’s gaze flickered as he glanced off to his right, a small smile dawning on his lips.
His larger Soul Rifle appeared in his hands, hugged up against him and hidden from sight. He aimed the rifle while leaning it up against the inner tube, pointing it just below the surface of the water, roughly 70 meters away.
“Easy come…”
Shin cocked the rifle and abruptly teleported, the inner tube coming with him as he moved more than 50 meters in an instant.
He landed on the tube with a soft pat. In the same moment he arrived, his shadowy clone teleported in 20 meters away from him, exactly where Shin was now pointing his Soul Rifle.
“Easy go.”
He pulled the trigger.
.




Chapter 32

“Watch out!” Micheal yelled as he flung his right hand forward, five long, metal strands slicing through the air, coated in red Sword Energy.
He was currently standing atop a small grey boulder, in the middle of a vast and wide stone canyon. Micheal’s eyes glowed with energy, the Ki within him flaring as he focused his senses outward.
Around him were dozens of Farian warriors scrambling to pull out their weapons. Serena stood a couple of meters away on the ground, her eyes opened wide with shock.
A split second later, the titanium threads Micheal sent out slammed into three vague, shadowy figures that were falling through the air from above, instantly split them in twain. The Shadow Seekers literally fell apart as a result, dark essence exploding out of them and dissipating.
“Perimeter check!”
“Formation 12 A. MOVE!”
“Where are they coming from?!”
A flurry of shouts echoed out as the Farian Shadow Guards organized, swiftly splitting up into five distinct groups of 20. They spread out in a protective formation, keeping a careful watch on their surroundings. A wash of ruddy Auras broke out as many of them called upon their Bloodlines, preparing for combat.
Micheal sighed as he saw this, waving his hand to retract the metal threads back into his Silk Strider Glove.
“This is why I hated travelling through the Dark Canyon in large groups.” He muttered as he jumped down from the boulder.
It had been two days since Micheal and Serena had left the Rushing River Sect Headquarters, parting ways with Shadow Captain Sprel and the Nirvana Saint. In that time, they had surreptitiously travelled through the territory of the Divine Might Sect and headed south, in the direction of the Soul King’s Inheritance.
On their way down, because the trails they took were off the beaten path, they’d encountered a flurry of Low-Tier and Mid-Tier Magic Beasts. The Farian Shadow Guards made quick work of the creatures without any need of Micheal’s help, but the number of Mid-Tier Magic Beasts they encountered made Micheal nervous.
'It's odd.'
No matter how remote the path they travelled, they were still within the territory of the Divine Might Sect. At worst, they should have encountered several Low-Tier Magic Beasts and only rarely any Mid-Tier Magic Beasts.
‘Everyone is focused on the Sanctum…’ Just what was so important about that Inheritance to the Six Lords, to the point where they’d concentrate the entirety of their forces on securing it? History didn't say. 
In addition, the leftover forces that should’ve been set to patrolling were instead hidden away due to the Darmaton Plague, leaving the territory they traversed through unguarded. Despite travelling through 8 smaller sub-sect's territories, they barely encountered a handful of Byrens. 
“That made my heart jump.” Serena’s voice caught Micheal’s attention as she waved over at him, her eyes still open and wide. Micheal cast aside his thoughts as he gave her a smile.
“Did they just appear from thin air? How does that make sense!”
Micheal shrugged and nodded.
“That’s exactly what they did.”
The Soul King’s Inheritance was, in simple terms, an Inheritance created by one of the single most powerful beings to have walked this land. Not just anyone could resist an entire Tribe of Deities, albeit a newly born and undeveloped Tribe.
When a large group entered the Dark Canyon, the dark clones that the Inheritance dispatched to fight the group off would appear in random droves, at random locations, during random times. The Inheritance was powerful enough to support tens of thousands of shadowy clones, if need be.
It was already very difficult to keep track of which of the vague, shadowy figures was after which person in groups of only 20 or 30 people. With 100 Farian Shadow Guards, Serena, and Micheal himself in their current team, keeping track of their assailants had become a nigh impossible challenge.
Without the ability to predict when the monsters would respawn or who they would target, their group was forced to maintain a maximum level of awareness for 24 hours a day without rest.
“On the bright side, we’ll be through here soon.” Micheal waved over to the Farian Lieutenant in charge of the 100 man team that had joined him, Lieutenant Minesvelle. The two spoke for a few moments before Minesvelle nodded and left, adjusting the formation his Shadow Guards were in.
“Didn’t you say your friends had to stay here for a week before they entered the Inheritance?” Serena bounced over to Micheal’s side, her demeanor returning to normal as she joined him.
Micheal’s nose twitched as he glanced over at her.
‘...when did my lips get so loose?’ Serena had a talent for disarming him, it seemed. Micheal had a weak spot for people who constantly tried their best to improve, and Serena’s repeated requests to spar with him perfectly matched that.
“The reason they needed to train doesn’t apply to us, at least not right now.” Micheal planned on entering the First Gate, but he wouldn’t do it in the same way as Shin and Sophia.
“Right, I remember what you said.” Serena smiled as she looked at Micheal, faint sparks of Phoenix Flame gleaming deep with her eyes.
She raised her right hand up in a fist triumphantly.
“We’re here to hunt for treasure!”
‘...’
Micheal made a mental note to tighten his lips in the future.
“Yes, that’s right. Training is, at best, only part of the reason we’re coming here.” Micheal nodded slowly.
“The main reason…” He smiled at Serena and matched her right hand with his own, clenched tight in a fist.
“Treasure.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Within the Soul King’s Inheritance lay the Five Gates.
The First Gate: The Gate of Suffering.
The Second Gate: The Gate of Healing.
The Third Gate: The Gate of Fate.
The Fourth Gate: The Gate of Trials.
The Fifth Gate: The Gate of Death.
These Gates each had their own unique properties. The First Gate that Shin and Sophia had entered accelerated time, though only for one’s Soul. The Second Gate was a place of healing and calm, a zone one would enter to recuperate after entering the First Gate.
The Third Gate was a Gate that you could only enter if you were ‘Fated’ to enter. The vast majority of humans were forever unable to enter this Gate, including Micheal in his first life, after the existence of the Soul King’s Inheritance became public knowledge. What happened inside this Gate was a fact that had been lost to history.
The Fourth Gate, however, was what Micheal had his eyes on, and for good reason.
The Gate of Trials was how one accessed the Soul King’s Treasury.
It was a competition, of sorts, where after you entered, you would begin a host of 1v1 duels. Each foe you fought would be an enemy that had been ‘recorded’ by the Soul King’s Inheritance, something that ranged from enemies from hundreds and hundreds of years ago, during the era where the Inheritance was created, to previous entrants that had participated in the Gate of Trials.
Of course, given that they should be the first humans to have ever set foot in the Soul King’s Inheritance, there wouldn’t be any other previous entrants yet. Still, in the annals of history Micheal had read, the Gate of Trials was an extremely difficult Gate to challenge even early on.
It was also one of the only sources of Miracle Gems on the Second Layer, a type of supplemental Artifact one could absorb to modify the genetic and physical makeup of one’s body, enhancing their Physique, and something Micheal absolutely needed to obtain for his present and future teammates. 
But… even more important than that… hidden deep within the Gate of Trials, in the depths of the Soul King’s Treasury…
There existed something that could not be found anywhere else in all existence.
Across Micheal’s first life, many fantastical things were witnessed by humanity. The onslaught of the Deities, the space-twisting reality of the Fourth Layer, the endless Void of the Third Layer.
Amongst the midst of the mystical things beheld by humanity lay objects that were neither natural phenomena nor powerful living monstrosities, yet, nevertheless, possessed just as much impact on the state of reality.
These miraculous exceptions came in the form of Artifacts of immense strength, granting providence, Abilities, or powers that had never before been seen. These rare Artifacts stood leagues ahead of other Artifacts, in a class entirely of their own.
Humanity eventually compiled these outliers into a list and gave them a name:
Legendary Artifacts, of which only 15 were ever discovered.
Within the bowels of the Soul King’s Inheritance lay a treasure of paramount importance.
An Artifact so powerful that even Gods would fight for it.
In the original timeline, Baron Fortuna was the first one to discover and obtain this Artifact, during the midst of the Tree Conflict that saw the Syndicates go to war with one another, prior to the Great War Between Races.
Fortuna’s understanding of the Artifact was hampered and limited, but even with that going against him…
After he obtained this Artifact, he became the de facto leader of humanity on the Second Layer, putting an end to the Tree Conflict and taking the lead when the Great War Against Races broke out.
Fortuna was one of the first humans to square off against the Vile King in the original timeline, putting up a fierce level of resistance after a failed assassination attempt against him. As one of the very few human Masters on the Second Layer, Fortuna was not someone that would go down quietly.
His eventual death came at the hands of the Lord Justiciar. The two had a fateful duel that ended with Fortuna’s death, but not before he seriously injured Gregor, enough to cause the Lord Justiciar to fall soon after, near the end of the Great War.
That Legendary Artifact would eventually find its way into the hands of the Nirvana Saint, where it rose to fame and prominence, and remained there until the Titled Deity Navir killed him and stole it.
It was the Legendary Artifact Ranked 6th on the List of Legends:
The Crown of the Angel King.
.




Chapter 33

“Here we are!” Micheal’s eyes lit up with delight as he came to a stop, staring at a blank stone wall.
“The Soul King’s Inheritance!”
His excited proclamation was met with a rather still silence.
Micheal’s intense scan of the wall was interrupted as Serena casually nudged him with her big toe.
“Micheal… uh…” Serena stared back at him, the wall, and then the Shadow Guards that were forming up in platoons behind him.
“I don’t know how to break this to you, but…” Her eyes glimmered as she followed Micheal’s gaze.
“This is…”
“...”
“A wall.”
The stone wall was marked with cracks and creases, weathered and aged by the sands of time. From first glance, it didn’t seem any different than the many other stone boulders and cliffs around it.
Micheal snorted, wiping a grin off his face as he turned to look at Serena.
“It’s a wall, yeah, but it’s a sort of… err…” Micheal waved his hands in the air,
“A magic wall.”
“A magic wall?” Serena squinted at Micheal.
“To open it up and get into the Inheritance…” Micheal took a step forward, placed his hand atop a series of small cracks in the stone, and began to wait.
After a few seconds, warm, yellow light began to morph into existence, faint, mystical glyphs appearing in space.
Micheal snatched his hand back in a flash, causing the symbols to disappear.
“You just have to put your hand on it.” His grin widened as he saw Serena’s shocked appearance.
Technically, you had to rest your hand here after killing the Shadow Seeker that targeted you at least once, to activate the glitched protocol of the Inheritance, but Micheal opted to skip the details.
The Disciple Apparent of the Wise Lady walked up next to Micheal and began placing her own hand on the wall. Behind her, Micheal waved over Lieutenant Minesville, starting a short discussion to coordinate the movements of the other 100 Farian Shadow Guards.
“...”
Serena stared at the glowing yellow glyphs that started forming.
She jerked her hand back, after a second.
Then, she daintily put her hand back on the wall, her eyes lighting up as the bright symbols once more floated into existence.
“Well, okay then.” She pursed her lips in amusement,
“I guess it’s a magic wall.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
The main room inside the Soul King’s Inheritance was just as Micheal remembered.
A large stone platform, grey stone walls and a grey stone floor, carved with symbols and glyphs that gave off light. The circular room was large but not enormous at 25 meters wide.
There was no sign of Shin and Sophia, but that didn’t worry Micheal. The duo were probably within the Second Gate right now, after finishing their time-accelerated journey through the First Gate.
Micheal’s gaze zeroed in on the five archways that lined the room, the Five Gates.
“Mmm… Second… Third… Fourth.” His eyes lit up as he stared down the Fourth Gate, excitement starting to bubble in his veins.
Micheal fully intended to take advantage of the First Gate's time-accelerated training space... but he would do that after he conquered the Fourth Gate and obtained the Crown of the Angel King, to maximize efficiency. He only had one shot at each Gate. 
“Woah… this place is kinda spooky.” Behind Micheal, Serena stared around as the Soul King’s Inheritance, blinking several times as she cleared her vision.
Lieutenant Minesville, alongside a dozen Shadow Guards, appeared on the platform next to them. The Shadow Guards split to form a two pronged perimeter, one inside the Inheritance and one outside, maintaining a steady watch and guard over the area.
Those outside were destined to be confronted by Shadow Seekers, but the elite Farian warriors would have no problems defending a set zone from them, at least for a few days. Eventually, the Shadow Seekers' continuous growth might prove troublesome, but by that point, Micheal’s business at this location would be over.
That said, the Farian’s business might still be ongoing.
The Farian Shadow Guards, and Disciple Apparent Serena, hadn’t travelled with Micheal just because Serena enjoyed sparring with him.
Before Micheal set out from the territory of the Farian Tribes, he had explained the focus of his journey. Specifically, he told them about the two main destinations he planned on visiting, first the Nirvana Saint and second the Soul King’s Inheritance, in order to prepare for his assault on the Sanctum, where he could obtain the Title System. 
The Nirvana Saint was influential enough to serve as the ambassador for Humanity to the Farians, something the Lord Justiciar was trying to secure. The Farians had already established communication lines with one of the other invading races, the Rakkonians to the South, and intended to do the same for humanity.
The goal of the being that dragged all of them into the 7 Layers appeared to be to host some sort of genocidal death game. The participating races, however, didn’t necessarily have to comply with that.
At least early on, there was still hope for peace in Micheal, and many others’, eyes.
When humanity and the other races arrived on their First Layer, they were all imparted with the same mental message.
The only way out of the 7 Layers was to reach the end of the Seventh Layer.
And… only one species could achieve that.
Every race was given that message and understanding upon arriving in the 7 Layers.
However…
Just because they were told that didn’t mean every race would obediently give way and obey that declaration. In the first place, they were all brought here against their will. No one consented to being dragged into the 7 Layers.
Resistance was only natural.
“Now, remember, Serena. Under no circumstances should you ever enter the Fifth Gate.” Micheal pointed to the archway marked fifth, his eyes deadly serious.
“I know, I know. You don’t need to keep telling me.” Serena returned with a petulant snort, tiny red Phoenix Flames piping out of her nose and then promptly vanishing.
“Just make sure you don’t enter it, under any circumstances.” Micheal reiterated.
The Fifth Gate was called the Gate of Death for good reason: no one who had entered the Fifth Gate ever returned alive. Micheal was unaware of even a single occurrence throughout history where someone entered the Fifth Gate and came back.
It was a mysterious Gate that was best left untouched.
“We’re here to set up a research base, not to get into any trouble. Stop worrying over every little thing.” Serena raised her fingers and flicked Micheal’s right shoulder, grinning at him playfully.
“Everything’s going to be fine.”
Micheal rubbed his forehead at her ominous words, mentally reminding himself that jinxes weren’t real.
‘Wait, they are real.’ In the 7 Layers, it was indeed possible to unintentionally curse oneself.
He rubbed his forehead even harder.
‘At least my new Heartflame Physique enhances my resistance to curses.’ He consoled himself with confidence that he didn’t feel.
“Alright, well… before I enter the Fourth Gate, why don’t we run through the checklist we made?” Micheal turned an inquisitive eye to the newest potential member to his team.
“We can only enter each Gate a single time.” Serena began, counting off on her fingers as she mentioned each point.
Micheal nodded.
“Only enter the First Gate if you’re mentally prepared for the solitude.” She raised a second finger.
“Correct. The Second Gate is for…?” Micheal raised an eyebrow.
“Healing and rejuvenation. Make sure to stay in it until you get kicked out for the maximum benefits.” Serena raised a third finger.
“Enter the Fourth Gate after…?” Micheal asked.
“After gearing up properly and readying my mental state. Also, concede if you're in danger.” Serena held up a fourth finger, while making a fighting, karate-chop-like motion with her free hand.
“And finally?” Micheal grinned at her antics.
“Don’t stay outside for too long, the Shadow Seekers are always dangerous.” The pretty female Farian raised up her fifth finger triumphantly, giving Micheal a snarky grin.
“Perfect. I guess you were listening to me all those times, huh?” Micheal clapped his hands together.
“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say. You’re lucky that you’re talented enough to teach me. I don’t just listen to anyone.” Serena glared at him before turning away, hiding a small smile.
Micheal shifted his focus back to the Fourth Gate, clenching his hands unconsciously.
‘Let’s prepare.’
He walked down the steps that led up to the raised platform he had arrived on, stretching his arms and legs as he moved. He checked on his gear after, noting the condition of all of his Artifacts. His Life Orb count was currently full and ready, meaning he had a flurry of extra lives to spare.
‘My Silk Strider Gloves are fine, as are the Spider Gems attached to them. There’s enough metal in there to last a while longer.’ Micheal nodded to himself before glancing down at his feet.
While he hadn’t found himself needing to use them recently, he still wore a pair of Cloud Stepping Shoes. The ability to jump off of thin air once every few seconds was a very useful function, especially for an Artifact that only cost 25,800 Points.
He tapped on his chest, feeling the Aura Nullification Necklace that he wore at all times still present. His Mid-Tier Spatial Ring still contained a host of random Artifacts from Yvvtal's Inheritance, but nothing he needed to use right now. 
Finally, he ran his fingers along the hilt of the extraordinary sword that the Lord Justiciar had gifted him, Lightshorn.
‘It’s time I put you to good use.’ Micheal’s eyes gleamed as he studied the Blood-Refined Mithril sword, tapping on its hilt ever so slightly.
A quiet, but resounding metal ‘ting’ echoed out in response.
“I’m ready.”
Micheal stopped in front of the Fourth Gate, staring at it for a few seconds. He flicked his gaze to the side as he sensed Serena walking up behind him.
He turned around and give her a reassuring smile.
“I’ll be in and out in no time.” The Fourth Gate didn’t operate on the same accelerated time principles as the First Gate, but it still wouldn’t take too much time for him to complete. At most, he would be in there for a full day.
“I know, but…” Serena frowned before reaching up and flicking him on the shoulder again.
“Stay safe.” 
Micheal’s real body would enter into the Fourth Gate, without the body Stasis/soul projection shenanigans of the First Gate.
For any being that challenged the Fourth Gate, death was a very real possibility. It was possible to concede a Duel, or be incapacitated without dying and get automatically ejected… but it was also possible to simply die as well.
Micheal chuckled, replying,
“I’ll stay safe... or die trying.”
He ignored the glare she sent after him as he took a step forward and promptly passed through the archway heralding the Fourth Gate.
A flash of light swarmed over his eyes and then...
The world around Micheal vanished.
A split second later, the world instantly reappeared, shifting wildly as Micheal was transported away, finding himself in a setting he had not seen for a long, long time.
A large, empty dirt arena, surrounded by high stone walls and an empty, blue sky overhead.
As soon as he arrived, the world froze, space inside freezing for a few seconds.
‘I’m really back here again.’
The spatial freezing signalled the start of the 1v1 duel challenge that was held within the Fourth Gate.
Micheal’s heart rate spiked as he felt it, adrenaline pumping in his veins as he prepared for combat.
As the familiar sensations settled upon his shoulders, Micheal stared out across the arena to a figure standing opposite him.
A black robed being that was clad in dark shadows, giving off faint particles of black essence. Its vague, shadowy figure wielded a large grey staff in one hand and a shimmering white orb in the other.
While Micheal couldn’t make out any eyes, his sixth sense flared within him, letting him know that the creature was studying him just as he studied it.
‘Here it is. The first Duel.’
Micheal’s eyes blazed as he stared at the recreated foe in front of him, a being that was ‘recorded’ by the Soul King himself.
A Dark Wraith Sorcerer.
‘Wait for it…’
Micheal stared the creature down, both of them frozen as time seemed to stretch on endlessly, gazing at each other silently.
‘Wait for it…’
His memories fluttered as he recalled the fight he had fought against this exact same being before, in the first timeline, when he challenged the Fourth Gate.
‘Wait for it…’
Micheal’s eyes flickered, his body tensing up as he prepared to-
The world unfroze.
‘Go.’
The Duel began.
.




Chapter 34

The split second he was freed and able to use his Abilities, Micheal activated his Eyes of the Deep.
‘Divine Scan!’
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Dark Wraith
Title: -
Traits: -
STR:   C-     (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher)
END:   D+    (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher)
REG:   D+     (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher)
SOUL:  B-    (Growth Rate: Rare or higher)
MANA:  C-    (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
Path Notes: A Dark Wraith that walks the Path of the Undying Ice.
.
He quickly compared the results to his own Divine Scan.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Heartflame Human
Title: -
Traits: -
STR:   C    (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher)
END:   D+   (Growth Rate: Uncommon or lower)
REG:    F     (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
SOUL:   B     (Growth Rate: Rare or higher)
MANA:   C-   (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
Path Notes: A human that walks a cluttered Path. Traces of the Path of the Sword, the Path of Time, and the Path of Rebirth are present.
.
‘He isn’t stronger than me, but his physical stats are well balanced overall.’ To have reached base C-/D+/D+ stats on the Second Layer as a Dark Wraith, a species that usually had flat Uncommon Growth Talent in all things physical, meant the being before Micheal had trained incredibly hard.
Micheal grinned as he saw the rest.
‘It’s just as I remember.’
This Dark Wraith Sorcerer specialized in using Elemental Ice, with a Mana stat on a similar level to Micheal's Sky Tier Ki.
In the moment Micheal took to activate his Eyes of the Deep, the Dark Wraith Sorcerer didn’t just sit still and watch. The creature immediately raised its grey staff upward and began to chant.
“Frozen Art: Chains of Ice!” Blue glyphs appeared in the air in front of the Dark Wraith, glowing brightly.
A moment later, dozens of palm-length thick chains of ice burst into existence, wrapping around Micheal’s arms, legs, and body, and chaining him to the floor in a heartbeat.
Micheal grinned as he felt the freezing sensation begin to seep into his bones, his blood pounding in his ears.
“Finally… an opponent that uses Magic.”
Dark Wraiths were not a species that specialized in close combat. In the first place, Dark Wraith mythology claimed that they were born from the mystical energy that serenaded the Ancient World at the dawn of its creation.
If the Toren Race was a species that specialized in the physical world, the Dark Wraiths were a species that specialized in all things spiritual or related to the Soul.
Micheal flared the Sky Tier Ki within him, his entire body pulsing as he sent out a tiny shockwave of energy. This miniature shockwave lost all impact to anything more than half a meter distant, but that range limit didn’t matter for the chains binding him.
With a loud, screeching warble, the magic chains holding Micheal down began to crack and twist, falling to pieces.
“Annoying as always.” Micheal flicked off large chunks of ice from his back and rolled his shoulders.
He then pulled Lightshorn out of its sheath and dashed forward, kicking off against the hard brown dirt.
Magic.
The 7 Layers was full of many mysterious and wonderful things. There were many different combat systems that existed, including the very wide-sweeping category of Magic.
Most beings that used Magic possessed a ‘Mana Heart’ or a ‘Mana Circle’ within them. They drew energy from their Mana Heart or constructed complex, powerful Spells through their Mana Circle. The Rakkonians to the south that Micheal hadn’t really interacted with followed this line of thought.
Dark Wraiths, on the other hand, utilized Magic, but not in the same general sense as most.
Instead of building a Mana Heart or forming a Mana Circle, Dark Wraiths were spiritual beings that relied on their unique Physiques to directly channel Elemental Energy.
Elemental Energy made up the building blocks of reality in the 7 Layers. In Micheal’s first life, human researchers had determined that the 7 Layers were not within the same ‘universe’ as Earth.
Reality here functioned in ways science could no longer easily explain. Many facets of life were the same, or near-identical. Many other facets, however, were not.
One of those things was the concept of ‘Elemental Energy.’ This unique type of energy was a volatile substance that tied together the very fabric of reality. It was a type of energy that was empowered by the various Laws governing reality.
“Frozen Art: Goliath Spear!” The Dark Wraith chanted another spell as it jumped backward, away from Micheal.
“Woah!” Micheal casually leaned back and to the side, dodging an enormous, meter wide spear of ice as it hurtled through the air where he had just been. The movement caused him to skid and slide in the dirt for a split second before regaining his balance, sending out and using one of his Life Orbs to nudge his body back up.
By this point, Micheal had covered 70% of the distance between himself and the Dark Wraith. Micheal’s movements were incredibly swift and direct, showing no sign of hesitation.
The opposing Dark Wraith’s movements were just as direct, however, indicating the battle experience of a veteran. Few Wizards or Sorcerers could even partially stall the frontal assault brought by a Master without extensive preparation.
“Frozen Art: Waterbane Knives!”
Just as Micheal came within 5 meters of the Dark Wraith, his foe got off one last Spell. While Micheal couldn’t really read the expression held by the vague, shadowy being, he sensed just the slightest bit of panic in the creature’s movements. Micheal’s extremely fast advance had caught it off guard.
A dozen white knives appeared in the air and shot towards Micheal in a rush. Each knife was around a foot long (0.3m) and roughly as thick as two fingers held together, made of condensed Elemental Ice and packing enough force to penetrate a tank.
Dodging such a coordinated, point-blank attack was a nigh impossibility, even for Micheal. The Dark Wraith Sorcerer had planned this last attack with exactly that in mind, drawing on its own vast experience fighting Toren warriors.
Micheal didn’t even have time to consciously think when he saw the knives appear in the air.
Instead, his body reacted almost autonomously, his instincts and training allowing him to move without thought.
Micheal’s right hand transformed into a blur as his sword cut out, moving so quickly it set the air to trembling. His muscles heaved and his lungs burned, following a technique his mind had trained in for more than a decade.
12 knives shot towards Micheal.
Less than a second later, 12 loud ‘ting’s echoed out as those 12 knives were obliterated, cut down in mid-air.
“Not bad.”
Micheal twirled his blade in a full circle, rotating it in his palm as he continued smiling at the Dark Wraith Sorcerer. Small shards of ice fell off the sword, remnants of the icy knives.
He was having fun.
The Dark Wraith’s body twitched as it saw Micheal’s grin, its vague, shadowy eyes glowing with angry light. While Micheal knew it was merely a recorded Clone created by the Inheritance, the Dark Wraith Clone didn’t know that at all.
In its eyes, Micheal was a very real opponent that appeared to be mocking it.
“Frozen Art: Chains of Ice!”
The Sorcerer cast the same Spell as before, chaining Micheal in place. Just like before, Micheal casually broke free from the chains, this time using Lightshorn to slice them apart.
The Dark Wraith had managed to buy itself some room, however, backing up around 12 meters from Micheal. The Sorcerer now floated in the air, its vague shadowy feet standing atop two flying chunks of ice.
“Oh? Bringing out the big guns already?” Micheal’s eyes narrowed as he saw blue light appear from the Dark Wraith’s eyes.
“I guess you’re angry.”
Dark Wraiths, unlike most other species that used Magic, could continuously cast Spells without worrying about running out of Mana. The only burden they felt was the accumulated stress on their Spirit Bodies, which would eventually force them to stop and rest.
Their ability to channel Elemental Energy without stopping had its merits, in that aspect. While their Spells could never reach the level of finesse and elegance that proper Wizards could show, they instead possessed raw, primordial power that was not easily matched by Tiered Spells.
Micheal purposefully paused for around half a second, giving the Dark Wraith just enough time to unleash the Spell it was forming.
“Frozen Art: Domain of Ice!”
The Dark Wraith’s voice boomed out in the air, warbling with power. A visible wave of blue light rocketed outward, spreading so quickly it went by in a flash.
As soon as it passed by Micheal…
The world around him began to slow down.
‘There it is… a Dark Wraith’s Domain Proclamation.’ Micheal’s eyes glowed as he flared his Ki, regulating his body temperature.
A Dark Wraith’s ability to channel Elemental Energy was a potent, rare thing, and their kind were a species that took full advantage of that.
By channeling a sufficiently massive amount of Elemental Energy into a limited area, Dark Wraiths were able to form a temporary ‘Domain.’ Within that ‘Domain,’ certain facets of reality would shift, based on the laws governing the Elemental Energy they were drawing upon.
In the case of the Domain of Ice, the world around Micheal dropped to below freezing temperatures and began to directly suppress his movements, trying to achieve a state of perfect stillness.
‘What is this… 18%? No, it’s around 20%... 21%.’ Micheal’s Master-class senses quickly picked up on the discrepancy, missing nothing.
‘Everything within his Domain is slowed down by 21%, at minimum.’ The Domain had an even stronger effect on creatures that were unable to restrict it.
It wasn’t a temporal restriction, like Micheal’s Time Bubbles, but rather, a spatial one. Nothing could move as swiftly as it used to within the Domain of Ice.
“Frozen Art: Goliath Spear!” The Dark Wraith Sorcerer waved its hands, its grey staff lighting up as it cast another enormous spear Micheal’s way.
This time, Micheal simply side-stepped the spear, predicting the angle it would fly at before the Dark Wraith had even finished summoning it.
“Unfortunately for you...” Micheal muttered, his eyes zeroing in on the Dark Wraith.
“A dozen meters away is still within my attack range.”
Micheal’s right hand flickered.
A flash of golden light split the air.
The Dark Wraith Sorcerer froze, its hands trembling as it looked down.
The grey staff the Dark Wraith wielded fell from its hands as the Sorcerer collapsed, its body literally split into two. A large, golden gash formed along its waist, remnants of a Master Tier Sword Energy fueled strike.
Whatever contingency or backup plans the Sorcerer had immediately failed in the face of the furiously sharp edge of Master Tier Sword Energy.
The frozen Domain of Ice shattered as a long, golden trail of Sword Energy dissipated, alongside the body of the Dark Wraith Sorcerer. Faint sparkles of blue light drifted in the air as the Domain faded away, the temperature rapidly returning to normal.
Micheal’s lightning fast attack had literally cut the Domain in half, his Master Tier Sword Energy shattering its influence as it sliced it apart.
“I can see why you took me so long to beat in my first life.” Micheal murmured as he recalled memories of the first timeline, when he had attempted the Gate of Trials.
The Dark Wraith Sorcerer was clearly an extremely experienced veteran that possessed a very high level of skill…
But so too, now, was Micheal.
“The only thing that can stop a Master is another Master.” Micheal resheathed his sword as he watched the Dark Wraith corpse unravel, bits of dark essence disappearing in the air.
Abruptly, the world around Micheal froze once more. Warm, green light enveloped Micheal, restoring his body and energy stores to their peak condition. The air around Micheal twinkled as he teleported back, returning to his starting position within the arena.
The world abruptly reset, any remnants of Micheal’s match against the Ice Sorcerer vanishing.
For a couple of moments, Micheal stood alone in the arena, in the cocoon of warm, green light.
As soon as that warmth faded, however…
Micheal’s eyes narrowed as he found a new figure spawning into existence, right where the other Dark Wraith had started.
Another Dark Wraith Sorcerer, this one wielding a red staff that had a bright yellow fire burning on its tip.
‘One down, 3 to go.’ Micheal thought as he tried to smile and failed, forgetting that the space around him was frozen.
‘This will be a good warmup.’
Micheal’s excitement wasn’t dampened by the easy victory.
After all, it was no surprise that he absolutely obliterated the foes he was facing. Micheal was a Grandmaster who had focused every iota of his being into growing stronger as soon as he went back in time.
It only made sense that he crushed them.
‘The first 4 won’t be a challenge. However…’
Within the Gate of Trials, given that there were no previously recorded participants for Micheal to face, he would only be going up against the original 5 Recorded Clones.
Four of them were Elemental Sorcerers, elite Dark Wraiths that manipulated Elemental Energy.
Micheal had complete confidence in facing those 4 down without a problem.
‘The real challenge comes at the end.’ The excitement that was burning in Micheal’s blood burned all the fiercer as he began preparing for his next Duel...
And for his final Duel:
A 1 on 1 match against the Soul King Tallanoran himself.
.




Chapter 35

Micheal took a deep breath as he held his blade Lightshorn out in front of him, concentrating intensely on his surroundings. The long blade gleamed dimly, golden Sword Energy glittering along its edge.
Several dozen meters across from him, a Dark Wraith clad in a long, white robe watched Micheal with equal vigor, wielding two half-meter long grey wands in his hands.
Unlike the Shadow Seeker guards that existed outside the Soul King’s Inheritance, the vague, shadowy figure of a Dark Wraith was something that also held tangible substance. Like a human, they possessed organs and structural bones, only instead of blood running through their veins, Dark Wraiths relied upon magical energy to exist.
The Shadow Seeker guards were made in the image of Dark Wraiths, a rather understandable point given that the Inheritance was created by a Dark Wraith.
Micheal had already won three Duels. He had defeated the Elemental Sorcerers of Ice, Fire, and Earth. Now, he was facing the last of the 4 Dark Wraith Elemental Sorcerers:
The Elemental Sorcerer of Wind.
Unlike the previous 3 Duels, Micheal didn’t take this one lightly. As soon as he spawned in, he kept a strong watch on his opponent, letting nothing escape his senses.
These Dark Wraiths were said to be assistants that worked directly for the Soul King himself. Of them, the Elemental Sorcerer of Wind was the strongest. While he wasn’t a Master, he was a Dark Wraith that specialized in 1 on 1 combat.
In the adventure novels Micheal had read back on Earth, typically, Wizards that specialized in Fire Magic were seen as the most deadly or most powerful.
In the reality of the 7 Layers, however, that assumption was proven wrong.
Of the four most common types of Elemental Magic, it wasn’t Fire Magic that was the deadliest…
It was Wind Magic.
The Dark Wraith’s lips began to move, chanting a Spell that Micheal couldn’t hear.
Unlike the other Elemental Sorcerers, whose Spells were verbalized for Micheal to hear, this Wind Sorcerer channeled the wind to block off all sound coming from his mouth. Thus, he still cast his Spell, but without giving any hint of what type of Spell it was.
Micheal could make out the Dark Wraith’s moving lips, but that was all. Humanity’s shop auto-translated all spoken words, it didn’t give him the ability to read lips and comprehend.
As soon as Micheal saw the Dark Wraith’s lips move, he sprinted forward, kicking off the ground so hard it formed a small web of cracks. A cloud of dirt and dust formed in the air behind him, billowing about.
“Two...no, three? Three.” Micheal’s eyes gleamed as he leaned slightly to his right, then his left, and then did a small leap.
In the same moment he made each small adjustment, a blade of invisible wind slashed through exactly where he had been standing, missing him by inches. Those blades went on to cut through the cloud of dirt behind him, tearing it to pieces, and landed on the ground below.
As soon as they touched the floor, they ripped three long, jagged cuts in it, sending up clumps of dirt and dust.
“Not too shabby.”
Fire was flashy and bright, while wind was invisible and soundless. A massive explosion of Elemental Fire would definitely be enough to burn most enemies to a crisp… but a single slice of razorsharp Elemental Wind would achieve the same result, except with far more subtlety.
The Dark Wraith ignored Micheal’s comment and jumped up in the air, waving both wands it was holding out in front of it. A half second later, a large gust of wind exploded outward, simultaneously trying to blow Micheal away while letting the Wind Sorcerer fly high up into the air.
Micheal flared his Ki and stamped down hard to resist the wind, sending out two of his Life Orbs to his back to help push him forward.
The Dark Wraith gestured down harshly with both wands, chanting one more Spell.
Micheal’s eyes lit up as he picked up on every single shifting current of air, his battle focus raised to a point that was difficult to fathom.
‘It’s not a Domain Proclamation.’ His eyes narrowed as he felt the fluttering in the air. 
To create a Domain, there had to be an enormous concentration of controlled Elemental Energy centered on a single, stationary point. Spells, on the other hand, channeled Elemental Energy in a specific, moving pattern. 
Abruptly, his body reacted on its own, his instincts warning him to move.
In a single, smooth motion, Micheal jumped up into the air after the Dark Wraith.
The Wind Sorcerer jerked his hands to point at Micheal’s new position, but in the same moment it made that movement…
Micheal smiled as he activated his Cloud Stepping Shoes, jumping off of thin air.
After his second jump, Micheal cleared more than 10 meters of height.
Immediately below him, an enormous tentacle of invisible Elemental Wind smashed down exactly through where he had been.
The tentacle continued past Micheal and collided with the floor, forming a 3 meters wide and 15 meters long crater in the arena dirt. The cloud of dust that immediately flowed up as a result threatened to obscure the entire battlefield, blocking both Micheal and the Dark Wraith’s vision.
In response, Micheal simply shut his eyes for a split second, his senses spread outward.
Without even looking, Micheal cut forward, his right arm transforming into a blur.
Golden light flashed out and all went still.
‘...’
‘You were definitely the best of the bunch.’
Micheal fell down to the ground with a quiet thud, using his Life Orbs to slow his fall once he came within range of the earth. After landing, he stamped hard with his right foot, infusing the movement with Sky Tier Ki, and sending out a large gust of wind. The earth cracked beneath his stomped foot, but the gust successfully cleared out the dust cloud, revealing the scene before him.
The Dark Wraith Wind Sorcerer lay on the ground, its body dissipating after being sliced in half.
‘I should make sure Sophia spars against you.’ With her Wind Sweeper Ability, as long as she devoted herself to training, manipulating Elemental Wind like a Dark Wraith Sorcerer was definitely something she could achieve.
“I’m all warmed up.” Micheal took a deep breath as he watched the body begin to disappear, stretching his arms and legs.
“It’s time.”
Warm green light surrounded Micheal, restoring his body and himself back to peak condition. Micheal shut his eyes tight as he enjoyed the feeling, doing his best to calm his beating heart.
‘In my first life, I never made it this far.’
During the original timeline, Micheal defeated the first three Dark Wraith Sorcerers, but failed to defeat the final fourth one. At the time, Micheal had yet to become a Master, a feat he only achieved on the Third Layer. Each Duel he fought had been one battled with his life on the line, bitterly risking everything he had to grow stronger.
The Wind Sorcerer's attacks had proved nigh impossible for him to detect at the time. Micheal had barely managed to concede during their first Duel, ending it mere seconds away from dying.
‘The records said you get teleported to-.’
Micheal’s thoughts cut off as he frowned, his gaze flickering from left to right in confusion.
‘Wait, what?’
He was still in the dirt arena.
‘The final Duel against the Soul King is supposed to take place outside a grand palace, isn’t it?’
While Micheal hadn’t managed to reach the final Duel in his first life, he was very familiar with what took place within it, thanks to previous participants sharing their experiences.
‘If I’m not being transported now… then that means…’
Micheal’s eyes widened.
‘I’m going to face a Recorded Clone of a previous challenger.’
For a brief moment, Micheal found himself stunned to silence.
‘Someone else found the Soul King’s Inheritance before me?!’
There was no record or history log that mentioned this. History said that Baron Fortuna was the first to discover the Soul King’s Inheritance and was the first participant, which had yet to happen in this timeline. This was a commonly accepted fact. 
‘Who on Earth..?’ Micheal’s thoughts trailed off as he saw a figure spawn into existence across from him.
Abruptly, time itself seemed to slow down.
Micheal’s heart spasmed, blood rushing to his ears as he looked straight forward.
Sweat oozed from his pores as his breathing turned ragged.
Standing before him was a human.
A man.
A man with long black hair, tied up in a fashionable ponytail, and a set of piercing blue eyes. He had a handsome, engaging appearance, with a strong chin and a small nose. His body was both tanned and toned, but not overly muscular, garbed in a pair of black slacks, black dress shoes, an impeccable white dress shirt, black tie, and black coat. He was the very spitting image of style.
In his hands was a deck of playing cards, glimmering with mysterious energy.
“Oh? How unexpected.” Constantine Lancaster smiled as he studied Micheal’s appearance,
“I didn’t think I’d meet another human in here.”
.




Chapter 36

In a large, central room within the Rushing River Sect Headquarters, a hidden meeting was taking place.
Sitting around a large, circular wooden table were a group of diverse figures. The room was well lit, with several glowing crystals on the wall providing plentiful, warm yellow light.
“Thank you all for coming today in a timely fashion. I’ve called this emergency meeting here because a matter of great importance has come to my attention.” The Nirvana Saint’s voice was grave as he looked at the others at the table.
Sitting directly to his right and left were the three remaining Knight Commanders of the Grey Knights: Bevlin Petrov, the Sun Knight, Yun Chen, the Cloud Knight, and Francis Dubois, the Sea Knight. They represented the strongest Ability users in the Church on the Second Layer, each one a fighter that was just a step away from becoming a Supreme Warrior.
All three Knight Commanders were dressed in silver metal plate armor with the insignia of the Purgatory Church emblazoned on it, following the Grey Knight directive of always being prepared for combat.
The Vile King’s infiltration into the Purgatory Church had proven to be deep and infectious. Originally, the Church’s hidden army had possessed 6 Knight Commanders.
3 of those Knight Commanders were Seeded by the Vile King, 2 of which the Nirvana Saint had captured, while the third escaped when Constantine pulled his forces out of the Second Layer.
Beyond the Knight Commanders sat Director Prime and Yvvtal the Destroyer, both dressed in casual attire. In terms of strength, the Nirvana Saint placed each member of that duo as comparable to one of humanity’s Barons, or at least at the level of a Supreme Warrior.
Next to Director Prime was Captain Sprel of the Farian Shadow Guard. The Nirvana Saint didn’t have an exact read on his strength, but felt he wouldn’t be any weaker than one of his Knight Commanders. He wore the customary grey leather armor of the Farian Shadow Guard.
Finally, the last member at the round table was Ambassador Leila Williams from the Human Alliance, the acting representative of Baron Fortuna. She was dressed in a slim white dress that contrasted well with her dark skin tone.
“Just what exactly occurred to rush us all in here, human?” Yvvtal immediately interjected, drumming a few fingers on the table top impatiently.
“I do have things to do besides play with you all.”
The three Knight Commanders bristled at Yvvtal’s disrespectful tone, calming only when the Nirvana Saint waved for them to settle.
“For the sake of brevity, I’ll jump straight into it. After taking into account the information shared by a mutual ally...” The Nirvana Saint gestured with his right hand in the air as he referenced Micheal,
“The Church’s intelligence forces have been hard at work and, recently, have come to some unsettling revelations. The Six Lords have been making very suspicious movements.” His eyes grew dark as he went on,
“Far to the west of us lies one of the Six Great Sects, the White Mountain Sect. In that territory, another invading species like humanity landed in the Second Layer: the Orkal Race.” The Nirvana Saint continued,
“To the south of us lies the Ground Demon Sect, another of the Six Great Sects. In their land, the invading species known as the Rakkonians landed.”
“We know all of that, Saint. Get to the point.” Yvvtal interjected.
The Nirvana Saint glanced at him before nodding slightly.
“Very well, my impatient friend. We have received reports that both the White Mountain Sect and the Ground Demon Sect have begun to enslave and imprison all members of the races that landed within their territory.”
The silence was stark as the Nirvana Saint revealed the startling news. Captain Sprel’s eyes widened as soon as he registered what was said, his face twisting with worry as he comprehended the implications.
Yvvtal simply nodded along at the leader of the Purgatory Church’s words, as if it was nothing surprising. Prime, on the other hand, clenched his fist, a hint of anger appearing in his eyes. If nothing else, the Director abhorred anyone who forced their will upon others.
“Have these reports been confirmed?” Ambassador Leila broke in, her British accent strongly discernible.
“They have… and it gets worse.” The Nirvana Saint waved his hand, spawning into existence a golden book. He opened the book and turned several pages until he landed on a specific spot.
“The Church has managed to confirm that the Six Lords are not actually Byrens, but instead another species impersonating a Byren Martial Artist… and, as of today, we know both their plans and the motive behind them.” As he spoke, the Saint of the Purgatory Church pulled several documents from within the pages of his golden book and tossed them out, floating them into the hands of everyone at the table.
“The Six Lords are planning on enslaving not only humanity, but all species that aren’t Byrens on the Second Layer. Then, after they successfully seize control…” The Nirvana Saint’s voice took on an ominous tone,
“They plan on sacrificing us.”
The stark silence from earlier grew poignant for a few seconds before an explosion of murmurs broke out.
“What?! Why?! What actions are they taking?!” Ambassador Leila sat up sharply, her eyes going wide.
“Have they already moved against humanity?” Director Prime’s voice was somber, but his eyes blazed with an intensity that was difficult to ignore.
“How terribly cruel… is there word on them targeting the Farians?” Captain Sprel queried.
“About what I expect from a Dark Wraith. Maniacal ghosts, the lot of them.” Yvvtal snorted.
The Nirvana Saint held up a hand again as he continued his explanation.
“We don’t know all the specifics. What we do know is that the Six Lords are confirmed to be Dark Wraiths, a species that was driven to extinction long ago.” He gestured down at the documents he had passed out,
“We believe their goal is to sacrifice humanity, the Orkal race, the Farian race, and the Rakkonian race in a complex ritual to attempt to resurrect their own kind. We also believe this ritual is somehow related to the ‘Sanctum.’” The Nirvana Saint pointed to several photographs that were in the sheets he passed out.
In those photographs, there were several enormous campsites that were crisscrossed with tens of thousands of glowing glyphs, spread out over several different locations. Some were placed in mountains, while others were in grassy hills or even open fields. All of the pictures had one thing in common: an ominous, black Aura that fluttered around the glyphs, and thousands of Byren Martial Artists standing guard.
“Historical records show that the Dark Wraiths were slaughtered by another ancient race, the Torens, more than a millenia ago.”
Yvvtal’s eyes flared at the mention of his own race. His uncaring, casual demeanor vanished as he grew completely serious and still, focused on every word the Nirvana Saint mentioned.
“Have the Byren Sect Leaders agreed with this? Aren’t most Martial Artist Sects supposed to uphold virtue and bravery as their core tenets?” Captain Sprel broke in, his voice cool and impassive.
The Nirvana Saint shook his head.
“The Byren Sect Masters have pushed back against the Six Lord’s actions, but the Six Lords are the de facto leaders of the Six Great Sects. They are overwhelmingly strong and have the respect of the Byren people. No matter how much they disagree with them, they won’t directly rebel.” The leader of the Purgatory Church rubbed his eyes as he finished, a small frown appearing on his face.
“From their perspective, we all are invading species that have no right to be here in the first place. They understand that we didn’t come here of our own volition, but the appearance and spread of the Darmaton Plague has killed off any potential support we might have gotten." The Nirvana Saint went on,
"Among the Byrens, it's widely believed to be a curse or disease brought from outside worlds...” His voice trailed off. 
That particular belief was, coincidentally, very close to the actual answer. The Plague had been magically engineered by the Vile King, so the guess was not far off from being correct. 
“Surely once they learn the Six Lords are impersonators and not real Byrens, their opinions about them will change.” Yvvtal interjected.
The Nirvana Saint shrugged.
“They might, my friend, but so long as the Six Lords are still alive, they won’t take any action that goes against them. The influence and strength that the Six Lords possess commands too great a sway.”
“I’ll need to inform my people immediately. We have an open line of communications with the Rakkonians. We should be able to confirm their situation within 24 hours.” Captain Sprel spoke out.
“We hold a similar point of view. The Human Alliance needs to be alerted and prepared.” Ambassador Leila immediately agreed.
“We might not even have time for that.” The Nirvana Saint pulled out a new sheet as he silenced the discussion once more, pointing to it as he sent copies floating around the table.
“Two days from now, the Six Lords will target the Human Alliance Headquarters in force. Their goal is to kill Baron Fortuna and take control of humanity. After that, they plan to attack the ‘Sanctum’ and perform their ritual.”
Director Prime’s face stiffened as he heard those words. A split second later, his face went impassive, any hint of emotion vanishing. The Nirvana Saint caught that, picking up on one of the very few tells Prime had for when he froze time for a long period to think.
“Once the Six Lords mobilize their armies to target us, there won’t be any going back… and if humanity falls, the Farians’ demise will follow shortly after.” His eyes gleamed with passion, looking into the faces of Director Prime, Ambassador Leila, and Captain Sprel one by one as he spoke.
“If we don’t stop them here and now, there will be a war between races that will wrack the entire world for years to come.”
The Nirvana Saint correctly predicted the onset of the Great War.
“We cannot just sit here and wait for our destruction and demise.” The leader of the Purgatory Church snapped shut the book he held, his words resounding in the air, powerful and full of promise.
“Then, are you suggesting…” Prime led the Nirvana Saint on, gesturing for him to continue.
The Saint put on a smile that failed to reach his eyes.
“The Six Lords are expecting to ambush an unprepared group of easy targets in two days. The Darmaton Plague has started to hit the Martial Sects hard, and, as a result, the Six Lords themselves will personally take part in the attack. They're seeking a painless victory to serve as a distraction for the Byrens." His eyes smoldered as he went on, 
"We don’t have much time to plan, but two days from now is just enough time to coordinate a strike between all of us.” He looked around the table from face to face.
From out of his Spatial Ring, the Nirvana Saint withdrew a small, silver dagger.
“When they swoop in for the kill, that will be the moment we fight back.”
The Nirvana Saint threw down the dagger towards the center of the table.
With a resounding thump, the dagger sank into the wood, piercing through a photograph that he had tossed out earlier:
A picture of humanity’s Spawning Grounds, where the countless evenly-spaced trees that humans teleported to when they arrived on the Second Layer existed. Fortuna’s Human Alliance had moved their headquarters to an open, treeless area within the Spawning Grounds, to better manage new arrivals.
"When they come for us..." The Nirvana Saint's voice dropped to a deep, almost guttural growl.
“We come for them.”
.




Chapter 37

The first action Micheal took, as he stood frozen in space face to face with a Recorded Clone of the Vile King, was to activate his Eyes of the Deep Ability.
‘Divine Scan!’
In the first timeline, no one ever successfully got a Divine Scan off on Constantine and lived to tell the tale. His Growth Rates, Stats, and Path Notes were something never known to the public, but one of the most sought after pieces of knowledge.
Micheal activated his Ability to scan Constantine purely on instinct, well before he got over his shock.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Empyrean Human
Title: -
Traits: -
STR:    D+  (Growth Rate: Common or higher)
END:    D    (Growth Rate: Common or higher)
REG:    F+   (Growth Rate: Common or lower)
SOUL:   A-   (Growth Rate: Legendary or lower)
MANA:  D+   (Growth Rate: Rare or higher)
Path Notes: An Empyrean Human that walks a cluttered Path. Traces of the Path of Providence, the Path of Absolute Annihilation, and the Path of Space are present.
.
What he saw shocked him.
‘An Empyrean Human? A Legendary Growth Rating in Soul?! A Soul stat of 'A-' on the Second Layer?! He walks the Path of Providence, Absolute Annihilation, and Space?’
Micheal recognized the Path of Space, but the Path of Providence and the Path of Absolute Annihilation were both Paths he had never seen before. He also had never heard of an ‘Empyrean Human.’
However, what stood out the most was the fact that Constantine had a Legendary Growth Rating for his Soul stat.
It was a firmly established fact that the human race had pitifully low Growth Ratings. Humans lacked a Physique of any kind and, as a result, relied upon the Shop to upgrade their low Growth Ratings or to purchase Abilities that could help.
However… while physically, humans always had weak Growth Ratings, this wasn’t necessarily the case for a human’s Soul stat. It was extraordinarily rare, but there existed some humans with abnormally strong Souls.
Constantine Lancaster appeared to be one of those exceptions.
He possessed a 'Legendary or lower' Growth Rating in his Soul stat.
Something that, to the best of Micheal’s knowledge, no other human throughout the entire Human Race possessed.
Space unfroze, and the Vile King immediately began to talk.
“What did you just do? That felt… invasive.” Constantine’s eyes narrowed as his gaze intensified, watching Micheal in a studied manner.
Unlike any other being Micheal had interacted with so far, Constantine Lancaster had a unique Aura around him that was difficult to describe. Every word he said, every action he took, had a special kind of momentum behind it. In person, even as a Clone, it made him extremely difficult to ignore.
A series of rapid-fire thoughts raced through Micheal’s mind as he saw the results.
‘He has a 'Legendary or lower' soul Growth Rating… that makes sense.’ The Vile King was an abnormal existence to the extreme.
With a Legendary or lower Growth Rating, the limit to which Constantine could grow his Soul was practically non-existent. He possessed one of the highest talents throughout the entire universe, compared among all species and all races, when it came to sheer growth capacity, potential, and strength.
Micheal filed away the information to the corner of his thoughts as he tried to push past his shock and register the fact that Constantine Lancaster was right here in front of him.
‘History says Baron Fortuna was here first... but Fortuna died during the Great War. By the time I began researching history, there was no known record of him talking about the Gate of Trials.’ Micheal’s mind sorted through thoughts and memories with abandon, fitting the pieces of the puzzle together.
The Recorded Clones you could face in the Gate of Trials were chosen from a pool of random challengers. Once the Soul King’s Inheritance became public, that pool of challengers grew into the hundreds of thousands, and eventually, millions.
The Vile King’s physical appearance only became known on the Fifth Layer. Nobody on the Second Layer had a chance of recognizing him, even if they met him here. Information flowed up in the 7 Layers, not down.
‘But… if he’s here now… why didn’t he take control of the Soul King’s Inheritance?’ Constantine’s influence, in the first timeline, had no impact on the Soul King’s Inheritance.
“You’re not much of a talker, are you?” While Micheal was thinking furiously, Constantine took a few steps forward, his gaze cautious but inquisitive.
“It’s quite odd… I don’t recognize you at all.” The Vile King titled his head to the side.
“There’s estimates that around a million humans got dragged into the First Layer. Very few of those humans have moved on to the Second Layer as of now. By my count, that number should be less than 10,000, and I’ve kept track of all of them.” A small frown appeared on Constantine’s face,
“Who are you?”
Constantine’s eyes flashed with dark light for a split second as he asked his question.
Micheal’s eyes narrowed in that same split second, inferring a great deal from Constantine’s words.
‘This Recorded Clone… is this of Constantine during the First Wave?’
During the First Wave, the humans that were dragged in first had no idea that other humans would be dragged in later on. Before the Second Wave took place, the First Wavers believed that they were the only ones that would be here.
There were many First Wavers that interpreted the message they were sent about how only one race could reach the end of the Seventh Layer and survive as confirmation that the rest of humanity was being held hostage.
It was a common belief, at the time, that the entirety of humanity on Earth was relying on them for rescue. Thus, the strongest members of the First Wave rushed ahead to climb the 7 Layers, leaving everyone else behind.
‘What do I say?’ Micheal’s heart pounded as he looked at the Vile King, stumbling to come up with something to say.
Constantine was an incredible genius. No matter what he said, he would give away information that he didn’t intend to.
If this Recorded Clone was truly an accurate Clone of Constantine, then Micheal needed to be extremely careful with his word choice.
‘A chance like this will never come again.’ He might be able to learn things about the Vile King that no one else ever found out.
“Your pupils dilated when I asked that question. Your heart jumped to an abnormally fast rate and the muscles of your upper body tensed.” Constantine’s words broke through Micheal’s thoughts, drawing his attention.
“It’s almost as if… huh, is that it?” Constantine’s gaze drilled into Micheal.
“I don’t know you, but you know me? Yes, you recognize me. Strange.”
Micheal flinched despite himself, the unusual, irresistible Aura gathered around Constantine throwing off his concentration.
“I’m not a public figure by any means... yet, you know me… and not just that…” A small, grim smile appeared on Constantine’s lips.
“Your reaction spells it out. You know about me, don’t you? Far more than you should.” Constantine began to walk towards Micheal, his smile turning ominous.
“How interesting.”
‘What a monster.’ Micheal blinked as he took a deep breath, forcibly seizing control of his emotions as his training kicked in.
‘Focus. Calm down. Adapt.’ Micheal’s boiling emotions cooled as he accepted the impossible scenario before him as real. His years of experience kicked in, finally letting him get over his extreme shock.
“Your heart rate is returning to normal… you seem to be quite skilled. Were you a soldier on Earth? Special Forces? You react like a highly trained veteran.” The Vile King queried, his eyes never leaving Micheal.
“How did you get here?” Micheal finally spoke up, resting his right hand on the sheath of his blade.
“How did I get here?” Constantine came to a pause, rubbing his chin in thought.
“This is an Inheritance, is it not? A treasure ground for those who find it. I came here through its Fifth Gate.” The Vile King, to Micheal’s surprise, gave him a straight answer.
‘The Fifth Gate? The Gate of Death?’ Micheal forced himself to keep an impassive expression, resisting the urge to frown.
‘You could enter the Inheritance through that Gate?’
In the first timeline, every single person that entered the Fifth Gate was never seen again. Furthermore, Micheal had never heard of someone entering the Soul King’s Inheritance through it.
“You control yourself well, but microexpressive reactions aren’t something you can hide.” Constantine’s gaze had never wavered as he looked at Micheal, growing more and more interested in the man before him.
“I entered through a Portal in the Sanctum that led to the Fifth Gate… and that surprises you. I take it that’s not how you entered?”
Micheal didn’t react at all this time
Despite that, Constantine nodded to himself.
“I can sense every physical movement your body makes, friend. Your self control is meaningless. When I mentioned the Sanctum, your facial muscles twitched by around a tenth of a millimeter.” Constantine quirked an eyebrow.
“As far as I am aware, the only humans to have entered the Sanctum are myself and my companions. No one else should have any express knowledge about it… and yet you appear to.”
Constantine’s eyes lit up with a hint of delight as he stared at Micheal.
“This is all so very strange.” The Vile King appeared to be enjoying himself.
After seeing that Micheal wasn’t going to say anything, Constantine kept talking. He also continued to observe Micheal’s reactions as he spoke, watching Micheal’s every move like a hawk.
“After I entered the portal, my companions were unable to follow me. I can take the Fifth Gate back to the Sanctum, but I was under the impression that access the other way around was now sealed off...” Constantine spoke aloud, slowly tapping a finger on the deck of cards he was holding.
“So I take it there is another entrance I am unaware of.”
‘The Fifth Gate leads to the Sanctum!’ Micheal’s mind raced as he processed the information.
‘The Sanctum was destroyed in the first timeline. Is that why people that entered the Fifth Gate were never seen again?’
If the Fifth Gate was meant to serve as a teleportation device or escape route, it made sense that the route would become corrupted if the end target was destroyed. With the Sanctum being annihilated, there was no telling where, and in what state, the people entering the Fifth Gate would be left.
‘Don’t believe everything he says blindly, Micheal.’ Micheal forcibly reminded himself. Constantine didn’t appear to be lying, but Micheal wouldn’t be so foolish as to blindly trust everything the man said.
“What were you doing in the Sanctum?” Micheal finally spoke up, replying to Constantine.
“Hmm…” Constantine hummed to himself for a moment as he considered Micheal’s question.
“Investigating a potential threat to humanity, believe it or not.” He returned and then gave Micheal a rather piercing look.
“I take it you won’t believe me, given the unrelenting hostility towards me that you are trying to conceal.” Abruptly, before Micheal could reply, Constantine’s face twisted as he looked all around.
“Wait a moment… why do my connections feel so frayed and artificial... what is this sensation…” Constantine mumbled quietly to himself before his gaze lurched back towards Micheal.
After a second, he shook his head.
“No, you don’t have the ability to do this to me.” His gaze turned inward.
In that split second, Micheal was tempted to ambush Constantine, confident he could kill the Recorded Clone with ease in the moment. He opted to wait and observe, however, trying to gather every detail he could instead.
“Is it the one who created this Inheritance? But, even then, how could he overcome all of my failsafes… none of the previous Duels felt like this... hold on...” The Vile King’s gaze returned to focus back on Micheal.
“Too many impossible variables can make the extraordinary possible… Someone that knows me, knows about me, possesses knowledge that no human should have yet… this frayed, artificial connection… an Inheritance where you Duel against recreated targets...”
“Ah… I see.” Constantine looked down at his hands for a moment, giving the deck of cards he was holding one last tap before returning his gaze to Micheal.
“Am I a Clone?”
.




Chapter 38

“Yes. You’re a Clone.” Micheal gave a clear response to Constantine’s question, deciding to take the initiative.
Constantine simply nodded, his face impassive. Rather than have an existential crisis, the Vile King took the revelation surprisingly well. Nothing in his gaze betrayed even the slightest hint of shock or worry.
“I see. It’s the most probable of all possible outcomes. I take it you are here as a Challenger to the Fourth Gate?” The Vile King rubbed his chin as he looked at Micheal.
“Or are you here just for me?”
Micheal blinked slowly before returning,
“I am here for the Gate of Trials. Your appearance here was an… unexpected diversion.”
Constantine grinned at Micheal’s description.
“That’s certainly an apt description…” After a moment, Constantine quirked an eyebrow at Micheal.
“So how do you know me? I’m curious. It can’t hurt to answer a mere Clone, right?”
Micheal frowned, but then slowly nodded.
Indeed… it couldn’t hurt him. After all, Micheal would have to kill the Clone in front of him, regardless of what he said. Nothing he said here would ultimately matter. This was a valuable chance to deepen his understanding of Constantine. 
The Recorded Clones were just that: Clones. They would cease to exist the moment Micheal left the Fourth Gate. 
No matter how intelligent the Clone was, it wouldn't be able to establish a connection with the real Constantine from inside the Soul King's Inheritance by itself. 
After Constantine observed Micheal’s shifting expressions, the man added one last line.
“You might as well explain why you hate me before we fight.”
Micheal’s eyes flashed as made a decision, an idea striking him then and there.
“Why do I hate you? Well...” Micheal’s expressionless face took on a grim smile.
“It’s because I have seen what you’ve done… I’ve witnessed the consequences of your actions... and the results from your decisions.”
Constantine frowned as he heard Micheal’s reply.
“...just how many years have passed since we were Chosen?” The Vile King rubbed his chin in thought.
“I had always thought the work I put in would’ve gone unnoticed.”
“Unnoticed?” Micheal grit his teeth for a moment before he caught himself, blaming the lapse on the unusual Aura surrounding Constantine’s every action.
“If I had left things alone this time around, that would be the case.”
“This time around?” The Vile King’s eyes widened and then immediately narrowed as he repeated what Micheal said, his gaze turning sharp as he stared at Micheal.
“This time around… of all the variables… the knowledge you possess…” Constantine muttered quietly to himself, a myriad of emotions flitting across his face so quickly that even Micheal couldn’t track them.
“I know about the Seeds you use to control people. I know about the actions you took to seize control of the Godfather Organization and the First Layer as a whole. I know about the Beasts of Providence you have created to surreptitiously manipulate the Second Layer.” Micheal listed off the actions the Vile King had taken on the First and Second Layers, ticking them down one by one.
“My, my… you do know quite a lot.” A dangerous glint appeared in Constantine’s eyes for a split second and vanished, disappearing so quickly that one would have to possess Master-class senses to notice.
“The Beasts of Providence… that’s a good name. It has a nice conspiratorial ring to it, the kind that people would hear about and dismiss as fake.” Constantine nodded as he complimented his future self.
After half a second, however, all signs of levity vanished from the Vile King’s face as he studied Micheal, speaking aloud once more.
“The most probable scenario here would be that you possess an Ability similar to Hansama’s Global Blind Seer Ability…” Constantine looked down at his hands and muttered, mentioning the famous Seer that lived on the First Layer.
“But even then… the knowledge you possess is something that I would never let go public… it’s something that would have taken a massive group years and years of effort to uncover, if at all.”
Micheal simply nodded in response.
“That’s right. It did.” It did indeed.
Constantine looked back up, staring at Micheal eye to eye. For a tiny moment, a hint of rainbow light flashed in his gaze.
Abruptly, Micheal leapt backward, stamping the ground so hard he cratered it. A small explosion of dirt, dust, and rock flew up, leaving a 5 meters long trail following Micheal through the air.
“What did you just do?” Micheal flared his Ki, his eyes blazing with energy. Lightshorn flew up into his grip, glowing with golden Master Tier Sword Energy as he prepared to attack at even a moments notice.
Constantine gave Micheal a sardonic grin.
“You can scan me but I can’t scan you?”
Micheal frowned, his senses tingling as he focused every iota of his being outward.
In the moment he saw the flash of rainbow light from Constantine’s eyes, a subtle, unsettling sensation had swept over him. It was as if an enormous, gigantic being had turned its head from far away to look at Micheal for a split moment.
As soon as that sensation appeared, Micheal’s Heartflame Physique exploded into action within him, warm flames of energy fluttering through his body. His Physique had the property of greatly enhancing his resistance to curses, mental attacks, and spiritual attacks, something Constantine appeared to have triggered.
The eerie feeling had vanished almost instantly, but Micheal’s perfect memory allowed him to recreate and study it without issue.
“Well, well. This is a first.” Constantine returned to speaking to himself as he watched Micheal, his eyes widening.
“The Providence of your Soul is a complete mess. I can’t get a full reading but…” The man frowned,
“It’s possible. You could be someone who travelled through time.”
For a moment, Constantine was silent.
“If I accept that as true, then… I see.” The Vile King folded his hands together, the deck of cards he was holding seemingly vanishing into thin air.
He nodded to himself, and then to Micheal.
“I can understand why you hate me.” He sighed.
“I take it my plans failed.”
“Failed?” Micheal clenched his fists, barely able to hold himself back.
“Your actions led to the slaughter of hundreds of millions of innocent humans!”
Constantine tilted his head to the side.
“Hundreds of millions...? Ah. Will other humans be Chosen at some point down the line? There were some that hypothesized that.”
Micheal lost control of his Aura for a moment, his Ki merging with his emotions in an explosive display of rage. The ground beneath him shattered, forming a 10 meters wide crater around a half a meter deep. A small shockwave rippled out in the aftermath, stirring Constantine’s hair.
“Do you think nothing of that loss?! Have you ever considered the incredible good you could have done?! You were blessed with an incredible opportunity and you squandered it! Why on Earth did you have to become a mass-murdering psychopath?!” Micheal’s eyes grew bloodshot as he spat out words he had been holding in for years.
For the first time since Micheal started talking to him, the Vile King’s face cracked. His closely guarded, and carefully constructed, image shattered as raw emotion stained his face, his mouth twisting in anger. The odd, unsettling Aura around him shuddered out into the air, writhing tentacles of darkness swarming the ground beneath him.
“Do I think nothing of the lives lost because of me...” A cold smile rose on Constantine’s lips as he glared at Micheal.
“Let me ask you a question, friend.” Constantine’s voice turned terse and sharp, cutting into the air like a jagged knife.
“Do you think this is a game?”
A vein in Micheal’s neck throbbed as he glared back at Constantine.
“No justification you make can-” Before he could finish, he was interrupted.
“Do.”
“You.
“Think.”
“This.”
“Is.
“A.”
“Game.”
The air itself seemed to freeze. Waves of darkness fluttered across the ground as Constantine spat his words out aloud, threatening to engulf the entire arena.
“Do you understand the responsibility we bear?” The Vile King’s gaze drilled into Micheal as he continued,
“I don’t know the future that you have witnessed. I only know the past I have seen in the months I remember.” Constantine’s voice grew even darker as he went on,
“And what I have seen is not enough. Humanity is not growing strong enough, fast enough. The threats we face, the enemies in our future… it is not enough.”
“And so you think mass murder is the solution? You think that's right and fair?” Micheal returned, his voice laced with sarcasm.
Constantine’s eyes vibrated for a moment as he stared silently at Micheal.
“Do you take me for a fool?” His response brought Micheal pause for a second.
“Do you think I don’t know what I’m doing is immoral?” Constantine’s words began to build up a strange momentum, resounding in the air.
“I am not a child. I know well what I have done.” The power in his speech, the overwhelming charisma and absolute confidence in his Aura, nearly caused Micheal to stumble.
“And when the day comes where humanity may rest her gentle cheek in a world free from doom and despair, I will atone for my sins, even if it means my death.”
Micheal’s mind flashed back to the memories he had of the first timeline.
To the chaotic wars, the mass violence, and, in the end, to ultimate ruin.
“I have witnessed what came of your actions...“ Micheal began, his voice rocketing out just as explosively as Constantine’s.
“Do you know how humanity met her end in the world I saw?” He continued, his eyes blazing with righteous fury.
“Battered and broken, divided and defeated.” The air resounded with Micheal’s words.
“Your plans ended in failure. The world you envisioned never came to pass. And if we follow the same path, humanity will meet her end once more!”
The spreading darkness was forced back by the golden hue of Micheal’s Master Class Sword Energy, the pulsating power slicing through the world around him unconsciously as he finished.
For a few long seconds, Constantine was silent as he looked at Micheal. Gradually, the cracks in his facade vanished as he covered up the boiling emotions within him, his expression going back to normal.
“That may be so...” The Vile King took a deep breath as, with a wave of his hand, he retracted the swarming dark tentacles back into the earth, causing them all to vanish.
“Or it may not. Your very existence now means that you have already altered the timeline and changed the future. The world you once knew is now merely one of countless possibilities. Nothing is set in stone.”
Micheal took a deep breath in response, regaining control of himself.
Constantine held up a hand before Micheal could reply, shaking his head.
“I’m afraid our discussion will have to be put on hold.”
“On hold?” Micheal frowned.
“You will cease to exist the moment I leave this Gate. Our discussion here is final. You can’t just stop it.”
The Vile King shrugged.
“You must be here for a reason, no? You need something that’s at the end of this Gate. If you concede to me, then you won’t be able to re-enter.” Constantine’s eyes flashed.
“Who said I would concede to you?” Micheal returned, shifting his sword until it was out in front of him.
“Good.” Constantine smiled casually, twirling his right hand in response.
“We can continue our discussion…” Above his right hand, a black dot of undulating darkness gradually spawned into existence, something Micheal instantly recognized.
“After I integrate this Seed into your Soul.”
Micheal curled his lips as he saw that, a mix of disdain and disgust twisting within them.
“Your actions are as deplorable as I remember, stripping away free will like it's nothing.”
The energy within Micheal began to fluctuate as he pulled on the Ki within him, the powerful, Sky-Tier Energy making his pupils glow blue. Golden Master Tier Sword Energy began to condense on his sword, causing the air itself to ripple as small, temporal fluctuations began to appear in front of him, the beginnings of a Time Bubble. 
“I don’t think you fully understand me.” Constantine replied, his voice cool and calm.
The very fabric of space surrounding Constantine began to twist and distort as he crouched down, a dozen silver playing cards appearing in his hands. A mix of bright gold and dark red energy began to fluctuate around those cards, shuddering ominously as black darkness pooled beneath his feet. 
“I will do whatever it takes to ensure humanity survives.”
.
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What was it like to fight against the worst villain in humanity's history?
Micheal was about to find out.
A wave of mental oppression slammed into Micheal, attempting to crush his Soul. The shock sent him reeling back for a split second, causing his mind to go blank.
Ever since he obtained the Eyes of the Deep Ability, Micheal made the conscious decision to judge stats by the letter scale that Divine Scans operated by. Humanity’s Status gave his own stats in exact values, but the Divine Scan reading made it easier to compare himself to other beings.
Micheal’s Soul stat, by the Divine Scan metric, was 'B'. This stat was tremendously high for someone on the Second Layer, which made sense given the enormous amount of effort Micheal had put into raising it. In comparison, his next highest stat, his Strength stat, was only 'C'. A high stat for a being on the Second Layer, but not unusually so.
Constantine, on the other hand, had a Soul stat of 'A-'. He was an absurd anomaly.
This was the first instance after coming back in time that Micheal went head to head against an enemy with an overwhelmingly higher Soul stat than himself.
The Vile King’s undulating Aura did its best to crush Micheal, making his body feel heavy and slow while also trying to throw off his concentration. It was as if a layer of mental fog had settled upon him, turning him sluggish.
Micheal’s Heartflame Physique immediately activated in response, its natural resistance shrugging off the brunt of the pressure. It couldn’t negate everything, the sheer difference in Soul stats forming a gap that couldn’t be bridged, but thanks to Micheal’s self control, it was enough to let him regain his focus.
Micheal’s concentration had only lapsed for roughly half of a second, but by the time he came to, he faced a dozen glowing red playing cards slicing through the air towards him.
‘Time Bubble!’
Micheal spawned a Temporal Bubble on himself that sped up time by 30% and immediately jumped to his left, bringing out several of his floating Life Orbs to help shove his body to the side. The movement turned into a graceless, jerking motion, but was abrupt enough to let him successfully dodge.
The air crackled and vibrated as the cards flew past him, creating an odd echo. Micheal noticed, just as they passed, that the cards were beginning to dissipate, destroyed by the very energy they were imbued with.
Micheal paused for a split second, analyzing the attack.
‘What the… how did those cards form a vacuum?’ He immediately surmised with a frown, recognizing the noise they made.
Micheal’s thoughts flashed back to his Divine Scan of Constantine, where it said he walked the ‘Path of Absolute Annihilation.’
‘Are they destroying everything they touch, even the air?’ He had no idea what Ability or Artifact was causing it, but the effects seemed potent.
Micheal set his thoughts aside for the moment as he spawned a new Time Bubble in front of himself and accelerated forward, rocketing off towards Constantine.
While the Vile King held an absolute advantage over Micheal in terms of Soul, Micheal had superior stats when it came to general physical strength, and he intended to take full advantage of that.
“You’re fast.” Constantine observed as he flicked his right wrist, sending half a dozen more glowing playing cards rippling through the air at Micheal. Then, in his left hand, he pulled out a single silver card and held it instead of throwing it.
The silver cards blasted through the air once more, ominous red energy annihilating everything they came into contact with, spreading a loud, crackling echo.
Micheal’s gaze sharpened as he saw the incoming cards, his eyes tracing each one.
His right hand flickered.
Several loud explosions rang.
Golden, Master Tier Sword Energy clashed with the ominous red energy surrounding the cards and…
Easily cut them apart, casually destroying both the energy and the cards with absolute precision.
Constantine began to frown.
The Vile King had an incomparably powerful Soul, possessing both talent and genius that Micheal was more than willing to admit stood above him...
But talent and genius weren’t the only factors in a fight.
This Recorded Clone of Constantine was from midway through Constantine’s first year...
And at this point in time, Constantine had yet to become a Master.
Constantine sent out more than 20 more play cards at Micheal, each one containing more and more of the raw, destructive Annihilation Energy, as Micheal decided to dub it. The cards shattered the air and blew up everything in their path…
Until they reached Micheal’s sword.
One card, one cut, each slash simple and short, but exactingly precise.
Not a single one managed to reach Micheal.
Constantine’s brows tightened when he saw this, a reaction that brought a cold smile to Micheal’s face.
This was probably the first time that Constantine had ever encountered something that could directly destroy his own Annihilation Energy.
From Constantine’s perspective, it likely made no sense.
The energy he was using was fabricated from the very essence of ‘Annihilation.’ It existed solely to destroy things. Even the cards he imbued were being destroyed as they flew towards Micheal.
Given that, how could Micheal just casually slice that energy apart, with no apparent repercussion?
The answer had to do purely with Micheal’s Sword Energy.
It was a power Micheal used daily, but it had been a long time since Micheal ever really thought about in detail.
What exactly was Sword Energy?
At its very core essence, it was a conceptual power with a singular purpose:
To cut.
Legend had it that warriors who mastered Sword Energy to its very peak were glorified as Supreme Swordmasters that possessed the power to cut apart entire dimensions.
In Micheal’s case, Master Tier Sword Energy wasn’t quite that powerful, but its conceptual sharpness was far and beyond anything this Recorded Clone of Constantine would be able to conceive.
As a result, none of Constantine’s attacks managed to land on Micheal.
The Vile King went to attack again, but by this point, Micheal had already reached him.
Micheal’s right hand flickered as he cut forward with his blade, a golden light flashing out.
In response, the silver card Constantine had been holding in his left hand began to glow a bright green.
Immediately, a large green bubble shield appeared in the air surrounding Constantine, forming a thick, protective barrier.
Micheal’s sword sheared through that shield like it didn’t even exist, slicing towards the Vile King so quickly it was imperceptible to the human eye.
“Tch.”
Constantine’s eyes grew cold, a hint of annoyance appearing and then vanishing.
Just a mere moment before Micheal’s sword would separate Constantine’s head from his body…
The space surrounding Constantine distorted.
Micheal blinked, resisting the urge to flinch as the tangible space in front of him visibly twisted, his vision going wonky. Constantine’s body appeared to fold in on itself, smushed together and tugged down at a sickening angle.
When Micheal’s sword hit the distorted space, it cut through it like normal. The Ability that was causing space to distort was unable to affect Lightshorn while it was under the influence of his Master Tier Sword Energy.
Because of that, Micheal’s attack missed.
Micheal took it in stride and immediately followed up with a second attack, unsurprised.
In the first place, he had already expected that his attack would somehow fail. Defeating Constantine could never be so simple.
Before he could even begin the motions to strike again, however, a necklace that had been hidden under Constantine’s suit activated.
The distorted space returned to normal as a large gust of wind blew through the air, causing Micheal to stumble backwards.
As soon as the gust appeared, Constantine was covered in a flurry of white lights and vanished, teleporting roughly 40 meters to Micheal’s left.
“You almost had me there.”
Constantine looked at Micheal from afar as soon as he re-appeared, giving him a smile that failed to reach his eyes.
“A Fairy Winds Artifact, huh?” Micheal muttered, recognizing the scene with a slight nod.
The Fairy Winds Artifact was a Defensive Artifact that cost 186,000 Points in the Shop. It had the ability to teleport its user up to 40 meters in any direction at will, but came with a passive recharge time of around an hour. It was an extremely popular Artifact on the Third Layer, where at any time an errant misstep could send you falling into the endless Void.
“You're well informed.” The Vile King returned.
Before he could say anything else, Micheal’s eyes widened and he abruptly threw himself backwards, a layer of blue Sky Tier Ki appearing around him in a protective shroud.
Not a split second later, two loud, rippling explosions shook the air, detonating just a few meters from Micheal. A flurry of smoke, dirt, and dust was thrown up into the air, forming a small, stormy cloud.
“Tch. You’re unnecessarily observant.” Constantine’s smile transformed into a frown, watching as Micheal’s figure burst through the newly formed dust cloud.
Micheal’s arms burned and his eyes blazed as he charged at the Vile King, his heart laced with irritation.
‘I was careless. That could have seriously injured me.’ The constant layer of mental oppression emanated by Constantine was dulling his senses.
In the moment when the Vile King activated his Fairy Winds Artifact to flee, Constantine had pulled out and armed two Close Impact Bombs from behind his back. The Vile King took advantage of the distorted space to hide his movements and then used the flash of light and winds from his Defensive Artifact to bury the bombs in the ground next to Micheal.
Close Impact Bomb were small, white cubes with a magical sensor on them. The tiny weapons were set to detonate once they detected even the slightest hint of movement after being armed, and were commonly used on the First Layer as traps to take out Morenkai.
Anything that could kill a Morenkai could easily kill a human. Micheal got away with only a couple minor burns on his arms thanks to his evasive dodge and Sky Tier Ki, but that light injury served as a wakeup call.
Even in his first year, Constantine Lancaster was a lethal threat.
In this fight, Micheal could not afford even the slightest lapse in judgement.
While Micheal came to this realization, the Vile King didn’t just stand there and wait. As soon as he saw Micheal reappear, the man pulled out a large blue staff and immediately began to activate it.
Micheal recognized it the moment he saw it.
It was a Promethium Staff, a rare Limited Artifact worth 326,086 Points in the Shop. It was a magic tool from an ancient civilization that allowed its user to cast the Tier 3 Spell Promethium Thunder without the need for Mana, a Mana Circle, or a Mana Heart. The Promethium Thunder Spell was a powerful, wide-range electrical spell that couldn’t be blocked with a sword.
In response, Micheal flung his left hand forward and activated his Silk Strider Glove, sending out 5 long threads of titanium, coated in Master Tier Sword Energy.
The metal strings shot through the air like bullets, glinting brightly.
They intercepted Constantine before he could finish the activation process, forcing the Vile King to interrupt his casting to protect himself.
Once again, the space surrounding the Vile King distorted. Micheal’s metal threads pierced through where the Vile King had been standing and seemingly passed through him, stabbing into the ground behind him.
After the metal threads landed, the Vile King waved his right hand, causing the space around him to return to normal.
Immediately, Micheal jerked his left hand, directing the metal strings from his Silk Strider Glove to slice Constantine to bits.
Before they could move, Constantine made a twisting motion with his hand and caused the space surrounding Micheal’s 5 metal threads to distort and condense, trapping them in the ground.
“You have excellent instincts.” The way the Vile King spat out his words made it sound like an insult.
Micheal didn't respond as he sprinted towards the man, his heart pounding with adrenaline. Each step he took held enough force to crack the earthen floor of the arena, drawing on every bit of strength he possessed.
After giving the trapped threads a tug, Micheal took advantage of their trapped state and used them to pull himself forward, propelling himself into the air. He spawned multiple Time Bubbles as he soared, causing himself to move extremely quickly.
The second that Constantine saw him go airborne, he threw out a new torrent of silver playing cards, coating them in chaotic red Annihilation Energy.
This time, however, as he threw them, Constantine angled the cards in a spread out, staggered manner. The flashing cards now burst through the air in a wide-ranging but carefully aimed assault.
Micheal’s eyes narrowed when he traced the attack, instinctively grasping its pattern.
The way the cards were lined up was at just the right angle to prevent Micheal from blocking them all. No matter how quickly and accurately he cut, at least one of the cards would make it past his defense and hit him.
‘Monster.’
Micheal had only attacked him a single time, but that alone was enough to let Constantine accurately judge Micheal’s strength, skill level, and allow the man to come up with countermeasures.
Micheal faced the attack head on without flinching. Slowing down to dodge would only give Constantine more space to plan and react.
Time flashed by in the blink of an eye.
Just before the silver cards were set to collide with Micheal, when it seemed clear that there was no way to block the attack…
In that exact moment, Constantine simultaneously activated 6 different rings.
These Artifacts had, before this exact moment, been completely invisible. The Vile King’s hands had appeared bare, even to Micheal’s Master Class senses.
6 different Curses slammed into Micheal as Constantine activated his Cursed Ring of Weakness, Cursed Ring of Slowing, Cursed Ring of Confusion, Cursed Ring of Blindness, Cursed Ring of Pain, and Cursed Ring of Exhaustion. The Curses operated exactly as one would expect, each one inflicting its relevant named state onto its target.
The instant the deluge of Curses came down on Micheal, his Heartflame Physique activated in response. His Physique gifted him with a natural resistance to Curses of all kinds, letting him dodge the brunt of the attack.
Micheal just barely managed to keep his concentration and, right before the silver cards hit him, he stamped down hard, jumping in mid-air.
A split moment later, Constantine’s silver cards sliced through the air where Micheal had been, missing him completely.
Micheal then activated his Cloud Stepping Shoes for the second time, using the momentum from his first jump to add on to a second jump, accelerating forward even faster. In the same movement, he disconnected the threads from his Silk Strider Glove, freeing his left hand in the process.
Constantine’s eyes widened, but, before he could launch a new attack, Micheal reached him.
Micheal’s right hand transformed into a blur as he sliced down at Constantine, intent on killing the man right where he stood.
Once more, space distorted, causing Micheal’s blade to miss.
Micheal didn’t let up, however, and simply continued attacking, cutting forward over and over.
‘There has to be a limit to his power.’ Micheal thought, his eyes flashing.
Using brute force to overcome something he didn’t understand wasn’t exactly the prettiest method to victory, but that fact hardly mattered to Micheal.
Constantine was already giving him an unprecedented feeling of danger.
It felt absurd even in Micheal’s eyes, but the last time his instincts had warned him this heavily had been during Humanity’s Final Battle, when they were all killed by the Morian Tribe of Deities.
One cut, two cuts, five cuts, ten cuts, Micheal’s sword ripped out in a succession of slicing attacks, each one geared with golden Master Tier Sword Energy.
The Vile King constantly manipulated space to cause Micheal’s attack to miss, but after the third cut, every new spatial undulation caused Constantine’s expression to grow tighter and tighter. Micheal was not giving the man even the slightest bit of leeway to react.
Finally, after his thirteenth cut, the Vile King took action.
Space returned to normal as the blue Promethium Staff in Constantine’s hands began to glow brightly, giving off a severe wave of power.
The Vile King forcibly activated the Artifact, overloading it with energy to skip its casting time, and then threw it at Micheal.
The Spell it cast would only be half as strong as a result and it would destroy the Artifact afterwards, but it was enough to force Micheal to respond to it.
Micheal aimed his next attack at the Staff, his right hand transforming into a blur as he cut it in half. A loud crackle of energy shook the air when Lightshorn slammed into the staff, making the Spell misfire.
The resulting explosion shocked Micheal and burned his right hand, painfully melting his fingers together and causing them to stick to his sword. The bright flash of light dazed him, temporarily blinding his eyes.
As Micheal’s body reeled from the impact, the mental oppression that came from Constantine’s Aura grew stronger. The Vile King was going all out, flaring his Soul to try and break Micheal’s concentration.
Micheal immediately spread his Master Class senses outward, violently making himself get over his shock. His Soul clashed with Constantine’s and, after a brief, silent struggle, he barely managed to keep his focus through sheer force of will.
As a result, despite being unable to see, Micheal noticed when space distorted in front of him and Constantine vanished.
For a small moment after, time seemed to stand still.
Micheal stood there quietly, all alone in the world, burned and bleeding, his body trembling from electric shocks and Curses.
The moment ended.
Time resumed.
Micheal’s eyes glowed golden as Constantine reappeared, this time directly behind Micheal’s back.
The Vile King held a single silver card in his right hand, just inches from Micheal’s neck. Red energy washed over the card as he prepared to attack, aiming to defeat Micheal in one fell swoop.
And then... just before he struck...
“Ah.”
Constantine gasped and came to a halt.
A spurt of blood burst free from the Vile King’s lips as he looked down in shock.
A long, golden line of Master Tier Sword Energy was stretched out from the sheath Micheal had on his hip, pierced directly through Constantine’s heart.
Micheal’s left hand rested on that sheath, moved there just moments before, after he released the metal threads in his Silk Strider Glove. The sheath wasn’t technically a sword, but its shape and purpose was close enough to allow him to use it all the same.
“You can emit this energy beyond your sword? I see.” The Vile King stared down in disbelief. He then sank down to the ground, causing the blade of golden energy to rip a bloody trail upward through his chest and shoulder.
Throughout the entire fight, Micheal had kept his Master Tier Sword Energy entirely self-contained within Lightshorn, even when Constantine lashed out with an attack that was impossible to block otherwise.
Constantine might be familiar with Sword Energy in general, but given how early on this Recorded Clone was from… what were the chances that he had fought against a Master before?
Close to zero, Micheal had figured. There were less than 10 Masters on the entire Second Layer, and details about their techniques were a closely guarded secret. It was only on the Third Layer that the powers of Master Tier Sword Energy were common knowledge.
His guess, as it turned out, was correct, and his gamble paid off.
Micheal took a deep, ragged breath as his vision returned to him. The mental oppression from Constantine’s Soul began to ease up, sending a clear signal to his brain.
He had won.
Micheal spun around to face Constantine, his heart pounding with excitement.
And it was here, for no apparent reason, that Micheal’s intuition flared within him.
Without even questioning why, Micheal threw himself to the side, using his Life Orbs to propel himself away. He spawned a Time Bubble to accelerate himself, moving as fast as he physically could while donning a layer of protective Sky Tier Ki.
In his final moment alive, Constantine’s Clone couldn’t help but to grin.
“You really do have great instincts.”
A millisecond later…
A cluster of 46 invisible Close Impact Bombs exploded two meters away from Micheal’s face.
.
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Micheal died instantly.
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For all the power and strength he had built up in his second life, even Micheal was helpless in the face of 46 Close Impact Bombs simultaneously exploding just 2 meters behind him.
The momentous explosion shook the air, sending out a suppressive shockwave that shattered the earth. The impact happened so quickly that, even to Micheal, the blow was instantaneous.
In one moment, he was alive and fleeing, his intuition screaming at him to get away.
In the next, he was dead, and a gargantuan, 45-meters wide crater had formed in the earth.
Micheal returned to the mysterious fog-like world of his Soul as he gathered his consciousness, automatically preparing to shatter one of his Life Orbs and respawn.
As he came to, a wave of shock swept over Micheal. Emotions cascaded within his Soul, forcing him to pause.
Joy, anger, frustration, horror, helplessness.
‘It’s not enough.’
Micheal’s mind raced as he reflected on the battle, trying to get his heart under control.
Rising to the forefront of his mind rested one particular thought:
He still was not strong enough.
‘I should have had every advantage over the Vile King... I’ve undergone a Master Class transformation, my body and Ki are far more developed, I have more than a decade of combat experience…’ Micheal’s Soul pulsed angrily.
Constantine had a much stronger Soul stat, but compared to the enemies, the trials, and the tribulations Micheal had already faced in his second life thus far, defeating the First Wave version of the Vile King should have proven trivial.
Technically, he had won… but he had lost one of his Life Orbs in the process.
‘The Constantine I’ll face off against in the future will know about my powers.’
This version of Constantine hadn’t.
Micheal’s vision flashed as he abruptly vanished from the world that was his Soul, reappearing inside the heavily damaged Dueling Arena.
Micheal let out a sigh as he walked over to where his sword, Lightshorn, had fallen, flung several, dozen meters away by the explosion.
It took him a few seconds more to find his Mid-Tier Spatial Ring, the nigh-invincible Artifact the only other remnant from his body. He put the ring on and tapped on it, withdrawing his Silk Strider Gloves, his Cloud Stepping Shoes, his Aura Nullification Necklace, and a new set of clothes.
It was then, at this moment as he was regearing, that Micheal suddenly froze.
“Wait a minute… why hasn’t the Duel ended?”
Micheal spun around, his gaze jerking to the last location where Constantine had been.
Slightly north of the center of the crater lay… nothing.
Micheal frowned. He stamped down hard on the ground, launching himself forward rapidly with his blade out in front of him.
He landed with a resounding thump, sending up a scattering of dust and dirt into the air. There was a faint, brown haze covering the surroundings of the crater, the aftermath of the massive explosion still not settled.
Micheal focused his senses outward, searching for even the slightest anomaly. His eyes glowed with energy as he pulled on his Ki, enhancing his body to its peak state.
After a second, Micheal knelt down on the ground and touched the dirt.
Immediately, a large, crimson-red circle fluttered into existence. The circle was inscribed with various glyphs and symbols, interconnected with a series of long patterns and lines that seemed to move with some sort of mysterious intent.
Micheal’s eyes widened as he recognized what he was looking at.
“This is… a Bestowal Circle?” His mind blanked for a moment.
In the next moment, Micheal’s sword transformed into a blur as he instantly lashed out, golden Master Tier Sword Energy rushing towards the red circle without a whit of hesitation.
An instant later, a small explosion of dirt, blood, and crimson energy blasted into the air, echoing out in a loud boom.
The Vampiric Bestowal Circle had been destroyed.
The Vampire Type was one of the more unique, but very widespread, Types that could be purchased through the Shop. Among other things, it granted the user powerful recovery skills, extended their natural lifespan, enhanced their senses, and boosted their strength. Stronger users of the Vampire Type could utilize more powerful and mysterious Vampire-related Abilities.
Among the myriad of powers a Vampire could learn, the ability to engrave a ‘Bestowal Circle’ was one of the most mysterious.
Compared to the movies and books Micheal had read on Earth, there were some notable differences between the Vampires that came about by humans purchasing the Vampire Type and the Vampires of human legend.
For one, Vampire Type users did not possess an aversion to garlic, crossing rivers, or entering into residences without the permission of the owner. Sunlight did have some effect on Vampire Type users, but only as far as a minor irritant that slowed their regeneration. The only true weakness Vampire Type users shared with their literary counterparts was that of silver, the substance affecting them as if it were poison.
Another notable difference lay in how one could become a Vampire. In movies, Vampires could often convert other humans into Vampires by biting them.
In reality, however, to convert a human into a Vampire, one must use a ‘Bestowal Circle.’ By engraving a specific ritualistic pattern onto one’s body and imbuing it with Ki, it was possible to transform someone into a Vampire without the need to purchase said Ability in the Shop.
Such a great power didn’t come without cost, however.
Every Bestowal Circle a Vampire made would severely weaken them for a period of up to several months to several years. As a result, few Vampire Type users made use of this power.
Micheal’s eyes were cold as he looked at the remnants of the shattered Bestowal Circle.
‘So this was his final failsafe?’
This Bestowal Circle had been pre-imbued with great power beforehand. Despite Constantine’s corpse being obliterated, as long as the Circle was able to activate without being interrupted, his body would be able to reform and return him to life as a Vampire. Full body reconstruction was one of the perks of activating a Bestowal Circle. 
Micheal silently nodded to himself.
It wasn’t like the Vile King to blindly commit suicide in an attempt to take Micheal down with him. Obviously, the man would have a way to survive his own attack. Even if he believed that he was a Clone, as long as there was even the slightest chance that what Micheal told him was false, Constantine would fight til the bitter end to survive.
“It was a good attempt, but-” Micheal’s voice trailed off as he stared at the shattered Bestowal Circle in front of him, a frown appearing on his face.
“...”
The arena had yet to change.
He was still able to move and speak freely.
“You can’t be serious…” He muttered to himself slowly.
The Duel was not over…
Constantine was still not entirely dead.
Micheal walked over and inspected the shattered Bestowal Circle, confirming once again that it was well and truly destroyed. He then began to turn around and scan the rest of the arena, his gaze pensive.
There was no trace of Constantine’s body. Micheal was completely certain that it had been obliterated.
And, if that was the case, then…
Micheal sighed to himself after a few seconds.
He then began extending his senses to his utmost limit and started to walk around the arena, combing over every inch of dirt in a large, wide-scale search.
The seconds passed by quickly, the endless river of time marching forth step by step.
Roughly 2 hours later…
Micheal’s eyes were bloodshot when he finally jerked to a stop, his gaze brightening as he looked down below him.
A powerful Aura burst out around him as Micheal withdrew Lightshorn from his Spatial Ring.
He then cut downward with all his might, a slice of Master Tier Sword Energy tearing through the earth like it was butter.
A flurry of dirt shuddered into the air, obscuring Micheal’s vision for a moment.
In the next moment, however, a small smile appeared on Micheal’s face.
“Got it.”
A dozen meters underground, Micheal’s Master Tier Sword Energy had ruptured a large, head-sized glowing green orb. Hazy green energy exploded forth out of the orb, forming a small, 2 meter wide hole in the earth and setting the ground to rumbling for a split second.
“How did he already have a Lichen Orb?” Micheal muttered as he stored Lightshorn back in his Spatial Ring.
The orb Micheal had destroyed was a Lichen Orb, a powerful Limited Artifact that cost 840,580 Points in the Shop. Micheal had no idea how the Vile King had managed to acquire one on the Second Layer.
A Lichen Orb was an Artifact that could be bonded with one’s Soul and could be used to resurrect its user after they died. The resurrection, however, would be an incomplete one that brought the user back to life as an undead Lich.
Coming back to life after dying was, by itself, a huge positive, but life as an undead Lich came with many negatives. Liches had weakened physical senses and dampened human emotions, as well as an inherent weakness to Elemental Light and Sacred Magic.
Few humans were willing to become a Lich of their own volition, but as a backup failsafe to resurrect oneself, a Lichen Orb was an extraordinarily effective tool.
“That took forever.” Micheal rubbed in between his eyes, feeling the warning signs of a headache setting in.
Constantine had somehow managed to activate and hide this Lichen Orb a dozen meters underground without Micheal noticing. Given that the man wouldn’t have had time to hide it while Micheal was attacking him, Micheal could only assume that the Vile King had prepared and hidden it in the moments before they battled, as a preemptive safety measure.
The Lichen Orb had been covered in some type of anti-detection paint, making it extremely difficult to find. It had taken Micheal the full two hours of scouring the arena to find it.
“How many failsafes did Constantine set up? It’s no wonder humanity never killed him the first time around.” Micheal’s eyes narrowed as he stared down at the cracked Lichen Orb, watching the last few bits of energy explode out of it and fade away.
A few seconds passed in silence…
And…
He remained in the unchanged arena.
Micheal clenched his fists and took a deep breath.
He slowly let that breath out.
‘Damned cockroach.’
…
53 minutes later, a flash of golden light shook the air as Micheal cut forward with his sword, slashing at an invisible object floating two dozen meters in the air.
A small explosion of blue light appeared as Micheal’s Master Tier Sword Energy destroyed a large, floating blue cube.
Micheal’s eyes drilled into the remnants of the blue cube, his gaze never leaving it as he watched it fall towards the ground.
He didn’t recognize the Artifact, but after destroying it, he could sense unusual waves of energy stored within it. The unique nature of the Artifact made it impossible for him to understand further, especially after his sword strike dispersed the blue clumps of light within it, destroying it without giving even a slight bit of leeway.
Micheal held his breath as he watched the shattered Artifact fall and hit the floor. His heart pounded as he waited with bated breath, nervous tension fluttering within him.
A second went by… and then another…
Finally, just as Micheal’s heart felt like it was about to explode from the tension…
Time froze and a flash of light covered Micheal’s vision.
The Duel was finally over.
The Clone of the Vile King was dead.
Micheal had won.
.




Chapter 42


A light, fluttering Aurora Borealis illuminated a desolate world.

In one particular corner of this planet, in a deep, dark crater hobbled next to the remains of a once majestic mountain range…
There sat a man, alone.
Time seemed to ooze by at a crawl, the shimmering lights in the sky above illuminating a silent, still scene.
Slowly, the man inhaled.
Slowly, the man exhaled.
Dust drifted through the air around the man, coloring his skin a lifeless gray.
As he sat alone in a ruined world, Constantine Lancaster looked down at his hands in a long, studied motion.
His fingers were covered in bloody scrapes and bruises, stained black with dirt and dust. Small gashes had ripped apart the webs between his fingers, and the few parts of his skin that weren’t coated in grime were pale from blood loss.
After another long moment, Constantine’s tense muscles relaxed as his shoulders slowly slumped forward.
He inhaled.
He exhaled.
The Vile King shut his eyes and clenched one of his fists, his entire body trembling uncontrollably with emotion. The movement caused a single drop of blood to drip from his gruesomely injured fingers, steadily merging with the grime that coated his hands, unable to break free.
“I am experiencing shock right now.” He analyzed aloud, his voice almost mechanically cold.
He felt shock. Regret. Remorse.
Horror.
Constantine’s mind was swept over with a massive wave of emotions, all meshed together, held at bay only by the unending, ceaseless rage that was flowing through his veins.
“I failed.”
The moment he spoke, Constantine’s eyes opened, and the reality of the situation finally seemed to set in upon him.
Not long ago, a grand battle had taken place…
The greatest battle that humanity, in the second timeline, had ever been a part of.
A battle that Constantine lost.
“And now, because of my hubris…”
Constantine’s words echoed out quietly as he sat alone in an empty world.
“Everyone is dead.”
The vast army of talented warriors he had spent years cultivating had been slaughtered down to the last man. Humans with unique Abilities, talents that had blossomed under the influence of his Seeds, men and women that were both highly-trained and highly-skilled.
An army of brave heroes united by him to save humanity…
Lost in a day.
Constantine slowly rose to his feet, his gaze drifting forward, to the ground of the crater he was in.
Planted in the earth before him, at the very center of this dark crater, sat hundreds of crudely crafted stone monuments, spread evenly in rows a dozen deep.
Tombstones.
Constantine inhaled.
Constantine exhaled.
He lay witness to the price of failure.
The Vile King walked forward until he reached the first tombstone on the front row, his steps measured and calm.
He then knelt down until he rested his right hand atop the rough block of stone.
He paused for a few seconds in this position, and then began to speak.
“Ahmya Suzuki. Your journey has reached its end. You died with honor and dignity. May your soul find rest.” Constantine read the name he had carved into the tombstone aloud, his words slow and orderly.
He stood up.
He took a few steps to his right, until he was in front of the next tombstone.
Once again, he knelt down on the ground and rested his hand atop the crude stone monument.
As he came to a halt, another drop of bright red blood fell from his battered hands. The drop landed on the front of the gravestone, where it painted a jagged, violent trail that would remain forevermore.
“Celine Monet. Your journey has reached its end. You died with honor and dignity. May your soul find rest.”
Constantine stood up, and, methodically, began to repeat this process, over and over.
Minutes slipped into hours as the man went from grave to grave, reading the names of the fallen aloud and blessing them to rest soundly.
By the time the Vile King reached the final tomb maker in the last line of graves, every step he took caused his body to heave with exhaustion. His entire face had turned sickly pale from blood loss, his muscles desperately crying for him to rest. Even his breathing had long since turned ragged, his lungs burning and his breath shallow.
“Chen Yang. Your journey has reached its end. You died with honor and dignity. May your soul find rest.”
Constantine took one, final stumbling step forward past the final grave marker before he collapsed, refusing to let himself lose consciousness.
Instead, he shut his eyes tight as he fell down on one knee, propping his back up against the edge of the final gravestone. His chest heaved as took several long breaths, giving his muddied thoughts time to come together.
He breathed in.
He breathed out.
Time marched on.
“I cannot change the mistakes of the past.” Constantine spoke to himself in a raw, raspy whisper, his head tilted upward toward the sky.
“I can only endure. And endure. And endure. And look to the future.”
Slowly, the mass of seething emotions within the Vile King began to calm, a feat that was far more impressive than it might appear.
Constantine’s invasive Seeds were a power that humanity, Micheal included, had researched more than any other. Many secrets about them became well known facts as the first timeline approached its end… but humanity didn’t find out everything.
The Empyrean Soul Root Ability was publicly known as a power that came with no negative drawbacks… but this was not actually the case.
Constantine’s Seeds functioned on an incredibly intricate level.
Every time a human imbued with a Seed died, that Seed returned to Constantine, bringing with it tidbits of the Seeds memories, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. This action was involuntary, a facet of his Empyrean Soul Root Ability that Constantine himself could not direct.
The connections he formed with his Seeds were deeply intimate. They had to be, for that was the only way such a broad network of individuals could simultaneously fall under his influence.
That deep connection came at a cost.
In the split second where a Seed returned to him and perfectly merged with his Soul, there was a brief moment where Constantine felt everything his Seed had just experienced, as if it was Constantine’s own experience.
Everything.
In a broader sense, every time one of Constantine’s Seeds died and successfully returned to him…
Constantine was made to experience death.
Real, true death, of body, mind, and Soul. 
He felt the sheer, guttural horror that filled one’s body as their grasp on life fled. He lived through the terrifying silence as one’s senses were replaced with blank, empty nothingness. He underwent those last confused tremors as death finally arrived and his sense of identity began to fall apart…
And, then, he felt his consciousness ripped back to the present as the connection between body and Soul abruptly ended.
These were things a human should only experience a single time, at the very end of their life. Living through such a horrifying ordeal multiple times was a traumatic burden few humans could even conceptualize.
Living through that burden 700 times in a single day was far, far worse.
Unimaginably so. 
A lesser man would have been driven insane.
But not Constantine Lancaster.
He would not allow it.
Constantine’s sorrow faded into the background. His sense of horror grew still.
The shock that felt like it might overwhelm him slowly morphed into peaceful acceptance.
As the Vile King meditated quietly, he shoved the last bits of regret and remorse to the farthest corner of his heart, clearing them from his consciousness.
Finally, he was left with a single emotion.
Anger as cold as ice, rage as black as the night.
“Why did I fail?”
He finally uttered aloud the question that he had pushed off until this very moment, his mind beginning to race with dozens of thoughts at the same time.
“What went wrong?”
Several days ago, Constantine had captured and interrogated multiple ‘Yil’ scouts and learned about the creatures known as ‘Deities.’
In particular, he learned in great detail about the existence of Ashroth the Immortal, the Titled Deity that held absolute power among the Yil.
The shocking discoveries he made had seen him mobilize his Seeds across the Layers, seeking out any information about ‘Deities’ that he could find. That effort saw great success, culminating in him obtaining independent verification of another ‘Tribe of Deities,’ one that had originated from the Second Layer, ‘The Toren.’
After he organized all the information he had gathered, it took the Vile King less than an hour to reach a conclusion.
The Yil, both in the form of their leader Ashroth and in general as ‘Deities’, represented an unacceptable threat to humanity.
Constantine had always firmly believed that Humanity desperately needed to grow stronger.
Only by overcoming countless trials and tribulations would it be possible for the human race to survive the 7 Layers. Humanity, if he did not force such growth, would surely perish.
However…
‘Growth is a step by step process. A man can not pick up a blade and master it in a day.’
To achieve the most optimal level of growth, to explode humanity’s potential to the absolute limit…
The trials and tribulations humanity came to face had to emerge in a precise, controlled manner.
They needed to be nightmarish enough to push humans to their absolute limits, while at the same time, not so oppressive as to annihilate humanity’s population.
There must be balance.
‘Humanity is not ready to face the Yil.’
These creatures were like nothing he had ever seen. Unreasonably powerful, unreasonably resilient, everything about them was unreasonable, from their Traits to their logic-defying Titles.
Thus, Constantine found himself faced with two choices.
He could leave the Fourth Layer and move on to the Fifth, avoiding the Yil incursion entirely. As long as he kept his movements subtle and acted carefully, it wouldn’t be a problem to hide within the shadows and focus on accelerating humanity’s growth in the background.
Or…
He could remain on the Fourth Layer and seize the initiative. Instead of fleeing from the Yil and leaving an uncontrolled disaster to roam freely, he could use the knowledge he had obtained to his advantage, and lay a mighty direct ambush.
Constantine knew the exact location where the Yil would appear. He now possessed in-depth knowledge about the tactics, training, and skills employed by the Yil within the past several centuries. His understanding of Yil biology had grown to an expert level, one that only continued to deepen as medical teams formed by his Seeds performed biopsies on the Yil corpses.
‘In the end, the decision is obvious.’
There was only one choice he could make.
He had to attack.
If he didn't, then who would?
‘In three days, the Titled Deity Ashroth, is going to appear alongside a brigade of a few hundred Yil.’
The Yil Tribe of Deities had a relatively small population, numbering in the thousands. The army accompanying Ashroth stood around 300 strong, and represented a sizable percentage of their populace. 
‘There will never be a better chance to eliminate Ashroth than there is now.’ 
The sheer illogicality of Ashroth’s ‘Title,’ made Constantine extremely uncomfortable.
It was a threat he could not fully comprehend…and that was very, very dangerous. Worse, Ashroth was not the only ‘Titled Deity’ that existed.
‘Humanity has begun to grow, splendidly, in ways I could have never predicted.’ The moment he had that thought, briefly, an image of a young, brown-haired man wielding a blade that glowed with gold light flashed in Constantine’s eyes.
‘I cannot allow an existence that would disrupt that.’
And so…
Constantine did what he had been doing ever since he arrived on the 7 Layers.
He investigated what he could, prepared for what he could not…
And then, once more, stepped forward to pioneer humanity’s frontline in the face of the unknown.
And because of that... the history of the 2nd timeline began to fundamentally shift.
The waves Micheal cast upon the Layers below finally spread their wake to those that had reached the highest peak above.  
On that day, 3 years and 308 days sooner than in the original timeline…
Constantine Lancaster came face to face with one of the most horrific creatures found throughout all of existence.
An appalling monstrosity of immeasurable power.
An aberrant existence that defied logic and reason.
A nigh-absolute being that reigned supreme on the 7 Layers.
A Titled Deity.
.
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Ever since Micheal traveled back to the past, he lived his life in a constant, chaotic rush. He didn’t allow himself time to rest and moved forward as fast as possible, oriented on a series of goals he needed to achieve.
There were many reasons why he acted like this. The faster he moved, the more lives he could save, and the better he could use his knowledge of the future.
In particular, however, there was one reason that constantly lurked in the back of his mind. It was the reason why he wanted to grow as fast as possible, to obtain strength that would let him stand in the face of anything.
More specifically, that reason had to do with a fact about Constantine Lancaster that only Micheal was now aware of.
Over the course of all the disasters the Vile King unleashed upon humanity, throughout years and years humanity spent trying to hunt him down and kill him…
Even after gaining the title of humanity’s worst terrorist…
Despite the human race uniting with the goal of his demise…
Constantine Lancaster had never seriously retaliated.
Not even once.
No matter what he endured, the attacks he suffered, or the incursions made against him, the Vile King maintained a strictly non-targeted regime of death and danger. In his own insane way, it spoke a great deal to Constantine’s character and commitment to his own cause. At least, that was what several Behavioral Analysis Units established by Dark Void had concluded, during humanity’s final years.
‘But that was then, and this is now.’
Micheal had thwarted a number of Constantine’s plans, preventing the ones that would result in horrific disasters as humanity failed to live up to Constantine’s expectations.
Did he ruin all of the Vile King’s plans? No.
In the first place, humanity never possessed complete knowledge on all the actions Constantine took. The plans Micheal targeted were the ones known to history for their terrible consequences.
However…
‘The actions I’ve taken now, and those I will take in the future, will draw his attention. I’m actively interfering with the Vile King now.’
Constantine of the first timeline never retaliated…
‘But I can’t count on that now. No one ever interfered to the degree that I have.’
It was a fear that Micheal could never rid himself of, forcing him ever onward in a mad rush of growth.
For… what could he do if the Vile King decided to seriously target him?
Humanity only knew bits and pieces of the actions Constantine took in the first timeline. In the final days when Humanity’s Last Army was formed, however, Dark Void leaked records stolen from the Nirvana Church that helped answer Micheal’s question.
Those leaks contained the only recorded instance of what happened when Constantine Lancaster went all out.
They told a tale of a secret war that the Vile King fought on the Fifth Layer…
A story of how the Aerdu, 1 of the 12 Tribes of Deities, were annihilated in a single night.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
After he made the decision to attack the Yil, Constantine held back nothing.
He planned a meticulous, detailed ambush that utilized the full strength of the resources he possessed. He made failsafe after failsafe, preparing hundreds of backup plans that accounted for countless situations.
He spent every waking moment in the days before the main force of the Yil would arrive preparing for the absolute worst. He and his Seeds put together a mind-bogglingly deadly assault plan the likes of which even Micheal could not imagine.
And then…
That day came.
And the battle began.
Memories of exactly what happened flowed into Constantine’s mind as he sat alone, the details burned into his brain so that he could never forget.
In the early hours of dawn, the air was still and cool.
In one second, the Fourth Layer was enveloped in a zone of peace and calm. The Vile King’s control in that moment was absolute, his Seeds standing in a state of perfect readiness.
In the next second…
Hundreds of enormous, towering Yil Warriors abruptly arrived on the Fourth Layer en masse, spawning into existence as one.
At the center of those Yil stood one enormous Deity that stood above all the rest, an 8-meters-tall monstrosity whose very existence caught Constantine’s eye.
In the instant those Yil arrived…
The ambush began.
Before even a millisecond had passed, the just-arrived Deities were greeted by the activation of thousands of pre-planted explosive munitions. The land they had arrived on had been decorated with six separate, raised layers of explosives, forming an inescapable world of death.
The bombs went off simultaneously, leaving no room for error. Constantine had positioned the munitions in such a way that the explosions went off from above, flattening the arriving Yil instead of sending them flying.
Had this been a party of humans arriving, such a trap alone would have sufficed.
But this was merely the beginning.
Before the shockwaves from those explosives had barely cleared a foot, an enormous ocean of cindering magma materialized out of thin air, swallowing the entirety of the Yil army from head to toe. The molten rock burned at a temperature in excess of 2,400 °C (4,400 °F), deadly enough to immolate any human caught in it.
Milliseconds later, before the magma had even begun to settle, close to the full force of Constantine’s Shadows simultaneously activated hundreds of diverse Abilities and Artifacts, launching a veritable cornucopia of destruction at the newly-arrived Deities. These Abilities ranged from Spiritual Curses to Mental Strikes to bursts of Elemental Energies, all designed to kill.
In less than half a second, the land within a thousand-meters-wide circle, centered on the Yil, was transformed into a mire of absolute devastation.
The first part of Constantine’s ambush plan finished…
So then began the second part.
Immediately following that half second, the hellscape-like land within that circle collapsed in on itself, propelled downward by the countless, still-spreading, explosive shockwaves.
Before the Yil arrived, Constantine’s Seeds had hollowed out the ground beneath their arrival point, creating a massive hole 100 meters deep hole just beneath the surface. This preparation concentrated the forces of the Yil and the results of Constantine’s attack together, leaving no room for the Deities to escape.
At roughly 7/10ths of a second after the start of the ambush…
A ritual circle composed of 4 Shadows that possessed the Eldritch Snarer Type and 5 Shadows that possessed the Elemental Giant Transformation Ability, led by 1 Shadow that possessed the Void Ruler Ability, finished activating the ‘Void Annihilation Ritual.’
Constantine’s Shadows acted in perfect unison, their Ability loadout designed to maximize their effectiveness.
Normally, the optimized ritual required between 11.8 and 12.7 seconds to achieve activation.
Constantine circumvented this requirement by drawing upon a Shadow that had obtained the Bound Celestial Owl Type through the Mystic Variant Transformation Type Lottery, a Type that granted precognitive awareness.
7/10ths of a second after the Yil arrived, the very space in which the Deities stood ruptured.
The distorted, twisting cracks of space tore downward, guided by the Shadow Void Ruler.
The span of the shattered space fit perfectly in the collapsed hole and kept going, dragging the ocean of magma, the thousands of on-going explosions, and the huge formation of attacks from hundreds of various Abilities and Artifacts downward alongside the army of newly arrived Yil.
The hole that was 100 meters deep rapidly expanded to a length 4,000 meters deep, all in the span of a few seconds.
The second part of Constantine’s ambush was completed.
‘It was here, where everything went wrong.’
Constantine’s eyes flashed with cold light as he opened his eyes, looking up at the sky.
‘I was complacent. Arrogant. A fool who thought he knew it all.’
Over and over, he had told himself to expect the worst, to prepare for the most severe outcome, and to never make any assumptions.
‘And I did… but it was not enough.’
As the spatial tears formed by the Void Annihilation Ritual fettered out thousands of meters below the surface, Constantine prepared the third part of his ambush plan.
348 of his Shadows raised their hands forward and drew on their Spatial Rings, preparing to unleash hundreds of tons of viscous liquid ‘B-Type 94’ poison, a deadly poison his Shadows had managed to develop after several days spent dissecting Yil corpses.
A handful of drops inside an open wound was enough to shock and stun the neural system of any Yil for around ten seconds.
It didn’t sound like much, but the mere fact that he had created a poison that could harm a Deity, especially a Tribe of Deities as insanely resilient as the Yil, was an enormous achievement.
A second before the 3rd part of his ambush plan began, however…
Something that none of Constantine’s countless plans or backup plans had accounted for took place.
In the face of his massive, layered ambush and destructive onslaught…
Reality… changed.
The world as he knew it shifted.
And a loud, piercing voice blasted into Constantine’s mind.
HOW ADMIRABLE.
The deep, gaping hole in the ground vanished.
WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME I FACED AN ATTACK THIS FIERCE?
The boiling sea of magma, the chaotic rivers of energy, the diverse multitude of Artifacts and weapons mixed together deep underground… vanished.
The Yil… vanished.
The fruits of Constantine’s ambush disappeared as if they had never existed in the first place.
WAS IT DURING THE GREAT DRAGON HUNT 24,000 YEARS AGO?
Everything was gone…
And then, it wasn’t.
Once again, in front of Constantine’s eyes, an army of Yil appeared.
PERHAPS.
This time, however, there were no thousands of pre-planted bombs to greet them.
The magma sea Constantine had prepared was no more, and was unable to materialize.
Constantine’s Shadows were unable to activate all of the Abilities and Artifacts they had activated before in time.
In that moment, on the day of the ambush, Constantine pushed aside his extreme shock and began to react.
‘Time reversion? It shouldn’t be, that’s their ultimate taboo. A temporal shift? No, that doesn’t match. None of the Yil we interrogated gave any indication their kind was capable of this.’ Constantine’s mind raced at an astronomical rate, such that time itself seemed to stand still.
‘Ashroth. He’s ruled for 80,000 years. It must be him. Black Magic? It doesn’t match. What do I know? He’s a Titled Deity with the Title Immortal. He’s physically incapable of dying, even if he is destroyed. He’ll simply regenerate-’ Constantine’s eyes widened imperceptibly.
‘Does he regenerate? What if it's not regeneration, but a form of self-contained time reversion? Casual reality warping?’ Just because all of the Yil he interrogated believed one thing didn’t mean they were right.
The impossible scene before him was proof of that.
‘Can he activate his Title in a way that ties its effects to something other than himself?’
The Vile King’s gaze grew sharp as he began processing the observations, feelings, and senses of his entire army in a single moment.
‘The air is stable. All of the shockwaves had been completely erased. There is not even a hint of the magma I released, the localized temperature is entirely unchanged. Even the fabric of space itself is in a quantum-normalized state, as if the Void Annihilation Ritual was never activated.’
These observations were drawn from sensory feedback that spanned tens of thousands of meters of the area around him, relying on numerous Shadows that possessed various detection Abilities, heightened senses, or active Artifacts that were scanning the surroundings.
‘There should be clouds of disturbed air outward of several thousand meters from me. If time was reverted, my Shadows and I should be standing in slightly different locations. The supplies we used would be returned.’ Constantine’s gaze sharpened as he combined all the knowledge he had.
In a singular moment, Constantine’s mind went through a series of hypotheses, repeatedly formed shifting connections, developed formative evaluations, and processed a multitude of variable conclusions…
Thousands of them.
It was an impossible feat the Vile King accomplished by making full use of his Seeds, drawing on their mental willpower and brain capacity to form a temporary, intertwined hivemind.
For the second time ever since the timeline had reset, Constantine entered into his ‘Ascendant State.’
Constantine’s Empyrean Soul Root Ability allowed him to form a direct connection to influence other beings, but it didn’t change the fact that he was a human.
Humans, as a species, naturally found multitasking difficult. The human mind, in its normal state, possesses a singular conscious direction. Splitting that focus multi-way required incredible training and discipline.
To achieve his Ascendant State, Constantine had to make a bridge between every single one of his present Seeds and himself. The intimate connections his Seed formed allowed for passive, sweeping manipulation, but that alone couldn’t cover everything.
To make up for what was needed, for a brief moment, Constantine split his consciousness more than 700 ways at once.
Doing so caused his sense of identity to fall into confusion as his mind was ripped into an anomalous mass, his mind and Soul so completely overwhelmed he lost the ability to feel pain. It was an act tantamount to suicide, a condition that would instantly kill him if his attention lapsed even slightly. This was one of Constantine’s ultimate trump cards, one reserved for scenarios he judged to be of the utmost danger.
This incomprehensible state was made possible only because of the sheer, endless willpower that Constantine possessed… and because of the countless times he had already experienced the pain of death and loss of self-identity each time his Seeds died and returned.
‘When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’ Constantine thought, his eyes piercing towards the abnormally large Deity standing at the center of the Yil Army.
‘Ashroth’s Title doesn’t activate in the form of simple regeneration or temporal reversion…’
Blood began to drip out of Constantine’s nose as his body and mind were strained to their utmost limits, his gaze growing focused as he reached a conclusion that left him dumbfounded.
‘It has to work through some form of ‘erasing’ the past.’
If Ashroth was injured, when his wounds healed just moments later, it wasn’t a form of super regeneration…
It was his Title activating and ‘erasing’ his injuries from the timeline… somehow.
Nothing else matched the observations Constantine had made.
Ashroth could not die… and his Title saw to it that anything that killed him was removed
from existence itself.
Not from the present… but from the past.
It was illogical. It should not be possible. But it was, and he was forced to adapt to that.
‘Is his Title unable to ‘erase’ living things? None of my Shadows were removed. Only their attacks.’ The Vile King observed.
‘Alright, then. Shift to Plan M04. Target every Yil except Ashroth.’ Constantine exited his Ascendant State, his individual consciousness swiftly reforming as one, returning in unison along the connections his Seeds formed.
Even in the midst of disaster, Constantine reacted without panic, drawing upon one of the countless backup plans he had prepared.
Dozens of enormous laser blasts began to blast down from the sky at the same time that Constantine’s Shadows began to split off into groups, switching tactics.
The Vile King’s army began targeting individual Yil in teams, breaking off to coordinate in smaller-scale attacks that wouldn’t affect Ashroth. A third of his army formed one large group, a team of hundreds of Seeds coordinated together to simply delay Ashroth.
‘Reduce the variables and the situation will solve itself.’
OH? A SWIFT REACTION. IMPRESSIVE.
Constantine held absolute faith in himself. The plans he had made, and the preparations he had readied, could handle an upset at this level.
And…
He was almost right.
Time flowed onward like a river.
Four hours later…
The Yil army was dead.
All 308 Yil that had accompanied Ashroth had been successfully assassinated, targeted and killed in a manner that could not be reverted.
Constantine’s preparations had proven adequate for the normal Deities. The Yil army that had come with Ashroth had contained stronger variants of the Yil scouts Constantine had previously encountered, but he had accounted for that.
All of the invading Yil Warriors were now dead…
All but one.
INTRIGUING. YOU ARE THE FIRST BEING TO TRY TO BIND ME USING A STORM OF RIPPED SPACE.
‘Damn.’
Surrounded on all sides by hundreds of Constantine’s Shadows, in the midst of an enormous storm of rippling tears in the fabric of space, stood an 8-meters-tall monster.
This creature had pure, alabaster-white skin and a vaguely human-like face, with two gray eyes, a small nose, and a pale mouth. Like the rest of the Yil, its arms were disproportionately long, as were its legs.
HOW MANY DIFFERENT TACTICS HAVE YOU PREPARED JUST FOR ME?
Casually, the Titled Deity Ashroth stretched his arms to his side.
Within milliseconds, the space surrounding him returned to normal, as if the vast tears that had bombarded him had never been.
HOW AMUSING.
Four hours had passed since Constantine began his ambush.
It took his Seeds roughly 14 minutes to kill the Yil army.
As for the last 3 hours and 46 minutes…
‘Damn.’
IS THAT IT?
Constantine had spent that entire time drawing upon every contingency plan he had to stop a single being.
In the face of Constantine’s full, concentrated efforts, the regular Deities were nothing.
They died within minutes.
But a single creature, one lonesome individual, now stood in his way.
‘Damn.’
873 backup plans.
873 failures.
BEING WHO COMMANDS THIS ARMY, YOU HAVE EARNED MY RESPECT.
‘Damn.’
YOU WILL BE REMEMBERED.
Ashroth took a step forward, and the battle began once more.
Over the course of the next 4 hours, Constantine fought with everything he had.
And 8 hours after the ambush began... it ended.
22 of Constantine’s Seeds died at the hands of the 308 Yil Warriors, during the first 14 minutes of combat.
As for the remaining 687…
All of them fell to a single individual.
Ashroth - The Immortal.
.
.
.
And so ended Constantine Lancaster's first encounter with a Titled Deity.
.
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As Micheal’s duel with Constantine’s Clone ended and he was teleported away in a bright flash of light, his thoughts drifted for a few brief moments.
He found himself thinking about a topic he had shoved to the side ever since he returned.
About Titled Deities.
Micheal’s short term plans all centered around countering the Vile King’s disastrous actions. This had been his major priority, to prop up humanity using knowledge of the future.
His long term plans, however, centered around the existence of Titled Deities.
They were creatures that possessed irrational, illogical powers that far surpassed that of any other being… and they were the creatures that caused the downfall of humanity.
In truth, in the eyes of the Deities, Micheal was fairly certain humanity was merely a footnote. By the time Humanity’s Last Army was formed, various groups of Deities had broken up into factions that warred with one another, each led by their own Titled Deity.
It should have been an opportune time for the human race to stage a comeback… but by that point, humanity’s forces had already been crippled.
In the end, the Deity that wiped them out wasn’t even a Titled Deity.
‘General Kelleth.’ Micheal vividly recalled the name of the Morian General that had brought about his death.
‘He was someone who possessed God-tier Ki.’ Most Deities called their Inner Energy ‘Divine Energy’ or ‘Divine Power’ or various other terms, but functionally the energy acted just like the Ki humanity was able to cultivate thanks to the Shop. All Deities were born with Lord-Tier Ki, but training past that level was exceptionally difficult.
God-Tier Ki was the highest evolution of energy a being could possess. Achieving it required a tremendous amount of training, willpower, and self-control. Even Micheal, in his first life, had only managed to evolve his Ki to the King-Tier, the third highest level, beneath both God-Tier and Emperor-Tier.
‘He was renowned as the strongest Deity without a Title.’ Very few beings were capable of achieving God-Tier Ki.
‘I’m sure there was no warrior among the Deities as dedicated to training as him…’ Micheal
mused, weighing what he knew about the Morian General.
‘But training alone isn’t enough to get a Title.’ If that had been the case, there would’ve been hundreds of Titled Deities.
‘Titled Deities aren’t strong because of something like powerful Ki or highly evolved Physiques…’ Micheal’s thoughts went on,
‘They’re monsters because their powers are irrational.’
Titled Deities were creatures that warped reality, breaking the very laws that melded the universe together. Their power came from their sheer, illogical abilities that broke all of the rules.
Micheal’s eyes twitched as certain names jumped to the forefront of his mind...
The names of the 5 Titled Deities that ruined humanity.
The Five Calamities.
‘Navir.’
Title: The Master of Nirvana.
He was an insane Titled Deity who did whatever he pleased, hunted down by his own Deific race, the Angels. It was humanity’s eternal misfortune to encounter him on the Sixth Layer.
It was Navir who killed the Nirvana Saint, destroyed the Purgatory Church, wiped out the fractured Knights of the Round Table, and decimated the Moorim Association and the Alliance of Saints.
Humanity never killed Navir. He moved on to the Seventh Layer of his own volition.
‘Sion Swordsoul.’
Title: The Infinite Edge
Sion was a Titled Deity obsessed with the idea of ultimate power. He was a Toren, a member of the Tribe of Deities that had Ascended from the Ancient World thousands of years ago, what was now humanity’s Second Layer.
Humanity first encountered him on the Fifth Layer. After Sion found out that humanity passed through the Ancient World to reach the Fifth Layer, Sion took it upon himself to personally challenge every strong human he could find to a duel.
Dark Void estimated that more than half of the top 100 strongest humans died to Sion on the Fifth Layer, permanently sabotaging humanity’s chances of survival.
Humanity never killed Sion. He moved on to the Seventh Layer of his own volition.
‘Bosmond Jingleton.’
Title: The Jester of Fate
A secretive Titled Deity with a deceptive name and Title.
Bosmond was a master manipulator who took pleasure in tormenting the weak, while hiding in the shadows. Dark Void later estimated that Bosmond had a hand in roughly 95% of the battles that broke out on the Fifth Layer, whether they be clashes between humanity and other races, Deities and other races, or a mix in-between.
Humanity only found out about Bosmond’s existence in Micheal’s final year in the first timeline. Bosmond had been a member of the Aerdu Tribe of Deities, the same group of Deities that were annihilated by the Vile King in a secret, one-night war.
Bosmond seemingly vanished into thin air that night. It was only a few weeks after this incident that the Vile King ceased all activities, his influence upon humanity vanishing as if it had never been.
‘Ashroth.’
Title: The Immortal
A nigh-unkillable monster that had lived for 80,000 years, Ashroth was a casually cruel Titled Deity that cared nothing for the lives of others, including his own people, The Yil. He was a Deity that attacked entire races all by himself simply because he was bored.
While exact statistics were never known, Dark Void estimated that 90% of the First Wave humans that had charged up the Layers were killed by Ashroth, through the countless incursions he wrought out of boredom.
Ashroth eventually vanished on the Sixth Layer. Dark Void later concluded that he was killed by the Titled Deity Navir, but the exact manner and method of Ashroth's demise remained a mystery. 
‘Jay sol Arget.’
Title: The Unbound
A curious Titled Deity humanity knew very little about, but one that caused untold damage.
Jay sol Arget was an Endwalker, a member of a peculiar Tribe of Deities that existed in the ‘background’ of reality, beings that were said to be nearly impossible to consciously notice. It was said that an Endwalker could stand in the middle of a road, in front of an army of attentive scouts, and go unseen, an eerie existence that inspired fear and horror.
Humanity knew very little else about Endwalkers because the Endwalkers and humanity should have only crossed paths on the Seventh Layer, which the human race died immediately upon reaching.
Even members of the 12 Tribes of Deities could only travel up the Layers.
No one could travel down them…
No one except for Jay sol Arget, as it turned out.
This particular Titled Deity was the only known creature to descend from a higher Layer to a lower Layer. He descended all the way from the final Seventh Layer down to humanity’s Third Layer, a process that left the Titled Deity crippled.
All that, Dark Void claimed, to assassinate a single human:
Aaron Bartram: The White Knight, Founder of the Knights of the Round Table, one of humanity’s strongest and most cohesive organizations, even after it fractured with his death.
Researchers from Dark Void discovered the corpse of this Titled Deity on the Third Layer during the Tenth Wave and managed to sift through enough bits of the Endwalker’s memory to discover two startling facts.
The first, that this was the corpse of a Titled Deity, sent waves through the secretive de-centralized research society. The second fact was even more startling: this corpse was a being that possessed knowledge of the future.
Visions pulled from the Endwalker’s memories showed a future in which Aaron Bartram, the White Knight, fought and killed not only Jay sol Arget, but also this same Titled Deity, on the Seventh Layer.
A future where Aaron Bartram had gained a new nickname:
Humanity’s Strongest.
A future Jay sol Arget traveled down the Layers to erase.
‘…’
‘...bastards, all of them.’
Micheal’s heart fluttered with emotions as memories of these Titled Deities washed over him.
These were not the only Titled Deities that humanity encountered, but these five in particular were the ones that caused the most serious, and the most horrific, damage to humanity.
They were the targets that he absolutely had to eliminate, at all costs.
Micheal’s vision slowly began to recover. He felt a warm, comfortable energy begin to flow through his body, refreshing both his mind and his Soul.
Constantine Lancaster was a foe he couldn’t ignore… but after killing the Vile King’s Clone, Micheal took a moment to reflect and remind himself of the bigger picture.
Constantine was only a small part of a much, much bigger problem.
Abruptly, the light surrounding Micheal vanished and the space around him solidified.
Without a whit of hesitation in his heart, Micheal gathered his focus and took a deep breath, preparing himself to meet with a being that had once fought alone against an entire Tribe of Deities.
It was finally time.
Micheal opened his eyes and found himself standing in a small, mostly empty gray room that stood about a dozen meters wide. At the center of this room was a small wooden table with two chairs placed on either side, the only features present in this otherwise dismal space.
Blood pounded in Micheal’s ears as he stared at the dark, shadowy figure resting on one of those two chairs. Feelings of excitement, worry, and curiosity filled him as he began to tense up, his mind racing. 
Sitting before him was an aged, elderly Dark Wraith whose very existence itself seemed to distort the world around him. 
Micheal recognized the figure instantly.
Tallanoran. 
The Soul King.
A Master of Time.
Before Micheal could say or do anything, the elderly Dark Wraith looked up from the table and turned to face Micheal.
And then… he began to smile. 
“It’s about time you arrived.” The Soul King gazed at him with a twinkle in his eye, saying words that brought Micheal to an abrupt, frozen halt, 
“I’ve been waiting for you across two timelines.”
.
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Micheal blinked as he fully processed what the Dark Wraith in front of him had just said.
‘...2 timelines? He knows about the timeline reset.’ Micheal’s biggest secret was the first thing the Soul King had casually revealed.
In the next moment, Micheal relaxed, his tensed body assuming an unhurried, neutral stance.
‘Panic will solve nothing. Calm down.’ Self-control built up over more than a decade let him brute force his way through his shock.
“You said you’ve been waiting for me?” Micheal walked forward until he reached the table that the Tallanoran was sitting at. He sat down on the opposite side of the Dark Wraith, his every movement conveying a sense of steady confidence.
“I find that hard to believe. How do you know me?” Micheal frowned, speaking frankly.
In his first life, it wasn’t as if he had been an extraordinarily notable human. He had managed to survive through the 7 Layers long enough to join Humanity’s Last Army, a feat few humans could achieve, but there was still quite a distance between him and the absolute strongest humans.
Tallanoran’s eyes twinkled as he studied Micheal, emanating faint particles of gray light.
“Well, perhaps I should clarify.” The Soul King nodded after a moment.
“I wasn’t waiting for you specifically… but rather…” Tallanoran waved his hand off to the side, spawning a flurry of blue energy particles that gradually morphed into a floating river.
“I was waiting for someone like you.”
Micheal studied the Soul King for a moment before shaking his head.
“I don’t understand.”
Tallanoran nodded to himself at Micheal’s response, smiling merrily.
“Let me explain.”
The Soul King pointed to the glowing river that floated in the air in front of him.
“Time is a wondrous thing. It meanders forward endlessly, spawning countless possibilities and endless moments of both wonder and horror alike.” As Tallanoran spoke, he raised his hand and lightly tapped on the river of particles.
Instantly, the river split off into tens of thousands of individual strands of energy. Some of these lines went up, some went down. Some twisted and turned, while others flowed straight and true.
“The present is ever-changing, and the future almost beyond understanding.” Slowly, the Soul King traced a finger along one of those strands.
The farther along the strand he went, the more turbid and erratic it became, until eventually it fizzled out into tens of thousands of smaller strands, going in countless directions.
“But one thing always remains the same.” With a snap of his fingers, the small strands of energy flowed together again, forming a majestic floating river.
“The past.” Tallanoran dragged a finger backwards, towards the origin of the river.
In this part, the river was calm and steady. There were no churning rapids, no boiling strands shooting off in thousands of directions, but rather, just calm and placid water.
“This is what we, who dabble in the powers of Time, call the River of Time. It is the bedrock of our reality, a dimension unto itself which no mortal being can conquer. I may be known as a Master of Time, but that description could not be further from the truth.” The Soul King continued.
“While I cannot truly conquer Time, that doesn’t mean I am blind to it.” Tallanoran tapped on a random spot in the calm river representing the past. His light movement caused a small ripple to spread out, disturbing the water.
“The past is always the past… except for when it’s not.”
Tallanoran tapped on the river again, this time causing a larger ripple. This particular wave created a larger disturbance in the placid water, sending small currents tumbling off in random directions.
“This is what we call a Divergence.” The Soul King said, pointing at the spreading waves.
“An occurrence that upsets the flow of the River of Time and causes the very fabric of our existence to… divert. To change.” Tallanoran’s eyes glowed, his voice deepening.
“And those changes can be sensed.” The Soul King turned his gaze back towards Micheal.
Micheal’s eyes widened as he heard this, his heart missing a beat as he grasped the ramifications of what Tallanoran was stating.
“You mean to say… whenever someone does something that affects the past, it’s detectable?” Micheal made the conscious decision to speak vaguely, opting to err on the side of caution.
The Soul King Tallanoran, Master of Time, was a relatively famous figure in Micheal’s first life, renowned for his honor and benevolence. His Inheritance here proved to be of enormous use for Humanity, providing training space, Artifacts, and more, without any malicious traps or intent.
‘Still… at the end of the day, the Soul King is motivated by his unending hatred for the Torens. I cannot consider him a rational actor.’ Micheal thought to himself, thoroughly weighing the risks.
‘He’s similar to the Six Lords in that regard. Especially the First Lord.’ In the Great War Between Races during Micheal’s first life, Orion Thunderfist’s disdain for the Deities was well known.
It was because of that hatred, in fact, that Orion viciously targeted Humanity. Per the records Micheal had read, the Purgatory Church concluded this was because Orion believed ‘The Shop’ that humans could access was dangerously similar to the illogical powers possessed by Deities.
“You can sense those changes, even now?” Micheal questioned.
“Theoretically, any change made to the River of Time is something those who dabble in Time can sense.” Tallanoran returned.
“It all depends on the scale of changes and on the location. For example, if someone were to rewind time by just a fraction of a second, the ripples in spacetime such a movement would create would be marginal.” The Soul King tapped lightly on the still part of the river.
This time, a tiny, minuscule ripple spread out, so small it was barely perceptible, even to Micheal’s keen eyes. The ripple also promptly vanished within a fraction of a second.
“I could sense such a change if it happened right in front of me.” The Soul King pointed to the ground just a few inches away.
“However, if it took place in an entirely different, distant world, or in another dimension, I would feel nothing.”
“But with that said…” Tallanoran focused back on Micheal.
“If a ripple created was absurdly immense, to an unthinkable degree, it could spread upstream hundreds of years into the past, sending out immense undulations that could be detected worlds away.” The Soul King continued on without hesitation,
“A Divergence unheard of… on a scale never-before-seen… spanning multiple
years.”
Micheal froze as he processed this, his heart dropping.
‘It makes sense when I think about it… I went back in time an entire decade. Such a massive, shifting change in the timeline would be impossible to hide entirely.’
“And you think I’m related to that?” Micheal queried, donning an impassive face to conceal his boiling emotions.
“At the least, you must be indirectly related to that Divergence.” Tallanoran replied with a small smile on his face.
“The heart may lie, but the Soul cannot.” Tallanoran’s eyes flashed blue for a split second, glossing over.
“I am not known as the Soul King without reason. I can see that your Soul is heavily scarred by Time. These scars themselves have healed over, but they are impossible to fully remove… hmm…” Tallanoran paused, tilting his head to the side.
“I can see now that you’ve made efforts to hide these scars. And… is this…?” The Soul King refocused his gaze back on Micheal, his voice trailing off.
“That’s… the Brand of Janus… how the…” Tallanoran stuttered to a halt, genuine shock appearing on his face.
“Yvvtal..? No, you aren’t him. Where did you get this?!” The Soul King’s entire demeanor shifted as he leaned forward, his eyes abruptly boring into Micheal.
Micheal paused, taken aback.
“You… know who Yvvtal the Destroyer is?” Micheal asked.
“Know of him? Hah!” The Soul King let out a grand laugh, a wide smile appearing on his face,
“That old bastard is the only Toren I’ll ever respect! I can’t say I agreed with his methods, he was a bit too murder-happy for my sake, but at least he had the wherewithal to recognize that his people were becoming monsters.”
“I see.” Micheal nodded, once again reminding himself how old the being before him was. The Soul King was a Dark Wraith that had lived throughout an immense period of time, more than 1,000 years, the same time period Yvvtal would’ve been active in.
“This Brand is something I received as a reward from his Inheritance.” Micheal offered up an explanation.
“Ah, his Inheritance? Hmm… well, I won’t pry any further. The realm of the living is for those that are alive, not an old remnant like myself.” Tallanoran chucked, shaking his head.
The levity on his face quickly faded as he returned to studying Micheal’s Soul.
“Your Soul is unusually resilient to outside energies.” Tallanoran continued, his voice steady,
“However, the scars left upon it by the Divergence you experienced can never fully heal. You will only be able to do so much to hide them... On the bright side, few beings possess my level of expertise when it comes to matters of both the Soul and of Time.” The Soul King’s mouth twitched slightly in a half grin as he complimented himself.
“But I dare say you are bound to be discovered eventually.” Tallanoran finished.
“I know.” Micheal replied.
“It’s a problem I’ll deal with when the time comes… but it sounds like you have something to say about it?” Otherwise, Micheal didn’t see a reason for the Soul King to bring it up.
“I like you, Micheal. Straight to the point. None of that inane dilly-dallying that just wastes time.” Tallanoran’s grin widened.
“I want to make a deal with you.”
Micheal folded his hands together, his eyebrows creasing as he stared back at Tallarnoran.
“A deal? Why?”
‘Nothing comes free in this world.’
“Because… you and I now have a common enemy. A group of beings that will never tolerate the existence of someone that has traveled backwards in time.”
Micheal’s gaze hardened as he listened to the Soul King’s final words, already knowing what he was going to say.
“Monsters that proclaim themselves to be Gods.”
.
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“You know about that, huh?” Micheal spoke aloud, motioning towards the Soul King with a nod.
“Oh indeed. After the Torens Ascended and transformed into Deities, I learned a great deal about their hatred for beings that dare to rewind Time.” Tallanoran returned with a small shrug.
“You might not know it, but the war between my people and the Torens was a brutal one. It lasted for years, in part because of me.” The Soul King patted his chest with a half-grin.
“When I was alive, more than the mere remnant Soul I am now, the power I wielded was a sight to see.” Tallanoran recollected.
“Thousands of Torens died at my hands, and not just me. Kyrui, the Master of Space. Leia, the Master of the Storm. Bilt, the Master of Strength.” The Dark Wraith’s eyes glazed over slightly.
“We were the leaders of our people, the Four Masters who brought balance to our kind.”
Micheal’s eyes widened as he learned of names he had never heard before, ancient warriors that fought in a war whose records were fractured and lost. Only Tallanoran’s name had been uncovered in the records shared by Dark Void in the first timeline.
“It was a war for the ages, a war we had hope of winning…” The Soul King let out a long, drawling sigh.
“A war effort that was ruined...” Tallanoran’s voice turned harsh.
“By a single man.” The air around the Dark Wraith fluctuated with energy for a brief moment, faint particles of light flickering as the Soul King’s emotions got the best of him.
“A warrior of horrific strength, a being that possessed enormous power, and abilities that defied logic.” Tallanoran clenched his fists, his voice impassioned.
“Sion Swordsoul - A Titled Deity.”
Micheal froze, his heart dropping as he heard a name that brought back memories.
Sion Swordsoul. One of the Five Calamities. A group of 5 Titled Deities that absolutely devastated humanity, ruining any attempt the Human Race had at survival.
A man Micheal absolutely had to kill this time around, before he brought the human race to its knees.
Micheal snapped back to the present, blood rushing to his ears as he focused on every word Tallanoran said.
“In a single day…” The Soul King continued speaking,
“In a single day, he destroyed everything.”
“It took him 5 minutes to kill Bilt and Leia. Kyrui managed to stop him for around half an hour. I held him back for a dozen or so minutes.” Tallanoran rasped,
“And then that was that.” The Soul King smiled grimly.
“By the end of the day, more than 99% of my race was dead. Slaughtered down to the last child, save for a few cowards who managed to flee.”
Tallanoran chuckled darkly, his eyes piercing upwards towards Micheal.
“So believe me when I say this, young friend. You have been marked by Time. You will inevitably face the same Fate as I, lest you grow strong enough to resist.”
Micheal stared back at the Soul King, his mind racing.
“So what is the deal you want to make?” Micheal asked.
The Soul King grinned.
“It’s simple. My Inheritance here is one I’ve designed very carefully.” Tallanoran motioned around him.
Immediately, several lights flashed brightly in the air, blinding Micheal.
A split second later, as his vision cleared, he opened his eyes and saw the world around him had changed.
A transparent recreation of Tallanoran’s Inheritance had appeared in front of him. The Five Gates that could be used to test, train, and try oneself, as well as the large dais Micheal had arrived upon.
“You’ve already entered the Fourth Gate. A wise decision that has allowed you to meet with me.” The Soul King said with a light grin.
“You have passed every trial I have set here, and will earn the highest rewards possible.” The Dark Wraith nodded at Micheal.
“But there is something you might not know, man from the future.” Tallanoran pointed at the Third Gate, the unknown Third Gate of Fate that had been lost to history.
“I call this my Inheritance, but, in fact, precious little of what I once possessed survived. I am a mere remnant Soul that will dissipate when our conversation finishes. Sion made sure to destroy nearly everything related to me before he and the rest of the Torens moved on.” The Soul King smiled sardonically.
“But what I lost of my own, I managed to preserve of my comrades.”
Micheal straightened his back, sitting up straight as he stared at Tallanoran, understanding immediately what the Dark Wraith was saying.
“The Inheritance of the Master of Space, the Master of the Storm, and the Master of Strength.”
The Soul King came to a pause, glancing at Micheal expectantly.
“So for this deal you want, you will grant me access to these Inheritances?” Micheal responded, suppressing his emotions to maintain a calm poker face.
“Not just that. Aren’t there some of your companions here inside my Inheritance?” With a wave of his hand, the Soul King condensed energy particles together to form two images.
One was a picture of Shin, covered in sweat with his eyes shut, rapidly teleporting around. The other was a picture of Sophia, sitting on the ground meditating. Both were images pulled from the First Gate of Suffering, where the duo were in the midst of time-accelerated training.
“This girl, in particular, is immensely talented. Any one of the three Inheritances of my comrades would perfectly suit her, but based on the Abilities she’s shown, the Master of the Storm, Leia, would work best.” Tallanoran commented on Sophia, giving her a respectful nod.
“This boy is decently talented, less so than the girl, but he has potential. His unique ability to teleport is antithetical to controlling Space, but he possesses the strength of will and physique perfectly adaptable to Bilt’s Mastery of Strength.”
The Soul King paused for a moment before turning his attention back to Micheal.
“And you, my friend. You have an above average talent for combat, mental control, and training, but what stands out the most is this.” Tallanoran held up three fingers.
“Your determination, your willpower, and your ability to adapt.”
With a wave of his hand, Tallanoran dissipated the energy around him, returning the room back to its normal appearance of him and Micheal sitting across a table from each other.
“Powers involving Time don’t work well against Deities. It’s something I found out as we fought. I don’t know if it's an innate resistance they possess, but even against regular Deities, I found that they were able to resist my manipulations quite well.” He continued,
“Of course, I was the strongest Dark Wraith in existence, so that didn’t mean much against most Torens. Even a slightly weakened version of myself at my prime was overwhelming.” Tallanoran snorted.
“Among the Four Masters, Kyrui, the Master of Space, was the weakest, yet he managed to hold off Sion for nearly twice as much time as the rest of us combined.”
“That doesn’t mean the Deities are weak to Space.” He warned,
“Rather, they are strong against everything. It’s just, at least in the case of the Torens, they are least strong against Spatial and Gravitational manipulation.” The Soul King finished, his words resounding in the air before him.
“You might not be the most talented individual, but you have the strength of will necessary to make up for your flaws. So this is my deal to you, young friend.” Tallanoran’s eyes flashed as he smiled at Micheal.
“I will gift you and your comrades access to my fallen friend’s Inheritances. In return, what I ask of you is simple.” The Dark Wraith’s eyes bored into Micheal.
“Grow. Grow strong, mighty, as powerful as powerful can be, and even then, grow more.”
Micheal’s frowned, his brows crinkling.
“That’s it?” The offer was an extremely attractive one that he had no intention of refusing, but what the Soul King asked for was unclear. It seemed almost too good to be true.
Tallanoran nodded, his smile fading.
“I already told you, my young friend. You have been marked by Time.”
“There is no cost for this deal. Your promise to grow as strong as you can is enough… for, inevitably...”
“The Gods will find you, all on their own.”
“And either you will die… or I will have my revenge.”
The air before Micheal distorted, the world around him beginning to vanish as the Soul King’s Inheritance began to teleport him away.
“Wait! How can I…” Micheal’s words trailed off as he stared at where the Soul King had sat.
His seat was empty now.
Tallanoran was no more.
His final remnant Soul, all that was left of him, was now gone forever, never to be seen again.
There was a brief, tense pause right after the world twisted, as Micheal registered what it meant.
Slowly, Micheal closed his eyes and bowed his head, holding a silent vigil that only he would know.
That moment passed.
Micheal opened his eyes a few moments later, after his teleport finished, and found himself at the entrance to the Soul King’s Treasury.
It was time to receive his reward for conquering the Fourth Gate.
.
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Who is the most powerful being alive?
Some people might find answering such a question incredibly difficult. One might say there is no right answer, that power and strength can change from a difference of perspective. Nobody was truly invincible, just because one was strong against one thing wouldn’t mean you were strong against another thing.
Most people would agree such a question was impossibly complex and therefore unanswerable.
But not Micheal.
‘Navir.’ There wasn’t even a hint of doubt in his mind.
‘The strongest being, at least the reality that I know of, is unquestionably the Titled Deity Navir.’
Titled Deities were beings of illogical, reality-warping powers. They were existences that ruled like Gods among their people, and any race they encountered.
To kill a Titled Deity was the hardest thing in existence to do...
And Navir had done that 5 times.
All by himself, while his own people were hunting him down, on the Sixth Layer alone.
Micheal’s thoughts raced as his eyes took in his surroundings like a hawk, his pulse spiking with anticipation.
He found himself in a large, gray stone hall. The ceiling stood far and high above him, supported by enormous stone pillars piercing up from the ground. Several large red banners hung from each pillar, depicting a picture of the Sun, the Moon, and the Ancient World all rotating around each other.
At the end of this hall, opposite of Micheal, was a large door. This door was covered in glowing glyphs, with a symbol of a treasure chest carved into its center.
‘Humanity has not encountered a being more powerful than Navir.’ Micheal thought as he walked forward, towards the door.
‘So, it’s a funny quirk of fate that humanity found this Artifact here on the Second Layer.’ Micheal’s mind returned to the main reason he had put so much effort into reaching the Soul King’s Inheritance.
‘How it ended up on the Second Layer is still a mystery… but all that matters is that it's here.’
Micheal reached the door at the end of the room and pushed upon it. The massive door itself was a huge slab of stone that looked like it would weigh thousands of pounds, but actually slid open as if it weighed nothing.
Beyond the doorway stood a second large hall, this one filled with hundreds of small, gray pillars that rose to about the height of Micheal’s chest. Resting on each of these small pillars stood an assortment of Artifacts, sorted about haphazardly throughout the large room.
Micheal took the room in with a single glance, counting more than 300 individual Artifacts, lit by several green-glowing crystals hanging from ceiling on silver chains. This was the ‘Greater Hall’ of the Soul King’s Treasury, where the most powerful rewards were stored. The ‘Lesser Hall’ of the Treasury could only be accessed by those who failed to achieve a high enough result in the Fourth Gate.
“Where is it… where is it…” Blood pounded in Micheal’s ears as he walked forward, muttering out loud despite himself. He scanned each aisle of the evenly placed pillars, jumping from Artifact to Artifact as he looked for one in particular.
Finally, after several seconds, his entire body froze as he tensed up, zeroing in on a pillar three rows to his left.
Upon that pillar rested a pitch black crown. It appeared to be made from some sort of unknown metal, with several small black gems decorating along its edges. Faint shadowy particles oozed off of the sleek circlet, giving it an ominous appearance.
“It’s still here.” Micheal’s eyes lit up as he stepped forward, forcing himself to calm down.
“The Crown of the Angel King.”
Navir was from a race of Deities known as Angels. They were creatures that looked much like the mythology of Earth described them as, essentially supernaturally powerful humans with large white wings.
And, much like humans, the Angels had their own factions and groups that divided them.
Had.
All of that changed once Navir appeared, many centuries ago.
Ever since then, the Angels had united as one in their mission to kill Navir. Any nations, factions, groups that had once existed all merged together in an effort to kill the Titled Deity that had broken the Cardinal Rule of all Deities, travelling backwards in time.
Their efforts proved unsuccessful, but it wasn’t for a lack of trying.
“Finally.” Micheal breathed out as he reached forward and carefully picked the crown up off the pillar.
As he did so, he noticed for the first time three glowing orange lines that had appeared on the back of his right hand. As soon as he touched the crown, one of those glowing lines vanished, leaving him with two lines remaining.
The highest reward, for conquering the entirety of the Fourth Gate, was to pick 3 separate Artifacts from the Greater Hall of the Soul King’s Treasury.
Micheal held the Artifact in his hand, a smile appearing on his face. The muscles in his arms and back relaxed as he stared at it, feeling as if a weight had lifted off of his shoulders.
‘The Crown of the Angel King.’ As soon as he picked up the Artifact, its name appeared in his head, one that he already knew too well.
‘An Artifact made to kill a God.’
Humanity didn’t find this out until many years later in the first timeline, but the Artifact in Micheal’s hand was one created with a very specific purpose:
‘To kill Navir.’
The Crown of the Angel King was a powerful weapon forged hundreds or thousands of years ago. It was a tool of immense potential crafted from materials that humanity never identified, enchanted in ways that even Dark Void could not replicate.
The Artifact was one the Ruler of the Angels had worn when the strongest Angels of their time had gathered together to ambush Navir.
Of course, the fact that Micheal was finding it here made it obvious what the outcome of that battle was.
Naturally, the Angel King failed, and was instead slaughtered by Navir, as were likely the rest of the Angels that had attacked him.
But that wasn’t because this Legendary Artifact was weak. Rather, Navir was simply too strong.
“In the original timeline, the Nirvana Saint should be the one to receive this Artifact.” Micheal spoke aloud as he held the crown.
“But now I’ve changed that.”
The Nirvana Saint had used this Artifact to great effect, holding onto it until he was killed by Navir on the Sixth Layer.
“This, more than anything, proves I can still change the future.” Micheal muttered as he stared at the dark crown.
‘The Purgatory Church tested this Artifact intensely.’
The Crown of the Angel King wasn’t an Artifact that could be purchased in the Shop. As a result, humans couldn’t pull up a screen containing information about it, and thus had to investigate its powers manually.
‘When activated, the Artifact is said to imbue its user with the power of both an Angel and a Shadow Dragon.’
The power of a Dragon and a Deity was nothing to scoff at. Dragons were the most powerful non-Humanoid beings in existence, and Deities were the most powerful beings to live. This Artifact could enhance its user with the powers of both.
That fact alone was what made it rank 6th on the List of Legends, a comprehensive Artifact ranking list created by Dark Void.
It was no exaggeration to say that Micheal was holding the 6th strongest Artifact in existence.
He resisted the urge to place the Artifact on his head, however, instead making the conscious decision to place it in his Spatial Ring.
‘Testing it now would not be a wise decision.’ He shook his head as he stared down at his palm, noting that he had two more Artifact choices to make.
His decision to not test the Crown of the Angel King was not purely motivated by his desire to be efficient, but rather, because of the downsides associated with the Artifact.
Gaining such immense power came with a steep cost.
The Crown of the Angel King was an Artifact designed to kill a Titled Deity. Its very identity when it was being created was focused on maximizing power output. When the Angels crafted this tool, little-to-no consideration was given to the side-effects or damage it might do to its user.
‘The Nirvana Saint found workarounds to combat its downsides, but even he was never able to completely show off its power.’ Micheal thought with a small nod,
‘But who could blame him? After all…’
‘The cost for fully activating it is death.’
It was an Artifact designed to be used by Angels, and not just a regular Deity, but one of the strongest of the strong, the literal Angel King. The Nirvana Saint was one of the most powerful humans to live, but even he couldn’t use this Artifact freely.
“But…” Micheal said with a small smile.
As he spoke, two glowing blue Life Orbs floated into the air before him.
“For me, death is no cost at all.”
.




Chapter 48

Near the southern edge of the territory of the Divine Might Sect, just to north of the Dark Canyon, was a plot of land known simply as the Barren Hills. Like its namesake implied, this area was dominated by large hills that were completely bereft of life. Unlike other locations on the Second Layer, which teemed with energy and wildlife, the Barren Hills were a wasteland where nothing could grow.
There was nothing of interest in the Barren Hills… but the same could not be said for beneath them.
Several dozen meters beneath the earth, through layers of thick stone, rock, and dirt, lay a secretive underground prison.
In a small, dark cell within this secret prison, an obese male Byren let out a quiet groan. The man was chained to the wall, his arms and legs covered in thick metal restraints that glowed faintly in the dim cell.
“Wake up, Lodsforth.” A cold, gruff voice echoed out, shocking the Byren awake.
“Eh-ah?!” The obese Byren’s eyes shot open, his entire Aura changing in a heartbeat. The image of a weak, overweight man chained to a wall almost seemed to transform, a powerful, imposing wave of energy rocketing off the man in an instant.
“Who dares- uh, Orion?” The imposing Aura seemed to vanish as quickly as it appeared, the chained Byren sputtering to a halt.
Standing before the man was none other than Orion Thunderfist.
Lodsforth Bint, the Fifth Lord, glared at Orion, his eyes turning bloodshot.
“How dare you!” The Fifth Lord exclaimed, his arms bulging as he struggled against the metal chains to no avail. Crackling bolts of energy flowed in Lodsforth’s body before rapidly dimming, the glowing chains holding him down absorbing their energy.
“Release me at once!”
The First Lord stared at Lodsforth with an impassive gaze, his eyes unflinching.
“Is this because I didn’t come to your pointless meetings?!” Lodsforth blurted out loud, still struggling to escape the enchanted chains.
“It’s bad enough having a Byren body, why the hell would I risk death to gain the body of one of those freaks.” Lodsforth spat as the muscles in his arms bunched up and strained.
“The Torens’ weren’t freaks. They were a race of warriors that Ascended and became Divine.” Orion responded calmly, with his hands tucked behind his back.
“Who the hell cares?! They destroyed our entire species!” Lodsforth returned. By this point, his continued struggles and constant energy fluctuations caused the obese man’s chest to heave, his breath turned ragged.
“You’re correct. They did.” The First Lord nodded, accepting the truth.
Lodsforth’s eyes bulged in disbelief at Orion’s response.
“And you still would become one of them?!” Screamed the Fifth Lord.
“You’re a madman!”
Orion’s stony face finally cracked when he heard Lodsforth’s reply, a small, sardonic smile making its way onto it.
“You aren’t wrong.” The First Lord spoke, faint hints of emotion staining his voice.
“Only a madman would abandon his wife and child to die alone.”
Lodsforth struggles grew more frantic as he shook his head, interrupting Orion.
“I don’t give a damn about whatever crusade you need to go on to make yourself feel better! Leave me the hell out of this!”
Orion chuckled in response, taking a few steps forward. Lodsforth froze when he saw Orion come next to him, his rapid struggles coming to a halt.
“These chains here are called ‘Yondel-ke Chains.’ They’re an Artifact from another world that dissipates any energy they come into contact with.” The First Lord lightly tapped one of the chains holding Lodsforth.
The chain stilled for a split second, oddly freezing up in mid-air, before nigh-instantly shattering into hundreds of metal shards. The deadly shrapnel pelted the dark prison room, piercing into the stone walls and into Lodsforth alike.
“Arrgh!” The Fifth Lord yelped as the metal bits stabbed into his flesh.
Orion stared down at the bloodied Fifth Lord, frowning slightly.
“Disappointing… hundreds of years have passed and you can’t even handle this?” The First Lord muttered, shaking his head with a sigh.
Instead of responding, Lodsforth simply glared at Orion, his eyes quivering with impotent rage.
Orion bent over and picked up one of the metal shards, holding it in his palm. He eyed it as he turned it over, examining it closely.
“These Artifacts are quite the mysterious thing, Lodsforth. Artifacts and Abilities… the fact that Humans can obtain powers beyond their understanding simply by killing their enemies…” The First Lord muttered, his eyes narrowing, as he tossed the metal shard to the ground.
“The ‘Shop’ is such an absurd irrationality. Nonsensical, even.” As Orion spoke, he tapped on a High-Tier Spatial Ring.
A moment later, a large, green wand appeared in his hand. This wand was covered in glyphs and intricate carvings starting from its base, and ending on its tip with a small blueish-green leaf.
“Do you know what this is, Lodsforth?”
Orion received no response, but carried on speaking all the same.
“It’s a Plasmoiden Wand. A special type of ‘Limited Artifact’ I obtained from the Human’s Shop. It has the ability to absorb large amounts of energy and convert that energy into any other type… even Divine.”
The First Lord ran a finger along the shaft of the wand, activating the glyphs on it.
“Wha-what are you doing?” Lodsforth stuttered. For all the might, authority, and power the Fifth Lord had possessed for centuries, in front of Orion, he was like a quivering child.
“The key to conquering the Sanctum, after all these years, has finally been found.” The First Lord turned his gaze back to Fifth Lord.
“Your only use, Lodsforth, was to help distract our enemies. And recently, the most annoying of those has vanished.” Orion’s eyes glinted.
“I no longer see the need to tolerate your existence.” He held the wand up, pointing it directly at Lodsforth.
“Damn you! What right do you have to pass judgment upon me, Orion?!” Lodsforth’s eyes spasmed as he renewed his struggles, spittle dripping from his mouth as he raged.
“You and I are the same!”
The First Lord paused briefly as he looked at Lodsforth.
“I see. You think I’m wronging you.” Orion remarked, tilting his head to one side.
“Tell me, Lodsforth. What have you done over the past 800 years?” The First Lord crossed his arms.
“Just because I haven’t trained like a madman doesn-” Before Lodsforth could finish, Orion cut him off.
“Pointless murder. Wanton rape. Enslaving other beings for no purpose other than your own enjoyment.” One by one, the First Lord ticked off the Fifth Lord’s crimes, counting them down with his fingers.
“I ignored your crimes not because I condoned them, but simply because I had other, more pressing issues at hand, ones that seemed impossible to solve.” Orion continued.
“But all that changed when the Humans, with their ‘Shop,’ arrived.” The First Lord’s eyes gleamed.
“S-so what?! You don’t need to kill me for this! That Artifact just needs energy right?! Just grab a few Helion Treasures and Magic Herbs!” Lodsforth muttered, his face paling.
“I can- I can change!”
Orion studied Lodsforth impassively.
“You’ve had 800 years to change. That's long enough.” The First Lord held up the Artifact once more, this time truly activating it.
Immediately, the Plasmoiden Wand began to float in the air. A small, beam of green energy shot out from its tip, piercing into the Fifth Lord’s chest.
“Damn you… you won’t get away with this, bastard...” Lodsforth’s body trembled as he felt his energy, lifeforce, and his very Soul begin to get absorbed by the Wand. The chains that restrained him left him helpless to resist, all the mighty strength, energy, and power he had accumulated notwithstanding.
“Even if you get me, Endyaph will never side with you!” The Fifth Lord yelled out, grasping onto one last straw.
“Endyaph?” Orion briefly shifted his gaze from the Fifth Lord around to face away the other direction.
In the cell directly across from Lodsforth, Orion’s eyes zeroed in on the corpse of a lanky Byren warrior at, chained in an identical set of enchanted, magical chains.
Orion returned his focus back to Lodsforth with a shake of his head.
“The Second Lord is already dead. You overestimate your-”
Orion cut himself off when he received no response, in part because Lodsforth had already fallen unconscious, the vast outpouring of energy caused by the Plasmoiden Wand overwhelming his sensibilities.
When the First Lord saw this, he sighed quietly to himself.
“Know that I take no pleasure in this, Lodsforth. I am simply doing what needs to be done.”
He raised his left hand up to Lodsforth’s eyes, closing them.
“May you find peace and joy in the next.”
Orion murmured, his voice silent as the dead,
“A treasure even I, the World’s Strongest, lack.”
.




Chapter 49

In the middle of the Asora Continent lay a vast, grassy field. This plain seemed to go on endlessly, stretching hundreds of miles in the form of enormous swathes of greenery, sporadically inhabited by various Magic Beasts and nomadic Martial Art clans.
At the center of the Central Plain, as it was known, lay an abandoned, hewn stone fortress. This unique fort was crafted from a type of enchanted yellow stone, covered in layers and layers of restrictive magical wards. It was so heavily defended, in fact, that until this very day, its inner secrets had stood unbreached for centuries and centuries more.
This was the Sanctum.
The Sanctum was a mix of a tomb, an Inheritance, and a recording of the entire history of the Ancient World, left behind by the Torens long ago.
Every few years, the Sanctum’s wards would weaken and ‘open up’ allowing entrance to certain parts. However, most locations inside the Sanctum would remain restricted, disallowing access to all beings. Its defenses were extremely powerful, largely due to one reason:
The Sanctum was originally constructed by a Titled Deity.
“The other Great Sects have already come to an agreement with us. Co-existence is our goal.”
Outside of the Sanctum, the Nirvana Saint’s voice echoed aloud as he stood just two dozen meters away from the entrance to the Sanctum, facing off against an army.
“It didn’t have to be this way.”
The Nirvana Saint was dressed in white battle armor, lined with silver markings. In his right hand was a book that was covered in gold leaf and intricate carvings along its back and front. Faint white light glowed out from its pages as the Nirvana Saint spoke.
Standing opposite of the Nirvana Saint was the Sect Master of the Divine Might Sect, Belio Redblade.
“The other Great Sects?” Belio chuckled, his eyes cold. Blood dripped down the Byren Master’s face, staining the portly warrior’s robes red.
In the middle of the Sect Master’s chest lay a slim, gray sword, pierced through his heart.
“Their cowardice means nothing to me.”
All around the duo, a scene of warfare and battle spread out.
Hundreds of Byren Martial Artists were down on the ground, bloodied, bruised, and either dead or dying. Facing off against those Byrens were a massive collective of elite forces.
Baron Fortuna, leader of the Human Alliance, alongside several hundred of the most elite human fighters in his personal guard, had defeated Great Elder Ganfo.
The last remaining Rakkonian Great Wizard, Shahsta, accompanied by a contingent of Rakkonian Berserkers, successfully overwhelmed Great Elder Lorban.
The three Knight Commanders of the Purgatory Church had taken down Great Elder Danor.
And finally…
“She was a strong one, eh? Reminds me of a human I met.” Yvvtal the Destroyer chuckled as he threw Great Elder Cana’s corpse to the side. Wild fluctuations of energy shuddered off Yvvtal’s body as he spoke, his eyes glowing. The Toren had grown used to the new Celestial Silverback Type human body he had possessed, using it to great effect.
“There’s no need to be disrespectful to the dead.” Director Prime murmured as he stepped forward, his tone somber. Prime was dressed in a suit of pure, black armor covered in what appeared to be Dragon scales. He wielded two long, black swords in his hands, each one curving off in a sharp edge at the end.
His green eyes studied the world around him, focusing in particular on Sect Master Belio.
“You speak of peace, yet you lot have attacked us unprovoked.” Sect Master Belio’s voice wheezed out as he staggered to one knee, holding out a massive steel sword in front of him.
A moment later, the gray sword that had pierced Belio’s heart flew out through the air, rippling into the hands of a Farian not far away.
“You can hardly fault us for striking first.” A deep, measured voice shook the air as the Lord Justiciar of the Farians, Gregor Mantorel, stepped forward next to the Nirvana Saint. The powerful Farian was dressed in a simple brown robe and held the slim gray sword he had just caught in his right hand.
“You were planning on attacking all of us in just a few days.” Unlike the other forces here, the Lord Justiciar had come alone.
Shadow Captain Sprel was currently guarding Disciple Apparent Serena, while the other 2 Shadow Captains were guarding the Wise Lady and the other Farians. Gregor had taken seriously the dangers that the Nirvana Saint had conveyed to him.
If the Six Lords were not stopped, the enslavement or death of his people was only a matter of time.
“They have already attacked us.” The Great Wizard Shahsta spat out as she flew forward, landing next to Gregor with a small nod. The Rakkonian had light blue skin that complemented her pale blue eyes, and was dressed in a set of dark blue robes. She held a glowing red scepter in her hand that gave off waves of fiery red energy.
“This war was inevitable.” Baron Fortuna’s voice growled out as lept forth, holding a long, silver rapier in his right hand. The powerful human was covered in sharp, edged blades that jutted from his bones, turning his entire body into a veritable weapon, a trademark of the Hyperion Blade Tiger Transformation Type.
“The Six Lords are tyrants. You should know this best. They have brutalized your people, and are not even truly Byrens. You are not their slaves. Why do you defend them so?” The Nirvana Saint questioned calmly.
“Tyrants?” Belio grinned loosely,
“Perhaps the other Lords. But not my Lord.” The Sect Master shook his head as he coughed, blood spewing from his lips.
In just a single hour, the entire upper elite forces of the Divine Might Sect had been wiped out.
Sect Master Belio of the Divine Might Sect was a Master Class Swordsman, as were the Four Great Elders of the Divine Might Sect. They were an incredibly powerful force to be reckoned with, let alone all the other First Rate Warriors that they had assembled.
However… in the face of an ambush containing the full strength of the Purgatory Church, the Human Alliance, the Farian Lord Justiciar, the Rakkonian Great Wizard Shasta, Director Prime, and Yvvtal the Destroyer, they simply were no match.
The Divine Might Sect was overwhelmed.
“You may have convinced the other Sect Masters to not interfere, but it doesn’t matter.” Belio’s eyes glossed over as spoke, defying his enemies until his last breath.
“You can’t stop him. None of you can.”
There was a moment of silence as Belio fell backwards, the great steelword falling from his grasp to the ground.
The Sect Master of the Divine Might Sect was dead.
The Nirvana Saint sighed, his eyes crinkling as he showed the faintest signs of exhaustion.
Gathering such an enormous group of powerful allies, from vastly differing factions, and coordinating a counter-ambush, while negotiating with the Sect Masters of five of the Six Great Sects, was an exhausting ordeal.
“Stay sharp.” Gregor’s voice boomed out as he stepped forward, his gaze piercing towards the Sanctum.
“Our main targets are still-” The Lord Justiciar abruptly cut himself off, drawing to a pause as he saw something he hadn’t expected.
Two figures emerging from the front entrance of the Sanctum.
A large, 2.5 meters tall, muscular golden skinned humanoid, carrying the body of a Byren.
“...Toren.” Yvvtal’s voice dropped to a whisper as he glared at the Toren that had emerged from the Sanctum, his hands starting to tremble.
“...it seems I was a hair too late.” A loud, rumbling voice shook the air as Orion Thunderfist stepped forward, carrying the body of the Fourth Lord, Shadow, over his shoulder.
He had successfully transferred himself into the body of a Toren.
Orion’s new body teemed with energy, not only maintaining his Ki Cultivation, but also revitalizing what had once been a preserved corpse through secret techniques forged by the Dark Wraiths centuries ago.
“Belio.” Orion stared down at the corpse of the Divine Might Sect’s Sect Master with a quiet sigh.
“You did your duty well, and for that, I thank you. Your sacrifice will not be forgotten.”
Slowly, the First Lord raised his gaze to face the Nirvana Saint and the others that faced him, his eyes impassive. He then turned his focus back to the Byren he was carrying.
“Do you see this, Shadow?” Orion muttered as he raised up the body of the Fourth Lord.
“This is what your antics have wrought.”
The Fourth Lord let out a groan, his groggy eyes just now revealing that he was still alive, as Orion dropped him on the ground.
“For 800 years I have left you all alone… and this is what you have to show for it?” The First Lord took a step forward, resting his foot upon the chest of the Fourth Lord.
“Our entire kind were slaughtered, and you fools want to repeat that same tragedy onto others… for what?” Orion’s words were tinged with disgust.
“To bring back the dead?” He shook his head.
“You should know this better than the others, Shadow. Life is for the living. The dead are gone, and that fact cannot be changed.”
The Fourth Lord raise his head, blood dripping from split lips as he breathed out.
“...mer…mercy...”
The First Lord stared down at Shadow, his face visibly twisting with disappointment.
“Only a fool would rely on others for salvation.”
With a sickening thud, Orion crushed Shadow’s chest, killing the Fourth Lord instantly.
Once again, the First Lord sighed, turning his gaze upwards. His shoulders seemed to hunch forward for a moment, like a man bearing an immensely heavy burden.
“Now… I am truly the last of my kind.” Orion chuckled, donning a smile that failed to reach his eyes.
A moment later, he straightened his back, turning his gaze back towards the Nirvana Saint.
He was Orion Thunderfist.
The World’s Strongest.
No matter the enemy, no matter the challenge, no matter the odds… he would never shy away.
Never again.
A tense moment passed as everyone present stared at the First Lord, energy waves starting to rock the air as people prepared for battle.
And then…
“Hmm..? What’s this..?”
Something that should not have happened took place.
A floating blue screen appeared in front of Orion.
“...a Title?”
.




Chapter 50

After Micheal regressed to the past, he planned his each and every action with the utmost care. As a warrior in the Last Army of Humanity, he had lived through the Layers and seen the horrors housed within. He knew that any action he took could have striking ramifications later on down the timeline.
However…
The wheels of destiny ground forward, evermore, uncaring and relentless.
No matter how detailed the plan, no matter how careful he was… Micheal was not perfect…
And life was not a game.
Reality was irrational, illogical, and unpredictable.
And on this fateful day, the largest divergence yet between the timelines took place.
In the first timeline, the Vile King’s Beasts of Providence clashed with the Six Lords and destroyed the Sanctum, preventing Orion from transferring into the body of a Toren, trapping him in his Byren form. While Constantine wasn’t yet aware of the power Deities possessed at the time, he was aware of the Six Lords plans to conquer Humanity and, as a result, took actions to weaken them.
Conversely, in the second timeline, the Vile King had pulled out of the Second Layer entirely. With the advent of the Nirvana Saint, Director Prime advancing to the Second Layer, and Micheal obstructing his plans and allying Humanity with the Farians, Constantine reached a simple conclusion.
‘Humanity is capable enough to handle the Second Layer without further aid.’
Would Humanity have an easy time fighting the Six Lords?
Absolutely not.
However…
‘A trial of this level is just what the Human Race needs to force itself to grow.’
And so, he left.
And, thus, history began to diverge.
As a matter of fact, the changes that took place were not far off from Constantine’s expectations.
The Nirvana Saint assembled a huge, diverse team of the strongest warriors on the planet, and ambushed the Six Lords. Micheal shared vital information with the Nirvana Saint and the Farians, leading to a more cohesive, stronger, and better prepared Humanity.
The Vile King was certain Humanity’s survival was no longer in danger, even if they had to face off against the Six Lords all at once, without him.
And that’s how things should have gone…
But for two impossible-to-predict miscalculations.
…
“This is… is this Humanity’s Shop?” Orion muttered as he looked at the floating blue screen in front of him, his eyes narrowing.
The First Lord paused for a few moments, befuddled.
His confusion was only natural. The Title System that all Deities possessed shared many similarities with The Shop that all Humans possessed. Both came in the forms of floating blue screens that appeared in the air before them, sharing information about one’s Abilities.
“Interesting…” The First Lord rubbed his chin as he looked at the screen, before glancing out at the enemies surrounding him, and the corpses of the Divine Might Sect warriors that had held them off.
They might be dead, nameless corpses to his enemies, but to the First Lord, they were allies he had recognized and respected, regardless of their differences in race.
“I have lost much this day.” Orion said with a sigh,
“But I suppose I should be grateful.”
The First Lord raised his right hand, watching as it remained strong and steady.
“A body that does not rebel against me.”
The pangs of Arthritis that had plagued him for centuries now were no more. While he was still in the process of adapting to his new form, he could already tell his health and fitness was now leagues ahead of what it had once been.
“It was well worth the cost of moving the Raid up.”
This was Micheal’s first miscalculation, through no fault of his own:
In the original timeline, the Sanctum Raid didn’t take place today...
It took place two days from now.
Micheal’s interference in the timeline had caused the First Lord to push up his date for the planned raid on the Sanctum.
Records of what took place on the Second Layer had always been fragmented and incomplete. In the data Micheal had read, knowledge on the Sanctum was especially sparse and limited.
Micheal knew that the Sanctum went through long periods of times where it was impossible to open, and therefore forced the Six Lords to wait until a certain date.
All historical records showed that the Sanctum Raid took place on the first day possible.
And those records were wrong.
The Sanctum’s defensive wards went through a cycle of weakening and strengthening every several years. The growth and weakening functioned on a near logarithmic scale, meaning the price to overcome those defenses increased massively even after a single day.
The disappearance of the Beasts of Providence had unsettled Orion so much to the point where he had been willing to expend nearly a fifth of the Divine Might Sect’s stored wealth, countless Helion Spirit Crystal gathered from High-Tier Magic Beasts over centuries, in order to gain access to the Sanctum early.
This vital information about the Sanctum was one of the many facts lost to time. After all, the entire building had been annihilated during the battle between the Six Lords and the Beasts of Providence in the first timeline. There had never been a way to properly investigate the functions of the Sanctum.
“Orion, I presume?” The Nirvana Saint’s crystal clear voice cut through the air, drawing the First Lord’s attention.
“Nirvana Saint.” Orion muttered, his eyes cool.
“Oh? It is quite the honor to see you know me.” The Nirvana Saint returned with a half-smile, his gaze never leaving Orion.
The First Lord shrugged.
“I know many things.” Orion turned his gaze from the Nirvana Saint to those by his side.
“Gregor Mantorel, the Lord Justiciar. Fire Dreamer Shahsta, the Great Wizard.” The First Lord remarked.
“Bevlin Petrov, the Sun Knight. Yun Chen, the Cloud Knight. Francis Dubois, the Sea Knight.” Orion named each of the three Knight Commanders of the Purgatory Church’s Grey Knights.
“Baron Fortuna. Director Prime. And…” The First Lord paused for a moment as he stared at Yvvtal.
“You.”
“Keep my name out of your filthy mouth, Toren.” Yvvtal’s eyes glowed red as he glared daggers at the First Lord, practically oozing bloodlust.
“I didn’t mention a name… regardless.” The First Lord shook his head.
“I don’t fault you for trying to stop me here, warriors.” Orion chuckled.
“How can I? I attacked you all first.”
“You did. Unprovoked. Our people did nothing to you.” The Great Wizard Shahsta spat out, interrupting the First Lord.
The First Lord shook his head slightly,
“I hold no grudge against you or your people. I am merely doing what needs to be done.”
The tension in the moment seemed just mere seconds away from exploding.
“It doesn’t have to end this way, Orion. There’s still time for us to find even ground.” The Nirvana Saint responded.
“Even ground, Saint? After you have slaughtered my people?” Orion motioned to the dead Byrens lying on the ground around him.
“You are a leader who is responsible for the lives of millions. Extended warfare will benefit neither party.” The Nirvana Saint returned.
Orion laughed aloud.
“What’s the matter, Saint? Have you gotten cold feet?” The First Lord’s eyes pierced towards the Nirvana Saint.
“You came this far to defeat me, yet want to come to a truce now? Where’s the logic in that?”
The First Lord’s observation was spot on.
The Nirvana Saint absolutely had planned on defeating Orion, and the other Six Lords, as soon as they emerged from the Sanctum.
However…
Ever since Orion appeared, countless golden symbols had begun to flutter chaotically in the white book the Nirvana Saint held in his right hand. Solomon’s Book, the unique Limited Ability that only he possessed, had been screaming a single message at the leader of the Purgatory Church for the past couple of minutes.
‘DangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDangerDanger...’
“Talk is cheap. Let’s end this here and now.” Shahsta cut in, fiery energy starting to condense in the air before her.
“I can see no even ground with a man who would enslave my people.” Gregor’s deep voice boomed out as he stepped forward, slowly raising his gray sword.
Orion sighed again.
“I’m almost glad you have gathered here today. It has saved me the trouble of finding you all individually… especially you Gregor.” The First Lord stared back at the Lord Justiciar.
“You might not believe me, but I have always held you in high regard, Gregor. To lead your people by example, as a man who understands the responsibility that comes with great strength.”
The Lord Justiciar stared back at the First Lord, his gaze firm.
“If you understand that, Orion, then how can you possibly explain your actions?” Gregor returned.
“It’s simply a matter of perspective. I am not a monster who will slaughter your people or enslave them like dogs. I will unite all the Races here on the Second Layer, for a cause greater than any other.” The First Lord rumbled back.
“Had we met under different circumstances, perhaps we could have been friends.” Orion murmured.
The Lord Justiciar responded by holding his blade out in front of him and assuming a ready stance.
“Well… at the least, I can promise you all this.” Orion’s hands began to glow as streaks of lightning began to form around them.
“When all is said and done, no matter what happens here today…”
“Your people will all survive.”
A massive wave of pressure slammed down on the world around Orion as his Aura spread outwards, the very air in his presence set to trembling.
And here, in the fight to come, would unfold Micheal’s second miscalculation, once again through no fault of his own, something he could never have dreamed would be possible:
The presence of a Titled Deity.
The battle began…
…
…
…
And then immediately ground to an abrupt halt.
“This… this feels dangerous.”
In a world frozen in Time, Director Prime spoke to himself as he began to walk forward.
He left behind a snarling Yvvtal, ducking under crackling waves of silver energy that had begun erupting from the Destroyer’s hands. Prime smiled briefly as he lightly pushed away a piece of stone shrapnel that floated in front of his eyes, removing it from his path.
He carefully stepped over the bodies of the dead Martial Artists of the Divine Might Sect, treating their corpses with respect. He walked around the three Knight Commanders of the Purgatory Church, avoiding the deadly swords the elite warriors held out before them.
Prime then silently passed by the still forms of the Lord Justiciar, the Nirvana Saint, Baron Fortuna, and the Great Wizard Shahsta.
As he walked, he observed that white light had begun to glow from the Nirvana Saint’s eyes, emitting faint particles into the air. A deep, blood-red Aura had begun to condense around the Lord Justiciar as the Farian activated his Primordial Giant Bloodline, preparing for combat.
Baron Fortuna, likewise, had pulled back his rapier and crouched down, the ground beneath him cracking as he prepared to leap forward and enter the fray.
The Great Wizard Shahsta had already sent a great beam of molten fire forth from the scepter she held, rocketing towards Orion. Prime had to step to the side to avoid walking into these flames, before continuing to step forward.
“Something feels… off.”
Prime finally came to a pause as he stopped in front of the First Lord, a frown creasing his forehead.
The First Lord’s face was impassive as he stared out at his enemies. Apart from a small shockwave that was spreading at his feet, cracking the earth beneath him, and the lightning condensing on his hands, Prime could find only one other thing that stood out.
Prime’s eyes narrowed as he glanced between the floating blue screen that had appeared before Orion and the First Lord's Toren appearance.
As he stood there, frozen in time, pondering the situation, memories of a curious human he had battled against on the First Layer rose to the forefront of his mind.
What would that man do, if he was in his shoes?
…
“...prepare for the worst.”
.




Chapter 51

In a place far from the Sanctum, cold, dreary waves of rain pelted down, showering hundreds of jagged mountains with freezing bolts of water. These mountains carried with them a sense of dread that seemed to welcome with the grey atmosphere of the storm above.
In the midst of these mountains was a Dragon.
“Hasin… soroth… talsumna…” A Skeletal Dragon’s voice rasped out into the air, drawing on the Mana within its body to cast a Spell. Cool, blue light began to flutter around its head, lighting up the deep, dark recesses that made up its eyes.
If Micheal had been present he would have instantly recognized the creature. It was none other than the Draconic Lich that haunted the Dragon Mountains and had attacked him when he crossed through the Tansol Pass.
The monstrous creature stood 8 meters tall, with a body that was longer than 15 meters. It had two massive, boney wings that ended with hooked spikes. Two long, pointed horns adorned its reptilian head and hundreds of jagged teeth jutted up from its mouth.
“Harraghh.” The Skeletal Dragon shivered for a moment before abruptly transforming, blue light covered it in a flash.
A moment later, the figure of a small, Skeletal Lich emerged.
“That Toren bastard… that Human rat…” The Draconic Lich Hrasthfur muttered to itself, its words tinged with anger.
“He may have hidden inside a Human body… but I know a Toren when I smell one.”
The Lich clenched its fists as it thought back to an incident from many weeks ago.
After Hrasthfur caught the scent of a Toren, the Lich had immediately flown into a rage and did its best to hunt it down, to no avail. The scent it smelled had been so faint that the Lich lost track of it after only a few hours, allowing it to escape.
Hrasthfur had thought he’d lost his chance entirely at finding a Toren… but to his utmost surprise, when he had been in the midst of a rampage to take out his anger… he caught the scent of the same Toren.
This time, however… the scent was a hundred times stronger.
Hrasthfur had abandoned everything he was doing to rush North towards the Toren he felt, finding it in only half an hour.
“What did that human call himself? Prime? And that mishappen Toren…” It sent Hrasthfur into a rage just thinking about it.
“Those fools were clearly trying to kill each other! Why the hell would they team up as soon as I arrived?!”
His ramblings and whines came off immature, but the Draconic Lich had good reason to complain.
It was the fault of the Torens in the first place that he was trapped here in the Dragon Mountains, in his undead form, both unable to leave and unable to die.
“Haa…” The Lich’s eyes glowed as it shook its head.
“Hasin… soroth… talsumna…” It muttered, casting the same Spell it cast every day, over and over.
Light glowed out from the Lich’s eyes… but this time, something had changed.
That light wasn’t blue… it was red.
The Draconic Lich froze for several seconds, its body not daring to move. The quiet patter of rain was the only thing that could be heard for several seconds, a tense silence forming.
A split second later, the Lich abruptly transformed back into its Draconic form, raising its skeletal wings high to the sky.
“Yes.”
The Undead Dragon trembled, its mighty bone wings shaking.
“YES!”
The mountain peak the Draconic Lich was perched upon shook, bolts of red energy blasting out into the air.
“YESYESYESYESYESYESYESYESYESYES!”
The Draconic Lich lurched backward, its neck shivering as it laughed out loud.
“YOUR CHAINS ON ME HAVE BROKEN, SION!”
The Dragon’s voice echoed in the air, waves of energy causing the falling rain to distort and twist.
“TOREN.” The Draconic Lich rasped, its red eyes filled with madness.
“I.”
“SEE.”
“YOU.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
After securing the Crown of the Angel King in his Spatial Ring, Micheal took a moment to look around the Greater Hall of the Soul King’s Treasury.
“Two more…” Micheal muttered, his eyes alight.
He began to walk through the aisles between pillars, going from Artifact to Artifact.
‘Hmm… I don’t see any individual Miracle Gems up here… those are probably in the Lesser Hall.’ He frowned for a moment.
“Isn’t there supposed to be some sort of magic box that has half-a-dozen Miracle Gems up here?” Micheal spoke to himself, his mind jumping backwards as he recalled distant memories, reports of the rewards people had obtained here in the Greater Hall.
“If I recall, I think the report said it was a gold-”
Michea cut himself off as, for no apparent reason, he shivered, a cold, unsettling sensation running down the back of his neck.
“What?” He muttered after a couple of seconds, frowning.
The sensation he had just felt was something he hadn’t felt in almost half a year… roughly since the time before he died and came back to the past.
‘My intuition just flared.’ Micheal’s eyes widened slightly.
If there was one particular talent Micheal possessed that was superior to most others, it would have to be his powerful intuition. While he might not be the strongest swordsman, the most skilled warrior, or the most powerful mage, he was inarguably adept at training his senses.
‘Has my Soul grown enough that I can start drawing on my intuition again?’ He thought, his eyes lighting up.
If so, this was excellent news.
Throughout his time on the Second Layer, as his Soul stat grew more and more, Micheal's intuition was gradually returning to its prior state.
Micheal’s talent for his intuition was something that he hadn’t realized he’d possessed until his final few years in the first timeline.
It was because of this talent that he, someone who started late and wasn’t extraordinarily gifted in other ways, was capable of surviving to join Humanity’s Last Army. Strength of will alone could not solve every problem, especially here in the 7 Layers.
‘But why now?’ What he just felt now wasn’t his normal sense of intuition, things that applied to what he could observe around him.
It was the unsettling, supernatural sensation that… something… was happening.
A feeling that was hard to pinpoint, but powerful in effect.
“...I’m too slow?” Micheal muttered, shaking his head slightly.
Whenever he got these feelings in his first life, the warnings they gave were always hopelessly vague and never specific. It was merely a ‘feeling.’
But, every time he got these feelings, there was one thing he couldn’t ignore.
His intuition was never wrong.
“But why now?” Micheal repeated himself, checking his stats.
His Soul stat was 61, which, while far short of his Soul stat before he died, was still extraordinarily strong for a Human on the Second Layer.
“No… what if it’s not that my senses have grown strong enough…” Micheal murmured, his eyes darkening.
‘Always assume the worst.’
“What if its because something bad enough to trigger even my weakened Soul’s intuition is taking place?”
As soon as he had this thought, Micheal narrowed his eyes, his thoughts racing.
‘Am I just being paranoid? Well…’ He paused.
‘Paranoia is what kept me alive for so long.’
“Just in case…” Micheal nodded to himself.
As he nodded his eyes fell upon a small, golden box tucked away on a pedestal in the corner. Inside that box, several large, purple gemstones rested, nestled together tightly.
“There you are!” He recognized the appearance of Miracle Gems instantly, the ones in the box identical to the Miracle Gem he’d obtained from Yvvtal’s Inheritence.
Miracle Gems could magically modify the genetic and physical makeup of a being’s body, allowing normal humans like Sophia and Shin to gain powerful Physiques. It was one of the few ways a human could raise the natural potential of their body, and a vitally important part of his plans for the future.
“Excellent.” Micheal picked the box up without hesitation, grabbing it with his right hand and storing it in his Spatial Ring. As he did so, another of the glowing lines on his hand vanished, leaving only one line left.
“Alright.” He said, glancing from side to side at the many pedestals before him.
The Aritfacts in here could not be compared to the ones he’d obtained from Yvvtal’s Inheritence. Each item on any one of these pedestals contained miraculous powers, Artifacts that represented the secret wealth some of the strongest beings on the planet, accumulated over hundreds of years.
‘I had planned on taking my time and studying all the Artifacts in here before I made my final choice…’ Micheal thought, frowning again.
“It’s just a feeling but…”
‘It never hurts to be safe.’
“Let’s speed things along.”
.




Chapter 52

“Alright, we’ll go with this one.” Micheal looked at the Artifact resting upon the pedestal in front of him.
At the end of his gaze was a large, pitch-black scythe. The blade of the weapon had a few jutting edges shearing off its top side, while its bottom half was razor sharp. At the top of the scythe, where the blade connected to the black wooden handle, was a long metal chain tightly wrapped into the shape of a cylinder, about the size of Micheal’s fist, engraved with gray, almost invisible markings.
“It’s the best of the ones I recognize.”
Micheal reached forward and grabbed the Artifact, hefting it in his hand with a contemplative look.
Scythes, as a weapon for combat, were a rare sight anywhere in the 7 Layers. The shape and makeup of a scythe were inherently a poor fit for combat. A sword was better at slashing and a spear was better at stabbing. There were very few situations where wielding a scythe made sense.
Conversely, that also meant that people that used scythes stuck out like a sore thumb in Micheal’s memory, making it easy to recall this particular Artifact.
“The Scythe of Chains.” Micheal smiled grimly.
It was an ancient Artifact made by a Dark Wraith from more than fifteen hundred years ago. The creator of this Artifact, Oryx, was a madman who lauded himself as a God. He had created the Scythe of Chains with a singular purpose: to hunt down the Blue Drake that killed his daughter.
The legend had it that the Blue Drake Oryx had hunted was a wily beast, capable of flying at incredible speeds. The Blue Drake taunts drove Oryx mad, and so he crafted a weapon capable of stopping any being in its tracks.
‘Even if I wasn’t about to receive an Inheritance related to Space, this would have been my first choice.’ Micheal thought to himself.
The Scythe of Chains did exactly what Oryx intended: it stopped the Blue Drake, allowing the Dark Wraith to finally kill it and avenge his daughter.
‘An Artifact that can ‘chain’ any being in place for 0.5 seconds.’
It might sound like a minuscule amount of time, a mere blink of an eye… but on the 7 Layers, being frozen in one spot for half a second could have a devastating impact, depending on how it was used. The Scythe of Chains was an Artifact imbued with conceptual powers, meaning it was incredibly difficult to resist. Even Micheal would find himself helpless to counter it.
Abruptly, Micheal grinned.
“I’ll have to make it up to Vlad, now that he’s on our side.”
The reason Micheal recognized this Artifact was because the Scythe of Chains was originally obtained and used by none other than the Wonder King, Vladimir Ivanov, ruler of the Dragon Slayer Guild, and one of the Dawning Six that seized the First Layer by storm in the first timeline.
Thanks to Micheal’s influence, instead of throwing the First Layer into chaos, Vladimir had joined the Godfather Organization. Asim, the leader of the Arabian Knights and another member of the Dawning Six, had also joined, following in Vlad’s footsteps.
Micheal’s smile faded as he thought back to his last moments on the First Layer… back to when he was forced to kill the Godfather, Cameron, after he had been infected by the Vile King.
He sighed.
“I don’t look forward to when we are reunited.”
Constantine’s disinformation campaign had effectively labeled Micheal as the ‘Great Traitor’ to the Godfather organization, hampering his efforts.
‘They might already have arrived here on the Second Layer by now.’
Vladimir and Asim, as well as the other members of the Dawning Six, were true geniuses that grew to possess enormous power in the first timeline, at least until they were killed. Micheal had held every advantage against the duo when he fought them early on in the First Layer, but the more time they were given to grow, the stronger of opponents they would become.
‘How far did they make it up the Layers, again?’ Micheal searched his memories. The Dawning Six had remained in the First Layer for a couple of years before they moved up, each at their own pace. They participated in the Great War Between Races and other important events in humanity’s past, but Micheal wasn’t certain what happened to all of them.
‘I know the Wonder King reached the Sixth Layer before dying. He had a famous duel with ‘The Invincible’ Kim Jiwoon. I’m not sure about the rest.’
In fact, it was because of Vladimir’s duel with Kim Jiwoon that Micheal first heard of the ‘Life Orb Mastery’ Limited Ability.
After a moment, he shook his head.
He didn’t plan on remaining in the Second Layer for much longer, but he would almost certainly be stuck on the Third Layer for at least a year.
‘If they catch up to me, I’ll deal with that when the time comes.’
Micheal rested his right hand on the Scythe of Chains, sending a strand of his Ki into it. As he did so, he felt a special, magical connection form with the magical Artifact. It was a sense of control and knowledge, flowing directly into his brain, confirming the scythe’s functions.
With a simple command, the Artifact transformed, turning into a long, 1-inch (2.54 cm) thick metal chain that wrapped around his right wrist.
In the same second that the Scythe of Chains transformed, the last glowing line on the back of his palm faded away, disappearing as if it had never been.
As soon as the glowing line vanished, the world around him began to spin. A bright flash of light obscured his vision as Micheal was teleported away…
And nigh-instantaneously found himself back in the main room of the Soul King’s Inheritance…
And… for the first time in what felt like an eternity…
Micheal heard a familiar voice.
“Micheal!” Before he could even clear his vision, he felt a pair of warm arms wrap tightly around him in a hug.
“Sophia?” Micheal blinked his eyes, a dumbfounded smile appearing on his face as he stared down at the petite, brown-haired girl.
Sophia looked almost exactly like Micheal remembered her. She had on a pair of short jean shorts, a white tank top, and a pair of sturdy black shoes. On either side of her hips were a pair of gray swords that Micheal instantly recognized, Dust Blades that could be purchased for 36,780 Points from the Shop.
She looked almost the same. As he stared back at her, in that split second as she hugged him, Micheal realized what was different.
‘She’s finished training in the First Gate.’ There was a certain atmosphere about her that could only be explained by extreme, intensive training over a long period of time. The way she carried herself, the stance of her hands and her steady movements even in her excitement.
It was a level of unconscious skill and grace that could not be explained away by mere genius, but rather, countless days of hard work and effort.
“It’s good to see you again, Micheal.” Sophia’s voice sounded small as she hunched forward, hugging him harder.
“Same back at you, Sophia.” Micheal grinned as he hugged her back with one arm.
“Micheal, you’re out!” Just as he finished hugging Sophia, a second female voice caught his attention.
“Serena? Oh, you didn’t go in yet?” Micheal jerked his head over towards the direction of the First Gate.
In the background, several soldiers from the Farian Shadow Guard that accompanied her milled about, forming a defensive perimeter inside the Soul King’s Inheritance. Micheal didn’t see Lieutenant Minesville among them, but assumed the 2nd-in-Command had gone outside the Inheritance.
“No, just before I was about to go in, your companions popped right out! I’ve been talking with them!” Serena said, motioning to the figure of a man right beside her.
Micheal turned his gaze to the side, finally staring back at his best friend.
“Yo, Micheal.” Shin’s voice sounded rough as he walked forward, a lazy grin on his face.
“Long time no see.”
Shin had changed significantly since Micheal last saw him.
Gone were the stylish, fashionable clothes his best friend had worn on Earth. Instead, he was now wearing a set of faded, brown pants and a brown shirt, the type of gear that would perfectly blend into the walls of the Dark Canyon. His blond hair was still as spiky as ever, but the way Shin carried himself was subtly different.
‘It’s his eyes.’
In those eyes was something Micheal hadn’t seen since he came back from the first timeline.
Steely determination mixed with calm, steady confidence.
As he looked at the changed Shin, he saw the shadows of a best friend that had climbed through Hell with him in the first timeline.
All the memories he had shared with Shin in those exhausting years might be gone now, but his friend was still here, the same as ever.
“Ya miss me?” Micheal said with a smirk, a weight seeming to slide off his shoulders as he nodded.
“Not really, I was just worried I’d have to write you out of my dream journal.” Shin returned, tit for tat.
Micheal snorted despite himself.
“How long it take you to come up with that one?”
Shin smirked back at his reply, and then did something Micheal never could have predicted.
He held out a lumpy pink cupcake.
“Heyo, I almost forgot! Happy Birthday Micheal!”
“It’s your Birthday?!” Serena bounded forward,
“Happy Birthday Micheal!”
“Wait what!? How come I didn’t know that?! Happy Birthday Micheal!” Sophia gave Micheal a second hug.
“Congratulations!!”
“...”
“...”
“...”
“...it’s not my Birthday.”
.
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“The Second Layer is crazy! It’s so much like Earth, but it has all these fantastic animals! And the people, the Byrens, are all super cool Martial Artists!” Sophia’s voice had an almost bubbly tone as she shared her experiences with Micheal, her eyes lighting up.
Micheal smiled quietly as he listened to her speak.
The constant dread and horror of being dragged into the 7 Layers seemed to have almost evaporated into the air. Now that she wasn’t on the First Layer, full of monstrous Morenkai in a strange, twisted landscape, Sophia was much less stressed.
‘That and she’s grown more confident.’ Micheal observed.
‘It was a good decision to have them train in the First Gate.’ There was no other way they could keep up with Micheal in the future otherwise.
‘I’ll need to ask her how it went later.’
“Yeah, it’s kinda wild up here, but I dig it.” Shin chimed in, now cupcakeless after he stored the phony Birthday surprise in his Spatial Ring.
“Serena was telling us how she met you. It sounds like you had quite the party without us.” Shin tilted his head at Micheal.
“That’s right! Uh, I wouldn’t call it a party but… anyway!” Serena responded,
“He saved not just me but my Master too, and so many of my people! Without him, I… I don’t even want to imagine what would have happened.” Her eyes practically shined as she looked at Micheal.
Micheal shrugged and nodded awkwardly.
“I just did what had to be done.”
A few quick minutes passed as Shin and Sophia told Micheal everything that had taken place, from the battles they fought on the First Layer without him, to their journey across the Second Layer to reach the Soul King’s Inheritance, fighting Magic Beasts and Shadow Seekers alike.
In turn, Micheal shared his own stories, ranging from his arrival on the Second Layer, to his journey to Yvvtal’s Inheritance, to saving the Wise Lady and fighting against the Beasts of Providence.
In the midst of talking, however, Micheal drew the conversation to a halt, raising a hand.
“I hate to cut our reunion short, but I don’t think we have the time to take a break right now.”
Sophia’s eyes narrowed as she leaned forward, staring at Micheal intently. All levity seemed to drain away from her face as she focused up.
“What’s wrong?” She asked.
“Yeah, don’t we have a few days before we have to go to the Smotum?” Shin interjected.
“It’s called the Sanctum, Shin.” Micheal corrected,
“And… it’s nothing specific… but…” Micheal frowned,
“My intuition is rarely wrong, and right now it’s telling me we need to move faster.”
Sophia and Shin exchanged glances. Their trust in Micheal was unshakable, so no matter how vague or odd the reasoning he gave, they believed it without a doubt.
“Serena, is there anything you’ve noticed while I was inside the Fourth Gate?” Micheal turned to the Farian.
Serena shook her head.
“No. I can ask Lieutenant Minesville when he comes back inside, but I figured I’d do that after I complete the First Gate.” She had talked with Micheal extensively about how best to utilize the First Gate.
“Alright.” Micheal paused to think for a few seconds.
“Just to be safe, let’s finish up what we need to do here now.” He turned back towards Sophia and Shin, tapping on his Spatial Ring as he did so.
“Shin, Sophia… and you too Serena.” Micheal said as he pulled out a small, golden box full of glowing crystals.
“These are what’s called Miracle Gems, a unique type of Magic Gem…”
As Micheal explained how to use the Gems, and how they would increase their Physiques, he quietly activated his Eyes of the Deep Ability, scanning both Shin and Sophia.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Warping Phaser Human
Title: -
Traits: -
STR:    D-    (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher)
END:    F+    (Growth Rate: Common or higher)
REG:    F       (Growth Rate: Common or lower)
SOUL:    D+   (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher)
MANA:   D     (Growth Rate: Uncommon or lower)
Path Notes: A human whose path remains undecided.
.
‘It’s about what I expected for Shin.’ Micheal thought to himself.
Most humans had 'Common' Growth Rates across the board, but Shin’s 'Uncommon' STR, Soul, and Mana Growth Rate matched or were slightly better than what he knew of Shin from the first timeline this early on. The average human on the First Layer possessed 'F-' in every single stat, making Shin's well above average.
‘Any discrepancies can be explained by the Dragon Building Liquid he took to gain his 1 Star Physique.’ Shin had taken the medicine to adapt his body before Micheal’s final battle with the Godfather.
‘As for Sophia…’
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Lesser Faerun Human
Title: -
Traits: -
STR:    D    (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher)
END:    D    (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher)
REG:    F+   (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher)
SOUL:    C-   (Growth Rate: Mythical or lower)
MANA:   D+  (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
Path Notes: A human that walks a cluttered Path. Traces of the Path of the Sword, the Path of Illusions, and the Path of Wind are present.
.
‘Uncommon or higher across the board and… Mythical for Soul, Rare for Mana.’ Even though he knew her Growth Rates were bound to be high, it still gave him pause.
Despite suffering from horrific injuries that crippled her in the first timeline, Sophia still managed to grow and become one of Humanity’s few S Rankers on the First Layer. She was a tried and tested genius, one of Humanity’s greats.
‘Damn. A natural-born Mythical Growth Rate on a human.’ Mythical was the second highest tier of Growth Rate that a being could possess, across all of existence.
‘If only I had… No.’ Micheal cut off the ugly thought mid-way, resisting the urge to clench his fists.
‘I should be thankful she’s on our side. I can’t let jealousy get the best of me.’
What he lacked in talent, he would make up for in effort. Growth Ratings could be changed, but an ally like Sophia was one-of-a-kind.
‘Not just an ally...’
‘A friend.’
“...absorbing it is simple, just imbue it with energy and wait. As long as you meditate, the process will only take a couple of hours.” When Micheal absorbed the Miracle Gem he obtained from Yvvtal’s Inheritance, he had been constantly on the move, but even then, it only took him the better part of a day. If they focused and meditated, the process should finish much quicker.
He handed out the Miracle Gems after he finished speaking, giving 2 to Shin, Sophia, and Serena alike.
Micheal had managed to perfectly absorb all the energy in a single Miracle Gem, but it was unrealistic to expect his companions to manage the same. He had the advantage of a decade of experience in manipulating inner energy.
Giving them each 2 Gems to work with, however, could make up for any mistakes they might make.
“And… finally.” Micheal turned his head away from the group, zeroing in on the Third Gate.
“This bit here is for you two, Sophia and Shin.” Micheal looked apologetically at Serena. She returned his glance with a confused smile.
“One of the rewards I got for clearing the Fourth Gate was access to three Inheritances for us. One for you, Sophia. One for you, Shin. And one for myself.”
It would’ve been convenient if had been a fourth Inheritance for Serena, but life on the 7 Layers was never convenient. At the least, Serena had the Wise Lady teaching her for years, so any benefits she would’ve gained wouldn't be as impactful as it would be for Shin and Sophia.
“Wait… are you saying we can go into an Inheritance while already inside an Inheritance?!” Shin’s eyes lit up.
Micheal squinted at Shin.
“Yes… technically you can call it that...”
“So you could say this is an… Inheritence-ception?” Shin grinned back at Micheal,
“Hold on, I gotta write that one down. That’s a good one.”
Micheal rolled his eyes, but then paused, dumbfounded, as he watched Shin actually take out a notebook, a pen, and physically write what he said down.
“...you really haven't changed at all, Shin.” Micheal snorted, a reluctant smile clawing its way onto his face.
“What about the First Gate, Micheal?” Sophia jumped into the conversation.
“Yeah, weren’t you planning on entering that one next?” Serena added. Sophia glanced off to the side at Serena and gave her a small nod, to which Serena nodded back. In the background, Shin stored the notebook and pen in his Spatial Ring.
“It can wait.” Micheal shook his head.
‘In the first place, if I’m going to train in the Gate of Suffering, it only makes sense to do that after I obtain everything I can from these Inheritances.’ The benefits to training in a place where time was accelerated could not be overstated.
After sharing the names of Tallanoran’s companions and their specializations, Micheal and his companions walked over to the Third Gate...
The Gate of Fate.
“Good luck, Micheal! I’ll catch you guys after I finish the First Gate!” Serena called out from behind as he stepped up to the Gate.
Micheal gave her a thumbs up, watching as she jogged over to the First Gate.
“Stay focused and I know you’ll do great in there.” He returned, doing his best to instill confidence in her.
“Good luck to you also, Shin!” A voice called out, resounding from Micheal’s right.
It was Shin, speaking to himself.
Micheal shook his head, watching as Sophia elbowed Shin in the side.
“What?!” “Be serious! This is a serious moment!”
A half-grin appeared on Micheal’s face as he waved at his friends.
“See you all on the other side.”
He stepped into the Gate of Fate.
.
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One blinding flash of light later and Sophia found herself in the middle of a rather strange room.
It was a large room, with 4 long, wide walls painted gray. The room’s ceiling was blue, set at least a dozen meters above her head. If she only focused on these things, it wasn’t that odd of a room...
At least, until she looked at the ground, where a large, grassy meadow spread out, complete with a small stream running through its middle, ending as it connected with the empty gray wall. There was no apparent light source in the room, yet it was lit, nevertheless, giving her perfect visibility.
“So this is what the Third Gate leads to, huh?” She murmured, bending down and running her fingers through the grass.
She wasn’t outside, obviously, nor was the ground beneath her truly dirt. Instead, it seemed to be some type of magical creation that she couldn’t explain. The ground was similar to the ground in the First Gate, where the terrain would randomly shift, but without distinct walls to enclose it.
As she looked around, she spotted a small, wooden table, set at the direct center of the room, just a few feet away from the rushing stream.
Instead of walking over to that table, however, Sophia sat down on the ground.
As she sat, she carefully crossed her legs and took a deep breath.
She held that breath for a couple of seconds and then exhaled.
“This is nice.”
Sophia smiled quietly to herself.
It was a nice change of scenery.
The time she spent in the First Gate training had begun to blur together in her memory. Countless days had gone by as she practiced, and practiced, and practiced more, the endless months of isolation gnawing away at her willpower.
The only companion she had was the magical clone that copied her, growing alongside her as she grew more and more skilled.
It was hard. Extremely hard.
It was the hardest thing she had ever done in her life.
Harder than fighting her first Morenkai, harder than enduring the excruciating pain that came with using Dragon Building Liquid, even harder than dealing with the horror of losing Anna.
The urge to give up, to just take a step back and leave the First Gate, to call it a day and leave early, had been overwhelming. No one would know if she left just a little sooner than she should.
Every time she thought about giving up, though, she thought of Shin’s goofy smile… of Micheal’s encouraging words…
And of her little sister who had vanished 8 months ago.
Those thoughts made it a little more bearable as the days inside turned to weeks...
As those weeks turned to months…
And as those months turned to years.
3 years, 4 months, and 21 days, to be exact.
That was how long she trained by herself, alone in the First Gate.
“I got to see Micheal and Shin again, and made a new friend.” Sophia smiled, giggling to herself, giddy with happiness. As she laughed, she rolled onto her back, stretching out and up with her hands.
The shock of transitioning from years of solitude to meeting Serena, Shin, and Micheal still hadn’t quite gone away.
Shin seemed to have taken it in stride, somehow, but for Sophia, it was an emotional moment. If it wasn’t for her own personal pride, she probably would’ve cried after she hugged Micheal. Seeing him again had lifted a weight off her shoulders, the stress and tension of traversing the 7 Layers seeming to wilt away.
“And now… I’m here.” Sophia tilted her head to the side, looking up at the tall ceiling above her.
After she finished training in the First Gate, she had followed Micheal's advice and immediately entered the Second Gate. The Gate of Healing, as it was called, had presented her with a large, suana-like room full of enchanted, healing waters.
Resting within those waters was incredibly comfortable. Both she and Shin must've spent at least an hour in the heavenly room before getting up and leaving, feeling both mentally and physically refreshed.
It was only after they left the Second Gate that they ran into Micheal's new companion, Serena.
“An Inheriten…ception.” Her lips twitched as she failed to keep a smile off her face.
“Stupid Shin… well, anyway.” She shook her head as she got back to her feet, bouncing off the grass in one smooth, graceful movement.
“I guess I should go look at what's on the table.”
‘Why is there a table over here, anyway? Also, why is the floor grass?‘ She shrugged, tossing the questions to the side. Few things made sense recently, it seemed.
As she walked up to the table, she found several small, gray crystals. Each crystal glowed, sparkling with faint white light. They were beautiful, each about the size of her thumb.
“Aww… they’re pretty.” Sophia observed, her eyes focused as she studied the stones.
‘But why is the table so small…?’ She had to kneel down next to the table, its legs rising only a few inches above the earth.
As soon as she looked at crystals on the table, instinctively, Sophia knew that if she wanted to access the Inheritance in front of her, she would need to grab ahold of these crystals, and imbue them with energy.
“Well. Micheal did say we were in a hurry.” She muttered as she reached forward and picked up one of the gray crystals.
When Sophia touched the stone, immediately, a cool breeze appeared in the midst of the large room.
“What would Shin say if he was here with me?” Sophia paused, unaware of the small lines of lightning that had begun to fluctuate off of her.
“What is this, a-
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“-table for ants?” Shin muttered as he looked at the tiny table standing at the center of the grassy room, his eyes scrunched up.
“Seriously… am I supposed to sit on the floor?” He promptly sat down next to the table.
“Ohh this makes sense. This is kind of nice, actually.” Shin muttered as he crossed his legs, assuming a comfortable sitting position.
“Now that I think of it, aren’t tables like this popular in Asia, back on Earth?” The architecture of the Ancient World shared many similarities with ancient Asian architecture.
“Nifty.”
Shin vanished, his body transforming into a blur as he teleported away.
“Oho?” Shin muttered as he looked at the world around him, seeing the countless thousands of strands of space, something only someone with the Warping Phaser type could see, all abruptly come to an end as they met the four walls that enclosed this room.
“So it’s impossible to teleport out of here.”
It was a bit different compared to the First Gate he had spent so much time in.
In the endless days Shin had practiced inside the First Gate, he had been able to teleport freely. There were no ‘walls’ inside the First Gate to prevent him from moving to one place or another. The terrain, and the world itself, seemed almost infinitely vast, at least to the point that Shin never reached an end.
“Now… this is more my style… a room with actual corners.”
Shin’s body blurred and vanished as he teleported, warping from corner to corner in a fraction of a second. After leaving the Second Gate, his body was teeming with energy.
“Cozy.” Shin grinned as he wedged himself into a corner, his arms bulging as he used the friction of his hands and legs on the walls to hold himself up.
Compared to when he was on the First Layer, Shin’s ability to teleport had improved tremendously. Not only could he move farther, the amount of time he took between warps had shortened to less than a fifth of a second.
“In the First Gate, a place like this would’ve cost me an arm and a leg.” Shin said to himself as he teleported out of the corner and back to the ground.
“I guess I got this half-off, it only cost me an arm to get here.” He grinned, staring at the Melding Plate Arm that had replaced his left arm after he lost it on the First Layer.
“Ooh, that’s another good one.” Shin tapped on his Spatial Ring and brought out a notebook and pen, writing what he had just said down.
Shin smiled happily to himself as he stored the notebook.
“This ain’t so bad. I’ve got another pun to share with Micheal and Sofa.”
Meeting back up with Micheal and Sophia, outside of the First Gate, had been an almost surreal experience for Shin. It was something he had been looking forward to for what felt like an eternity, but at the same time, as soon as he was with them again, he felt like his world had gone back to normal.
He wasn’t sure why, perhaps it was an odd quirk of his personality, but once he was out of the First Gate, he felt like he had bounced right back into the groove of things.
Inside the First Gate, however… Shin had lost track of the number of months he had spent alone by himself. Much of that time, he had used to train himself, fighting the NPC-like clone that would respawn, and practicing his ability to teleport.
After his first two weeks in the First Gate, however, Shin had come to terms with himself.
‘I’m not a superhero.’
He had no idea how Micheal and Sophia did it, but he wasn’t able to blindly focus on training endlessly hour after hour, day after day, week after week.
Thus, he made a commitment to himself.
‘For every 4 hours I practice, I’ll take half an hour to relax.’
And that was exactly what he did.
It might not sound that hard, but staying in the First Gate for any extended period of time was a tremendously difficult thing to do. Fighting against a Shadow Seeker clone several times a day was great for training, but being forced to do that endlessly, while isolated in solitude, with no one to speak to or interact with, was horrifying.
A regular person wouldn’t last in the First Gate for more than an hour. Even skilled warriors in the first timeline usually lasted only a few weeks to a month at best.
Shin knew he had no chance of lasting longer than Sophia…
But he was nothing if not stubborn.
‘Think of all the jokes I can make about lasting longer if she leaves first…’
Silly jokes like that became his bread and butter as he kept a journal, giving himself the motivation he needed to keep at it.
Every day he stayed was another small bit of progress he made, another victory to his record.
‘If I can’t even do this, how will I keep up with Micheal and Sophia?’
He could accept that he might die somewhere in these hellish Layers, but the thought that he might drag down either of his friends was something he absolutely could not accept.
Thus… through sheer stubbornness alone…
Shin lasted 3 years, 2 months, and 3 days inside the First Gate, just a couple months shy of Sophia’s record.
“Now…” Shin muttered as he teleported back to the small table, choosing to teleport himself into a sitting position in lieu of sitting down like a normal person.
Shin poked one of the gray crystals resting on the table tentatively with his left pointer finger.
“These look expensive… I wonder what they’re called?”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“Memory Crystals.” Micheal examined the gray crystals, holding one of them up.
They were a type of rare Magic Gem that could be used, as their name implied, to store memories.
Micheal hadn’t expected to see Memory Crystals used so early, here on the Second Layer. In the first timeline, he only ever recalled seeing Memory Crystals put to use on the Third Layer and beyond, by both the Void Nobles and the Nirvana Church, and later, Dark Void.
“This is a surprise. Is there no remnant soul for- ah. Right.” Micheal cut himself off, his mouth twisting into a sardonic smile.
“I forgot. Tallanoran said his companions were killed by Sion Swordsoul.” Micheal mumbled, recalling the records about Sion.
“Of course they couldn’t have left a remnant soul like Tallanoran did.”
Micheal knew all too well why.
Sion Swordsoul was a Titled Deity.
Title: The Infinite Edge.
‘Every time Sion killed someone, he didn’t just end their life...’
‘He also killed their Soul.’
.




Chapter 55

What happened to one’s Soul after they died?
The answer to that question was something even Micheal didn’t know.
However, the concept that most living beings possessed a Soul was a firmly established fact in the 7 Layers.
‘Even if Humanity didn’t know where our Souls go when we die, we knew they still existed, somewhere.’
The proof to that conclusion was found on none other than the Sixth Layer.
‘The Well of Eternity.’
It was a mystical place on the Sixth Layer that broke the laws of reality and did what was previously thought to be impossible.
‘Resurrection.’
The Well of Eternity was the once place in existence where the dead could be brought back to life.
‘Humanity didn’t truly realize the damage Sion had done until they discovered the Well of Eternity, and attempted to bring back Emmanuel Stone and Elmara Gaiden.’
Emmanuel Stone, the ‘Pioneer of Moorim,’ was the founder of the Moorim Association, a group of incredibly powerful Martial Artists that was formed on the Fifth Layer to give Humanity a fighting chance at survival.
Elmara Gaiden, the ‘Great Saintess,’ was the founder of the Alliance of Saints, a group of human geniuses who specialized in magical combat, research, and healing that came together on the Fifth Layer.
‘At least 40% of Humanity’s strongest members had close ties with or were members of the Alliance of Saints and the Moorim Association.’
The influence these two groups had on humanity was immense.
‘If it weren’t for those damned Titled Deities.’
By the time Micheal reached the Seventh Layer, both groups had been annihilated.
‘The Titled Deity Navir destroyed the Alliance of Saints and the Moorim Association on the Sixth Layer… but…’
Micheal thought, his eyes glinting.
‘Before either group even left the Fifth Layer, they encountered Sion.’
Sion Swordsoul was a Toren. After he learned that Humanity had ascended from the Ancient World, the Titled Deity made it his job to challenge all of Humanity’s strongest warriors.
‘It was around the start of the 7th Wave that Sion began his ‘Human Hunt.’’
Both Emmanuel Stone and Elmara Gaiden were among the casualties of humans who died to him.
It was a disastrous loss for Humanity, not just because of their individual strength, but because of their incredible leadership, charisma, and influence. Sion’s actions left a devastating void that took precious years to recover from.
‘Sion didn’t just kill their bodies… he also killed their Souls.’
The Well of Eternity had the ability to bring the dead back to life… but it only worked for those who possessed a Soul.
Sion’s ability to kill a being’s Soul meant every single Human he killed could never return. If an afterlife existed, they would never go to it.
They were erased from existence as a whole.
As Micheal looked down at the Memory Crystals set on the table before him, he bowed his head quietly.
Then, after a few moments’ pause, he reached forward and rested his hands on one of the gray crystals, using the Ki within him to form a connection.
The space around Micheal seemed, ever so briefly, to flutter… before a wave of memories washed into Micheal’s mind.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Micheal blinked as he abruptly found himself in a place he didn’t recognize.
‘...where in the world am I?’
Micheal found himself inside what appeared to be a truly enormous, transparent, grayish-black sphere. As he looked around, he saw the ruins of dozens of large, wooden buildings, huddled near the center of the sphere, bordering a pair of large mountains that reached up more than a 1,000 meters, about halfway to the ceiling of the massive sphere.
As Micheal looked around, he realized something rather strange.
‘The land around me… all the colors are wrong.’
He was viewing the world in a strange mix of black, white, and gray, with odd blips of a haze-like blue or yellow every once in a while. Despite the massive sphere covering up the sun above, the world around him wasn’t swarming with darkness, but well lit, despite there clearly being little to no visible light.
It was an entirely strange, alien way to view the world.
“Hah.”
Micheal froze as his body laughed.
“Hahahaha.”
‘Wait… that‘s not me laughing…’
“Hahahahahahahahaha…”
‘Right. I’m in a memory right now.’ His mind finished adjusting, remembering in that moment that right now, he was reliving the memories of someone else.
Kyrui, a Dark Wraith, and the Master of Space, laughed out loud, his shadowy hands trembling as he knelt on one knee. The Dark Wraith’s shadowy form looked similar to the Shadow Seekers that haunted the Dark Canyon, dark, shadowy humanoids, but with more distinct, gray skin that gave off faint black particles of darkness.
“Unforgivable.” Kyrui reached out with his right hand and then…
Clenched on the fabric of Space.
The world distorted and twisted around the Dark Wraith, a whirlpool of space forming around him.
Micheal’s Soul rocked as he felt waves of energy flow out from Kyrui’s body, forming a core at the center of his palm. Micheal didn’t miss a moment of the distinct movements, feeling the unique flow of energy, a Conceptual Power that he had never even remotely sensed before.
The Concept of Space.
A split second later, Micheal understood Kyrui’s actions as a blinding, white slash of Sword Energy ripped through the air, aimed directly at him.
That deadly white blade of Sword Energy slammed right into Kyrui and then… flowed through the distorted space around him, and slammed into the mountain directly behind the Dark Wraith.
The earth shuddered, sending up an enormous cloud of dust as the mountain behind Kryui split into half. A loud shockwave echoed out as stone shrapnel exploded, a gash more than a thousand meters high carved hundreds of meters deep into the earth.
“How DARE you.” Kyrui panted, the black energy that served as blood for Dark Wraiths dripping from his eyes.
The Master of Space raised his left and right hands out in front of him, and then clapped with all of his might, drawing on a huge portion of the Spatial Energy inside his body.
The world shuddered for a split second before the space in front of Kyrui split in half.
A harsh, rending noise echoed out as the ground directly before the Dark Wraith ripped apart, tearing forward faster than a bullet.
“You aren’t half bad… eh, better than the rest.” A sour, sardonic voice responded to the Dark Wraith.
The line of rent Space came to an abrupt halt as it collided with a golden-skinned man, the grinding Space clashing with a glowing white sword. The impact created a blast that shook the air, cracking the earth around the golden-skinned man for a dozen meters, and sending up a storm of wind.
“I’d give you a 6.5 out of 10.” Sion Swordsoul smiled as he waved his right hand, the simple motion killing the storm of wind in an instant, causing the air to grow still.
Sion had the same bronzed-gold skin all Torens possessed, but stood apart from all the other Torens Micheal had seen for a simple reason.
His appearance was nigh perfect.
His perfectly muscled body, a handsome, perfectly balanced face, his long, dark golden hair, his smooth, precise movements that showed immense mastery of his body and physique… everything about Sion Swordsoul looked perfect.
‘Bastard.’ Micheal thought.
“You monster.” Kyrui wheezed, his fists clenching the air before him once more.
The space around Kyrui’s hands distorted, weird, twisting lines of space curling in on itself, as he jerked backwards, pulling with all his might.
The world seemed to lurch forward as the space between Kyrui and Sion abruptly shortened.
A split second later… what Micheal could only describe as a broken shard of Space formed into existence, ripping forward off of Kyrui’s right fist. The distorted Space twisted the air as it shot forth, moving faster than the human eye could perceive.
Sion languidly swiped forward with his sword, a line of white energy splitting forth from it.
As soon as that line of white Sword Energy made contact with the ragged, it vanished.
‘No, it didn’t vanish.’ Micheal thought, his gaze hardening.
‘It died.’
Every Titled Deity was gifted with abilities that broke the laws of existence, powers that warped reality… and this was Sion’s power.
Title: The Infinite Edge
Humanity had determined that this Title granted Sion a deceptively simple ability:
The power to ‘kill’ anything he cut.
Anything.
Micheal’s mind raced as he thought back to just a few seconds ago, earlier in the fight.
Sion had waved his hand slightly, annoyed at the breeze caused by the shockwave of Kyrui’s Spatial Clap. That simple hand motion had stilled the breeze, returning the air to normal.
That simple hand motion killed that breeze, on a Conceptual level, warping reality to cause that breeze to ‘die.’ The energy present within the air that caused the wind to move was erased from existence.
“They were children, you monster! They bore no sin!” Kyrui spoke, drawing on his energy to create a wall of distorted Space between himself and Sion.
Sion immediately cut down the wall, a line of white energy cutting forward and nearly splitting Kyrui in twain, but not before Kyrui clenched his fist and distorted Space again, causing the brutal slash to wrap around him.
“Children? Mm?” Sion paused as he tilted his head, looking around at the destroyed buildings.
“Ah, right. A shame.” The Toren shook his head.
“The tragedy of the weak.”
“What do you mean, a tragedy?! You caused this!” Kyrui sputtered as he clapped his hands together again, sending a second wave of shredded Space at Sion.
Sion held out his right hand as the shuddering air slammed into him, his fingers drawing together in a smooth, sharp motion that instantly destroyed Kyrui’s attack.
“What honor is their in killing infants who cannot even resist?” As Kyrui yelled, the Dark Wraith’s eyes glanced off to the left and right, as if looking stalling for reinforcements.
Sion’s perfect face crinkled into a frown as he looked at Kyrui.
“Why did I kill them?” He muttered, his eyes shining as he looked at the Dark Wraith.
Sion smiled.
“Because I can.”
Sion raised his sword and did the same thing he had done, just a few minutes prior, when he first attacked the first of the four Dark Wraith Sanctuaries.
Sion cut the air in front of him.
And…
The air died.
Abruptly, within roughly a five mile radius of Sion, everything that constituted ‘air’ was erased from existence.
Kyrui’s lungs burned as he exhaled, the air ripping free from his lungs. Within the same second that the air vanished, the Master of Space drew upon his energy to form a protective, Spatial Cocoon. Before he finished, however, the water in his eyes began to boil as the world around him turned into a vacuum, blinding him.
Kyrui, as a Dark Wraith, faired far better than a human would at the abrupt change. The black energy in a Dark Wraith’s veins was not a true liquid, but they still required air to breathe, and had water and other bodily fluids running through them.
The instant transmission of air to nothingness caused those liquids within Kyrui to undergo ebullism, a process in which liquid water turns into vapor, spontaneously boiling due to the absence of atmospheric pressure. Kyrui managed to raise his Spatial Cocoon in time to avoid the worst effects, but not before his body was racked with agony, his very cells swelling and attempting to tear themselves apart.
A few seconds passed as Kyrui retreated, his body oddly twisted and distorted inside his Spatial Cocoon.
Sion stood still as he admired the world around him, his perfect body covered in a faint layer of white energy that protected him from the effects of his attack.
‘So he knew how to do this, even back then.’ Micheal thought to himself as he looked through Kyrui’s blurred eyes.
‘One of Sion’s favorite methods of attack…’ A method recorded and studied in the records of Dark Void.
‘Air Erasure.’
One more second passed, eerily silent, sound unable to transmit in the vacuum of space Sion had created.
In the next second, however…
An immense shockwave tore through space as air from the outside word rushed in, a backlash of pressure crashing into the world.
The rapid blast of air threw the rubble of the ruined buildings into the sky, an enormous windstorm whiplashing back and forth as huge chunks of wood and stone were flung around.
Sion, upon seeing this, frowned. His right hand transformed into a blur, a white slice of energy erupting as he cut forward.
Immediately, the trembling space settled, the storm of quaking air and shockwave vanishing as if it had never been.
“You… monster…” Kyrui wheezed, black liquid dripping from his eyes, ears, and nose as he emerged from his Spatial Cocoon. The Master of Space appeared unsteady, but stalwart on his feet nevertheless, his back straight and his shoulders strong.
“This is fun.” Sion muttered as he walked forward with a smile. As the Titled Deity did so, he glanced off to his right, where 3 figures emerged in the distance, rushing towards him.
Tallanoran, accompanied by the two other Masters of the Dark Wraith race.
Micheal mentally grit his teeth, his heart twisting as he watched four brave warriors march to their doom.
‘Kyrui… I won’t let your sacrifice go to waste.’
Micheal began to immerse himself in the unique sensation of Kyrui’s manipulation of Space, making a mental promise to himself.
He would learn everything he could here, and when he was done…
‘I swear upon my Soul...’
‘You will be avenged.’
.




Chapter 56

‘What a terrible feeling.’ Micheal thought, resisting the urge to gag.
Living through the memories of someone controlling Space was an incredibly unpleasant thing to do. The sensation of Spatial Manipulation felt unnatural, each and every time Kyrui activated his abilities sent a sickening wave through Micheal’s head.
It was something he had never felt before, something he shouldn’t have been able to feel.
However, as the fight went on, Micheal gradually adapted to the sensation.
What had once sent his stomach into a queasy fit now began to feel recognizable, though the odd sense of ‘wrongness’ remained.
The eerie strangeness that Micheal was experiencing was, in fact, the norm as far as these things were concerned. The vast majority of beings, when exposed to a Memory Crystal of someone interacting with Concepts they themselves had no experience with, would feel the same way.
In the 7 Layers, Humanity stood as the odd ones out thanks to their Shop and its ability to adapt powers they came into contact with into Humanity’s 7 Ability slots.
Micheal’s ‘Temporal Bubble’ Ability that he had obtained through Yvvtal’s Inheritance was an example of that. In the first place, Yvvtal was a Toren. Any powers he possessed were designed by a being with the genes, bloodline, and consciousness of a Toren, for beings similar to himself.
Humanity’s Status Screen, Shop, and Ability slots were what allowed Micheal to become perfectly compatible with the Brand of Janus, and gain the Temporal Bubble Ability.
As Micheal focused on memorizing everything he could about Kyrui’s Spatial powers, the fight between Sion and the Four Dark Wraith Masters unfolded.
The battle went exactly how Tallanoran had described it.
Bilt and Leia, the Master’s of Strength and Storm respectively, died within the first 5 minutes, unable to cope with Sion’s Air Erasure.
Tallanoran lasted longer, making the most of his Time warping powers. Torens were naturally resistant to any power that would affect their flow of Time, but the Soul King was the strongest Dark Wraith to live.
He fought bravely for around 12 minutes before finally being cut down, his body crippled after most of his cells exploded.
Micheal wasn’t able to perceive Tallanoran splitting his Soul apart to hide a remnant Soul. From what he could see, the Master of Time simply looked as if he was unconscious on the ground, in the process of gradually dying. However, given what Tallanoran had told inside his Inheritance, he knew this had to be the time Tallanoran formed his remnant Soul, after the Dark Wraith realized his death was inevitable.
The Soul King’s ability when it came to matters of the Soul eclipsed Kyrui’s or Sion’s ability to detect.
The fight raged on in the background as Micheal focused on Kyrui's connection with Space.
Eventually, however, the battle drew to a pause, interrupting Micheal’s concentration.
Micheal mentally narrowed his eyes as he turned his attention back to the battle, trying to make sense of Kyrui’s vision.
Sion’s repeated use of his Air Erasure technique had damaged Kyrui’s eyes to the point where everything Micheal saw through the Master of Space’s vision was blurred.
However, inside this Memory Crystal, Micheal was able to sense everything Kyrui sensed. Kyrui’s knowledge of his surroundings was incredibly detailed and his spatial awareness was at a supernatural level.
Thanks to that, despite being effectively blind, Micheal could still sense the damage the surroundings had incurred from this battle.
The buildings and the rubble within them, the mountains that had stood behind Kyrui… even the ground itself…
All of it was gone.
‘Another of Sion’s favorite ways to attack.’ Micheal thought, recognizing the aftermath from Dark Void’s records,
‘Ground Erasure.’
Just like he possessed the ability to ‘kill’ air, Sion also was capable of ‘killing’ the ground.
A massive, roughly 2-miles-wide gaping hole had formed in the earth, a mile-deep into the ground. All of the earth, stone, rock, and dirt that had once sat in place had been erased from existence after Sion ‘killed’ it, destroyed in an instant.
What was left was a large, freshly formed lake as groundwater rushed into the enormous hole, merging with collapsing lines of rock and stone as the edges of the hole caved in on itself.
“Why?!” Kyrui’s voice was ragged and husky, his throat heavily damaged.
“Why?” The Dark Wraith repeated himself as he stumbled down to one knee.
Kyrui was standing on a platform of solidified Space, just a couple of feet above the new lake beneath him.
“I don’t like repeating myself, mortal.” Sion’s voice echoed out loud as he responded, a hint of amusement in his tone.
Sion stood on the surface of the water, the lake around him within a radius of around 200 meters resting completely still and unmoving.
“Because I can.”
The air shuddered as Sion jumped forward, appearing next to Kyrui in a split second. Despite his abrupt movement, the lake Sion jumped off of remained perfectly still.
By this point, Kyrui was exhausted. Black energy was bleeding out from his eyes, nose, mouth, and ears, while the rest of his body was covered in bruises and cuts.
He had fought against Sion for nearly half an hour now, a record no one on the planet could match.
Kyrui twisted Space, instinctively, to dodge Sion’s attack, but his reaction was half a hair too slow.
A sharp slice of white Sword Energy shot out, rippling through the air.
And, a moment later, Kyrui’s right arm fell to the ground, severed.
“Ah, is that all?” Sion muttered, a hint of displeasure staining his voice.
‘...disgusting.’ Micheal’s gaze hardened, anger boiling inside him.
In Kyrui’s final moments, Sion was toying with him.
Sion had the ability to ‘kill’ anything he cut.
The only reason Kyrui wasn’t yet dead was because the Titled Deity wasn’t done with him.
Kyrui’s body froze stiff before the Dark Wraith overcame his shock and turned to face Sion.
“...you…” Kyrui muttered in response, his voice dropping to become incomprehensible.
Sion tilted his head down to listen, an amused expression on his face.
“...can go to Hell.”
Kyrui’s left arm exploded.
Micheal couldn’t think of a better way to describe it as he felt all of the energy within Kyrui’s body, every last drop of power the Dark Wraith possessed, condense, build up, and blast out of his left arm in an instant.
The sheer, raw concentration of energy warped Space, focused entirely on Kyrui’s left hand. This attack contained everything the Master of Space had left, using his own body as a medium to form one final shard of distorted Space.
The attack was launched from point blank range, aimed directly at Sion Swordsoul’s head.
Time seemed to slow down as Micheal watched everything that happened next.
Despite the fact that the attack came without any warning, Sion still managed to tilt his head backwards in a split second, a cocky grin appearing on his face as he removed himself from the path of the attack.
A grin that vanished just a moment later.
“Arrogant bastard.”
Kyrui had fought Sion for only 30 minutes, but that was all he needed to recognize a core fact about the Toren: Sion was incredibly proud, convinced of his own victory and blinded by his own power.
Sion made a perfect, last second dodge to avoid Kyrui’s attack. There was no way it could reach him.
But so what?
Kyrui was the Master of Space.
The Dark Wraith felt his heart burst as he warped Space for the second and final time, the action causing his body to fail.
The shard of frozen space suddenly veered down as Space twisted, sending it hurtling back on course towards Sion’s face.
It was the perfect ambush. Sion was unable to raise his blade in time to cut the attack, or move his body in time to dodge it, as a result of his arrogance and Kyrui’s planning.
However… just when it appeared that there was no possible way Sion could respond, the Titled Deity did something Micheal never would have expected.
He shut his right eye.
The eyelid went from wide open… to swinging down shut in an instant…
A motion that qualified as a ‘swing.’
A motion that sent out a small line of white Sword Energy.
‘That’s absurd.’
The unorthodox technique, no matter how absurd it appeared, worked nevertheless. The small slice of Sword Energy slammed into the shard of space… and…
It killed it.
Kyrui’s final attack instantly vanished, but not before one final small piece had broken off from the main shard, breaking free as a result of Kyrui’s final twist of Space.
Time seemed to rush back to normal.
The small piece of the shard of space shot forward and then quickly dissipated, dissapearing into the air just a few meters behind Sion.
Kryui’s body collapsed, the frozen platform of Space vanishing as he lost control of it. His senses rapidly began to shut down as he started to die, a dizzying sensation overtaking his mind.
In that brief window of time before he died, however, Micheal managed to observe the final result of Kyrui’s last blow.
On Sion Swordsoul’s perfect face, a narrow, 3 inch long red gash had formed, ripping upward to his ear from his right cheek.
The first injury Sion had suffered this entire fight.
Micheal couldn’t make out Sion’s exact expression, but he could sense a wave of palpable rage washing over the Titled Deity.
‘Huh. Would you look at that.’
Micheal thought as he felt himself reach the end of this Memory Crystal.
‘Even Gods can bleed.’
.
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Micheal blinked.
He found himself back in the Third Gate, sitting on the ground next to the table holding several Memory Crystals. The jarring shift of perspective took a moment to adapt to, one of the side-effects of using a Memory Crystal.
After a few seconds, however, he finished adjusting and organized his thoughts.
‘Brutal.’
It was the only word he could think of to describe what he had witnessed.
It was for good reason that killing a Titled Deity was considered the hardest thing in existence to accomplish.
‘It was a brutal fight.’
Kyrui, and his companions, fought as best they could, but failed nevertheless.
‘They broke the Cardinal Rule of challenging a Titled Deity.’
Micheal didn’t blame them for this, he doubted that the Dark Wraiths were even aware of the existence of Sion’s Title. This should have been the first time Tallanoran and his companions ever met a Titled Deity.
‘Never, ever challenge a Titled Deity without a plan.’
Even then, it was best to have multiple contingency plans as well. Study, observe, plan, prepare, and attack, in that order.
That was the only possible way you could stand even a small chance of winning.
“It’s the same for me, too.” Micheal muttered as he looked down at the dull gray crystal in his hand, his eyes darkening.
“If I don’t do my best, I’ll end up like that.” He frowned.
“All of Humanity will end up like that.”
‘Dead.’
It was a sobering thought.
After a few seconds, Micheal shrugged.
There was no point in complaining about how difficult things were. That was life.
It wasn’t fair, and it never would be.
All he could do was learn from the past, focus on the present, and prepare for the future.
Micheal returned his gaze back to the remaining unused Memory Crystals resting on the table.
The Memory Crystal he had just used had taken on a dull appearance and cracked, while the three remaining unused ones glowed ever so faintly.
Without hesitating, Micheal immediately grabbed the first of the three Magic Gems, forming a connection once again.
Unlike the first Memory Crystal, the second one he activated showed a far less violent scene.
Micheal lived through Kyrui’s memories of when he first touched upon the Concept of Space.
Dark Wraiths don’t train Ki. Their half-incorporeal bodies’ makes it nigh impossible to train.
Instead, normal Dark Wraiths channeled Elemental Energy, relying on their unique Physiques.
Kyrui, however, was not a normal Dark Wraith.
The weakest of the Four Masters, Kyrui had been cursed at birth with a defective Physique that left him entirely unable to channel Elemental Energy, turning the power the vast majority of his kind relied on into a deadly poison.
Kyrui didn’t give up, however. Despite being born a veritable cripple, the Dark Wraith sought out the techniques and methods used by one of the other dominant species on the Ancient World: the Blue Drakes.
That was how he first came into contact with Mana.
Ki was a type of energy that usually focused inward, enhancing its user’s body. The energy flowed constantly through its user’s veins, imbuing every inch of one’s body with its strengthening power.
In a general sense, Ki was a very simple power. It could be grown step-by-step, each Tier signifying an increase in energy density and quality.
As a result of its simple nature, Ki was able to serve as a universal energy source for nearly all Abilities.
Mana, on the other hand, could focus equal parts outward and inward.
Where Ki could be trained equally all throughout one’s body, cycling through one's veins, Mana was trained through two methods, each concentrating Mana into a single place: Mana Circles or a Mana Heart.
Mana Circles were formed within one’s Soul and magically connected to a being’s brain. Possessing a Mana Circle allowed one to cast Spells that derived their existence from Conceptual Powers.
A Mana Heart condensed Mana on a being’s heart, and allowed a warrior to spread Mana out anywhere within their body. The operation of Mana using a Mana Heart was, in fact, created by ancient Wizards based on the study of Ki, with both sharing many overlapping attributes. Both could be used as a power source to activate various Abilities and both were used to enhance the body.
The main difference between the two body-focused energy sources, Ki and a Mana Heart, would be how each was limited in terms of growth.
When one attempted to evolve their Ki to a higher Tier, a Heart Trial took place. If one was unable to overcome their Heart Trial, their attempt to evolve their Ki could leave them crippled, or even dead.
The growth of a Mana Heart, conversely, was limited by the quality of the Mana Breathing technique used, one’s Mana sensitivity, and the latent physical talent and Physique of its user.
‘Kyrui studied the Blue Drake’s Mana Breathing Method and adapted it for his own use.’ Micheal realized as he watched the Dark Wraith’s memories unfold.
The Dark Wraith formed a sort of Pseudo-Mana Heart/Mana Circle hybrid, using his Dark Wraith body and Soul as a conduit. It was an extremely innovative creation he made, something that only he himself could pull off.
‘It’s incredible. He’s a real genius.’ Micheal admired as his eyes flashed, returning him to the present.
Without hesitation, he immediately grabbed hold of another of the Memory Crystals, activating it.
This time, Micheal witnessed the memories of Kyrui as he put his newfound control of Mana into practice. The Dark Wraith used Mana to support his crippled Physique, honing his body and his mind.
In the memories Micheal was watching, it showed how Kyrui discovered the Inheritance of a Blue Drake Sage named Beryl Fouron.
Beryl was an expert in Spatial Magic and had used that Magic to leave the Ancient World, traveling to other realms. The Inheritance she left behind was created to attest to these facts, and to carry on her legacy.
Micheal watched, awestruck, as Kyrui learned how to channel the power of Space, integrating it into his combat style. Kyrui’s hybrid Mana Heart/Mana Circles didn’t allow him to cast Spells, but the Dark Wraith adapted, creating his own unique techniques to allow himself to manipulate Space directly.
‘He’s a monster.’ If Kyrui hadn’t been born a cripple, there was no telling how powerful he could have become. He might have even rivaled Tallanoran, the strongest Dark Wraith.
Finally, Micheal grabbed ahold of the last Memory Crystal.
In it, he watched Kyrui go on a journey of self-discovery, leaving on a mission to travel the world. The Dark Wraith spent years studying and researching his powers, finding new ways to apply his abilities and growing up until he became a Master, able to project Mana outward and create magical phenomena using the Concept of Space.
Micheal witnessed blips of this journey, days and hours cut from years, a massive amount of information transferring to him supernaturally fast.
Memory Crystals functioned in a way similar to the First Gate. For every second that passes in the real world, hundreds or even thousands of minutes might pass lost in the memories inside a Memory Crystal.
Finally, Kyrui’s journey drew to an end. The Dark Wraith settled down and was in the midst of preparing to establish an academy to share his learnings when disaster struck.
The Torens Ascended, becoming a Tribe of Deities, and war broke out.
Micheal blinked as the memories cut off just as the war between the Dark Wraiths and the Torens began, Kyrui’s teeming emotions sweeping over Micheal’s psyche in a long, shuddering wave.
It took Micheal several seconds to calm down and adjust, separating his identity from the memories that had poured into his brain from the Memory Crystal.
‘Right, I almost forgot about this part.’
Memory Crystal were a wonderful tool, but there was a reason they weren’t used everywhere.
If you immersed yourself in too many Memory Crystals, the swarm of memories could overwhelm your mind and cause personality or identity disorders. There were reports, in the records of Dark Void, of people driven insane after viewing excessive numbers of Memory Crystals.
They were great Artifacts to share information, but should only ever be used when necessary.
After Micheal finished gathering himself, he looked around the Third Gate, narrowing his eyes as he saw glowing light behind him.
On the wall of the room stood a glowing, white portal.
‘The exit.’
This was the ‘end’ of Kyrui’s Inheritance.
The Memory Crystals he’d used had cracked, turning into useless gray shards.
His time in the Third Gate had drawn to a close.
‘In the first place, this Inheritance was created by Tallanoran’s remnant Soul, after all of them had died.’ It was only natural that it would be limited to a certain extent.
Regardless, Micheal couldn’t help but be thankful.
‘It’s a tremendous gift.’
Viewing step-by-step how Kyrui touched upon the Concept of Space, feeling what that entailed as if he was the one doing it, was an incredible blessing.
Conveying such detailed and precise sensations in a Memory Crystal was a daunting task. The more exact a Memory Crystal replicated what someone experienced, the more dangerous it was to extract said memories and form them into a Memory Crystal.
The extraordinary level of detail and exact replication found in Kyrui’s memories, sharing sensations of touching upon the Concept of Space, was only possible because Kyrui was dead. Had he been alive during the process of extraction, it would have surely damaged his brain.
‘However…’ As Micheal sat inside the Third Gate, he realized several things.
‘I can’t just copy what Kyrui did.’
In Yvvtal’s Inheritance, Micheal had the Brand of Janus seared upon his Soul, relying upon Humanity’s Status Screen and Shop to blindly adapt those powers into a useable form, via his Temporal Bubble Ability.
Here, in Kyrui’s Inheritance, he was presented with all the knowledge he would need to draw upon the Concept of Space himself. He was not gifted with an Ability or power, but merely given the knowledge he would need to create it himself.
And that was where he ran into a roadblock.
‘Kyrui’s methods are that of a Dark Wraith.’ Micheal thought, frowning slightly.
It was only natural, given that this was the Inheritance of a Dark Wraith. In the first place, it wasn’t as if Tallanoran could have predicted the existence of Humans, or known that Humanity would one day visit his Inheritance.
‘Not just that… he uses Mana to touch upon the Concept of Space.’ Mana was far better at outwards expression of energy than Ki.
As Micheal recalled the sickening ‘off’ sensation his Soul experienced every time Kyrui touched upon the Concept of Space, he had realized a portion of this came from the fact that Kyrui was using Mana to power his Abilities, not Ki.
The foundation of Micheal’s power was his own refined Ki. It was the bedrock of his strength, a calm, steady, energy he had more than a decade of experience controlling.
Though he considered it for a few moments, Micheal dismissed any possibility of him trying to form a Mana Heart.
‘No matter how stable my Ki is, a Mana Heart would clash with the energy in my body.’ It was a basic fact he’d learned from his first life.
There were some madmen who attempted to control both Ki and a Mana Heart, but nigh every story Micheal had heard of those attempts came in the form of obituaries. The few that did succeed typically had deformed bodies that failed to make full use of either power.
‘Can I use my Ki as a substitute for Mana?’ Micheal pondered, steadily working through his options.
‘It’s possible… but it would take far too long.’
If he tried to replicate Kyrui’s experiences using Ki, much of the path he would walk would be new territory. Even if he was a genius, it would probably take him years to achieve even basic results.
‘What if I purchased an Ability from the Shop related to Space?’
What he lacked, presently, was a way to connect his Ki to the Concept of Space.
Micheal was like a toddler, struggling to reach the handle of the door that was the Concept of Space.
If he could just reach the handle, he might stand a chance of opening the door and gaining the powers behind it. However, without a way to touch that handle, he was helpless. It didn’t matter how good he was at lockpicking when he couldn’t even reach the door’s handle in the first place.
‘There’s no guarantee.’ He shook his head.
Micheal’s Temporal Bubble Ability touched upon the Concept of Time, but he was still far from a Master of Time. He could use his Ki to operate the Ability, to fine-tune it and control it, but he himself was not able to freely draw upon Time. He was reliant upon his Status and the Shop, using the Abilities as if they were natural powers he possessed.
The only Concept he had independently touched upon was that of the Sword, in the form of his Grandmaster Sword Mastery. Micheal’s ability to manipulate and control Weapon Energy came from his comprehension of Sword Energy, and the powers it contained.
‘If I truly want to comprehend the Concept of Space, to make the fullest use of Kyrui’s Inheritance, I only have one real option.’
Micheal’s eyes glinted.
‘I need to form a Mana Circle.’
The reason Ki clashed with a Mana Heart was because both energies were constantly flowing within one’s body. The physical manifestations of both Mana and Ki were volatile when they came into contact with other energy forms.
When it came to Mana Circles, however… those were formed inside their user’s Soul.
‘My Ki is inseparable from my Soul, but that won’t interfere with me forming a Mana Circle.’
The two energy sources would only clash when physically manifested inside his body, not in his Soul.
‘As long as I’m careful when I use Mana, it should be possible.’ He could never form a Mana Heart, but Mana Circles were doable.
While there weren’t exactly common, Micheal was aware of several people from his first life who possessed Mana Circles and Ki, or Mana Circles and a Mana Heart, at the same time. A few were Human, but most were other Races he encountered, traveling up the 7 Layers.
‘Magic Swordsmen’ or ‘Magic Warriors’ is what they were known as.
‘I only ever encountered them on the 3rd, 5th, and 6th Layers.’ Micheal thought, recalling the reasons why.
Controlling both energies was hard. Very, very, hard. And it was dangerous.
Controlling both Ki and Mana at the same time was a daunting task. It required either extraordinary talent or extraordinary skill, with no in-between.
‘If it was me from the first timeline, I’d give up.’ Micheal nodded. He knew better than to overestimate his capabilities.
‘But the me here and now has controlled Ki for more than 10 years.’ He was incredibly skilled at it, simply because he had spent countless hours practicing, day in and day out, without fail, as if his life depended on it. Which, it did.
‘No, in fact. It’s even better.’
Micheal’s eyes widened as he focused, relying upon the function of his Eyes of the Deep Ability that gifted him with a perfect memory.
‘Where is it… where is it… where is it…’
Micheal scanned backwards in time through his memories, going back to the days where he scrambled on the Sixth Layer, browsing the records of Dark Void. He spent countless days here, reading everything he could get his hands on that stood a chance of making him stronger.
‘Surely I remember… no I’m sure I did. Where is it…’
‘There!’
Micheal sat up straight, distinct memories flowing into his brain.
Memories of a paper Micheal had read through, 38 days before he died.
‘Research Records of the Purgatory Church - Magic Addendum p4.’
Secret records that were released in the end times, as Humanity’s Last Army was formed.
‘Complete Catalog of all Mana Breathing techniques, categorized by Layer discovered, - Rank A - Rank SSS.’
At the time, Micheal had searched for any method he could to speed up his breakthrough of Ki from King-Tier to Emperor-Tier, the 2nd to last stage of Ki density. These records were among the many he had dedicated himself to reading.
‘Yes, no, this is- this can work!’ Micheal smiled, his eyes lighting up.
Kyrui relied upon the Mana Breathing techniques of the Blue Drakes to form his hybrid Mana Circles.
However, that didn’t mean Micheal needed to do the same.
‘As long as I form a Mana Circle, I can draw on Kyrui’s experiences and touch upon the Concept of Space.’ He wouldn't need to rely on an unreliable Mana Breathing Method, but could utilize the highest ranking Mana Breathing Methods discovered in his first life.
It was an opportunity he had not expected to find.
Kyrui’s memories and experiences could save him years of time and effort.
‘Forming a Mana Circle won’t be easy, but I have everything I need to make my 1st Circle without any issue.’ Micheal thought as he got to his feet.
‘All I need is time to practice…’ His eyes drew forward, staring at the exit to the Third Gate.
‘And I know just the place for that.’
.




Chapter 58

Micheal exhaled as he walked through the glowing portal, the world around him vanishing for a split second. A moment later, he reappeared, exiting the Third Gate into the main lobby of Tallanoran’s Inheritance.
‘Hmm… I’m first out.’ Micheal noticed, casually nodding at one of the Farian soldiers standing guard. The warriors saluted back.
‘Let’s not waste any time.’ While his memories would never slip away thanks to his Eyes of the Deep Ability granting him a perfect memory, the sensations of touching Space were still fresh in his mind, and he wanted to keep it that way when he formed his first Mana Circle.
Micheal stepped from the dais holding the Third Gate and walked over to the First Gate.
He eyed it briefly, an odd sense of nostalgia striking him.
Micheal closed his eyes for a few brief moments as old memories rose to the forefront.
Memories of when he entered the First Gate, in the first timeline, so many years ago.
‘It should be around 2 years from now, right? We’re 5 months into the 4th Wave.’ Micheal thought, comparing the timelines.
‘Or was it 3 years?’ The memories from his time on the Second Layer seemed to blend together.
In the first timeline, Micheal entered the Second Layer far later than he had in the second timeline. By the time Micheal arrived, the Great War Between Races had begun, and after he arrived, it accelerated in earnest.
The Second Layer was transformed into a horrific warzone, a literal hell on earth. Humanity conscripted every human that rose up into the Four Syndicates to concentrate their forces just to survive.
‘Those times were hard.’
When Micheal escaped from the First Layer and arrived at the trees of the Spawning Ground, he had thought, for a few brief moments, that he had returned to Earth.
That hope was squashed when one of the roving bands of recruiters picked him up and informed him that the Human Race was currently fighting a war for its very survival.
Micheal ended up joining a subsidiary group under Baron Rex, Green Shield, that had been formed upon the inception of the war.
From that point forward, he fought and trained like a madman.
After overcoming the horror of the First Layer, Micheal had done everything in his power to grow. He studied the Artifacts and Abilities in the Shop, farmed Points whenever he got time, and worked with his teammates to form cohesive strategies.
It was to his dismay, Micheal remembered, that most of his allies felt differently.
Leaving one nightmare that was the First Layer for another was enough to drive most humans into despair. The constant warfare and terror of fighting against alien Races weakened morale of the human forces. Alcoholism ran rampant, as did smoking, and a whole host of other maladies that people used as a crutch.
It was a dark time for the Human Race, and for Micheal too.
If he hadn’t been reunited with Shin on the Second Layer, Micheal wasn’t sure how long he would have lasted.
‘It’s the Purgatory Church that saved the Second Layer.’ He gave credit where credit was due.
Despite the uncomfortable fanaticism some members of the Purgatory Church professed, the stalwart warriors were responsible for many of the breakthroughs in the Great War Between Races.
‘This was where the Nirvana Saint truly shined.’
The Vile King’s actions to ignite such a devastating war brought out the best of the Nirvana Saint, giving the man an opportunity to grow and prove his worth.
'And Fortuna.'
After Baron Fortuna discovered the Soul King’s Inheritance, he immediately made great use of it by opening it up for Humans to train at. Fortuna’s efforts, before he perished in battle with the Lord Justiciar, were another of the main reasons why Humanity didn’t collapse within the first year.
‘Fortuna’s efforts were important… but so were the Vile King’s.’ Micheal frowned at the thought.
As much as he was loath to admit it, Constantine’s presence could be felt here in the Second Layer, though he was only able to see it now, after the fact.
‘The Darmaton Plague crippled the Byrens.’ It damaged Humanity too, but the impact it had on all of the other races except for the Farians was far more severe.
‘One of the main reasons the Nirvana Saint had the chance to shine is because of the failsafes Constantine setup.’
The Farian’s immunity to the disease set them up as a common enemy. The weakening of the other Races gave Humanity time to stabilize. And, perhaps, there were more even actions that had been lost to time, known only to the Vile King.
‘But at what cost?’ Micheal shook his head, focusing his attention back on the First Gate.
‘And now… I’m back here again.’
By the time Micheal reached the Soul King’s Inheritance in the first timeline, the rewards that could be obtained from it had been picked clean.
The First Gate, however, operated just as perfectly as it had before.
‘Tallanoran really is a genius.’  Micheal thought as he rested his hand on the outer edge of the portal.
It was not an easy task to create an Inheritance. Many Inheritances broke down over time, or failed to function in the first place. Few Inheritances could withstand the test of time, especially over the course of hundreds of years. While rare, it was not uncommon to hear stories of Byrens that happened upon a failed Inheritance that turned their fate around as if they were the protagonist in a story.
‘Let’s go.’
Micheal entered the First Gate.
The first thing he did was squint as a familiar blinding white light caused the world to vanish, teleporting him away into the First Gate.
A moment later, Micheal found himself in a vast, white room that seemed to have no walls.
‘The First Gate.’
It was an imaginary landscape where you didn’t need to eat, you didn’t need to sleep, you didn’t need to do anything but train. You could unleash the full extent of your powers without worry about injury, expanding your comprehension of Concepts like Sword Mastery.
Micheal closed his eyes as soon as he arrived, tuning his consciousness to his Soul. In particular, he focused on his connection to the Conceptual Power of the Sword.
‘It’s dim, but I can feel it.’ Micheal smiled.
Normally, it was very difficult, if not impossible, to deepen one’s connection with a Conceptual Power in a place of distorted time.
In Micheal’s Temporal Bubbles, time was accelerated or decelerated, twisting the laws of reality. This, in turn, distorted any attempt at comprehending a Conceptual Power, making training anything related to them inside those Bubbles ineffective.
That wasn’t the case here inside the Soul King’s Inheritance.
‘He was known as the Soul King for good reason.’
There was no one, in the history of the Ancient World, more adept in matters of the Soul than Tallanoran. In the first place, he had been defeated by Sion Swordsoul, a Deity who had the power to kill a being’s Soul.
It was no exaggeration to say that Tallanoran was the only being to die to Sion without having his Soul suffer complete annihilation.
‘No, he’s the first of only two, actually.’ Micheal thought, correcting himself.
‘The Lich King Agenor also didn’t lose his Soul after Sion killed him, on the Fifth Layer.’
‘Anyway.' He shrugged.
‘It’s hard to believe that this entire Inheritance is actually an Artifact, on a tremendous scale. Tallanoran outdid himself.’
Micheal concentrated on the Concept of the Sword, feeling a clean, sharp sensation running up his spine.
‘It’s passable.’ It wasn’t as strong a feeling as it would be outside, but it was good enough.
The fact that one could train in a place where time was accelerated and still touch upon Conceptual Powers was a tremendous thing, virtually unheard of in the 7 Layers.
There was, however, a good reason why this place was so unique.
‘It can only be used once.’
Micheal didn’t know the specifics of how Tallanoran’s Inheritance worked, the details of such an incredibly complex Artifact were something few beings could decipher.
He did know, however, what the best and brightest of Humanity had determined.
‘The 1st, 2nd, and 4th Gates can only be entered a single time.’ It was a hard limit built into the Inheritance itself, a limit that the Soul King was unable to change.
The incredible power of the First Gate was speculated to be the origin of these limits. One’s Soul could only experience this special time-accelerated room a single time before it gained a sort of theoretical ‘tolerance’ to the First Gate, making it impossible to re-enter.
'It might be different for Dark Wraiths, but for all other species, entering once was the limit.'
‘First I shoul-’ Micheal’s thoughts cut off as he paused, staring forward.
Before his eyes, a shadowy blob of darkness gradually took shape, forming into a humanoid copy of himself.
“Oh right. I almost forgot about you.” His erstwhile trainer partner had arrived.
A Shadow Seeker.
Micheal kicked his right foot off the ground, relying on his superhuman strength to launch his body forward. He balanced his movements precisely so that he could strike the ground with his left foot, killing his momentum just a third of a meter away from the Shadow Seeker.
It was a deceptively simple looking movement technique that occupied a mere fraction of a second.
“Come try again later.”
Micheal flicked his right wrist, his arm chopping outward in a smooth, lightning fast motion. The faintest hint of Sword Energy flickered on his hand.
A second later…
The Shadow Seeker’s shadowy head fell to the ground.
The creature collapsed immediately, dissipating into black essence that vanished in a matter of seconds.
Unlike Sophia and Shin, Micheal, and to a certain extent, Serena as well, did not lack combat experience.
What they both needed the most was time to practice, not a training opponent to face. As such, Micheal hadn’t bothered to hunt his and train his own Shadow Seeker while traversing the Dark Canyon.
‘Now that I have the time…’ Micheal’s eyes glinted.
‘Let’s get to work.’
Micheal opened the Shop and purchased a journal and a pen for a total of 38 Points from the ‘Miscellaneous Earth Objects’ section found near the back of the Shop. He also opted to buy a comfortable chair and a table for 194 Points total.
If he was going to spend years here inside the First Gate, he might as well spend them in a modicum of comfort.
“The first matter of business…” Micheal muttered as he wrote on the first page of the journal,
“Which Mana Breathing Technique should I use?”
.




Chapter 59

‘Alright.’ Micheal thought, staring down at the paper in front of him.
‘Let’s look over our options.’
He began to scan through his memories and copy down the information about the Mana Breathing Methods he recalled.
.
—- Ibrium Raptor Mana Breathing Method —-
Rank: A+
Description: Specialized Mana Breathing Method developed by the Great White Pack of Raptorians found on the Fifth Layer. Focuses on the development of the Mana Heart, resistance to extreme temperature, and regenerative properties.
Note: Possessing a Raptorian Physique advances the Rank of this Mana Breathing Method to S
.
—- Blank Rune Mana Breathing Method —-
Rank: A-
Effects: Unique Mana Breathing Method historically developed by the late Rakkonian Great Wizard Emomne found on the Second Layer, focused on the advancement of one’s Mana Circles. Focuses on growing Mana capacity, Mana density, and Mana sensitivity.
.
—- Black Rose Mana Breathing Method —-
Rank: S+
Effects: A Mana Breathing Method developed by the Thorne Duchy found on the Third Layer. Allows specialization in either Mana Heart, Mana Circles, or dual development. Focuses on advancing Mana density, granting unique properties to one’s Mana, and strengthening one’s Soul.
Note: Possessing the Physique of a Void Noble (Thorne variant) advances the Rank of this Mana Breathing Method to SS
.
‘Hmm…’ Micheal looked through the detailed notes that followed each Method’s description, studying the operations of each technique and comparing them in his head.
‘Many of the high ranking Mana Breathing Methods can only show their worth if the person using it has the correct Physique.’
It made sense when he thought about it. The most developed techniques were typically developed by people for their own bloodline or families, going back generations. There would always be imperfections when it came to adapting them for human use.
‘What else do we have…’
.
—- High Mountain Mana Breathing Method —-
Rank: SS
Effects: An ancient Mana Breathing Method developed by the Mountain All-King of the Sixth Layer. Focused entirely on developing a Mana Heart. Greatly enhances physical strength, physical stamina, physical endurance. Vastly strengthens resistances to energy-based attacks. Vastly strengthens the Soul.
Note: Practicing this Mana Breathing Method weakens one’s Ability to perceive Conceptual Powers. Complete practice of this technique grants the ‘Mountain Lord’ Physique. Possessing the ‘King of the Mountain’ Physique elevates the Rank of this Mana Breathing Method to SSS
.
—- Wild Spring Mana Breathing Method —-
Rank: SS+
Effects: A Mana Breathing Method created by the Fae, found on the Fifth Layer. Specializes in development of Mana Circles, greatly enhancing Mana density and capacity, enhances connections to various ‘Nature’ related Conceptual Powers.
Note: Requires a Physique related to any ‘Nature’ Conceptual Power to practice this Mana Breathing Method. Possessing the ‘Body of a Fairy Queen’ Physique enhances the Rank of this Mana Breathing Method to SSS+
.
‘Sophia is considered a ‘Lesser Faerun Human by my Divine Scan.’ Micheal paused as he read over one particular Mana Breathing Method, his eyes lighting up.
He made a mental note of this before returning to review the others.
‘I can count out all the Mana Breathing Methods that focus only on Mana Heart development.’ Micheal nodded, crossing a line through several.
‘Let’s also cancel out any Methods that have requirements I can’t meet.’
‘And then, after that, let’s bring up only the highest level of Mana Breathing Methods.’
After crossing out dozens of individual Mana Breathing Methods, Micheal finally settled on a final group of 4 that matched his goals.
.
—- Twilight’s Call Mana Breathing Method —-
Rank: SSS
Effects: An ancient Mana Breathing Method developed by the Imperial Lineage of the Shade Empire, discovered on the Sixth Layer. Specializes in development of Mana Circles, vastly enhances Mana density and Mana capacity, strengthens connections to Conceptual Powers related to ‘Shadow.’
Note: Requires user to possess a Physique and be willing to sacrifice that Physique to form a ‘Twilight Shadow’ Physique. Grants weaknesses to Fire, Light, and Abilities or Powers related. Grant’s extreme resistance to Shadow, Darkness, Cold, Curse, and Poison Abilities or Powers related.
.
—- Echoes of the Eternal Mana Breathing Method —-
Rank: SSS
Effects: A Mana Breathing Method created by Archmage Aoiles after his study of the Well of Eternity, found on the Sixth Layer. Specializes in development of Mana Circles, vastly enhances Mana density and capacity, enhances connections to Conceptual Powers related to ‘Infinity’ and ‘Eternity.’ Grants unique properties to one’s Mana.
Note: Practicing this Mana Breathing Method requires an exceptionally strong Soul. High risk of death if the user fails to meet this Method’s requirements. Practicing this Mana Breathing Method will modify one’s Physique over time, relative to the Concepts of ‘Infinity’ and ‘Eternity.’
.
—- Heaven Seeker’s Mantle Mana Breathing Method —-
Rank: SSS-
Effects: A Mana Breathing Method created by the Great Explorer Mono Uvalt, obtained on the Fifth Layer. Specializes in development of Mana Circles, greatly strengthens Mana density and capacity, and enhances connections to Conceptual Powers related to ‘Space,’ ‘Exploration,’ and ‘Discovery.’
Note: This Mana Breathing Method requires repeated travel and exploration to operate at full level. Requires an exceptionally strong Soul to operate. Grants resistance to Heat, Cold, Disease, and any Powers or Abilities related. Practicing this Mana Breathing Method will modify one’s Physique over time, relative to the Concepts of ‘Space,’ ‘Exploration,’ and ‘Discovery.’
.
—- True King Mana Breathing Method —-
Rank: SSS
Effects: A Mana Breathing Method created by the Transcendent King Augorian Doom, found on the Sixth Layer, after his death to the Titled Deity Navir. Can specialize in either the development of Mana Circles or of a Mana Heart, or both. Greatly strengthens Mana density and capacity, enhances the user’s body, and grants unique properties to one’s Mana. Enhances the user’s willpower. Enhances the user’s regenerative properties.
Note: This Mana Breathing Method requires an unbreakable will. Requires an exceptionally strong Soul to operate. Practicing this Mana Breathing Method will modify one’s Physique over time.
.
‘These are my best options.’ Micheal concluded.
There were only 2 Rank SSS+ Mana Breathing Methods discovered by Dark Void, both of which were impossible for Micheal to use. The first required Micheal to be a Dragon, while the second required a Bloodline that was impossible for Micheal to obtain.
The final 4 Micheal decided upon were a mix of 3 SSS Rank Mana Breathing Methods, and 1 SSS- Rank.
The SSS- Rank Mana Breathing Method, Heaven Seeker’s Mantle, was the best Method Micheal possessed that also would enhance his connection to the Concept of Space. The remaining three SSS Methods were ones that would strengthen his Mana Circles to the highest level, while also not possessing impossible requirements.
‘Hmm...’ Micheal thought, pondering quietly.
After thinking for a few minutes, he went back and spent the next 40 minutes reading through each Mana Breathing Method for a second time, and eventually a third time, making absolutely certain he wasn’t missing anything.
Only when he finished that, confirming his options, did he begin to compare the final 4, trying to decide which to practice.
Each Mana Breathing Method had its pros and cons.
‘Heaven Seeker’s Mantle is the best for maximizing Kyrui’s Inheritance. Its requirements to travel and explore can be met simply by traversing through the 7 Layers.’ Micheal reasoned.
‘The only problem is its Rank.’
SSS- compared to SSS.
‘Each increase in grade signifies noticeable differences in final output.’ The quality of one’s Mana Breathing Method had a significant impact on overall growth.
‘I have to plan for the future.’ Micheal shook his head.
Heaven Seeker’s Mantle came with a whole host of other benefits, but none of that would matter if he wasn’t strong enough to survive the end-times.
‘Alright. Cross that one out.’ Micheal returned his focus back to the three remaining methods.
‘The next one I’ll disqualify…’ He paused for a moment before nodding to himself.
‘Twilight’s Call.’
Twilight’s Call was an incredibly powerful Mana Breathing Method, but the price he would have to pay was far too steep.
‘A weakness to Fire and Light is not something I can afford.’ Even though this Mana Breathing Method gave a whole host of incredible resistances and would allow him to draw upon the power of Shadow, it wasn’t enough.
‘The Angels are beloved by Light, while the Promethean are loved by Fire.’
Two separate Tribes of Deities specialized in those Concepts. A weakness to either one would prove fatal for Micheal’s future. Micheal didn’t even need to consider the rest of the perks that came with this Method to know it wasn’t for him.
‘Not to mention… practicing this Mana Breathing Method will make me an automatic enemy of the Shade Empire.’
It was something he wouldn’t have to worry about until much later, but it was still something to consider. The Shade Empire were one of the few groups capable of clashing with the Tribes of Deities on the Sixth Layer. There was no reason to become enemies with them at this time.
‘That leaves me with two different choices.’ Micheal circled the remaining two.
The True King Mana Breathing Method.
The Echoes of the Eternal Mana Breathing Method.
‘Both Methods require an exceptionally strong Soul, which suits me perfectly. Both grant unique properties to Mana. The True King Method will enhance my body as well as my Mana, while the Echoes of the Eternal will endow my Physique with the Concepts of ‘Infinity’ and ‘Eternity.’
Micheal found himself at a brief impasse as he compared the two final techniques, trying to make a decision.
‘The True King Method will ‘enhance my willpower’ while the Echoes of the Eternal Method will allow me to more easily draw upon the Concepts of Infinity and Eternity.’
The research notes indicated that ‘enhancing willpower’ came in the form of augmenting specific parts of its user’s Soul. In essence, it meant it was a Mana Breathing Method that would not only enhance his body but also his Soul, his most important Stat.
Micheal went back and forth for several minutes, thinking things over. He looked forward, to the future, determining which Mana Breathing Method would be most beneficial.
Finally, after nearly 30 additional minutes of planning, including a brief reprise where he killed a Shadow Seeker that respawned, Micheal made his decision.
‘Echoes of the Eternal.’
The True King Method was an excellent choice, but Micheal ultimately decided against it for two reasons.
The first: it was a Mana Breathing Method that could be used to form a Mana Heart or Mana Circles, or both. It wasn’t entirely specialized solely for Mana Circles. That didn’t mean there would be flaws if Micheal only used it for Mana Circles, but he would rather use a method focused entirely on Mana Circles, if he had the option.
The second…
‘The True King Method doesn’t enhance my ability to sense Conceptual Powers.’
Strengthening his body was important, but Micheal could already do that with Ki. The True King Method's ability to enhance his Soul was almost enough to make him chose it, but Micheal could achieve similar levels of growth simply by comprehending new Conceptual Powers.
What he most needed was Abilities and Powers that could be used to defeat veritable Gods.
‘The Echoes of the Eternal Mana Breathing Method is my best choice.’
Micheal wasn't trying to become a King.
He was trying to become a Godslayer.
‘There’s little information about the Concepts of ‘Eternity’ and ‘Infinity’ but I can surmise a great deal just from their names.’ Infinity, that which continued on endlessly, and eternity, time without limit. Both sounded like they had immense potential as far as Conceptual Powers went.
‘If Heaven Seeker’s Mantle was Ranked just a little higher…’ Micheal thought before shaking his head, confident in his choice.
Echoes of the Eternal would maximize his growth potential while expanding his Conceptual repertoire.
He had made up his mind.
“Alright!” Micheal sat up, turning several pages over in his journal to a fresh page. He took several minutes to write down everything he remembered about the Echoes of the Eternal Mana Breathing record, from its practice operation to notations about how to best align or visualize Mana.
“Let’s get to it, then.”
His preparations were complete and he had all the time in the world, now, to practice.
Just like that, Micheal took his first steps on his journey to forming his first Mana Circle.
And, it just so happened that…
For the first time in both this life and the last…
Micheal finally found something he was talented in.
.
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What is talent?
‘It’s something I lack.’
Before today, that would have been Micheal’s answer to the deceptively simple question.
Micheal, at least to his allies, appeared like a tremendously talented human being. Shin and Sophia would both agree with this, as would Serena.
‘But that’s far from the truth.’
Micheal knew better than most the reality of his situation.
Micheal possessed incredible skills, from his extraordinary sensory awareness, to his battle prowess and reaction speed, to his supernatural intuition. He had an unbreakable willpower and the willingness to give his all, every minute of every day, no matter how grueling that might be.
Some might argue these could be considered talents, but…
‘The iron wall that is called talent is not so simple.’
These facets of Micheal were skills he had built up over a decade, from day in and day out of immersive practice, study, and training. Micheal put in his utmost effort to grow as much as he possibly could, and these were the results from that.
So… what was talent?
‘Bastien Amiot.’
It was the first thing that came to mind.
The Sundering Swordmaster, one of the strongest humans in existence, and a warrior who reached the Seventh Layer as one of the leaders of Humanity’s Last Army.
‘Bastien Amiot is talented. Incredibly so.’
Micheal, after a decade of unceasing trials and effort, had barely managed to achieve Grandmaster Sword Mastery.
This was a huge achievement for Micheal, simply because he knew how brutally difficult it was. It was a level of skill that was beyond his talents to achieve, something he managed through an inordinate amount of training and dedication.
Very few beings achieved Grandmastery in any form of Weapon Energy. It was a tremendously difficult accomplishment that set Micheal apart, allowing him to become a soldier in Humanity’s Last Army.
Bastien Amiot was a World Blademaster, or a World Master as it was commonly known.
A Grandmaster like Micheal could project Sword Energy outside of his weapon, creating powerful slashes of terrifying energy. Achieving this level required a deep understanding of the Concept of the Sword.
A World Master, on the other hand, was a being who had comprehended the Conceptual Power of the Sword to ‘completion.’
To become a World Master, you had to fully comprehend your Sword, on a Conceptual level.
In this state, a World Master achieves Oneness with their Sword, transforming their body and Soul into ‘Swords.’ A World Master’s skin was tougher than steel, their organs harder than iron. A World Master could recover from practically any injury as long as they had time to meditate, ‘sharpening’ their body to heal all scars.
Micheal’s incredible control allowed him to cover his body with Weapon Energy, but a World Master’s body itself was a weapon.
A World Master was a superhuman among superhumans.
Micheal was able to grasp the most basic level of Grandmastery in ten years.
If he wanted to become a World Master, however…
‘Even 50 years wouldn’t be enough.’
Micheal was blocked by the iron wall called talent.
‘I’ve barely achieved Grandmastery.’
The sheer difficulty level in making any forward progress in his Sword Mastery was staggering.
So… how long did it take Bastien, after becoming a Grandmaster, to become a World Master?
‘2 years.’
It was an absurd achievement made possible by Bastien’s overwhelming natural talent, which went hand-in-hand with his Limited Sword God Type Ability.
‘Of course… talent means nothing if you squander it.’
Bastien wasn’t the only Human to achieve Oneness, but he was the only World Master in Humanity’s Last Army.
All of the other World Masters were dead.
Some died to Titled Deities like Navir and Ashroth, while others died in battle against other Races, often indirectly caused by the Titled Deity Bosmond. A few were presumed to have died due to the dangerous nature of the Sixth Layer.
Most, however, died to Sion Swordsoul’s Human Hunt.
‘The reason Bastien survived wasn’t due to skill…’
Bastien managed to make it the Seventh Layer for a far simpler
reason:
He was lucky.
The Sundering Swordmaster was a First Waver. However, instead of scaling the Layers like his comrades, Bastien, after reaching the Third Layer, stopped and refused to climb higher.
‘He was suffering from PTSD.’
Bastien was 45 years old when he was transported to the 7 Layers. The Frenchman had been a passionate martial artist on Earth. His father was an Olympic fencing instructor and Bastien inherited that same love for the sword, but with even more talent. He had won numerous tournaments and competitions in the 2000s and early 2010s.
‘The horror of the 7 Layers could traumatize even the most talented humans.’
Bastien couldn’t come to terms with the world around him, with the lives he ended and violence he inflicted. At his core, Bastien was an incredibly competitive swordsman with a kind heart who entered a world of death, mentally unprepared for the challenges ahead.
After becoming a Master, Bastien gave up on improving further and spent the next 8 years on the Third Layer.
‘The only reason he left was because he was forced to.’
The 7 Layers were designed and connected in a way that forced beings to ‘climb’ up the Layers.
Each Layer grew more and more dangerous over time to anyone that wasn’t ‘native’ to that Layer. This came in the form of ‘energy rejection’ on the 2nd and Third Layers, though symptoms only appeared after spending 5 to 8 years in a Layer.
Children born on the 2nd and Third Layers were immune to energy rejection at least until the age of 11, but it was unknown if this period extended longer. Humanity was wiped out before further research could be conducted.
‘Bastien reached the Sixth Layer in the final year before Humanity’s Last Army was formed.’
By that point in time, Sion had left for the Seventh Layer, allowing Bastien to inadvertently dodge Sion’s Human Hunt.
‘It took Bastien only 2 years to become a World Master.’
That was talent, of the highest caliber.
For every day of work Bastien put in to master the Sword, Micheal had put in dozens of times the effort to match him. Bastien was able to naturally grasp abstract theories about martial arts in an instant, perceiving the flow of Sword Energy as if it was something he had been born with. Micheal, on the other hand, had to struggle, spending countless hours just to match what Bastien did in a couple of seconds.
It was brutally unfair, but that was life.
Micheal had long-since come to terms with his lack of talent.
Or at least…
That was what he had thought.
“Haha… hahahaha…. hahahahahaha…” Micheal laughed out loud as tears streamed down his face, his normally stalwart expression nowhere to be seen. Tightly kept emotions boiled in his heart as his hands shook, overwhelming him.
“Why now?” He spoke aloud as he held up his right hand, staring at a small, unstable orb of blue energy.
Mana.
A formless, cool energy that could only be expressed if one controlled a Mana Circle, or a Stage 2 Mana Heart.
“After all these years… why did I only find out now?!” Micheal struggled to control his emotions as he watched the blue orb of Mana fade away.
The world gave him no answer.
“If I had known… if only I had known…” Micheal stared at his hands before shutting his eyes tight.
After 10 long, grueling years…
Micheal had finally found his first true talent.
Mana Circles were, by definition, complex mechanisms that required huge amounts of effort to create. They were implanted in a creature’s Soul, where even the tiniest of mistakes could have devastating ramifications.
Creating your first Mana Circle was a long, drawn out process that required many steps, practice, and preparation.
Micheal was prepared for it to take weeks, months, or even years if need be, here in the First Gate, where he had all the time in the world.
He would scale the iron wall of talent no matter how long it took.
Or, at least, that was the plan.
“...”
Time seemed to rewind as Micheal’s memories jumped backwards, to the moment he decided on his Mana Breathing Method.
.
—- Echoes of the Eternal Mana Breathing Method —-
Rank: SSS
Effects: A Mana Breathing Method created by Archmage Aoiles after his study of the Well of Eternity, found on the Sixth Layer. Specializes in development of Mana Circles, vastly enhances Mana density and capacity, enhances connections to Conceptual Powers related to ‘Infinity’ and ‘Eternity.’ Grants unique properties to one’s Mana.
Note: Practicing this Mana Breathing Method requires an exceptionally strong Soul. High risk of death if the user fails to meet this Method’s requirements. Practicing this Mana Breathing Method will modify one’s Physique over time, relative to the Concepts of ‘Infinity’ and ‘Eternity.’
.
“Let’s get to it, then.”
Micheal stood up and stretched, moving his body around.
The First Gate was a rather unique place. Despite the passage of time inside the First Gate, humans, and any creature that entered, did not age. Time was twisted here, distorted, allowing for one to train continuously.
When it came to accumulating energy, however, it was a different story.
‘My body here is a simulated form, connected to my Soul.’
It was an identical copy in every way.
This body was ‘real’ in here, a real, physical body identical to his own. However…
‘Only the things I buy from the Shop or pull from my Spatial Ring actually exist.’
Everything else was a simulated existence that would vanish the moment he left the First Gate.
In line with that thought, it was impossible to accumulate Ki or Mana or any type of energy in one’s body inside the First Gate. It was possible to practice different methods out, using the body in here as a placeholder, but actually accumulating energy for a permanent change in one’s body was impossible.
‘But if I try to condense Mana in my Soul, if it’s just for the 1st Circle, I should be fine.’ Micheal nodded.
Even if his body here was fake, the only thing that mattered when forming a Mana Circle was his Soul.
“First, let’s lay out the basics.” Micheal returned to his chair and turned to a certain page in his notebook, reviewing what he wrote down.
Mana Circles are formed in the ‘Core’ of a being’s Soul, the central most part. A Mana Circle is composed of extremely dense Mana, with its attributes and typings determined by the Mana Breathing Method used to gather it.
‘Mana can only be condensed along the leylines of a being’s Soul.’
Leylines were small, nigh-indistinguishable lines of energy that permeated a being’s Soul, much like a human’s blood vessels permeated their body. Sensing these leylines required either an extremely deft touch or a vast amount of practice and memorization.
‘Let’s try and sense them now.’ Micheal shut his eyes, turning his focus inward.
Ki didn’t draw upon or require the use of a Soul’s leylines, but that didn’t mean Micheal was ignorant of their existence.
In his first life, Micheal had poured an enormous amount of effort into researching and discovering any method that could potentially let him grow stronger, especially in the final years, when Humanity pooled her resources together as one.
‘Trying to train Mana after already training Ki was far too dangerous for me to attempt in my first life.’
In his first life, he didn’t possess the Life Orb Master Ability. If he died, it simply meant that he was dead and that was it. Training Mana while he already possessed Ki was therefore an extremely risky proposition that he had no choice but to avoid.
‘If I’d gotten ahold of these Mana Breathing Methods earlier, maybe I’d have considered it.’ Micheal shrugged.
‘Now is different. With Kyrui’s Inheritance to back me up, I’ll be able to make great use of a Mana Circle.’
After a few seconds, Micheal’s eyes lit up as he opened them, envisioning hundreds of small blue lines flowing through the essence of his Soul.
‘Excellent!’ Micheal smiled. It had been a long time since he examined his Soul like this.
‘Now, for Mana.’ Micheal took a deep breath and then exhaled, turning to a new page on his notebook.
The first step of utilizing the Echoes of the Eternal Mana Breathing Method came in the form of creating a ‘Manaless Circle.’
“This is going to hurt.” Micheal muttered with a rueful smile.
Normal Mana Breathing Methods focus on sensing Mana and drawing Mana into one’s Soul first, before even attempting to form a Mana Circle.
Micheal’s Mana Breathing Method worked the opposite, by first requiring him to create a ‘Mana Circle’ and only then, later, allowing him to sense and draw in Mana to fill it.
“Damned Elves.”
There was a good reason for the unusual nature of his Mana Breathing Method.
The Echoes of the Eternal was a Mana Breathing Method created by a High Elf named Aoiles on the Sixth Layer.
Aoiles was an Archmage, a 6th Circle Wizard of the highest order. He created this Mana Breathing Method after being inspired by his research into the Well of Eternity, and designed it specifically for himself.
‘This is a Mana Breathing Method created to be used by a Wizard who has broken his Mana Circles to start over.’
Aoiles had been stuck on the 6th Circle for more than 500 years, forever unable to progress. This Mana Breathing Method was the accumulation of his research over centuries of effort, a Method designed to finally let him become a 7th Circle Sage.
‘Thankfully, I’m already adept at manipulating energy.’ Micheal thought to himself. While he had never touched on or used Mana, his years of experience moving Ki and using various different Abilities and Artifacts gave him a solid foundation to draw upon.
Micheal focused his attention inward, to the most central Core of his Soul. There, he mentally marked each leyline that passed through his Core. He split his concentration multiple ways, slowly gathering a deep, in-depth picture of the Core of his Soul.
“Woo. Breathe.” Micheal muttered as sweat began to drip down his forehead. Concentrating on so many different things at once was excruciatingly difficult.
‘I don’t have Mana in my Soul to help guide me, so I’m going to have to mark my Soul using Ki.’
He needed to be extra careful here. Ki would only conflict with Mana when manifested physically, but it could still interfere with the formation of his Mana Circle if he wasn’t careful.
Aoiles, after he shattered his Mana Circles, would have a Soul full of free-floating Mana. He wouldn’t have to worry about attracting outside Mana and could instead form his Mana Circles by reusing Mana from his old Circles.
Several tense minutes passed as Micheal memorized the exact position, length, and scale of each leyline running through his Core.
After around 15 minutes of constant focus, Micheal began to smile.
‘That was surprisingly easy.’
His Soul was now in a state similar to Micheal holding his breath. Everything was held still, waiting for Micheal to take action. The Ki he used was now dispersed, no longer at risk of interfering.
‘Let’s go.’
Micheal didn’t hesitate.
Immediately, he began to form his first Mana Circle.
Micheal’s Soul twisted as he gathered all of the branching leylines that connected to his Core and pulled them together. Leyline after leyline was forcibly connected to neighboring leylines, creating a thick, circular pattern.
“Damn.” Micheal’s eyes turned bloodshot as his Soul felt like it was on fire. No matter how delicate and precise his movements were, the act of forming a Mana Circle without Mana was little different than branding one's Soul.
A normal Mana Breathing Method gradually built up a Mana Circle by filling one’s Soul with Mana, but Micheal wasn’t afforded that luxury. The Echoes of the Eternal Method required a full, complete Mana Circle to be constructed before it could be used to absorb Mana.
“It’s set already?!” Micheal winced, his breathing turning ragged as he managed to stabilize the ‘Manaless Circle.’ Without the presence of Mana, however, the only thing holding it together was his sheer force of will.
‘Is it supposed to go this fast?’
The first step wasn’t exactly an easy step to complete… but Micheal had managed to finish it on his first try in less than 20 minutes.
Micheal had been prepared to spend days or even weeks perfecting this first step if need be. The fact that he finished it in 20 minutes felt almost unbelievable.
‘Let’s keep going, then!’ Micheal thought, not wanting to squander this opportunity.
“Step 2.”
The second step of the Echoes of the Eternal Mana Breathing Method was the Magic Imprinting stage.
Every Mana Breathing Method was different and the main reason for that was due to Magic Imprinting.
A Mana Circle was composed of 3 things: a connection of leylines in one’s Soul, a wealth of Mana to empower and fill it, and a Magic Imprint guided and implanted into it.
In order for Micheal to control his Mana Circle, he had to Imprint it with the Mana Breathing Method of the Echoes of the Eternal.
“Aeygio myphor ol lamme eonan shieuo, naguil mino eephren melusik.”
Micheal spoke aloud a line of strange words, words that oddly resonated in the air.
“Morfin melusik ol lamme, partuk nupal caraf bent du reade.”
Every line he spoke caused the Mana Circle he was forming to tremble, sending a sickening sensation through his Soul.
Micheal persevered, however, enunciating each and every word clearly.
“Aeugio ol lamme forstwo, shadoiw coufa belko mon eephron.”
The words he spoke sounded almost understandable, yet at the same time, mysteriously difficult to grasp. It was a language Micheal had learned in his first life, as he studied ways on growing stronger.
In the 7 Layers, there were many different languages from countless different species. Humanity had the luxury of the Shop that automatically translated all spoken languages to something understandable, but other species did not. Human slaves were popular in the upper Layers for this reason.
Throughout all of these disparate languages, however, were 2 extraordinarily languages that stood out from the rest:
The Divine Language, and…
The Language of Magic.
A minute passed as Micheal chanted line after line, searing the Magic Imprint of the Echoes of the Eternal Mana Breathing Method into his Soul. Sweat poured down Micheal’s face as he grunted, feeling the Magic words he spoke burn themselves into his Soul.
“Borten hashisk ay zedin. Lorel ol egoria, sanuth forwen.’
Soon, 15 minutes passed, with no sign of Micheal slowing down.
“Antori nivor, eephon aigo tu monlew. Fallo mon tor aiygo meluski.”
At the 20 minute mark, Micheal saw himself nearing the end of the 2nd step.
The Echoes of the Eternal was an incredibly complex Mana Breathing Method.
Normal Mana Breathing Methods required a Magic Imprint that was between 10 and 20 lines long. Higher level Mana Breathing Methods could last upward of 25 to 40 lines to imprint, requiring a solid understanding of the Language of Magic.
The Echoes of the Eternal’s Magic Imprint was 412 lines long.
‘Just a few more, and then I’ll be able to draw in Mana.’ He thought, his eyes blurring. Micheal had not anticipated how agonizingly painful it would be to sear a Magic Imprint into his Soul without using Mana.
There was a good reason why normal Mana Breathing Methods slowly built up a Mana Circle instead of doing it this way. The vast majority of new Mages would never be able to complete this Method.
A few short moments later…
“Thundra chronos uldon mon vultur ol eterna mu infinit.”
Micheal’s eyes glowed blue as he said the final line.
Immediately, Micheal felt the half-constructed Mana Circle in his Soul seem to solidify. At the same time, the constant, fiery pain lessened, giving him a brief respite as he processed his success.
‘I did it one go?!’
Micheal was genuinely shocked.
‘Imprinting a normal Mana Breathing Method is supposed to take several attempts for the average Wizard.’ Micheal thought, his eyes shining.
‘A genius Mage might complete a normal Mana Breathing Method in one go, but the more lines you add to the Method, the more difficult it becomes.’
Micheal had never directly interacted with Mana before.
He learned how to speak and read the Language of Magic over the course of his first life, but he never attempted to put it into action due to the risk of it clashing with his Ki.
Despite this being the first time utilizing the Language of Magic for a purpose, despite the fact that he didn’t even yet possess Mana when he activated it…
Micheal succeeded, on his very first try, without making a single mistake.
In this process, he felt something he had never felt before.
An intuitive grasp and unconscious understanding that he recognized as soon as he activated it, an ease of movement and comprehension that felt natural...
Talent.
As Micheal’s 1st Mana Circle formed, he felt a cool rush of blue energy serenade his Soul, outside Mana rushing to fill the empty void in his freshly formed Circle. In just a few short seconds, the searing pain vanished as his Soul was filled with Mana, absorbing the latent energy that existed in the background of all creation.
Micheal successfully created his 1st Mana Circle...
And it only took him 43 minutes.
.




Chapter 61

.
“Ha…” Micheal took a deep breath, slowly gathering himself.
“There’s no reason to be upset. Let’s be happy.” Micheal nodded.
No matter how frustrating it might be knowing there was something he had missed after desperately searching for ten years, all of that was in the past.
He was living a new life, now, and there was no reason to let his emotions cloud his judgment.
“Focus.” He regained control of his emotions, entering an almost meditative state as he calmed down.
‘Alright.’ Micheal turned his attention inward, at his freshly formed Mana Circle.
Mana Circles, in a similar vein to Ki, had a distinct hierarchy. The 1st Mana Circle served as a foundational base, while later Circles expanded upon one’s control of Mana and Magic, increasing in energy density, purity, and concentration the more Circles were added.
The highest level of Ki that Micheal had ever achieved, King Tier Ki, was roughly on par with a 5th Circle High Mage.
‘A direct comparison is difficult.’
A 5th Circle High Mage would possess a deep and detailed understanding of Magic, giving him far more capabilities than a warrior with King Tier Ki.
Ki was a simple energy that enhanced the body, making it an ideal for martial arts. Magic, on the other hand, could be used for tens of thousands of different purposes, from Spells that cast down lightning to Spells that reversed gravity. It was incredibly complex.
‘If a 5th Circle Wizard is at least 100 meters away, he can take on 5-6 King Tier Ki Martial Artists with relative ease.’ Micheal roughly estimated. It was difficult to be precise, given the wide variability of different Wizards and their relevant specializations.
‘A King Tier Martial Artist would need to be, at most, 10 meters away if he wanted a solid chance at defeating a 5th Circle Wizard.’ The distance might change if the 5th Circle Wizard was a genius in combat, but in general, 10 meters was the danger zone when it came to Wizards versus melee fighters.
Every situation was different, but as a general rule of thumb, 10 meters was the rule.
Defensive Artifacts, especially those sourced from the Shop, were highly popular with Wizards of all Races. No matter how high one’s Mana Circle, Wizards were simply unable to match the reaction speed of warriors who trained Ki, and therefore relied on alternative measures like Defensive Artifacts, Protective Spells, or hired warriors to act as guards.
It was also because of this that warriors with teleportation Abilities, like Shin’s Limited Warping Phaser Type, were considered the nemesis of all Wizards.
“I did it.” Micheal grinned as he examined his Mana Circle, a sense of euphoria filling him.
“Awesome.” After he shook off the dregs of his past, Micheal couldn’t help but be filled with excitement.
‘So this is Mana?’
Micheal held out his right hand, drawing upon the soft blue energy in his Mana Circle.
Slowly, the unstable orb of blue energy re-appeared. After a few seconds, the energy began to stabilize as Micheal got used to the feeling, balancing it until it stopped shifting.
‘It feels so intuitive.’ Micheal thought, his eyes shining.
When Micheal first obtained Ki in the original timeline, he had felt like a blind man given sight for the first time. It was incredibly difficult to comprehend, leaving him to struggle on his own.
Unlike Shin and Sophia, Micheal had no one to guide him. Because he bought his Ki from the Shop, he had to adapt to the energy that was introduced to his body without any practice or understanding.
With Mana, however, the situation was very different.
In the first place, Mana could not be purchased from the Shop. It was a far more complex energy type than Ki, requiring a detailed understanding and comprehension to grasp.
It was a far more difficult energy to manipulate than Ki as a result.
Or, at least, that was what Micheal had expected…
‘It’s easy.’
Micheal held up his right hand and stuck out his pointer and middle finger together. Instantly, a small orb of Mana formed at the end of his fingers. Micheal’s right hand transformed into a blur as he made several quick motions, cutting through the air.
One second later…
Micheal smiled as he looked at what he had created.
Large, floating blue letters spelling out ‘Micheal’ in the air in front of him.
‘No matter how much experience I have at manipulating Ki… no matter how much I’ve studied about Mana…’ Micheal thought to himself.
‘It shouldn’t be this easy.’
Micheal felt like a fish in water, his control of Mana improving at an absurd rate.
“I have talent.” Micheal acknowledged the truth before him.
“...”
After a few seconds, the smile on his face faded slightly as he sat up, his eyes turning serious.
“Let’s not get cocky.”
He was, at most, a talented 1st Circle Mage.
His ability to complete the Echoes of the Eternal Mana Breathing Method in one sitting was extraordinary, but part of that was due to Micheal’s perseverance, concentration, and strength of will.
“I can’t be entirely certain, but if I had to rank my talent…” Micheal paused, lost in thought for a few seconds.
“I should be in the upper ranks, but not the absolute best.”
It was difficult to judge an abstract concept like talent, but Micheal had a general understanding of it based on what he had observed in his first life.
A moment later, Micheal smiled again.
“Well, it’s good news either way.”
For so many years, the iron wall called talent had blocked Micheal’s path to getting stronger. No matter the effort he put in, the knowledge he obtained, or the Abilities he bought, his progress had advanced at a snail’s pace.
Now, finally, with Mana, Micheal saw a way forward, a path that would not consign him to die a middling warrior in Humanity’s Last Army.
“Now then…” Micheal muttered as he began to immerse himself in the memories obtained from Kyrui’s Inheritance.
“Let’s start learning Magic.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“So that’s what it feels like to die.”
While Micheal was in the midst of learning Magic, Sophia found herself reliving the memories of Leia, the Master of the Storm.
Leia was a powerful Dark Wraith that had lived a vivid, fantastic life. Sophia found herself admiring Leia’s life history, living through hundreds of memories of travel and adventure.
Leia was a lively woman, a proud Dark Wraith who loved being alive. She constantly challenged herself, celebrated her own victories, and explored the world around her, visiting every corner of the globe.
All good things came to an end, however, a fact Sophia quickly learned as she witnessed Leia’s death to the Titled Deity Sion Swordsoul.
“Is this what Micheal feels every time he uses his Life Orbs?” Sophia muttered as she experienced the horror of death.
“And that guy… so that’s what a Titled Deity is.” Sophia closed her eyes as she recalled what it felt like, from Leia’s perspective, to try and defeat Sion Swordsoul.
“...that’s horrifying.” Sophia shuddered slightly.
There was a difference between hearing from Micheal about the terrifying monsters humanity would have to defeat, and actually witnessing them.
It was impossible to truly comprehend the horror of trying to fight against a Titled Deity without experiencing it firsthand.
“Status.” After a few moments, Sophia pulled up her Status screen.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Sophia Morgan
Points: 89,728
Race: Human
Physique: 1 Star
Soul Quality: 2 Star
Age: 23
- Stats -
Strength - 48 -> 59
Endurance - 37 -> 53
Recovery - 37 -> 39
Soul - 20 -> 30
Abilities - (4/7)
Fairy Eyes
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier - Late) ->  Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier - Peak)
Intermediate Sword Mastery (1/5) -> Intermediate Sword Mastery (5/5)
Wind Sweeper
.
Compared to her stats on the First Layer, over the past month, Sophia had made solid gains.
Even after she and Micheal were separated, Sophia had done her best to follow Micheal’s advice. She circulated her Ki, growing more and more familiar with the warm energy, while practicing her sword technique.
However…
“I’m weak.”
Sophia frowned.
“He’s stronger than me, now. Incredibly strong.” It was the first thing Sophia noticed after they were reunited.
Micheal’s Ki had progressed beyond Earth Tier into Sky tier. He grew so quickly it felt almost impossible to keep up.
“I was going to wait to talk to him about Heart Trials before I broke through.” Sophia muttered as she looked at her Status, a small frown appearing on her face.
Her Ki had progressed to the Peak of Mortal Tier, leaving her just a hair’s breadth away from attaining Earth Tier. As long as she passed her Heart Trial, she would be able to step into the Earth Tier of Ki.
‘But after the time I spent in the First Gate, I don’t think I need any help.’
She had come to terms with herself, with this horrific, changed world, and with her mission.
Inside the First Gate, Sophia spent years practicing how to draw on Ki, how to manipulate Ki, and how to best utilize her Ki. She gained the experience she needed to have confidence using her Ki as if she had been born with it.
While Sophia’s current Ki levels couldn’t compare to Micheal, her progress in terms of Sword Mastery was nothing short of incredible, to the point where she was already on the cusp of attaining Advanced Sword Mastery.
“Wind… rain… the breeze… a Storm…” Sophia muttered out loud as she went over Leia’s memories in her head.
The Master of the Storm had been a unique person with unique abilities. Again and again, Sophia focused on the almost unsettling, odd sensations in Leia’s memories of when the Dark Wraith channeled Elemental Energy to grasp hold of the power of nature.
“It’s… strange…” Sophia murmured, her heart pounding fast.
“I know these memories aren’t mine… but…” She muttered, raising her hands out before her.
“Why does everything feel so… clear?” Sophia reached out with her right hand, trying to recreate that same, strange sensation that Leia had whenever she drew upon the power of the Storm.
The air around Sophia fluctuated as she unconsciously activated her Wind Sweeper Ability.
Sophia’s eyes began to shine as her Fairy Eyes Ability activated.
Sophia felt the Ki inside her tremble, her veins burning with power…
And then…
Something strange happened.
The talent that made Sophia into one of the strongest Humans on a First Layer filled with billions began to show itself as Sophia’s Abilities and Soul mixed with the Inheritance of the Master of Storm.
For just the briefest moments, Sophia felt her Soul touch upon a strange power.
Fierce, twisting tornadoes.
Raging, vast hurricanes.
Cold, frozen deluges.
Shocking, electrifying thunder.
Cutting, sharp wind.
“...”
The Conceptual Power of the Storm.
In that single moment in time, Sophia began to undergo the Heart Trial to breakthrough to Earth Tier Ki.
And, as she underwent that Heart Trial… unbeknownst to her…
Her Abilities, her Soul, and her body itself began to change.
.




Chapter 62

Sophia blinked, her eyes narrowing as she looked around her.
‘...I’m back on Earth?’
She was standing in the middle of a familiar park.
In front of her was a large, grassy clearing with a small building in the middle. A playground was set off to her right, its ground filled with woodchips and soft gravel. A long, stone bike-path cut through the back of the park, moving from one forested section to another.
‘Isn’t this Great Oak Park?’
The sounds of birds chirping and insects buzzing echoed softly in the background, making the quaint park feel alive.
Sophia paused, rubbing her temple as she tried to remember.
‘Where was I just now…?’
For some reason, she couldn’t quite recall.
“Whatever.” Sophia shrugged and took a few steps forward, taking in the world around her.
Sophia was born in the U.K, but her parents had moved to America when she was young. She possessed dual nationality, with family members on both sides of the sea.
Great Oak Park was a park she frequented when she attended a certain highschool in her teenage years.
“Wait… hold on…” Sohpia muttered as the memories in her brain fought their way back into the forefront.
“Inheri- Layer- Heart Tri-!” She sputtered, her eyes opening wide open as everything flooded back.
“Right, this is a Heart Trial!” Sophia spun around, her heart pounding as she prepared herself, expecting something to happen.
“...”
“But why is nothing happening?”
As soon as Sophia finished speaking, she realized something strange.
“Hold on… what is this…?” Sophia reached out with her right hand.
A split second later, Sophia’s eyes glowed white as a huge gust of air blasted forward, slamming into the playground.
Thousands of chips of wood and small pieces of gravel were flung into the air, cascading forward in a large wave of debris. These small pieces of shrapnel smashed into the bathroom at the center of the park, pelting it with hundreds of tiny holes.
“No!” Sophia yelped with a frown as she pulled her hand back.
“What is this… this isn’t supposed to be like this.” Sophia grabbed her head and groaned, concentrating to control her Ki.
All around her, the air began to tremble and twitch. Great bands of wind ripped the earth apart, creating a storm of dirt and dust that flowed just a few feet from her. Small drops of water began to condense and flow into the rippling wind at the same time as thin bolts of lightning ripped their way into existence.
In the original timeline, Sophia Morgan was one of Humanity’s strongest, on a Layer that held billions of humans. Despite suffering from horrific, crippling injuries, Sophia obtained power that commanded immense respect, an S Ranker who’s very name, with no exaggeration, struck fear in the hearts of her enemies.
That begged the question: Why?
Why was she so strong? What sets her apart from everyone else?
There were several things that could be considered the answer to that question. From her strength of will and determination, to her willingness to risk her life and bravely dive headfirst into danger. Without these factors, she would never have grown to the extent that she did.
Apart from all the rest, however, was one answer that stood out, something unique to Sophia:
Her talent.
Sophia’s Soul was uniquely predisposed to sensing and manipulating Conceptual Powers.
Before entering the Soul King’s Inheritance, Sophia had only ever made contact with 3 Conceptual Powers.
The Path of Illusions, through her Fairy Eyes Ability.
The Path of Wind, through her Wind Sweeper Ability.
The Path of the Sword, through her Sword Mastery Ability.
All three Paths were Conceptual Powers that she touched upon thanks to the Abilities she possessed. These Abilities acted as a ‘bridge’ that allowed her to touch upon the Conceptual Power without any other relevant training or knowledge.
However, as potent as they were, Sophia had never been exposed to what a deep connection with a Conceptual Power felt like…
Until now.
Mastery.
It was a realm of comprehension, a realm where a being first grasped a Conceptual Power at a deep level, allowing them to exert power that could change the world around them.
Sophia first-hand experienced Leia’s Mastery of the Conceptual Power of the Storm through Leia’s memories… and as a result, her Soul’s incredible talent kicked in.
She immediately began to undergo enlightenment, her Soul undergoing a baptism as it reached out and touched upon the Conceptual Power of the Storm.
In a vacuum, this was a great thing for Sophia. Her Soul was being strengthened, while she gained a new understanding of a power that could change the world around her in fantastic ways at the highest level.
However…
The energy inside Sohpia’s body and Soul had reached a breaking point. She was just a hair’s breadth away from breaking into the Earth Tier of Ki. The concentration of energy had reached such a point that she had to consciously hold back on breaking through.
This confluence of events, Sophia’s Soul touching upon the Concept of the Storm and Sophia’s Mortal Tier Ki stretching to its limits, led to something Micheal never would have predicted.
Sophia simultaneously underwent enlightenment at the same time that she underwent a Heart Trial.
And… as a result, something strange happened.
“This is… weird…” Sophia spoke out loud after several long, tense seconds as she managed to get the boiling energy inside her under control.
“Is this my Heart Trial? Why is everything so… odd?”
Sophia blinked as her vision wavered.
For one split second, she found herself back inside the Third Gate, standing in front of the table holding several Memory Crystals.
She blinked again, and she was back at the Great Oak Park.
Her vision constantly wavered back and forth, all while her Soul underwent a baptism of cool energy from the Conceptual Power of the Storm.
“Ah.” Sophia grunted and fell down to one knee, her breathing turning ragged.
“Wh-what?!”
As the Ki within Sophia’s body began to evolve into Earth Tier Ki, a strange interaction began to take place between that Ki and Sophia’s Soul.
“Arrgh.” Sophia began to hyperventilate.
Leia, the Master of the Storm, was a Dark Wraith. The memories that Sophia inherited from Leia showed the Dark Wraith’s deep connection with the Storm. Sophia’s talented Soul lived through those memories as if they were her own, experiencing the same things that Leia experienced.
And here, and now, as Sophia grasped ahold of the Concept of the Storm, her body reacted in the same way it ‘remembered’ from Leia’s memories:
By channeling Elemental Energy.
“It burns?!” Sophia gave up on speaking to herself as panic set in.
All across her body, Sophia felt an intense, painful, burning sensation as her Ki was mixed with Elemental Energy.
Elemental Energy made up the building blocks of reality in the 7 Layers. At its core, it served as the fundamental bedrock of all energy.
Ki itself, if broken down to its base elements, was formed from Elemental Energy.
Like breaking down an Atom to form Protons, Neutrons, and Electrons, nearly all types of energy could be broken down into Elemental Energy.
So, why do Humans, and many other species, use Ki or Mana, and not Elemental Energy?
The reason was simple:
It’s sheer, unstable volatility.
Sophia’s left hand scrabbled as she grasped ahold of her Spatial Ring. Her vision flickered back and forth, from her Heart Trial to the Third Gate, as she managed to find it.
Sophia’s hands trembled as she pulled out and swallowed several Mid-Tier Healing Pills.
The nourishing Pills cost 8,000 Points each from the Shop, and were imbued with cool restorative energy that washed over Sophia.
‘It’s not enough.’ She thought as she concentrated intensely, blocking out the agonizing pain as she struggled to contain the riotous energies inside her body.
A lone drop of blood dripped down her face from her nose, falling and staining the grass beneath her dark red.
The crashing energies in her body were impossible for her to contain.
‘What do I do?!’
It was an incredibly stressful situation, dealing with unknown energies attacking her body from the inside, whilst trapped in the middle of a Heart Trial that wasn’t quite a Heart Trial, while her Soul was being enriched with the Concept of the Storm.
‘Calm down.’ Sophia overcame her panic and forced herself to focus.
‘What would Micheal do here?’ Her eyes glinted.
‘Stay calm, observe, and adapt.’
You couldn’t control everything that happened in life… so she simply needed to adapt to the changes.
‘Control it here- it’s not enough- what if I isolate it here- it won’t stop- can I grasp it here?- no it still isn’t working.’
Sophia’s mind raced at a hundred miles a minute as she did everything she could to resolve her situation.
She drew upon her Fairy Eyes, her Wind Sweeper Ability, her Intermediate Sword Mastery, her Ki.
Bit by bit, she rapidly used all of her Abilities to her utmost, and…
It helped.
The agonizing burn of Elemental Energy tearing through her body was temporarily stymied.
“Okay.” Sophia muttered out loud as sweat poured down her face, mixing with drops of blood from her nose. She slowly raised her shaking right hand up to her head, massaging it.
Her brain ached immensely, but she had managed to get her situation under control, at least for a few minutes.
“I need… something more.” Sophia’s vision was blurry as she opened the Shop, her words stilted as she operated under extreme focus.
.
—-Abilities—-
Eon Walker Type - 91,283,300 (0/1)
Violet Adaptation Type - 23,003,520 (0/1)
Pun Chal Fist - 837,308 (2/24)
Xygian Baralt Type - 1,940,052 (1/100)
Manister Guard - 451,951 (3/45)
Ekker Psyker Type - 94,820 (15/15)
Current Control - 286,100 (31/56)
Brilliancy Type –  8,447,039 (1/1)
Dark Gaze - 305,190 (18/256)
Stable Blast - 49,650 (401/401)
… (41/41 page)
.
The Shop opened to the last page she had visited, its final page, which unlike all other pages was not even half filled.
Before she could peruse the Shop further, seeking out any Ability that could help her, Sophia was forced to stop.
“I can barely think.” Her voice was ragged as she felt more and more Elemental Energy pour into her body.
Her Soul was doing its best to adapt that energy under her control. Thanks to her training with Micheal, and her practice at ‘Directed Cultivation,’ Sophia’s control of her Ki was highly refined.
However, the physiological differences between humans and Dark Wraiths could not be rectified so easily.
Dark Wraiths were half corporeal beings. They were easily able to channel Elemental Energy because of their unique Physiques.
Adding Ki to a Human body was akin to a blood transport: an outside object that was added or transplanted to one’s body, gradually adapting and merging into it.
Adding Elemental Energy to a Human body was the same thing, except instead of blood you were transplanting molten lava.
It was an energy source that could not normally be handled.
‘It’ll be a miracle if I survi- wait…’ As Sophia’s body shuddered, a clear thought cut through the chaos.
‘A miracle…’
Sophia’s shaking hands tapped on her Spatial Ring, bringing out an Artifact she had just obtained from Micheal.
A large, purple gemstone.
‘A Miracle Gem.’
Sophia grasped ahold of the crystal and activated it without a whit of hesitation.
For a brief, split second, nothing seemed to happen.
That moment passed as Sophia’s body rapidly began to evolve, the magic power of the Miracle Gem modifying the genetic and physical makeup of her body, mixing with the Elemental Energy within her, and the baptism of energy from the Concept of the Storm in her Soul.
Sophia sat down on the ground, shuddering in relief as she felt her body begin to change.
‘I can- this is bearable.’ She thought as she concentrated, her lungs burning.
As countless thoughts raced through Sophia’s mind, there was only one thing she was certain of.
The Sophia who left this Inheritance would be nothing like the Sophia who entered.
.




Chapter 63

In a copy of the Third Gate that was far from Sophia, but at the same time, quite close, a young man sat down on the ground, pondering his future.
“I might not be as sharp as Sophia, but…” Shin’s voice echoed in the still air of the Third Gate, bouncing off the walls around him.
“I can already feel it.” He muttered.
He was being left behind.
The first thing he noticed after he saw Micheal again was a subtle feeling of danger.
The Micheal he had parted ways with on the First Layer was nothing like the Micheal he had seen inside the Soul King’s Inheritance.
“It felt like I was facing a tiger.” Micheal’s entire presence and Aura had changed.
His best friend practically radiated danger. It felt like he was standing next to an apex predator, the way Micheal carried himself was subtly different now.
He was immensely strong.
“But what can I do?” Shin sat quietly, thinking to himself.
After spending years in the First Gate, Shin had gained a habit of self-introspection.
The teleporter took the time to consider his situation, from his Abilities to his current strength, and eventually reached a conclusion.
“I can’t be a genius that masters everything like Micheal and Sofa.” In the time Shin spent inside the First Gate, he had come to terms with the differences between himself and his friends.
“So what do I do?” Shin nodded after a few seconds.
“We go with Operation Everest.”
Shin put into place a plan of action he had formulated whilst in the First Gate.
“What am I good at?” Shin spoke aloud.
“Teleporting.” After years of practice, Shin’s ability to teleport had grown enormously.
“I can bring someone along with me, now, when I teleport.”
Though he had only tested this power on the Shadow Seekers that spawned in the First Gate, Shin knew how his Warping Phaser Type Ability worked best.
His skill in controlling the movement between points of space had grown enough to let him safely teleport others alongside him.
“Mountains can be as wide as they are long, as grand as they are beautiful...” He murmured,
“But the tallest mountain will always be the tallest mountain.”
Operation Everest, as he dubbed it, was a plan he formed in his 2nd year inside the First Gate.
“If I want to survive this world, and stand side by side with my best friends as we go through hell together…” Shin muttered,
“I have to start making sacrifices here and now.”
He couldn’t keep up with the speed that Micheal and Sophia had as they learned countless new things, growing in ways that seemed almost absurd.
“What I can’t match in speed, I’ll make up for in specialization and depth.”
Shin clenched his right fist out in front of him, staring at his white knuckles.
“I can’t do as much as they can… so instead, let’s focus on the things I can do.”
After a few seconds, Shin grinned.
“Well, no need to be so gloomy about it.” He shrugged, his tone lighthearted.
“I just need to become the best in the world at one or two things.” Shin’s smile never left his face as he committed to his decision.
“It’s better to try and fail than to never try at all.” He added,
“So let’s give this our all.” He nodded to himself.
Shin clapped his hands together as he sat up straight.
“Let’s decide what to focus on right now.” Shin held up his hand.
"Hmm..." Shin tapped his fingers together, his smile lessening as his eyes grew sharp.
“Teleportation.” He held up his right hand’s pointer finger.
“Physical power.” He put up a second finger.
“And Abilities that complement them.” He held up a third and final finger.
“As for the rest…” Shin paused for a few moments before shaking his head.
“Let’s give up on trying to learn Weapon Energy.”
It was a measured decision he made based on his own personal experience.
He simply wasn’t talented in that aspect. Sophia was able to pick up on using Sword Energy so quickly it felt ridiculous to Shin. It was the first time he’d experienced such a clear difference in talent.
“My Ki is on the same level as Sophia, Peak of Mortal Tier, but that’s only because she held off on breaking through.” Shin was able to catch up to her over the past couple of weeks.
“My body’s strength is entrenched with my Ki, so I can’t give up on this.” Shin concluded.
After spending so much time in the First Gate, Shin had determined several aspects that governed his ability to teleport.
‘The only limits I have are created due to a lack of strength.’
The process of activating his Warping Phaser Type Ability was now extremely reliant on Shin’s physical prowess.
The speed at which he could teleport was impacted by his reaction speed. The distance he could travel was impacted by the strain his body could bear. The size of objects he could teleport alongside himself, including other living beings, was reliant upon the amount of energy he could draw from his Ki.
The years he had spent training taught Shin how to reduce the burden his Ability had on his Soul. Now, most his limits were physical. 
“A stronger body means a stronger everything.” Shin nodded.
“This Inheritance will help.” Shin stared down at the spent Memory Crystals sitting on the wooden table before him.
In fact, before Shin entered this Inheritance, he actually had not yet made up his mind on what parts of himself he wanted to focus on.
His Ability to teleport was an obvious choice, but giving up on Weapon Energy and making physical power one of his mainstays were ideas he hadn’t yet decided upon.
It was only after viewing the memories of Bilt, the Master of Strength, that he made up his mind.
The powerful Dark Wraith was a warrior of incredible strength. Shin watched Bilt’s journey through life with his jaw agape. The proud Dark Wraith almost always chose the path of Strength over skill, using brute force to solve all of his problems.
Watching his life felt like Shin was going on an incredible journey, with a protagonist who lived by the mantra of might makes right.
“He’s a jerk.” Shin’s opinion of Bilt’s personality was the worst.
The Dark Wraith had no qualms about using physical violence and force to get his way. While Bilt wasn’t unnecessarily cruel or evil, the proud warrior was arrogant and thoughtless, quick to anger and take offense.
All of that changed, however, when the Dark Wraiths faced a war of extinction launched by the Torens.
While Bilt never lost the arrogance that seemed baked into his very bones, the warrior stood and fought for his people, defending the Dark Wraiths from the onslaught of new Deities until the bitter end.
In a strange way, Bilt’s arrogance gave him a backbone that would never bend, no matter the situation. He lived and died by his pride, refusing to give in to despair even in the worst of situations.
“He’s still a jerk, but he’s alright with me.” Shin had grown to respect the Master of Strength after witnessing long tracts of his life’s memories.
The warrior came through in the end, standing and fighting instead of fleeing in fear.
However… all good things must come to an end.
The Master of Strength died an unfortunate death.
Sion’s ability to ‘kill’ the air around him had devastating effects upon Bilt.
The powerful warrior relied on his body to fight. The empty vacuum Sion created, as well as the explosive decompression Bilt immediately suffered from, crippled the Master of Strength before he had the chance to prove his worth.
For Bilt, Sion was the absolute worst possible matchup, with Sion’s techniques nullifying Bilt’s abilities before he even got a chance to express them.
“Titled Deities, huh.” Shin had heard from Micheal how these beings were terrifying monsters, but even that description seemed lacking after what Shin had experienced.
Bilt’s death had been grueling to experience.
“But hey, Bilt. At least your legacy won’t go to waste.” Shin bowed his head out of respect to the shattered Memory Crystals.
After a moment of silence, Shin lifted his head up, his eyes burning with excitement.
“Strength…”
Bilt was the Master of Strength, a Master who had obtained a deep comprehension of the Conceptual Power of Strength.
The Conceptual Power of Strength was an unapologetically direct Conceptual Power, almost simplistic in nature.
This Power granted Bilt a singular thing: Strength.
Vast, overwhelming strength.
In hand-to-hand combat, there was not a single Dark Wraith that possessed higher physical prowess than Bilt. Dark Wraiths, as a species that possessed half-incorporeal bodies in the first place, did not traditionally put a large amount of focus into physical strength.
Bilt was unique in his obsession with physical power, but his was an obsession that paid off.
There was not a single being on the Ancient World physically stronger than Bilt.
From the Blue Drakes to the Torens, Bilt’s raw physical power placed first.
Of course, the Master of Strength still died in the end, to a warrior ‘weaker’ than himself.
‘But I won’t fight like that.’ Shin thought to himself, his eyes growing distant as he mulled over Bilt’s memories.
It was Bilt’s stubborn arrogance that led to him challenging his enemies openly and fairly, without consideration for tactics or other methods.
‘A teleporter with overwhelming physical strength.’
What could be more terrifying than that?
In most video games, developers balanced powers like ‘teleportation’ by making it impossible to charge up an attack before teleporting.
But, this was real life.
There were no rules or regulations to restrain him here.
Shin’s eyes glowed as he relived memories of Bilt smashing apart small hills with a single punch, displaying absurd feats of strength and unleashing devastating impacts.
“How would someone stop a punch that can split a mountain, a punch that appears an inch away from their throat, and lands in 1/20th of a second?”
Shin clenched his fists, a grim smile appearing on his face.
Through Bilt's memories, Shin witnessed first hand the impact one's physical prowess could grow to have, and also made a sobering realization.
'I can't rely on things like guns to take out my enemies in the future.'
Personal strength, in the 7 Layers, was extremely important. He could make great use of guns now, but Shin had seen the writing on the wall.
He had found his new goal.
“Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Shin muttered.
“First things first…” He added,
“Let’s focus on Bilt’s memories… the Concept of Strength…” Shin’s eyes grew unfocused as he immersed himself in the sensation Bilt experienced when he drew upon the Concept of Strength.
In a mostly empty room, hidden away inside the Soul King’s Inheritance, a young man took his first steps down the road of the strong.
.




Chapter 64

“Not bad.” Micheal rolled his shoulders as he picked up a glowing blue lantern. He then carefully set this lantern down atop his desk, positioning it in the top right corner.
Behind him, the remnants of a Shadow Seeker dissipated, killed in an instant.
It had been a couple of hours since Micheal solidified his first Mana Circle.
In that time, Micheal focused on one thing.
Stability.
As elated as he was to establish a Mana Circle so quickly, Micheal’s cautious tendencies kicked in. Rarely, if ever, do good things come without a price in the 7 Layers.
This time, however, appeared to be an exception.
His Mana Circle was perfectly stable and fine, without any noticeable flaws or errors. It was so perfect it almost felt like he had been blessed, a string of good luck finally turning in his favor.
He really did have talent.
Micheal smiled to himself as he carefully adjusted the Mana Lantern on his desk.
It had been a long time since he’d been this happy with life.
“Mana, eh. It’s been a while.”
Though he said that, this was not, in fact, Micheal’s first brush with Mana, or even Mana Lanterns, in this timeline.
Mana Lanterns were a special Artifact that could be acquired for several thousand Points from the Shop. It drew in ambient energy from the surroundings to create a cool, peaceful environment, enhancing the energy in the air.
They were ideal for practicing with Mana… and an Artifact Micheal had bought previously before.
In what felt like years ago, back when Micheal arrived on the First Layer, he had fought with a group known as the Black Flag Pirates. The Black Flag Pirates were one of the major powers in the Stardust Cluster, the Cluster he landed on when he was transported into the 7 Layers.
Amongst the enemies he faced, one of the Pirate Lords of the Black Flag Pirates possessed the Mana Body Type.
It was an Ability that cost 89,500 Points in the Shop. It allowed its users to draw on the ambient Mana in the surroundings, enhancing one’s physical strength, speed, and durability, as well as multiplying one’s senses.
“A Mana Body…” Micheal muttered as he stared at the Mana Lantern, remembering the past.
The Mana Body Type wasn't a Limited Type Ability, which was rare. Most Type Abilities were Limited in the Shop, save for the ones that were listed on the early pages, like the popular Vampire and Werewolf Type Abilities.
The Mana Body Type allowed humans to absorb latent Mana and form a Mana Body, essentially skipping the requirement to possess a Mana Breathing Method. Forming a Mana Body was the first stage of cultivating a Mana Heart, the melee combatant use for Mana.
Mana Bodies granted great strength, but came with the downside that it was almost impossible to practice Ki. The Shop could make it possible to have both Abilities at the same time, but functional practice was impossible. The two disparate energies would constantly clash.
To progress a Mana Body beyond a certain point, a Mana Breathing Method was necessary.
“Mana Bodies only became popular after humanity reached the 2nd and Third Layers.” Micheal nodded to himself.
The first Mana Breathing Method humanity obtained was from the Rakkonians on the Second Layer. Mana was the predominant energy source for the native Void Nobles on the Third Layer, where Mana Bodies became far more popular of a choice.
As people learned more about Mana, the Mana Body Type became a more and more popular Ability choice.
“Some people even dissipated their own Ki to take on the Mana Body Type.”
It wasn’t hard to see why. The Mana Body Type was simple and made handling Mana easy. There were no dangerous Heart Trials to break through, and as long as you used one of the Mana Breathing Methods that were released to the public, you could progress upward the same as others.
It was considered a safer alternative to Ki.
“But Magic, on the other hand.” Micheal murmured as he held up his right hand, spawning a glowing blue orb of Mana.
“Listea Agur.”
The globe of Mana in his hand wobbled, flashed brightly, and then…
Fizzled out of existence.
Failure.
“Magic is hard.” Micheal smiled ruefully.
If Mana Hearts and Ki lay in the realm of intuition, then Mana Circles and Magic lay in the realm of something far worse:
Math.
“And physics too.” Micheal groaned quietly to himself.
Casting a Magic Spell wasn’t as simple as saying a few magic words and waving your hand.
The Language of Magic wasn’t necessarily a complex language. It was about as hard to learn as it was to learn the English language.
What was difficult about the Language of Magic was how one applied it.
Each Spell you cast required a specific set of parameters if you wished to activate it. From the transfer of Mana via one’s Mana Circle to the exact visualization of the Spell required to cast.
Everything had to be calculated, each and every time you cast a Spell.
Micheal had just attempted to cast the 1st Circle Spell: Light Hand, and failed.
‘I did everything else right… so the problem is with the final step.’ Micheal concluded.
Mana to activate, the Magic Language to shape, and mental visualization to form.
These were the 3 steps to casting a Magic Spell.
Micheal’s Soul was teeming with Mana thanks to the high level Mana Breathing Method he used to form his 1st Circle, while his grasp of the Magic Language was more than fluent.
Therefore, the problem lay in his visualization.
‘...math.’
Every Spell required Micheal to mentally visualize it as he cast it. It was akin to forming a mental blueprint of the Spell, deciding then and there how it would flow, when it would fly out, and where it would go.
“I’ve heard that with practice, visualization becomes second nature.” Micheal had encountered many Wizards in his first life, especially on the Third Layer and beyond. Most were stuck-up and convinced of their own self-importance, though not all fit that bill.
“So. Visualization.” Micheal frowned.
“I need to construct a 3D-plane in my head, plotting my position and the target of my spell, calculating Mana usage, and adjusting my 3D model to account for real world changes.”
Micheal shut his eyes for a few seconds.
He promptly opened them again.
“I can’t do any of that.”
He sighed to himself.
He could do parts of that, slowly, but not at the speed required to cast a Spell, and certainly not when under pressure in the midst of battle.
“No, in the first place.” Micheal sighed again before opening up the Shop, and turning to the ‘Miscellaneous Earth Objects’ page near the back.
“There’s something I need to do first.”
A few moments later…
Two loud thunks rang out as two large textbooks landed on Micheal’s desk.
‘Introduction to Calculus.’
‘Introduction to Physics.’
Micheal sighed for a third time.
“I can’t believe I have to study again.” It had been so many years since Micheal had last been a student, the fact that he had to become one again felt almost surreal.
“...”
“Stay in school, kids.” Micheal muttered to himself as he tapped on his Spatial Ring again.
He pulled out a record player alongside an old record of classical music labelled 'Mozart - Piano Concerto No. 3.' He quickly set the record player up, sending soft chimes of music echoing into the air.
As Micheal opened up the textbook, he quietly grumbled to himself.
“It might just save your life."
.




Chapter 65

Time seemed to slip by inside the First Gate as Micheal studied, gradually making headway.
Micheal was 18 years old when he was first transported into the 7 Layers. He had just recently graduated from highschool, without yet having the opportunity to attend college or any sort of upper education institute.
In the 10 years Micheal spent inside the 7 Layers during the first timeline, studying up on math and physics had not exactly been a priority of his. Much of what he had learned in highschool had faded to the back of his mind, old, dusted memories that hadn’t proved relevant in his first life.
Thus, here, inside the First Gate, Micheal spent the first 4 days of his stay refreshing himself on the subjects he had already learned.
“Woah, there. You almost got me.” Micheal ducked his head down and slightly to the left as he read from a textbook labeled ‘Calculus 2’ held in his left hand.
Facing Micheal was an irate Shadow Seeker, floundering as it missed its attempt to lunge at him. The angry creature immediately turned around and threw itself at Micheal again, attempting to take out his legs.
A quiet ‘swish’ sound echoed out as Micheal’s right hand cut forward, the gleam of his sword Lightshorn slicing through the air in an instant.
The Shadow Seeker’s angry cries grew still as it fell to the floor, split in twain.
“Series and Sequences…” Micheal muttered as he stepped over its shadowy bits with a frown.
“Why does becoming a Wizard have to be so annoying?” He sighed to himself.
The past 4 days had been trying on Micheal’s mental patience. Cramming years worth of education into a few short days was no easy task. Thankfully, Micheal managed to remember most things as he came upon them, his perfect memory thanks to his Eyes of the Deep Ability coming in extremely handy.
Here inside the First Gate, his mind and body were automatically restored over time. Thus, while mentally taxing, Micheal’s superhuman body was able to bear the brunt of mass re-learning in a short period.
“That’s enough.” Micheal shut the book he was holding as he returned to his desk, eventually storing the book in his Spatial Ring.
“Probably.” Micheal muttered as he shut his eyes, taking a few seconds to organize his thoughts.
After re-learning essentially his entire highschool math and physics curriculum, with the knowledge and processes fresh in his mind, Micheal was now well equipped to begin the basics of Magic.
“This should be enough to last me till the 3rd Circle.”
Micheal clapped his hands together loudly. In the next instant, he reached out with his right hand, his eyes glowing with light as he spoke aloud.
“Listea Agur.”
For a split second, nothing happened…
A couple of seconds later, however…
A small, glowing yellow hand appeared, unstably floating in the air.
“Got it.” Micheal winced as his concentration slipped, causing the Hand of Light to instantly falter and disappear.
“It’s difficult… but doable.” Micheal remarked, his face impassive.
The process, from the outside, looked identical to Micheal’s first attempt. On the inside, however, was a different story.
“Listea Agur.”
In his head, Micheal plotted a 3 dimensional plane centered on himself. His keen senses took in the world around him, approximating the distance around him down to the exact centimeter. He then calculated the exact amount of Mana he would draw upon, causing it to condense just in front of his left hand, and cast the Spell forward towards the coordinates he plotted.
This caused the ‘Hand of Light’ to spawn into the air, floating unsteadily.
When his concentration slipped due to his joy at casting the Spell correctly, the flow of Mana from his Soul was disturbed, causing his calculations to fail and the Spell to destabilize.
The practice proved valuable, confirming what he had learned about Magic.
‘Spells that I have to maintain are difficult.’ Micheal nodded to himself.
The 1st Circle Spell Hand of Light created a floating hand made of yellow light. This hand could be moved about, into various nooks and crannies, shining light upon the dark. It could also be used to move light objects that weighed only a few pounds.
After the Spell was initially cast, Micheal had two ways to maintain it.
The first way was relatively complex: update the equations that guide and form the Hand of Light continuously, precisely controlling its positioning and power relative to the world around you.
Even for experienced Wizards, calculations like this were draining, and what led to most Advanced Wizards taking the second approach:
Controlling the Spell relying on intuition, instinct, and experience.
It might sound contrary that Magic, a power regulated strictly by rules and careful approach, could have parts that rely on intuition, but that was nevertheless the reality.
‘They called this part Magic Control.’ Micheal recalled from his studies of Magic in his first life.
Magic Control, controlling a Spell through pure Mana, adjusting its coordinates and acceleration or direction off-hand after casting it, was considered an advanced skill that most Wizards only learned after forming their 3rd Circle.
“After casting enough Spells, the process of calculating and controlling each Spell becomes ingrained.” Micheal spoke aloud from his memories, bringing up the relevant portions of knowledge dredged away in the depths of his mind.
The first method of controlling a Spell, updating one’s calculations over and over in real time, was the most Mana efficient method, but also the most mentally laborious.
The second method was much more popular, but required more Mana, the specific amount depending on the tier of Spell cast, how much the Spell needs to be manipulated, and other relevant factors.
“Before I can do any of that, though…” Micheal whispered quietly, his eyes staring at his left hand intensely.
“Fyra Agur.”
Micheal’s eyes glowed as he cast another 1st Circle Spell, feeling the flow of Mana from his Soul. His eyes twitched as he made rapid-fire calculations, trimming the time to cast down as much as possible.
A bright orange-red hand of burning fire spawned into the air, dropping red embers upon the ground just to the right of Micheal’s desk.
“Woah there.” Micheal slid his desk to the side, storing the notebooks he’d left on it in his Spatial Ring in one smooth motion.
That distraction cost him as his Spell immediately collapsed, the burning Hand of Fire dissipating into ash and smoke.
“Experience. That’s what I lack.” Micheal stated.
He was at most, a half-baked Wizard that could barely cast a Spell at the moment.
The undulations of Mana in his Soul told Micheal he could cast twelve more 1st Circle Spells before he would exhaust his Mana, for a total of 14.
Considering most new Wizards barely had the Mana to cast three 1st Circle Spells in a day, it was a prodigious amount. The Echoes of the Eternal was a Mana Breathing Method that well deserved the rank of ‘SSS.’
“No, not just 14.” Micheal shut his eyes for a few seconds, spreading his senses inward.
“It should be closer to 20 or 21 because of my Physique.” Micheal smiled.
His Heartflame Physique gave him the ability to more easily absorb latent energy in the air, and this included his ability to replenish his Mana. The boost in recovery speed was especially noticeable.
“Cast speed is a problem.” Micheal pulled out one of the notebooks he had stuffed into his Spatial Ring, grabbing a pen and starting to take notes.
“The shortest Spell I’ve cast still took roughly 5.1 seconds to complete. Calculation speed and Spell ignition points need to be centralized and enhanced…” Micheal wrote down his experiences in casting his first Spells, as well as a list of issues to focus on.
After a few minutes of work, Micheal looked up from his desk with a drab look.
“...”
“...life was easier when I just had to swing a sword.”
Micheal grumbled to himself.
The work and effort he had to put in was daunting, but the feeling of active, newfound progression was incredibly exciting.
“Let’s get to work.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Time flowed like a river.
Soon, a month had passed for Micheal inside the First Gate.
In that time, the First Gate had radically changed.
Micheal’s desk was now planted in the midst of a large, grassy forest clearing. Several days ago, the First Gate had shifted from its blank white room appearance to the terrain of a large forest.
“Listea Trugar.”
A brilliant spear of yellow light burst into existence, slamming into a tree a dozen meters away from Micheal.
“How deep was that?” Micheal muttered as he lowered his left hand and took several steps forward.
The glowing spear had sunk a full foot (0.3m) into the trunk of the tree, its bright, glowing outline contrasting with the dull brown of the tree’s bark.
“Decent.” Micheal waved his left hand, causing the glowing spear to destabilize and fall apart, showering the tree with bright yellow sparks.
As he watched the tiny bits of energy bounce off the tree before dissipating into the air, Micheal donned an almost child-like smile.
“It’s fun.”
For the first time in a very long time, here inside the First Gate, where murderous Shadow Seekers spawned each day trying to kill him, Micheal had finally obtained a chance to relax.
Outside of the Soul King’s Inheritance, Micheal was fighting in a race against time to revert the disasters that would bring about the downfall of the Human Race.
Inside here, however…
Time was transformed into a boundless, ephemeral concept.
No longer was he in a mad rush without time to spare.
Now, he could take his time to ensure he did everything properly. There was no dragging sensation sinking into the pit of his stomach at night, urging him to move faster and work harder.
It was a nice change of pace that did wonders for his mental health. A weight had been lifted, if only temporarily, from his shoulders.
Of course, that didn’t mean he was taking it easy inside the First Gate either.
“Bleau Bore.”
Micheal chanted a second Spell, gathering the Mana at the tip of his left hand, and casting the Spell forward.
A bolt of water rapidly condensed into existence from the palm of Micheal’s hand, shooting forward at blinding speed. The blur of water slammed into a tree roughly 10 meters to Micheal’s left, sending up a faint shower of water into the air.
“I’ve gotten the basics down.” Micheal’s smile widened as he relished the feeling of progress.
He had just cast two 1st Circle Spells, Light Spear and then Water Strike, in quick succession. The cast time for Spell had been shortened dramatically compared to when he first started, from 5.1 seconds to 2.2 seconds.
The feeling of controlling Mana was a whole new field for Micheal to explore. It was similar to Ki, in that it was a stable energy source that moved as he willed it, but at the same time distinctly different.
Mana was a very cool and precise energy. It followed his commands in exact detail, with nary a margin of error. However, unlike Ki, which could be manifested physically, Mana only manifested after Micheal cast a Spell by drawing on his Mana Circle.
Without the Language of Magic, Mana was an almost dormant energy in his Soul, passively enhancing his Soul stat and the health and sturdiness of his Soul.
“Well… not quite dormant, but close to it.”
He corrected himself.
It was possible to manipulate Mana without casting a Spell, but only to the effect of creating glowing blobs of energy that did little. If he wanted anything more than minor telekinesis without casting a Spell, he would need more than a single Mana Circle to support him.
“Hangor Dul.” Micheal muttered, his eyes glowing with cool energy.
A moment later, a small stone wall jutted upwards from the earth, coalescing just 5 meters away from Micheal, in between a pair of trees.
Micheal walked up to the 2 meters high wall and lightly jumped, gracefully landing atop it.
“Neat.”
After a month of constant practice, Micheal had internalized much of the math he needed to perform for each Spell. Weeks of practice calculating distance and energy ratios paid off, allowing him to mentally overlay the 3D plane he formed in his head to the world around him.
“My Magic Control is still a bit clumsy, but I can fix that with more practice.” Micheal stared at his left hand.
“I should be able to integrate this if I can drop my cast times down.”
There was a good reason why Micheal was practicing his Spellcasting while using his left hand.
Micheal was a Grandmaster Swordsman. While he could use a blade with both arms to a formidable degree, he preferred to hold his main sword in his right hand.
Casting magic from his left hand while cutting apart the air with his right – This was how he envisioned his development of Magic combining with his mastery of the Sword.
“A lot of work lies ahead of me.” Micheal muttered before shrugging.
“Let’s enjoy it!”

.





Chapter 66

“Math, math, math… why does it always come back to math?!”
3 months after Micheal entered the First Gate of Suffering found Micheal returning to the basics.
In the past 2 months, Micheal had dedicated himself to practicing all of the 1st Circle Spells he had stored in his memory, a list of more than 30 Spells.
It was also here that he realized that most of the Spells he had studied and memorized in his perfect memory were Spells that required multiple Circles.
It made sense given Micheal’s previous life. He had been a warrior, not a Wizard. Most of the Spells he researched were common Spells he felt like he might encounter and needed to be aware about, while the rest were powerful Spells he had read about in the end-times, when all Humanity shared information freely.
There was a notable gap of low-level and mid-tier Spells in his memory.
‘Still… I’m fluent in the Language of Magic. With the Spells I have, I can probably infer how to cast other basic Spells if I truly need to.’
Apart from the math he needed to calculate each time he cast them, 1st Circle Spells were not very complicated. They were relatively easy to visualize and their Mana cost was low enough to grant him leeway over any minor inaccuracies in his control.
“Faster. I need to be faster.”
Micheal was standing atop a large sand dune, in the middle of a wide desert. In his hand was a globe of frozen ice, slowly melting in the hot air.
Micheal tossed the globe to the side, watching as it sank slightly into the sand before rolling down the dune. Small bits of stand stuck to the icy globe, peppering its surface with brown dots.
“Frea Blor.”
Micheal held out his hand and cast the 1st Circle Spell ‘Ice Ball,’ spawning a basketball sized globe of ice just inches above his outstretched left hand.
“1.3 seconds.” Micheal mentally clocked in the cast time, his eyes narrowing at the result.
“Still not enough.”
Shortening his cast time from 5.2 seconds to 1.3 seconds in just 3 months was an extraordinary level of progress, but it still wasn’t enough to meet his standards.
“The only thing holding me back is the math.” Micheal frowned.
Micheal knew from his own personal experience that a skilled Battlemage could cast 1st Circle Spells in less than a second.
In the rough and tumble world of the 7 Layers, you could encounter danger at any moment in time. A quick reaction speed was a necessity to make it up to the higher Layers. Thus, a quick cast time was even more important for any Wizard to be worth his weight.
“A fifth of a second is the most time I can allow.” Micheal stated after a moment’s pause as he sat down, resting on the top of the sand dune. He folded his hands together pensively after a few moments, pondering his progress.
“1.3 seconds is still far too slow to be useful.”
Micheal gauged his progress in Magic with a very nuanced perspective.
For Magic to be useful, he needed to be able to use it actively in combat.
In fact, while he might think otherwise, Micheal’s progress was not slow at all.
Very few 1st Circle Wizards were capable of casting Spells at the speeds Micheal was capable of.
A highly skilled 1st Circle Wizard would usually take around 3 seconds to cast a Spell. Micheal’s 1.3 second cast time was extraordinarily fast for a 1st Circle Mage.
Micheal, however, was constantly comparing his progress to that of the Wizards he had met in the 7 Layers, whether through combat or observation.
A 4th Circle Battlemage could easily cast a 1st Circle Spell in a fraction of a second. Most Wizards at this level relied on the use of Magic Control, constructing the Spell and then using Mana to adjust it without relying on constant calculations. The more Mana Circles you had, the easier it was.
“As long as I calculate faster, theoretically, I should be able to Cast at the same speed.” Micheal’s said, his voice determined.
“...”
“It might be unpleasant but I have all the time in the world here to figure it out.” He muttered.
“I’m not leaving this damned place until I master it.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
6 months had passed since Micheal entered the First Gate.
“I wonder if this is what it feels like to be Prime?”
Micheal’s words echoed in the air, bouncing off the walls of a large stone canyon, as he sat atop a large rock pillar.
The canyon he was resting in was a massive edifice, stretching as far as the eye could see. It was colored a reddish-orange, matching the rest of the harsh landscape around Micheal.
“It’s probably similar.” Micheal closed his eyes as he returned to his meditation, his legs criss-crossed beneath him. On his knees rested his sword, Lightshorn, unsheathed and glowing with Sword Energy.
He was currently taking a break from Magic, and instead meditating on his Sword Mastery.
After the echoes of Micheal’s words faded, the quiet hum of Sword Energy was the only sound that spread in the still air, occasionally interrupted by Micheal’s breathing.
A half hour passed as Micheal sat still, his entire being focused on meditation.
After those 30 minutes passed, Micheal slowly opened his eyes.
“It’s still the same.” He sighed to himself.
After he found out that he was talented in Magic, Micheal had secretly harbored a hope that his talents in other things might have changed too. Alas, several months of effort had proved the opposite.
His talents were still the same as they had been before.
“I can’t even tell if I’m making headway.” He was stuck at the initial phase of comprehension when it came to Grandmaster Sword Mastery. No matter how hard he tried, the progress he made moved at a snail’s pace, if that. It was to the point where he couldn’t tell if he was progressing or not.
“Well, that’s within my expectations.” Micheal shrugged as he got to his feet, running a finger along Lightshorn’s edge.
“At least I still have you.” Micheal smiled at his sword.
Lightshorn was a weapon crafted from Blood-Refined Mithril. It was incredibly durable and able to react to Micheal’s Sword Energy nigh-instantaneously.
After several months of practice with it here in the First Gate, Micheal had confidently made the weapon his own. His mind was now fully adjusted to his current stats, letting him express his combat techniques and skills in perfect unison.
Micheal stored Lightshorn in his Spatial Ring, turning his gaze back to the canyon before him.
“Woo…” Micheal took a deep breath, the smile fading from his face as his gaze turned focused.
“Let’s go.”
He threw himself off the cliff.
The wind rushed to greet him as he began a 200 meters high fall, plunging towards the ground.
‘Wait for it.’
Micheal squinted as he stared at the rocky floor beneath him, picking out several large, jagged shards of stone. It would be particularly painful to land anywhere near them.
‘Not yet…’
‘Just a little more…’
‘And…’
‘Here!’
Micheal’s eyes glowed as, just two dozen meters above the surface, he cast the 1st Circle Spell - Ride the Wind.
“Wano ul Sed!”
Mana bloomed in Micheal’s Soul as the wind began to twist around him. Abruptly, his sense of balance shifted as he felt the wind around him suddenly become tangible.
“Ha!” Micheal laughed out loud as he jumped into the wind, kicking off the air as if it was a solid object.
He kicked hard, several times, transmitting his weight forward into the wind. This simple action was extremely precise, sending Micheal tumbling forward several dozen meters through the air, instead of crashing down on the rocky spikes below.
“Hangor Dul!”
Micheal cast a second Spell – Earth Wall.
Immediately, a large pillar of rock jutted out from the side of the canyon, just a few meters in front of Micheal.
As he flew towards it, Micheal reached up with his right hand and hooked onto the stone pillar.
“Hup!” Micheal grunted as he pulled on his right hand, his superhuman muscles tensing as he threw himself towards the sky.
His body hurtled upward, cascading through the air. As he flew up, the wind returned to normal as Micheal released the Mana that was powering the magic that let him ‘Ride the Wind.’
“Hangor Drud!”
Micheal’s right hand flickered as he cast the 1st Circle Spell – Earth Drill.
A moment later, five thin metal threads launched forward, cutting through the air from the Silk Strider Glove he had equipped to his right hand. These metal strings slammed into the side of the canyon and…
Veritably melted through the tough stone, cutting into the rock like it was butter.
A second later, Micheal released the Spell and, in the same moment, wrapped the huge chunk of stone he had just cut from the cliff up, using the metal strings from his Silk Strider Glove to grab ahold of it.
As his threads latched the giant rock, a small blue orb furtively flew along those lines and snuck inside the stone.
“Gravton Konen.”
Micheal cast one final Spell. This Spell, however, was a rather unique Spell, draining a fifth of the Mana he had left in his Soul.
It was a Spell Micheal himself had created, relying on his mastery of the Language of Magic and his memories from Kyrui’s Inheritance to craft.
The 1st Circle Spell – Concentrate Gravity.
“Hup!” Micheal’s eyes glowed as he grunted, gracefully landing on the ground just outside of the canyon.
Right after he landed, the muscles in his right arm bulged as he pulled himself forward, jerking his right arm away from the canyon.
A second later, an enormous chunk of stone, at least 5 meters wide and long, and several meters tall, flew through the air. The massive hunk of rock had been hewn from the cliff-face just a few seconds ago, sliced apart by the threads from Micheal’s Silk Strider Glove.
Just as it was about to slam into the ground in front of Micheal…
It stopped, freezing in place, hovering in the air.
A few small pieces of rock and dust fell off its sides, but the majority of the boulder remained still, floating in front of him.
Micheal smiled.
“It worked.” He chuckled out loud before reaching out with his left hand.
A moment later…
The giant slab of stone ruptured, small bits of rock shooting out as it collapsed. The colossal piece of rock fell to the ground, but not before a small chunk of rock flew out, hurtling right towards Micheal.
That orb of stone came to an abrupt halt, floating just a foot from Micheal’s hand.
Micheal casually waved his left hand, dazzling Sword Energy appearing on his fingers as he crushed away the rock and stone remains in front of him, revealing a small, floating blue orb.
A Life Orb.
“I can attach Spells to my Life Orbs.”
The experiment had proven a major success.
From throwing himself off the cliff, to soaring upward, slicing a part of the cliff off, grabbing it, and throwing it out, above the cliff…
This entire series of motion had been a test for one thing.
‘How can I actively use Magic in combat?’
Magic Control was a skill that Micheal couldn’t readily grasp until he formed his 3rd Circle. After months of effort, Micheal had lowered his cast time down to 0.7 seconds, but it was still not quite fast enough for his taste.
In those months of effort, however, Micheal had realized how unrealistic his goal of 0.2 seconds per cast time had been.
‘I can’t transfer enough Mana in that amount of time.’ It was then that he realized why most Wizards only mastered Magic Control after achieving the 3rd Circle.
The size of his Circle limited how quickly he could transfer Mana.
‘Still, it wasn’t a waste.’ Micheal’s frantic efforts to shorten his cast time had uncovered some surprising results.
He had finally managed to discover what exactly he was talented at, in regards to Mana.
‘The way my Soul handles Mana is incredibly efficient.’
From his exact control of his Mana, to the almost non-existent Mana waste produced by his Spells, to the natural sense of ‘belonging’ that came with the Mana stored in his Soul.
Micheal’s Soul was uniquely predisposed to controlling Mana.
‘It’s no wonder I never found out about this talent in my first life.’
Having an ‘efficient’ Soul was not a talent that could be discovered just by observation. It wasn’t a talent that would show up in a Divine Scan or reflect in any way in his Stats.
Nevertheless, now that he knew about it, he intended to take full advantage of it.
Micheal waved his left hand again, his eyes shining as 3 more blue Life Orbs appeared, floating out from his skin.
Here, inside the First Gate, Micheal had discovered a neat synergy between his Life Orbs and the time-accelerated functions of the Gate of Suffering.
His Life Orbs normally reset by 1 every day. Here inside the First Gate, where time was accelerated in a unique way, that same timer applied relative to the time within the First Gate.
Thanks to that, Micheal could restore himself to his full Life Orb count of 4, the new limit he achieved after his progress in his Soul stat.
As 4 blue Life Orbs floated in front of him, Micheal’s eyes narrowed as he had an idea.
The 1st Circle Spell – Concentrate Gravity was a 1st Circle Spell Micheal had created based on his understanding of the Language of Magic. He hadn’t memorized any Spells a 1st Circle Wizard could cast that had any connection with space, so he was forced to create them on his own.
This Spell required a huge amount of Mana, far more Mana than most 1st Circle Wizards possessed, and a familiarity with the Concept of Space.
Kyrui’s Inheritance had proven integral to Micheal’s success here.
The Language of Magic was a tricky thing, in that it was a language that relied on unspoken powers to give meaning to its words.
All Spells cast drew upon one Conceptual Power or another to give themselves meaning. The Language of Magic did most of the heavy lifting here, allowing Wizards to use Mana to cast Spells, instead of them having to comprehend Conceptual Powers themselves.
It was vastly harder to grasp a Conceptual Power than it was to cast a Spell that used Mana to draw upon a Conceptual Power.
Micheal required neither Ki nor Mana to draw upon his Sword Mastery. That was his own, unique power derived from his comprehension of the Sword that took him 10 years to achieve.
Conversely, every time Micheal cast a Spell, he used Mana to power that Spell, allowing it to draw upon whatever energies it needed in order to coalesce into existence.
“Magic is complicated.”
It was the one conclusion he was most certain of, after studying Magic for 6 months.
There was a good reason Wizards were regarded as bookworms. The sheer amount of work Micheal had to put into mastering Magic answered any questions he might have had about the habits of Wizards.
“Hmm…” Micheal stared at the 4 floating Life Orbs in front of him, his gaze calm.
“What if I try this?”
Micheal held out his left hand and cast a Spell.
“Gravton Konen.”
The 1st Circle Spell – Concentrate Gravity, allowed Micheal to twist the gravity of a region in space, concentrating that gravity towards a new point.
By drawing on Kyrui’s familiarity with the Concept of Space, Micheal was able to reduce this Spell’s Mana cost. The knowledge he’d gained from Kyrui’s Inheritance made it easier to cast the Spell, greatly reducing the burden of Mana it required.
If not for that, this Spell would’ve required at least three times the amount of Mana to cast, an absurd amount when you remembered that even in its current state, its Mana cost was close to the total Mana most new 1st Circle Wizards possessed. At the very least, it would be classified as a 2nd Circle Spell.
“My Life Orbs are a part of me.” Micheal muttered as he stared at the Life Orb he had cast the Spell upon.
Gradually, bits of rock and stone began to fly up around that orb, surrounding it.
Micheal turned his gaze to his other Life Orbs.
“Gravton Konen.”
“Gravton Konen.”
“Gravton Konen.”
Micheal cast the Spell 3 more times over the span of 2 seconds, draining almost all of the Mana remaining in his Soul. He ignored the sickening state of ‘Mana depletion’ he had begun to experience and focused on his Life Orbs, watching them keenly.
The hard part about Magic was maintaining it. The Spells you had to update, the calculations you had to redo constantly.
However…
“My Life Orbs are a part of me. I can innately sense their location, speed, and acceleration.”
Micheal shut his eyes as he concentrated, tracing his Life Orbs as they began to move through the air.
A powerful breeze began to stir around Micheal as the chunks of rock surrounding his Life Orbs began to grow in size. Soon, each Orb carried between 2-3 tons of stone, each boulder roughly 2.5 meters wide.
“Yes… I can see it.” Micheal opened his eyes wide, a beaming smile appearing on his face.
All the calculations he had to perform, all the math he needed to compute…
When he used his Life Orbs as an anchor, everything moved smoothly. He instantly had all the variables he needed, making maintaining the Spells, even 4 complicated ones at the same time, much easier.
“Hahaha!” Micheal burst out laughing, a sense of exhilaration overcoming him.
“Magic is incredible.”
After a moment, Micheal turned his attention back to the giant floating orbs of stone.
His eyes narrowed as he raised his left hand and…
Clenched it into a fist.
Instantly, the world exploded.
Four massive hulking boulders of stone blasted into motion around Micheal, tearing apart the ground and air. Shards of rock and earth flew into the air, forming long, floating lines as they followed the gravitational trails formed by Micheal’s Life Orbs.
Everything within 10 meters of Micheal instantly turned into a hell-scape of ripped earth, flying stone, and crushing weight. A veritable zone of death.
None of those rocks touched even a hair on Micheal’s body, all caught up in the control of his Life Orb-guided Magic.
A moment later, as Micheal began to feel light headed from lack of Mana, he released the Spells.
The chaotic air came to a still as all the boulders, rock, and stone froze before collapsing down to the ground. A simple cutting motion from Micheal’s right hand sent out a breeze, pushing away any dust that might cloud his vision.
“Huh.” Micheal muttered as he reabsorbed his Life Orbs, looking at the results of his Spell.
In a 10 meters circle around him, the previous smooth earth was no more. Long, jagged gashes in the stone surrounded him, some going as deep as 5 meters. It was a scene of complete destruction, a witness to a colossal force that would rip apart most beings that came into contact with it.
As Micheal surveyed the impact of his Spells, he couldn’t help but smile.
“I can make use of this.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
The river of time swept forward, endlessly and inevitably.
The longer one stayed inside the First Gate, the harder it was on one’s Soul.
Sophia and Shin both lasted more than 3 years inside the First Gate, a testament to their willpower, courage, and determination.
Few beings lasted inside the First Gate more than a month, let alone a year.
In Micheal’s first life, the longest recorded time spent inside the First Gate was 5 years and 79 days, by the Nirvana Saint himself.
And now…
As Micheal’s time inside the First Gate reached its end…
He blew that record out of the water.
21 minutes and 27 seconds after entering the First Gate, Micheal emerged.
In the eyes of the Farian guards standing watch, less than half an hour had passed.
However… in Micheal’s eyes…
It had been more than 7 years.
.




Chapter 67

Micheal took a deep breath as he exited the First Gate.
Before taking in his surroundings, before waving hello to Serena who was sitting just a few meters away in front of the Gate, before doing anything else…
The first thing Micheal did after he left the First Gate was simple.
He immediately began to form a Mana Circle:
His 2nd Mana Circle.
‘7 long years.’
Micheal’s gaze remained calm and steady as he closed his eyes, focusing on the intricacies of his Soul.
For 7 long years, Micheal spent his time alone, practicing inside the First Gate.
It was a great amount of time, and at the same time, a small amount of time.
7 years and 3 days, exactly.
2,551 days spent in solitude.
It was difficult to grasp all the changes that could occur to a person over such a long period of time.
Even a single year was enough to bring enormous changes in one’s personality, let alone 7 of them spent in isolation.
‘Feel the Mana.’ Micheal’s breathing resonated with the air around him, drawing the latent Mana in the air towards his Soul.
‘Finally… the 2nd Circle.’
Inside the First Gate, increasing one’s Ki or Mana was a far more difficult challenge than in normal reality.
Fundamentally, due to the way the time-accelerated First Gate functioned, it was almost impossible to draw on the latent energy in the air. Instead, one was reliant on the function of the Gate to restore one’s body and energy over time.
Micheal was able to circumvent this limitation, somewhat, due to his Sky Tier Ki.
However…
Mana and Ki were energies that were ill-suited for each other. Micheal could draw upon his Sky Tier Ki and transmute some of it into Mana, but there was a huge drop-off in terms of quality and quantity.
For 7 long years, Micheal had been stuck at the 1st Circle, unable to condense enough Mana to form his 2nd Circle.
No more.
Micheal’s eyes glowed blue as he felt a cool energy condensing in his Soul. Symbols fluttered into existence before his eyes, the glowing glyphs of the Language of Magic shuddering into existence.
In a second that seemed to stretch for hours, all 412 lines of the Echoes of the Eternal Magic Imprint ran through his mind. Each sentence of Magic caused his Soul to shake, imprinting itself onto the still-forming 2nd Circle.
Several moments slipped by as energy gathered around Micheal, setting the air to trembling inside the Soul King’s Inheritance.
“Micheal?” Serena’s voice was muted as she got to her feet, staring at Micheal in wonder.
In the keen eyes of the Farian Disciple Apparent, an enormous concentration of energy was gathering on Micheal, sucking all the latent energy from the surroundings in a giant, distorted whirlpool.
‘Got it.’
A smile appeared on Micheal’s faces as he felt everything fall into line smoothly. Mana rushed into his Soul without any issues, the years of effort he put into practice showing their results.
‘It’s a success.’
Just like that, with barely any fanfare, Micheal formed his 2nd Mana Circle.
“Micheal!” Serena rushed forward and greeted Micheal with a hug. The Farian was careful to only move after it was clear Micheal had finished whatever he was doing, not wanting to disturb him.
“Disciple Apparent.” Micheal bowed his head slightly.
“What? Hey, call me Serena!” She pushed him lightly,
“Right, sorry. Serena.” Micheal returned with a smile.
“It’s been a while.”
Serena’s eyes widened as she looked back at Micheal, curious.
“Just how long were you in there?!”
As Micheal began to trade stories about the First Gate with Serena, he finished mentally adjusting back to his surroundings, shrugging off the dregs of emotion that came with extended time in solitude.
Before he left the First Gate, Micheal had prepared himself to adjust back to entering a normal timestream. He even went so far as to practice talking out loud again, to avoid any issues integrating back with his allies.
“7 years?! That’s insane!” Serena’s eyes bugged out as she stared at Micheal,
“I almost feel bad…”
“What?” Micheal paused before patting Serena on the shoulder.
“You managed to make it to 1 and a half years, that’s already an incredible achievement!”
After talking with Serena, Micheal quickly found out that Serena had remained inside the First Gate for 1 year and 146 days.
It was far less than Shin and Sophia’s record of 3 plus years, but there was a good reason for that.
Serena was the Disciple Apparent of the Farian’s Wise Lady. She had undergone rigorous training and education from a very young age, gaining mastery over her Bloodline early. The Kowalsi Tribe were the most warlike of the Farians and before Serena left them, she had been raised by them.
The amount of benefits Serena could gain from the First Gate was limited.
‘She already has knowledge and skill… what Serena most needs is self-confidence and practical experience.’
“Hey, I didn’t waste my time! Look at my Phoenix Fire!” Serena protested as she held out her right hand.
A large globe of brilliant red fire spawned into existence as Serena drew upon her Red Phoenix Bloodline. The pulsating flames glowed brightly in the air, giving off an oppressive wave of heat.
“Pure Phoenix Fire.” Micheal muttered, his eyes lighting up.
A smattering of applause broke out from the Farian guards lurking in the background. Micheal joined them as he laughed out loud.
“I’m officially impressed.”
Serena grinned at Micheal’s reply, a faint blush appearing on her cheeks. She straightened her posture, standing tall and practically teeming with pride.
‘It hasn’t even been that long since she was struggling to purify her flames.’ Micheal thought, remembering when he gave her advice just a few nights ago.
Serena spent more than a year practicing in the First Gate, but to purify her Phoenix Flames to this degree wasn’t something that could be explained with pure effort.
‘You’d have to be at least a Master to cast off her Phoenix Fire now.’ It was a staggering amount of growth.
‘What a talent.’
“Have you entered the Gate of Healing?” Micheal motioned towards the Second Gate.
“Yeah! It’s so good to talk to you again!” Serena nodded excitedly, glossing over her time in the Second Gate.
Micheal smiled at her excitement.
‘The First Gate must’ve been hard on her.’ It had been hard on all of them, whether it was Micheal and Shin, or Sophia and Serena. Spending that much time in isolation was never an easy task.
“Do you want to go in now?” Serena nodded towards the Second Gate.
“No, there’s something else first.” Micheal shook his head.
Micheal’s mind was clear and his body was in perfect shape. He had shaken off most of the downsides that came with spending time in the First Gate, leaving him in tip-top condition.
“There’s something I need to get out of the way now.” Micheal muttered as he walked down from the First Gate’s dais and turned his attention to the other side of the Inheritance…
To the Fifth Gate.
“I’m going to make a quick trip.” Micheal remarked.
“A trip?” Serena asked, following him like a lost puppy as he walked up to the Fifth Gate.
“Yeah, to a place called the Sanctum.” Micheal rested his right hand on the giant doorway that constituted the Fifth Gate.
Ever since he met with Tallanoran and gained increased access to the Soul King’s Inheritance, Micheal had gained something of an innate understanding of Tallanoran’s Inheritance. That included how to operate the Third Gate and access Kyrui’s Inheritance.
It also included how to operate the Fifth Gate, the Gate that was known as the Gate of Death in the first timeline.
“Wait, are we going now?! Shouldn’t we wait for your friends?” Serena queried.
Micheal shook his head.
“They should be out of the Third Gate soon, but there’s no need for us to waste any time waiting.”
Micheal’s supernatural intuition had told him needed to move fast. It didn’t tell him why, or how, or anything else, but just the supernatural feeling that he needed to move quickly had urged him into action.
‘I can’t afford to lose this opportunity.’
He had obtained most of the benefits that he could out of Tallanoran’s Inheritance, but there was still one last thing he needed to get.
‘The Titles System.’
As Micheal rested his hand on the Fifth Gate, he felt a strange, sickening energy flow inside of it. Micheal’s eyes widened as he recognized this flow of energy, a familiar sensation resonating within him.
‘The Power of Space.’ The same type of power Kyrui used to great effect was concentrated inside the Fifth Gate.
“This is a portal that connects Tallanoran’s Inheritance to the Sanctum. As long as I can open it up, I can make a trip there and back.” Micheal explained to Serena.
Why did the Soul King’s Inheritance connect to the Sanctum?
Tallanoran hadn’t told him why, but Micheal had managed to surmise the logic behind it while he was training inside the First Gate.
‘It was probably a means of infiltration, built for some sort of future counter-attack that never panned out.’
He couldn’t be sure about his guess, but felt that it was probably correct. Tallanoran’s remnant soul had dissipated, so there was no way for him to confirm his theory.
‘Regardless. All that matters is it works.’
Micheal closed his eyes as he sent his Ki into the Fifth Gate. His mind focused on the innate knowledge he’d obtained about controlling the Inheritance, grasping ahold of the energy inside the Fifth Gate and ‘activating’ it.
“Woah.” Serena stumbled backwards as a bright flash of light shot out from the Fifth Gate.
“Careful.” Micheal’s free hand grabbed hold of Serena, preventing her from falling. In the same moment, his eyes glowed white as a huge torrent of energy flowed through him and the Fifth Gate, warping his perception of the world around him.
‘I can sense it, cleanly. Everything.’ Micheal noted, feeling every subtle twist of the power of Space before him.
The presence of Mana in his Soul and his Mana Circles had enhanced how precisely he was able to sense energy.
‘And-’
Micheal’s thoughts were cut off as he froze, the twisting world returned to normal in an instant.
He blinked.
The Fifth Gate was open.
“Wow! That’s awesome!” Serena’s voice brought Micheal back to the present as she bubbled up next to him.
“I’ve never seen a Portal before!”
Before she could walk forward, Micheal grabbed her shoulder, holding her back.
“Careful. It might not be safe.”
The Fifth Gate had transformed into a Spatial Portal, connecting one point in space with another. On one side was Micheal and Serena, with a backdrop of Farian Shadow Guards keeping watch.
On the other side…
Micheal froze, his heart spasming as he stared through the Portal.
‘No way… you’re kidding me…’ His breath caught as he almost stumbled out of shock.
‘It’s this easy?!’
Before Micheal’s gaze was a room full of large white pillars, coated in golden glyphs that gave off small sparks of energy. The ornate carvings held a great sense of age, giving them an ancient feel. The floor of the room was carved from some type of hewn gray stone, smooth and featureless.
What drew Micheal’s attention, however, lay at the center of this room:
Seven ornate sarcophaguses, carved with images of clashing bolts of lightning, that lay open, several of them broken as if they had been disturbed.
‘Is this a trap?’
All of the various inner defense mechanisms the Sanctum once possessed now appeared to be offline. Micheal had planned on using the Brand of Janus to temporally disrupt the Sanctum’s already aging defenses… but it appeared that someone else had already beaten him to the punch.
As Micheal gazed at the room, his heart pounding, he could just barely make out the gold skin of one of the corpses stored in one of the broken sarcophaguses, gleaming dimly.
‘It doesn’t matter.’
Micheal had no records or future knowledge about the Sanctum layout, so everything he encountered here would be unknown territory.
The one thing he did know, however, was what lay before him.
The culmination of all of his efforts here on the Second Layer…
A power reserved for the Gods.
It was finally time.
“Hold on, Serena.” Micheal’s voice was unusually calm as he drew her back, pulling her away from the Fifth Gate.
“Micheal?” Serena stared at him, sensing something unusual in his voice.
Micheal smiled back reassuringly.
“Let me check if it’s safe.”
Micheal turned around as soon as he finished speaking, his heart pounding with anticipation.
‘Let’s not waste any time on something this important.’
With a goal he had been searching for right before him, Micheal made the decision to move swiftly.
Without hesitation, he entered the Fifth Gate, crossing through the Portal into the Sanctum.
Instead of taking his time to observe his surroundings further, Micheal’s eyes latched onto one of the open sarcophaguses. His legs blurred as he leapt forward, activating his Temporal Bubble Ability to move as fast as possible.
In a split second, Micheal rested his right hand on the corpse of a Toren.
As he did so, he called up a small blue screen, the special reward he earned on the First Layer.
.
—-Champion’s Gift—-
You have become a hero of ages, a Champion for your race. As a conqueror, you will destroy your enemies while reaping the benefits.
You may gain the Attribute of any race whose essence you absorb. (Limited to one use)
.
As soon as he rested his hand on the Toren corpse, Micheal sensed, innately, how to activate his ‘Champion’s Gift.’ He did so immediately, without a trace of hesitation in his mind.
In the movies, critical moments like this were prime material for moments to go wrong.
‘Reality isn’t a movie, but it never hurts to plan for the worst.’ He thought, moving quickly. 
The world seemed to freeze around Micheal for a split second, his vision turning gray… until a moment later, where it unfroze, reality returning to normal so quickly he would have questioned his senses if not for his perfect memory.
As the world unfroze, Micheal looked at two new blue screens that had just appeared, floating in the air in front of him.
.
—-Champion’s Gift – In-Progress —-
Essence Absorbed: Essence of a Deity
.
—-Champion’s Gift – Completed —-
Attribute Obtained: Birthright of the Divine – The Titles System
.
A surreal feeling swept over Micheal as he stared at the screens. As he read them over, he realized that something had changed inside of him, something related to his Soul.
A couple of seconds passed as he stood still, his focus drawn inward, sensing the changes to his Soul.
‘I feel slightly different… like I can call something up?’ Micheal’s eyes lit up.
“Micheal?” Serena’s voice echoed in the air as she waved at Micheal, standing outside the Fifth Gate.
“Ah, my bad. Hold on.” Micheal shook his head, snapping back to the present.
“Let me-”
Lightshorn appeared in Micheal’s right hand as he cut his words off, his body twisting to the right as he flared his Ki.
A split second later, an enormous explosion of stone, dust, and old rock showered the room as a large figure smashed through the wall, landing a dozen meters north of Micheal.
‘What the hell… the movies were right.’ Micheal thought, holding Lightshorn out in front of him. His eyes narrowed as he coated the sword with Master Class Sword Energy, trying to pierce through the veil of dust that shrouded the figure that had just arrived.
‘Is it some type of defensive Golem?’ Micheal immediately activated his Eyes of the Deep Ability, creating a Divine Scan.
Micheal’s question was answered as the dust cleared and the large figure spoke.
“You damned rats are everywhere.”
The Divine Scan finished...
And Micheal’s heart froze.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Toren
Title: The Herald of Ruin
Traits: (unassigned)
STR:   A-    (Growth Rate: Legendary or lower)
END:  B+   (Growth Rate: Legendary or lower)
REG:   B     (Growth Rate: Mythical or lower)
SOUL:  S-    (Growth Rate: Mythical or higher)
MANA:  A-    (Growth Rate: Mythical or lower)
Path Notes: A Toren with the Soul of a Dark Wraith that walks a cluttered Path. Traces of the Path of Lightning, the Path of the Fist, the Path of the Sword, the Path of the Spear, the Path of the Staff, the Path of the Dagger, the Path of the Axe, and the Path of the Mace are present.
.
It was at that moment, in the second timeline, that Micheal came face to face with the First Lord, Orion Thunderfist.
A Titled Deity.
.




Chapter 68

Orion Thunderfist was having a bad day.
As the newly-crowned Titled Deity reflected on himself, in the midst of falling back into the Sanctum and encountering yet another human attacker, he thought back to where it all started.
‘It was there.’ Orion thought, his eyes narrowing.
‘Ever since this fight started.’
That was when things began to go wrong.
This should have been one of the happiest days in Orion’s life.
He had finally accomplished a goal he’d been working towards for centuries.
After endless years of torment, he finally escaped his old, arthritis-ridden body and obtained a new, healthy form. This Toren body felt as if it was built for martial arts, possessing immense strength and durability.
‘Sure, I’m still adjusting to it.’ Orion acknowledged, accepting his own faults. So many years of his body rebelling against him had dulled his instincts, forcing him to adapt in the moment.
‘But that’s not why things are going wrong.’
‘...’
Time seemed to rewind as memories of the battle flooded to the forefront of Orion’s mind.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
The first thing Orion did, after tossing aside the corpse off the Fourth Lord, was flare his Aura. The crushing weight of his Ki spread out from his body, merging with his killing intent to create a massive show of force. The ground beneath the First Lord shattered as that shockwave spread out, its chaotic force merging with the lightning that had appeared on Orion’s hands.
‘When facing multiple opponents, the most important thing to break isn’t their bones…’ Orion thought, his mind cool and collected.
‘It’s their will.’
He had seen it countless times before in his battles against all sorts of creatures, from the Deities that invaded his homeland to the Blue Drakes he hunted down and eradicated.
Of course, the warriors standing before him did not falter in front of his Aura. They were the best of the best, the strongest Humans, Farians, and Rakkonians that Orion had ever met.
“Not half bad.” Orion muttered to himself as he casually stepped to the side, dodging a beam of molten fire. Getting hit by that would not be pleasant.
‘Great Wizard Shahsta.’ Orion took note of the Rakkonian Wizard’s scepter as he felt the waves of fierce heat that emanated off the beam of fire.
‘She has let her emotions get the best of her.’
The scepter she wielded, the Emberless Scepter, was a special Artifact that amplified the power of her abilities. Orion recognized it from the reports he had received from his subordinates.
In the moment Orion took to side-step the attack, he was immediately met with a second assailant.
‘Fortuna.’
A silver rapier cut through the air, appearing in front of Orion’s neck in a split second. A shockwave followed after the rapier, the sheer concentrated force hidden behind this attack enough to set the air to rippling.
‘A sharp attack.’ Orion observed as he raised his left hand in an instant.
‘However…’
Just before the rapier could pierce through Orion’s neck, the First Lord’s left hand intercepted it. Golden energy gleamed around Orion’s fist as he grabbed ahold of the sword with his bare hand, stopping it in mid-air.
‘Not even a Master.’
The clash of energy on the blade sent out a bright flash of light as Orion’s Master Tier Fist Energy slammed into Fortuna’s Advanced Tier Sword Energy, grinding the weapon to a halt.
“Pathetic.”
Orion clenched his fist, intending to shatter the rapier.
As he took action, however, he was taken aback. The moment he tried to destroy the weapon, it vanished. Orion’s fist crushed down on empty air, sending out a small explosion of energy and air.
‘Not bad. Did he store it in a Spatial Ring?’ Orion’s eyes bored into Fortuna.
From the corner of his vision, Orion spotted several more attacks flying his way. The trio of Knight Commanders of the Purgatory Church had led a charge towards him, while the Rakkonian Great Wizard prepared another flaming salvo.
Before he could respond to any of them, however…
A silver rapier reappeared at the edge of his vision, bearing down on his left eye.
‘He’s got style, but…’ Orion admired the Human’s effort before stamping down on the ground with his right foot.
“Naive.”
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 3rd Chapter, 7th Passage.’
The name of the technique resonated in Orion’s Soul, countless centuries of effort and training merging together.
‘Shatter the Earth.’
The world exploded.
With Orion at its epicenter, an enormous 40 meters wide crater blasted its way into existence as the First Lord imbued an immense amount of Ki and Elemental Lightning into the earth, destroying it. The subsequent shockwave from the impact threw Fortuna backwards, sending the warrior sailing through the air.
Likewise, the trio of Knight Commanders stopped their rush and fell back, the wave of energy overpowering them. The Rakkonian Great Wizard also faltered, her Spellcasting interrupted as she stumbled back.
‘Amateurs.’
As shards of rock and stone flew upward, Orion couldn’t help but frown.
‘Are they only at this level?’
In what took only a fraction of a second, Orion reached out with both hands and grabbed ahold of six palm sized clumps of rock that were flying through the air. In another fraction of a second, Orion imbued these rocks with Master Tier Dagger Energy, transforming the rocks from base stone to abruptly hewn rock daggers.
In less than half a second, Orion crafted and threw half a dozen Master Tier Weapon Energy-imbued stone daggers.
The first dagger plunged towards Fortuna, cutting towards him in mid-air. The last remaining of Humanity’s Barons just barely managed to detect and deflect the piecemeal weapon whilst spinning through the air, gracefully landing on the ground as he tried to shake off the aftereffects of the immense shockwave Orion had created.
‘He’s not bad.’
The second, third, and fourth daggers cut towards the trio of Knight Commanders. The warriors, already assuming a defensive stance in response to Orion’s ‘Shatter the Earth’ technique, managed to block the daggers, but not before they were flung backwards more than a dozen meters simply because of the raw force behind the attack.
‘Weak.’
The fifth dagger was aimed directly at the Nirvana Saint’s head.
The leader of the Purgatory Church simply narrowed his eyes as he saw the attack fly towards him. In the split second before it hit him, a gold and white book appeared, floating in the air.
The fifth dagger slammed into that golden book and abruptly disintegrated into motes of light.
‘A Defensive Artifact?’
The final sixth dagger cut through the air towards the actual main target of his attack.
The Great Wizard Shahsta.
‘It’s always best to get rid of the Wizards first.’
It was a lesson Orion had learned in blood, back when he was eradicating the Blue Drakes from the Ancient World.
Unlike the others, Shahsta lacked the reaction speed and physical prowess necessary to dodge his attack.
‘If she doesn’t have any Defensive Arti-wait what?’
Orion’s eyes bulged as something completely out of his expectations took place.
His throw missed.
‘Impossible.’
An odd sense of incongruence swept over the First Lord as he watched the dagger soar just an inch away from the Great Wizard’s head, narrowly missing killing her.
Orion’s instincts flared at the odd sight, warning him that something was wrong.
He shouldn’t have missed.
But he did.
Why?
Orion got no time to answer that question as he felt several dozen impacts on his arms, chest, and head.
The sounds of gunfire echoed out as the subordinates Baron Fortuna brought with him opened fire. Dozens of rounds slammed into Orion’s golden flesh and bounced off, the skin enhanced by his Ki to become bulletproof, even to armor-piercing bullets.
“Damned rats.” Orion’s eyes glowed white as he held out his hands in front of him.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 3rd Chapter, 5th Passage.’
Bright energy gathered around Orion’s hands, concentrating in such intensity that the air was set to trembling.
‘Clear the Skies.’
Orion clapped his hands together.
An vast, rippling wave of lightning blasted out into the air, creating yet another large-scale shockwave. This time, however, the shockwave was aimed up and outward. The strange technique created an immense, concussive wave of energy that ravaged the air, slamming into everyone present equally.
The massive impact felt akin to someone taking a sledgehammer to the skull, spread to everyone present equally, including Orion.
Most of the humans present collapsed, bleeding from their eyes, ears, and nose as the riotous energy ran rampant. The huge pressure wave blasted away any dust and stone that was still floating from Orion’s previous attack, clearing the air around them.
The only warriors remaining were few: the Nirvana Saint and his Knight Commanders, Baron Fortuna, the Lord Justiciar, the Great Wizard Shahsta, Prime, and Yvvtal.
Every other being present had been incapacitated, at least for a few minutes, all from a single indirect attack by Orion Thunderfist.
The World’s Strongest.
“Is there any reason you aren’t attacking me?”
The Lord Justiciar’s voice boomed as he leapt forward, landing half a dozen meters in front of Orion.
The First Lord paused, a small smile appearing on his face as he turned his attention towards Gregor.
“Tricks like that won’t work on people like us.”
Orion’s entire demeanor began to shift as he focused on Gregor, his eyes growing cold.
If before, he had been a hunter playing with his prey, now, he was a cold-blooded predator cautiously eyeing his target. The pressure that flowed off of Orion’s gaze was countless times heavier than before, a promise of death and destruction.
“Don’t group me with someone like you.”
Gregor’s spat as he held out his sword in front of him. A blood red Aura clung to the Farian as his muscles bulged, his Primordial Giant Bloodline greatly enhancing his strength and durability.
Though it wasn’t very obvious or apparent, the Lord Justiciar had assumed a measured, ready stance. His legs were set slightly more than a meter apart, his shoulders tucked back ever so slightly, and his arms raised.
It was a sign of absolute focus from the normally jovial Lord Justiciar.
“Like recognizes like.” Orion returned as he assumed a stance of his own.
For a tense moment, the world around Orion and Gregor seemed to grow still. Time itself seemed to slow down as the two warriors faced off against each other.
In the background, the various forces of the Human Alliance gradually recovered. The Great Wizard regained her focus, while the Knight Commanders retreated to the Nirvana Saint’s position, and Baron Fortuna finally managed to land on the ground.
That tense moment seemed to stretch out, as if it would never end.
And that was exactly when it ended.
A shockwave of energy rocketed outwards as the two warriors collided and began a deadly duel.
As the battle began to unfold in earnest, however, Orion’s instincts continued to flare.
He just couldn’t quite shake the feeling of incongruency, that he was missing something.
It was a feeling that stayed with him even as he constantly tracked everyone around him.
From the Nirvana Saint, who was gathering energy to activate some type of Ability, to the trio of Knight Commanders, Baron Fortuna, Shahsta…
And even the two figures that hadn’t yet joined in the fight.
A burly, muscular warrior with silver hair, glaring at him from several dozen meters away…
And a green-eyed man with golden hair, whose gaze never left him.
.




Chapter 69

It didn’t make any sense.
Orion’s eyes were cold as he reached up to his left shoulder and, with a quiet grunt, ripped out a large silver spear. Blood poured down from the jagged hole, staining his arm red and stopping only after the Dark Wraith channeled Elemental Lightning to sear the wound shut.
‘47 minutes.’
The First Lord ducked slightly, narrowly avoiding a brilliant beam of yellow light aimed at his head. In the same movement, he reached out with his left hand and slightly shifted his stance, gathering an immense amount of energy in his arm.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 2nd Chapter, 2nd Passage.’
Lightning crackled around the open palm of his left hand, coalescing into a massive vertical whirlpool.
‘Force Dispersal.’
A split second later, a scorching wave of molten fire smashed into Orion. It was a tremendous attack, a wave of flame a dozen meters high and wide, aiming to overwhelm the First Lord and leave him no room for escape. The heat from the attack was fierce enough to melt the earth it washed over in a fraction of a second, turning it into blackened slag.
However….
Instead of incinerating the First Lord, the wave of fire slammed into the vortex of lightning Orion had created. Immediately, all of the heat and energy within the attack was drawn into that whirlpool and flung to the side, dispersed in a mesmerizing flare of light.
The attack failed, but its flashy, dying fanfare bought Orion a few seconds reprieve to gather his thoughts.
“47 minutes.” Orion muttered out loud, his voice deep and guttural, tinged with a hint of emotion.
Disbelief.
From the time this battle began to now, 47 minutes had passed…
And he had failed to kill even one of his targets.
It was unbelievable.
As the smoke from the wave of fire cleared, Orion’s surroundings gradually came into focus.
Apart from the still intact Sanctum behind him, the landscape around him was devastated. The ground was littered with enormous gouges, cracks, and burnt rock. The air was dyed gray from smoke and ash, quivering from the frequent clash of powerful energy attacks.
Orion’s gaze latched onto his attackers as the air cleared, his focus never wavering.
Directly in front of him was the Lord Justiciar. Blood dripped down from Gregor’s mouth, ears, and nose, a sign of overexertion and proof that Orion’s attacks were taking effect, but the Farian stood tall nevertheless, the only warrior present that could match the First Lord in terms of raw power.
Behind Gregor, and slightly to Orion’s right, stood the Great Wizard Shahsta. The woman’s face was pale and covered in blood, but still radiating a steadfast determination to fight on.
‘A brave fool is still a fool.’
Defensive Artifacts could only do so much. A Wizard should never engage in close combat when facing an opponent of his caliber.
Around the 19 minute mark of this battle, the Defensive Artifacts and Spells Shahsta had prepared to protect herself finally failed. The Wizard had tried to fall back to reapply them, but not before the shockwaves from Orion’s attacks ruptured both her eyes and her ears.
The Rakkonian Wizard could use Magic to compensate for that loss, but her injuries were taking their toll, slowing her attacks.
The wind stirred ever so slightly behind Orion.
Nigh-instantly, the First Lord took a half step forward and spun to his right, raising his right arm up in front of his chest.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 1st Chapter, 4th Passage.’
A mix of Elemental Lightning gathered around his forearm and then rapidly condensed in on itself, merging with Master Tier Fist Energy until it was barely a centimeter thick.
‘Heaven’s Wall.’
Not a moment later, a blood-red rapier slammed into his arm. The air crackled as the sword glowed, black energy flickering around it briefly. The powerful sneak attack stabbed forward around 1/3rd of the way through the extraordinarily dense layer of energy on the First Lord’s arm before halting, unable to truly connect.
‘How many swords did this man bring?’ Orion thought, his eyes zeroing in on the opponent in front of him.
Or, rather… zeroing in on where his attacker should have been.
Somewhere around the 12 minute mark of the fight, this human fighter, Baron Fortuna, had activated some Ability or Artifact that allowed himself to turn invisible. The warrior had turned to launching countless sneak attacks, attempting to take advantage of Orion’s split focus.
Of course, those attempts failed.
‘Shatter.’
As soon as the rapier made contact with Orion’s forearm, the Dark Wraith flexed the energy on his arm, forcing it to seek out and collide with Fortuna’s sword. Elemental Lightning was an unstable energy at best, and when it merged with Master Tier Weapon Energy of any kind, it gained terrible destructive properties.
The rebound of energy slammed into the rapier and shattered it, destroying the Artifact.
‘He let go? Not bad.’ Orion’s senses were incredibly keen, in-tune with the world around him in a way few beings could match. As soon as the sword broke, he could instantly tell that the warrior had abandoned his weapon and retreated.
After Orion realized Fortuna could dematerialize his sword at will, storing it in his Spatial Ring to avoid Orion’s counterattacks, the First Lord had adjusted his strategy. Now, every time Fortuna attacked, the Dark Wraith forced the human to sacrifice his weapon or give up on his attack, leaving him no opportunity to play around.
‘That’s his 13th sword.’ He noted. Fortuna’s Sword Mastery was no match for his own, forcing the warrior to avoid direct confrontations.
In the air, around a dozen meters away, the First Lord’s keen eyes spotted several drops of blood falling to the ground.
‘Invisibility is meaningless if you can’t-’ Before Orion could even finish his train of thought, the Dark Wraith cut himself off with a grimace.
With superhuman reflexes, Orion twisted his head out of the way as another beam of light attempted to pierce through his brain. A second and soon third beam of light followed as Orion contorted his body, smoothly dodging each attack.
“Saint.” The First Lord turned an irritated glare towards the Nirvana Saint.
Standing nearly 100 meters off to his left, the Nirvana Saint’s eyes glowed golden as he lobbed laser beams of light at Orion’s skull. In his right hand, the Nirvana Saint held open the same gold and white book, some sort of Artifact the First Lord failed to recognize.
Standing next to the Nirvana Saint were two of his Knight Commanders, the Sun Knight and the Cloud Knight. Both warriors were bloodied and bruised, their armor damaged and torn.
The third Knight Commander, Francis Dubois, the Sea Knight, knelt on the ground behind them, his face pale. Of the enemies Orion faced, the Sea Knight was in the worst shape, missing his right arm and right eye, nearly unconscious from blood loss.
‘It’s the price you pay for the spear you left in me.’ The spear Orion ripped out of his shoulder belonged to the Sea Knight, the result of a coordinated strike by the 3 Knight Commanders and the Nirvana Saint.
Midway through his thoughts, another beam of light flashed towards Orion’s head.
‘I heard he’s a newer arrival on the Ancient World… he hasn’t had enough time to adjust to this land.’ Orion observed.
Sweat covered the forehead of the Nirvana Saint as he focused on Orion. The leader of the Purgatory Church put every iota of focus he possessed on the Dark Wraith, using the strongest technique he currently possessed: ‘Judgement Rays.’
These beams of light were a unique power he drew upon using his Ability ‘Solomon’s Book.’ Each beam possessed incredible penetrating power, capable of boring through a mountain in a matter of seconds.
The First Lord made it look simple, smoothly dodging each laser beam of light that the Nirvana Saint sent out, but the reality was far from that.
While the attacks didn’t truly move at the speed of light, the laser beams burnt through the air at an extraordinary speed. Even Orion himself was unable to physically track the attack, the laser beam simply appearing in his vision all at once.
However… while Orion couldn’t track the Judgement Ray, he could track the movements of the Nirvana Saint.
‘He lacks experience.’
Orion’s observations were spot on.
The Nirvana Saint had arrived on the Second Layer only recently. In that time, the leader of the Purgatory Church not only had to ‘clean house’ to cleanse the Church of the Vile King’s Seeds, but also organize and take complete control of the Purgatory Church.
The precious little time he had left he devoted to his training and growth, but as much as a genius as the Nirvana Saint was, it wasn’t enough to overcome the martial instincts of the World’s Strongest.
“It’s not you.”
The slightest of movements that the Nirvana Saint made, in Orion’s eyes, practically telegraphed his attacks. The Nirvana Saint had realized this as the battle went on, and made efforts to disguise his attacks, but it wasn’t enough to escape the First Lord’s eyes.
“Oho?” Orion’s eyes practically glowed as he dodged a few more of the Nirvana Saint’s Judgement Rays and turned his focus back to the man in front of him.
The only warrior here he recognized as truly dangerous.
Gregor Mantorel.
The Lord Justiciar walked forward slowly, ignoring the blood that dripped down from his face. Every step he took was measured and precise, a strange Aura rising about him as he moved.
In the one moment, his movements seemed slow, almost too slow.
In the next…
He was already there, just two meters apart from Orion.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 3rd Chapter, 1st Passage.’
Orion’s eyes blazed as he punched forward, Elemental Lightning and Master Tier Fist Energy swarming his fist.
In the same moment, the Lord Justiciar cut forward with every fiber of his being, imbuing his sword with Master Tier Sword Energy.
‘Thunderous Assault.’
An enormous shockwave blasted out as the two attacks connected, cratering the already devastated earth. A storm of debris flung upward into the air, hard, rock shrapnel that shot out faster than the eye could see.
The awe-inspiring attack sent both fighters stumbling backwards. Gregor’s arms bulged as he flew back several steps before regaining his footing, his arm twitching from the impact. His body was covered in a pulsating blood-red Aura, shrugging off the strings of Elemental Lightning that tried to cling to him.
Orion fared slightly better, falling back only a single step. The two were almost equally matched in strength, Orion relying on his Lord Tier Ki and the powerful natural strength of the Toren body he had just obtained, while Gregor utilized his Primordial Giant Bloodline to great effect.
“It’s not you, either.” Orion muttered, ducking instinctively as he dodged yet another laser beam from the Nirvana Saint.
‘48 minutes.’
This fight has lasted 48 minutes thus far…
48 minutes, by itself, wasn’t an enormous or odd amount of time to most.
To Orion, however…
This was the longest battle he’d fought in more than 700 years.
‘It’s strange. You should be dead.’ Orion’s eyes flickered, from the invisible Fortuna, whose movements he faintly detected somewhere off to his left, to the Rakkonian Great Wizard behind Gregor, who was in the midst readying a new attack.
48 minutes had passed. In that time, he instinctively felt that he should have killed Fortuna, all 3 Knight Commanders, and the Great Wizard Shahsta. The fact that they were alive, that he had failed to kill them, was strange.
It gave him a sense of cognitive dissonance that he couldn’t simply shrug off.
He knew they should be dead. The martial arts he had spent hundreds and hundreds of years perfecting were not something amateurs like this could survive.
‘Is it you two?’
Orion’s gaze snapped off to his far right for a brief moment.
There, a golden haired man stood holding two swords, standing next to a burly, muscular warrior with silver hair.
The silver haired man had gathered a tremendous amount of energy inside his body over the course of the battle, but had remained on the sidelines, yet to attack. Orion had kept track of the palpable level of power the human had condensed inside himself throughout the fight, never lowering his guard even once.
The golden haired man, however…
He just stood there, as if he had no plans to attack.
Orion’s intuition flared.
He didn’t know how.
He didn’t know why.
He didn’t even know if he was right.
But at that moment in time, Orion’s intuition told him one thing.
‘It’s him.’
The inexplicable reason for his failure, the unsettling, cognitive dissonance that had permeated this entire fight…
It was because of him.
‘The man with golden hair.’
Abruptly, the entire Aura about Orion changed.
The wild, chaotic air of a warrior in the midst of battle seemed to vanish, replaced by cool, calm focus.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 1st Chapter, 2nd Passage.’
For a short moment, the world around Orion seemed to stand completely still. Everything went calm, for a brief, blissful second.
That moment passed.
And…
‘Chasing Thunder.’
Orion vanished.
There was no other way to describe it as the Dark Wraith moved with such tremendous speed that it defied reason.
This deceptively simple movement condensed an enormous amount of both Ki and Elemental Lightning into his legs in a split second. The powerful, rioting energy was entirely self contained, leaking not even the slightest trace as he devoted everything he had to his fastest instant movement technique.
In less than 1/10th of a second, Orion re-appeared directly in front of the golden haired man.
And it was here that the First Lord, the World Strongest, Orion Thunderfist, finally came face to face with the single most annoying opponent he had fought in his entire life:
Director Prime.
.




Chapter 70

In a world frozen in time, Director Prime sat calmly on a short, wooden chair and examined the scene before him.
“He’s caught on.” Prime frowned.
Prime’s voice echoed in the still air as he talked to himself, a habit he had picked up over the countless years he had spent alone.
Around 35 meters away from Prime stood Orion, his eyes piercing towards Prime.
The powerful Dark Wraith had just now begun to move, his legs smashing down upon the earth with a tremendous amount of force.
Prime stood up from his chair and walked over towards where the First Lord was standing. After reaching him, he crouched down, pushing aside a few bits of floating rock that had flown up after Orion began kicking off the ground.
“There’s no visible indicator of energy.”
After a few seconds' consideration, Prime pulled out a large, glowing red notebook, a black pen, and a low desk.
He then sat down on the ground and placed the notebook on the desk, opening it to the 108th page.
“Observations Log: Orion’s Movement Technique #17b.”
Prime rapidly began to note down everything he could see about this movement technique, marking his observations down in great detail. From the way Orion had shifted his weight, to the method in which the First Lord positioned his limbs.
He made meticulous notes of everything, even going so far as to draw accurate sketches of the warrior’s stance.
Prime had adapted to living inside a world frozen in time. While it wasn’t possible to take a picture, writing down everything he observed was a good enough substitute.
The notebooks Prime used weren’t normal notebooks. They were Artifacts he had purchased from the Shop, known as ‘Memory Journals.’
Normal notebooks would revert any changes he made to them after he released his World Matrix Type Ability. Memory Journals, on the other hand, were a special type of Artifact that were intricately linked to his memory. Everything he wrote down in those Artifacts was imprinted upon his mind, permanently saved in a copy that was linked to his memories.
These were the sole Artifacts Prime had found, throughout the entire
Shop, that allowed him to actually do something here inside this world frozen in time.
“Hmm.” Prime muttered after a few seconds, putting down his pen.
After a moment’s thought, Prime tapped on his Spatial Ring. In it, he brought out 7 more notebooks that he carefully categorized on his small, wooden desk.
“I see. It’s mostly an internal technique.”
Prime read through his notebooks, refreshing his memory on everything he had observed before. He compared Orion’s current movement technique to those he had already witnessed, noting down any visible differences.
After several minutes, Prime set down his notebooks and looked up. His eyes narrowed as he took a deep breath before slowly exhaling.
Prime then tapped on his Spatial Ring, bringing out a set of large and small surgical knives.
And then…
Prime stabbed the knife into the flesh of Orion’s leg.
Gradually, bit by bit, Prime worked the knife forward as he cut through the warrior’s leg, separating muscles, tendons, and ligaments from each other. His precise, surgical incisions unveiled a scene of tightly condensed energy, overlapping in a repeating cylindrical pattern, inscribed internally.
Drops of blood flew out from the injuries, floating in the air in front of Prime and obscuring his vision. Prime tapped on his Spatial Ring in response, bringing out a large white towel, wiping up the blood so it didn’t hover mid-air.
Nothing he did inside this world frozen in time was permanent; even the blood-soaked towel he set on the ground would revert to normal as soon as he released his World Matrix Type Ability.
Minutes slipped into hours as Prime dissected Orion’s entire body, tracing changes in musculature, energy concentration, and body positioning.
It was tedious.
It was draining.
It was incredibly boring.
And…
This was how Prime fought.
“It’s still remarkable, every time I see it.” Prime muttered, staring at Orion.
“The body of a Toren.”
It was a statement that would have shocked Micheal to hear; Prime had recognized the body that Orion had occupied.
One of the first things Prime had done, after arriving on the Second Layer, was seek out power.
Prime’s defeat against Micheal on the First Layer had left the man in a state of loss and confusion. It had been a crushing blow to Prime’s self-esteem and confidence, one that a lesser man would’ve failed to overcome.
But not Prime.
Instead, to him, it was a wake-up call.
A lesson learned in the agony of defeat and the misery of failure.
‘I lost because I was weak.’
He acknowledged his defeat, coming to terms with the reasons for his failure.
Prime was not a careless man. If anything, Prime considered himself to be a bit too paranoid, always checking, double checking, and triple checking every action he took.
It was something he forced himself to do, because he knew he was not the genius others thought he was.
What he couldn’t make up for in natural talent, he matched with his willingness to spend inordinate amounts of time to achieve an equal, or greater, result.
If he had been just a little bit faster… just a little bit stronger… a little bit more prepared…
These thoughts had plagued Prime after his fight with Micheal, and, as a result, he set about ensuring they wouldn’t happen again.
In the Ancient World, there existed a series of mysterious Inheritances called the Twelve Tombs. They were the sole surviving Blue Drake Inheritances, at least among those known to exist in the public eye.
Prime had sought out these Inheritances, passing a series of incredibly dangerous trials and proving his merit. He had been justly rewarded, gaining greater strength and power, his blood imbued with several drops of Draconic Energy, normally something only a Dragon could possess.
It was here, inside the depths of the Twelve Tombs, that Prime first discovered records of an ancient war from long ago. A war between three powerful races.
The Dark Wraiths.
The Blue Drakes.
And…
The Torens.
“Why is a Toren serving as the First Lord of the Byrens?” Prime muttered as he stared at Orion’s fearsome visage, a frown marring his appearance.
It was a question he couldn’t answer, no matter how hard he thought.
“A Toren that channels Elemental Lightning, like a Dark Wraith, but possesses tremendous Ki stores and incredible Martial Mastery, like a Byren.” Prime continued, shaking his head.
After a few seconds, he sighed quietly to himself.
“I feel as if there’s a much greater story hidden here… but I suppose it doesn’t matter now.”
Prime’s gaze grew cold as he focused back on Orion.
As he stared at him, his mind flowed backwards, to his memories of when the fight had just begun.
At that time, Prime remembered his first impression as he saw Orion jump into battle.
“Beautiful.”
It was the only way Prime could think to describe it as he sat and watched the greatest Martial Artist he had ever witnessed go to war.
Every movement Orion made, every attack he unleashed, every step he took, was full of an incredible, calculated grace that was inhumanly precise.
What was even more absurd, in Prime’s eyes, was that Orion was visibly improving as the battle went on.
‘No, perhaps improving is the wrong word.’ Prime had realized at some point.
‘It’s almost as if he’s adjusting his skills to match his body.’ It was a casual observation Prime made, unaware how close to the truth he truly was.
Orion was an incredible warrior… but it wasn’t until Prime watched Orion face off against Gregor Mantorel that he truly realized the full extent of the First Lord’s prowess.
The Lord Justiciar.
Prime had heard countless tales of the most famed Farian warrior, stories that reached even the ears of humans far to the south of the Dragon Mountains.
The strongest Farian in history.
The descendant of a Primordial Giant.
A Swordmaster of unmatched skill.
So, when the two warriors faced off, the World’s Strongest versus the Lord Justiciar, Prime had thought he was prepared for what it would look like.
He couldn’t have been more wrong.
It was a display of raw martial skill that Prime had never witnessed before in his life, more akin to a scene from an action movie than an actual, real fight.
Memories rose to the forefront of Prime’s mind as he recalled their first clash.
Orion had just finished rebuffing the others when he and Gregor began to duel.
‘Incredible.’
When Orion attacked Fortuna and the Nirvana Saint, when he defended against the Knight Commanders and Shahsta, the battle was rough and ugly, full of Magic and Abilities, scarring the air with light and color.
When Orion dueled with Gregor… it was different.
The fight began with Orion’s right fist rushing for Gregor’s head, covered in a layer of crackling white energy. The Lord Justiciar reacted by stabbing his sword forward towards Orion’s heart, with Master Tier Sword Energy coating his blade in a deadly edge.
Orion responded to that by raising his left fist to redirect the force from Gregor’s stab into the Lord Justiciar’s right hand, who in return dodged Orion’s fist by kicking the ground and causing it to jut forward several inches, throwing Orion off balance.
Orion returned by twisting his body to the left and bringing his right elbow down, aiming to crush Gregor’s skull while regaining his balance. The Lord Justicar responded by kicking out with his left knee, slamming it into Orion’s back, to which the First Lord reacted by twisting his entire body in one smooth, spinning motion, leading with his own returning kick, slamming into Gregor’s left knee.
It was a battle of a thousand steps, each taking place over the course of a tiny fraction of a second, all within arms reach.
Every minute move each warrior made had its own response, and then a response to that response, and a response to that response’s response.
It was an incredibly intricate display of skill.
And…
It was brutal.
Orion and Gregor traded dozens of blows with each other, each attack containing enough force to obliterate a boulder with ease, like it was nothing.
It wasn’t flashy or ostentatious, nor was it delicate and graceful.
It was raw, unadulterated violence that held back nothing at all.
And it was here that Prime realized how dangerous this situation was.
‘I need to act. Right now.’
Orion was a monster.
Gregor was a monster too, he had to be if he was capable of trading blows evenly with the First Lord…
But Orion was doing all of that, while fighting everyone at the same time…
And he was holding back.
In the records of the ancient war between the Torens, the Dark Wraiths, and the Blue Drakes, there lay stories of a being who possessed powers surpassing all others.
A Toren by the name of Sion Swordsoul.
A Titled Deity.
At the start of the battle, Prime had noticed the small, blue screen that had appeared, floating in the air briefly in front of Orion.
A screen that proclaimed that the First Lord had obtained a Title.
The historical records Prime had sifted through in the Twelve Tombs had been expansive. They had outlined many parts of the ancient war, highlighting how it took place after the Torens ‘Ascended’ and became ‘Deities.’
And… those records, in particular, focused on the horror that was a ‘Titled’ Deity.
Prime didn’t know for sure why Orion had elected to not use his Title. He assumed it was due to a mix of pride, confidence, and arrogance, but couldn’t confirm either way.
What he did know was that he could not afford to let the First Lord grow any stronger than he already was.
And so…
He began to interfere.
‘Telekinetic Push.’
It was the name of a new Ability Prime had purchased, a power he chose after his fight with Mantis and the Beasts of Providence.
Prime’s greatest strength was his ability to stop time, allowing him to plan out his each and every action in excruciating detail.
His greatest weakness, on the other hand, was that his body could not keep up with his mind.
And so, Prime purchased an Ability that made up for that failing.
Telekinetic Push. It was an Ability that cost 408,556 Points, an astonishingly high amount for its rather simplistic name.
It did exactly what its namesake implied: granted Prime telekinetic powers, growing in scale based on his Soul stat.
Throughout the past 48 minutes, Prime had constantly interfered with the fight at hand. He kept his actions to a minimum, concealing his movements and striking as subtly as possible, all the while preventing Orion from attacking freely.
‘Preemptive strikes are key.’
Orion was a genius.
Prime acknowledged that, and planned his actions accordingly.
If Prime used his powers directly on the First Lord, Orion would have noticed early on. No matter how subtle his touch, the First Lord’s remarkable senses would doubtlessly pick up on Prime’s interference.
So, instead, Prime used his powers on his allies.
It didn’t matter that he couldn’t weaken Orion’s attacks if he could make his teammates' movements perfect.
A slight push here, a minor repositioning there. A quiet shifting of the center of gravity for Fortuna’s attack in this moment, a millisecond preemptive dodge for Gregor in that moment.
Like a conductor directing a grand orchestra, Prime put on a magnificent play that cut off every opportunity Orion attempted to create. It was mind-numbingly excruciating and an extreme test of Prime’s patience…
But he had nothing but time on his hands.
And… it worked.
For 48 minutes straight, Prime prevented Orion from landing even a single fatal blow on his allies.
In that time, he wore down the First Lord’s stamina. Orion might be the World’s Strongest, but the enemies he faced here were some of the greatest elites on the planet. The First Lord’s injuries might not appear significant compared to the damage he dealt, but every blow counted.
Alas, all good things must come to an end.
Orion’s instincts verged on the supernatural.
Despite not showing even the slightest physical indication of interference, the First Lord had somehow managed to pick up on Prime’s actions. Even Prime wasn’t sure how he had been caught. Nevertheless, that was the reality he faced.
Prime’s mind snapped back to the present as he stood up, closing his Memory Journals and storing them in his Spatial Ring, alongside everything else he had taken out.
If he had been alone, Prime thought he probably would have retreated.
No matter how much he interfered, there was only so much he could do about Orion. The preparations he had made for this fight were woefully insufficient, based off faulty, incomplete knowledge.
However…
Prime smiled.
He was not alone.
Time returned to normal.
And…
Just moments before Orion arrived in front of Prime, ready to tear the human apart, limb from limb…
“I’ll kill you, Toren.”
Yvvtal the Destroyer entered the fray.
.




Chapter 71

..
For hundreds of years, there existed a man whose Soul had lain dormant, hidden away inside an Inheritance, cut off from the rest of the world…
Waiting.
For the day he could return. For the day he could fulfill his destiny.
That man was an anomaly.
He was a Toren who foresaw the fall of his own people.
A Fallen Deity who did his best to save them…
A man who failed.
And now, among his people…
He stood alone.
Bearing a mission no man should have to carry.
To right the wrongs of an entire Race.
Most would flee in the face of such a daunting task.
Give up in despair.
Cry that one man’s efforts could change nothing.
But not him.
He would not falter.
He would not break.
His name was Yvvtal.
The Destroyer.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Orion was a hair’s breadth away from ripping apart the golden haired man when it happened.
His instincts screamed at him.
Danger.
He, the First Lord of all these lands, the World's Strongest, was in danger.
In that split second, Orion had to make an instant decision. A choice that he would never be able to take back.
To continue his attack, confident in his abilities and strength, trained over hundreds of years.
Or…
To give up his pride and trust in his instincts.
The First Lord had barely any time to think.
Even so, the decision grated on him like nothing had in centuries.
It was laughable.
Throughout this entire fight, he had never felt himself to truly be in danger.
At worst, he was forced to fight seriously against Gregor Mantorel, but that was all.
He was the World’s Strongest.
No matter the foe, how dangerous could they truly be to him?
He did not underestimate his enemies, but, rather, had a complete understanding of himself, of his power, and of his skill.
Nevertheless.
Orion was not a fool.
He chose the second option.
The air exploded before Orion as he unleashed all the energy he had gathered within himself, creating an enormous shockwave in front of him. The mighty attack blasted a wave of energy into the ground and into the air, knocking Prime backwards several meters.
It was a grand show of force, but also a complete waste of energy. The attack merely grazed the golden haired man, not even breaking his skin.
This did, however, allow Orion to stop his movement and raise his guard, shifting his weight to his back foot and cross his arms in front of himself defensively.
Not a moment later…
Orion felt an enormous impact slam into his right forearm.
And then, a second equally large impact smashed against his left arm.
And then, a third blow smashed into his lower ribcage…
And a forth… and a fifth…
In the space of a tenth of a second, Orion felt 23 massive impacts slam into his chest and arms.
In the next moment, before the First Lord could even gauge the enemy attacking him, Orion’s body shot through the air like a rocket, flying so fast he transformed into a blur.
Blood spattered from Orion’s lips as he twisted in mid-air, gathering Elemental Lightning on his forearms and merging it with Master Tier Fist Energy.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 1st Chapter, 4th Passage.’
‘Heaven’s Wall.’
A split second later, a loud clash of energy rang out as the Lord Justiciar’s sword slammed into Orion’s arms, attempting to split the Toren in half mid-air.
Orion redirected the force from that attack, spinning in a circle to knock Gregor back while at the same time regaining his balance.
Just as the Lord Justiciar was knocked backwards, however…
A silver rapier stabbed its way towards Orion’s heart.
The First Lord’s eyes turned red.
‘Enough.’
All of the rage, the pent up emotion storming in Orion’s heart, vanished.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 1st Chapter, 1st Passage.’
A strange calm overtook the First Lord. His entire body seemed to relax, the tension in his muscles calming. The rioting energy outside his body vanished, condensing internally until it spread across his body perfectly evenly.
‘Eye of the Storm.’
Orion shifted his body slightly to the right and…
He let the rapier stab him.
The keen blade stabbed through the flesh of his left shoulder, missing his heart by mere inches.
In return, however…
The air trembled as he punched forward.
A simple punch, with no fancy technique named for it, no flashy energy exploding from it.
A single punch, coated in a thin layer of Master Tier Fist Energy, that collided with the chest of the invisible man before him.
That blow blasted Baron Fortuna backwards, shattering whatever power granted him invisibility and sending him flying through the air. The powerful blow broke the man’s ribs and slammed him so hard blood spurted from his mouth.
And…
It failed to kill him.
A muscle in Orion's cheek twitched.
His current state was his strongest, utilizing the Eye of the Storm technique that allowed him to free himself from emotion and operate under absolute control of his body. It was a technique he disliked, something that made him feel less-than-whole.
Yet…
He failed.
Again.
Baron Fortuna landed hard on the ground nearly 100 meters away. The staunch warrior stayed down after falling, his eyes rolled up and unconscious.
He had been taken out of the fight, but nevertheless remained alive.
‘I felt it.’
Orion’s head turned sharply, zeroing in on the golden haired man.
‘Him.’ Orion’s eye twitched again as he wrestled control of his emotions.
‘He pulled the other human back, somehow.’
Now that he knew that there was something interfering, Orion picked up on a couple of subtle cues. The way Fortuna flew backwards, the angle of his body… there had been a slight shift, just a split moment before Orion’s attack landed.
That tiny variation was the difference between Fortuna instantly dying with his heart imploded versus suffering from several rib fractures and a minor lung puncture.
‘What an incredible grasp of combat.’ Orion’s senses tingled as he stared at Prime.
To grasp the instant moment before Orion’s attack landed, and use some sort of force to alter the target of his attack…
It required precision on a scale of a thousandth of a second.
The psychic force Prime used was much more noticeable now that he was no longer trying to hide, though not quite strong enough to fully block the First Lord.
At the same time that he made that observation, Orion winced.
‘Broken? No. A few small cracks.’ His arms and two of his ribs tingled with pain as Orion’s gaze turned towards the man responsible.
A burly, muscular warrior with silver hair that was covered in a bright, silver Aura. That Aura was slightly weaker than it had been previously, but rapidly growing in strength as the warrior prepared another attack.
‘...a power that interferes with Time.’ Orion recognized what type of Aura it was instantly.
It was none other than a Celestial Aura, a power possessed by all members of the Celestial Race… or, in this case, a power that the body of the former Division Leader of the Ape Division of the Beasts of Providence still possessed.
When Yvvtal took over Silverback’s body, he had absorbed some of the powers that Silverback had originally controlled. Namely, all powers that Silverback’s body possessed, but none that were tied to his Soul.
In this case, Silverback’s body had the Celestial Silverback Type ingrained within it, and that Type stayed with his body, even after Yvvtal took control of it.
‘How irritating.’
Against his will, the strange power brought up unpleasant memories from the past.
Memories of a war long forgotten…
Memories of a hero he had abandoned…
‘Tallanoran.’ Orion winced, trying to force the name from his mind.
That lapse of control cost him dearly.
The smell of burnt flesh suffused the air as a beam of light pierced through the right side of Orion’s chest, melting a roughly one inch hole through the lower half of his torso.
“I figured that might work.” The Nirvana Saint’s eyes glowed golden as he spoke aloud.
“Your instincts are sharp, Thunderfist… but…” The Leader of the Purgatory Church continued, wiping off several drops of blood dripping from his nose,
“They don’t seem to trigger on non-fatal attacks.” The Nirvana Saint relayed the information to everyone present.
“Hah.” Orion laughed out loud, his eyes bloodshot with barely contained anger. His emotions warred with his Eye of the Storm technique, trying to get the best of him.
“Meteor Flame!”
The Great Wizard Shahsta interrupted Orion’s laughter by launching an enormous, blazing meteor of magma at him. The giant ball of molten rock flew through the air, rocketing towards Orion at breakneck speed.
The First Lord stared at the giant, 30 meters large meteor…
And he smiled.
‘Fine. I’ll do it the hard way.’
Orion didn’t try to dodge the attack or utilize his techniques to block it…
No, instead… he began to run towards it.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 1st Chapter, 2nd Passage.’
The Dark Wraith gathered all of his energy in his legs, repeating his strongest movement technique.
‘Chasing Thunder.’
Orion flew forward at a speed invisible to the naked eye.
In just a fraction of a second, he collided with the giant meteor of magma… and blew through it.
‘If every attack I make is being manipulated… then it's simple.’ Orion thought, ignoring the searing pain as chunks of magma burnt through parts of his arms and chest.
‘To block the rain is easy, to block a waterfall, much harder.’
He would only attack in ways that left no room for manipulation.
Orion arrived in front of Shahsta in a fraction of a second later. Faintly, behind him, he could sense Gregor rapidly approaching.
However…
He was too late.
The Rakkonian Great Wizard, weakened by her injuries, was unable to react.
Just as Orion was about to blow her head off…
“You should have stayed dead.”
A wash of silver light flashed in front of Orion as Yvvtal the Destroyer abruptly appeared in front of him, moving supernaturally fast.
The bright Aura around Yvvtal rapidly faded, but not before the Fallen Deity intercepted Orion and began to attack.
In a single, transcendent moment, Yvvtal’s arms turned into blurs as he punched, and punched, and punched Orion. The Fallen Deity’s movements were a thing of beauty, blow after blow thrown forward in perfect unison from each hand.
The resulting clash formed a massive shockwave that blew Shahsta backwards, causing the already horribly injured Great Wizard to collapse in shock.
As for Orion…
29 times.
Just now, in that tiny moment, 29 individual punches slammed into the defensive posture he had barely managed to take up, each strong enough to crater stone.
With a sickening crunch, Orion felt his left arm break as he registered the impact of the attack.
Then, like a meteor falling from the sky, Orion flew backwards through the air and collided with the walls of the Sanctum, smashing through a half dozen layers of reinforced stone.
The wards guarding the Sanctum had been largely destroyed thanks to his efforts breaking in earlier, causing the overwhelming slew of punches to send the First Lord barreling through towards the center of the Sanctum.
Stone rubble and dust littered the air as Orion stumbled to his feet, his lungs burning. Blood dripped down from his injuries as he concentrated, activating the Elemental Lightning in his body to stimulate his regenerative powers.
The First Lord heaved a ragged breath before pausing, his senses picking up signs of yet another human.
“You damned rats are everywhere.” Orion muttered as he spotted the culprit.
A young, brown haired human standing near the one of the open sarcophaguses, at the center of the Sanctum.
And it was here, in this brief moment, that Orion reflected on his failure.
“Hah. My pride.” Orion muttered as he grabbed his left arm with his right, setting the broken bone.
‘I suppose that’s why things have gone wrong.’
The First Lord’s mind was operating at hyperspeed at the current moment, his senses tingling from the extraordinary battle he was fighting.
‘I thought nothing could stop me. That failure was impossible. That I had grown strong, strong enough to need nothing else… no one else… to gain victory.’
The air was electric as Orion took a long, deep breath, and then exhaled.
‘I was wrong.’
Orion felt his pride slip between his fingers as he laughed silently to himself, ignoring the pain from his cracked ribs.
‘To use a power gained from them…’ Orion’s bloodshot eyes trembled as a small blue screen appeared in front of him.
.
– - Title: The Herald of Ruin – -
He who has brought Ruin to everything he touched.
The Heavens welcome the Herald of Ruin.
.
‘So be it.’
For the first time since this fight began, Orion Thunderfist activated his Title.
And…
Not a moment later…
He was met with a sword to the face.
.
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Thump.
Micheal’s heart pounded like a cannon in his ears.
Thump. Thump.
His entire world seemed to slow down, time itself almost coming to a standstill as he stared at the creature before him.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
A Titled Deity.
‘Why is a Toren here?’
Micheal’s thoughts raced as he stared at the Toren, his eyes taking in every detail he could spot.
The Deity was injured.
There was a small hole on the lower part of his chest, several burns on his arms and a few on his chest, and several bleeding injuries on his shoulder and forearm. Whatever clothes he had worn had been burnt black, half melted to his skin.
‘I’ve never heard of that Title before.’
The Herald of Ruin.
It was shocking to hear about a Title he had never heard of before, especially here, on the Second Layer.
Micheal’s intuition had told him he needed to hurry… but it hadn’t told him why. Now, he saw the answer to that question right before him.
If he had lagged behind, the remains he had needed to obtain the Titles System would have likely been destroyed.
However… instead of taking the time to mull over how this had happened, or examine the Titles System he had just obtained, Micheal cut off those lines of thought completely.
All that mattered was here and now.
A Titled Deity was standing in front of him.
Micheal’s thoughts cleared as he narrowed down his focus to a singular goal, his eyes flickering to Serena.
‘Survive.’
When facing a Titled Deity, the best defense is always a strong offense.
Micheal’s instincts took over as his mind entered a state of complete calm.
He held his treasured sword Lightshorn in his hand at the ready, coated in a layer of Master Tier Sword Energy.
There had never been a Titled Deity, in Micheal’s experience, that did not slaughter or enslave Humans, and all other Races, at will.
There were no exceptions.
Just a split second prior, Micheal had felt the Toren’s gaze turn toward him briefly before turning to focus on a small, blue screen floating in front of him.
In those eyes, Micheal sensed a mix of scorn, dismissal, and anger… and an overwhelming wave of killing intent, a palpable level of pressure that struck his mind like a blacksmith’s hammer striking metal.
Micheal shrugged off the pressure without issue, but Serena was not so lucky.
The raw Aura of a Martial Artist on the level of this Toren was incredibly impactful to those who had seen little bloodshed. It was something that could only be accumulated after slaughtering thousands of foes, and not something the young Disciple Apparent was prepared for.
The Farian sat down on the ground, her hands trembling as she stumbled backwards.
That slight movement caught the Toren’s eye, and that was exactly when Micheal struck.
Without time to prepare for anything complex, Micheal’s attack returned to simplicity.
He concentrated all the energy in his body into his legs and veritably launched himself forward, cratering the ground where he had been standing, sending bits of rock and stone rubble flying into the air.
As he moved, he activated his Temporal Bubble Ability, greatly enhancing his speed. This transformed his body into a blur, crossing the distance between himself and the Toren in a fraction of a second.
With a quiet, sharp hiss, Micheal’s sword cut towards the Toren’s face, forcibly drawing attention back towards himself.
And… just when his attack was about to split the Toren’s face in twain…
“Ruin.”
Something strange took place.
The Toren spoke a single word, and as soon as he said that word…
The world around Micheal rapidly began to lose its color.
From the bright blue of Micheal’s eyes, to the tanned golden skin of the Toren in front of him, everything within a roughly 37 meters radius was stained gray, holding on to only the smallest bit of color.
As the world rapidly turned gray, a small, layer of dark gray fog appeared between Lightshorn and the Toren’s face.
Micheal’s sword slammed into that gray fog and…
Stopped in place.
The momentum from Micheal’s attack carried him forward regardless, which he used to his advantage. With a slight twist of his hips, Micheal launched a savage kick towards the Toren’s right kidney, coating his foot with a layer of Master Tier Sword Energy.
Once again, a small layer of gray fog appeared, intercepting his attack.
The instant it appeared, Micheal noticed the Toren’s body slightly shifting, as if in anticipation of his attack.
‘He expected to get hit. Then, does the gray fog appear automatically? Can he control it?’
Dozens of thoughts raced through Micheal’s head as he flipped backwards, kicking off the gray fog that had appeared to surround small parts of the Toren’s body.
When his foot made contact with the fog, it felt solid, as if he was kicking off a stone wall.
As Micheal flipped backwards through the air, a large, pitch-black scythe appeared in his left hand.
‘Chain!’
Micheal immediately activated his Scythe of Chains, utilizing the Artifact he had just obtained from Tallanoran’s Inheritance for the first time.
The Toren’s body froze as several black, semi-transparent chains warped their way into existence, wrapping around the Toren and sealing him in space.
A fraction of a second later, Micheal landed back on the ground, holding the Scythe out in front of him defensively.
‘Can I activate the Crown of the Angel King now? No, not yet.’ He instantly concluded.
That Artifact was incredibly powerful, but it required a few telegraphed seconds to activate. The Scythe of Chains wouldn’t be able to hold this Toren still for long enough.
He didn’t dare to take his attention off the Titled Deity in front of him, but slowly began to inch his way closer to Serena and the portal that led out of the Sanctum.
“Who are you?!” Micheal spoke aloud, trying to buy time for Serena to recover behind him.
The 0.5 seconds window that the Scythe of Chains could freeze a being for passed as the chains dissipated, vanishing to reveal the Toren with a rather bemused expression.
“Truly? You don’t know?” The Toren muttered, staring intensely at Micheal.
“I am Orion Thunderfist… ah, is it because of my new body?” The First Lord chuckled quietly to himself.
“How strange.” Orion’s gaze flickered away from Micheal briefly, staring off to his left, towards the massive hole he had created.
A split second later, a bright yellow laser beam shot through that hole, aimed directly towards Orion’s head.
As soon as that laser beam crossed the 37 meters threshold, its color rapidly began to fade, changing from bright yellow to a dull, pale yellowish gray.
Nevertheless, despite losing most of its color, the beam of light cut through the air towards Orion’s head and… slammed into a blob of gray fog that had spawned into existence, intercepting the attack.
Micheal recognized that attack instantly.
‘Judgement Rays?! He’s fighting the Nirvana Saint?!’
The only human Micheal knew of that used that style of attack on the Second Layer was none other than the Nirvana Saint himself.
‘If the Nirvana Saint is here, he won’t be fighting alone.’ Micheal rapidly processed what he was witnessing, his heart pounding as he tried to establish a game plan.
A Titled Deity existing on the Second Layer was a disaster for humanity.
‘Why is the First Lord now a Titled Deity?!’
Micheal had personally participated in the Great War Between Races. He had witnessed the horror that was the First Lord, including the powerful Martial Artist’s incredible Elemental Lightning-based attacks.
That version of the First Lord, he remembered, had quite clearly been a Byren. An elderly, aged Byren who suffered from arthritis.
‘A Dark Wraith in the body of a Byren.’ He mentally corrected himself.
It was only a split second later that a series of rapid realizations hit him.
‘Sanctum- Toren bodies- Beasts of Provid- destroy- left.’ Micheal’s eyes widened.
In the original timeline, the Beasts of Providence clashed with the First Lord and ended up destroying the Sanctum. There was no record left behind of why the Beasts of Providence clashed with the First Lord, but it was known that this is what caused the destruction of the Sanctum.
In the current timeline, however…
The Beasts of Providence had left the Second Layer, pulled out by Constantine to focus on the higher Layers.
Inadvertently, Micheal’s actions had set into play a constantly shifting chain reaction of events that had ramifications his future knowledge was helpless to predict.
‘He switched bodies here to a Toren.’ Micheal’s eye spasmed as he resisted the urge to scan the inner Sanctum, keeping his full focus on the First Lord in front of him.
‘And by doing so, he obtained a Title. Or something along those lines.’ Micheal intuitively knew that while his guess wasn’t perfectly accurate, it was close enough to the truth for it to not matter.
Behind Micheal, he heard Serena take several gasping breaths before getting back to her feet.
And, it was here that a sickening sensation formed in the pit of Micheal’s stomach. A feeling he had not felt in a long time.
Before Micheal could react, Orion’s gaze turned back towards him with a frown.
“Oryx’s Scythe…” The Dark Wraith recognized the Artifact.
The world seemed to slow down once more as he saw, rather than heard, Orion mutter a phrase as he raised his hands together.
“Clear the Skies.”
The instant Micheal saw the hand motion, he began to throw himself backwards, spawning a Temporal Bubble to accelerate his movements. It was a technique he recognized, one the First Lord had made great use of during the Great War Between Races.
The First Lord clapped his hands together.
And…
Once more, something strange happened.
A great, blasting shockwave was formed, drawing on the First Lord’s control of Elemental Lightning, the same technique Micheal recognized.
This time, however…
That expanding shockwave wasn’t simply imbued with Elemental Lightning.
Instead, constantly merging with it was a vast wave of light gray fog.
The moment Micheal saw that light gray fog, his heart froze over and his instincts screamed at him.
Death.
If that fog touched him, he would die.
He didn’t know why it was different from the darker fog that had blocked his previous attacks. All he knew, now, was that he absolutely could not let that fog swarm him.
As Micheal flew backwards, he cut forward with Lightshorn, slicing towards the shockwave with every fiber of his being. He felt a heavy strain on his Soul as he drew as powerfully as he could upon it, creating a deadly slice of Master Tier Sword Energy.
Micheal’s strike slammed into the shockwave, perforating it and causing it to deform. At the same time, however, the parts that weren’t obstructed blasted forward, moving at a speed he couldn’t react to.
Micheal’s slash was enough to create a cone of safety around himself, the impossibly sharp energy cutting apart this type of gray fog far easier than it had the other type.
The shockwave swept past him…
And Micheal’s heart dropped.
Micheal twisted his body over as he flew backwards, the momentum from his leap carrying him almost all the way to the portal connecting the Sanctum to the Soul King’s Inheritance.
After the shockwave swept past, the world had turned eerily silent.
The first thing Micheal saw, of the world after the gray fog swept through it, was a scene of devastation.
Everything the gray fog touched had cracked, broken, and begun to fall apart…
Ruined.
The walls of the Sanctum, the sarcophaguses near Micheal, the ground he stood on…
And…
A young, Farian girl, standing near the entrance, on the other side of the portal.
“Micheal…” Serena’s voice was quiet and muted, echoing softly in the still air.
“Sorry…” The Farian’s body had turned gray, covered in a crisscrossing layer of cracks.
“No.” Micheal stuttered, feeling the blood begin to pound in his ears.
“Please.” He whispered.
Serena didn’t respond as she donned a small, sad smile…
And then collapsed, her body dissipating as it turned to ash.
Micheal lurched forward, a split second later, landing on the ground next to her… but it was too late.
As his hands sifted through ash, reality hit him.
She was dead.
.
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Micheal blinked.
The Scythe of Chains and Lightshorn clanked as they hit the ground, the scythe quickly stored in his Spatial Ring, while Lightshorn remained grasped in his right hand.
Micheal slowly raised his left hand, watching as bits of ash fell, sifting through his fingers.
She was dead.
It was a senseless death.
He had been careful. He’d moved forward to secure the inner Sanctum, while having Serena stay back without crossing the portal. He had taken every precaution he thought was necessary, short of chaining the Farian down and leaving her bound inside Tallanoran’s Inheritance.
And now, she was dead.
“Death comes for us all, human.” The First Lord’s voice rumbled into the air.
“Know that I take no joy in what I must do.” As Orion spoke, the Dark Wraith examined the gray fog he was controlling, taking a few moments to adapt to it. Outside, the sounds of others approaching the Sanctum echoed, loud voices calling out to each other.
Micheal’s vision blurred as he tried to control his emotions, slowly getting back to his feet and turning to face Orion.
This was how life worked in the 7 Layers.
Titled Deities killed people.
And no one could stop them.
Humans tried.
They failed.
The Newlanders tried.
They failed.
The Titans tried.
They failed.
The Dragons tried.
They failed.
Everyone tried to stop them.
And, in the end…
Failure.
Micheal felt bile rise to the back of his throat as he listened to the First Lord attempt to justify his actions. His head buzzed, his thoughts somehow both racing and growing sluggish at the same time.
He thought he had grown used to this. The callous cruelty, the casual disregard for human life. The futility of trying your best, only to fail, time and time again.
Titled Deities were a plague upon reality.
Micheal’s life in the first timeline had been a harrowing one, full of loss, misery, and pain.
It was hard to make friends in the 7 Layers, but it was easy to lose them.
Memories of his time with Serena flashed in his mind.
Hours spent practicing with each other, guiding and teaching. Stories shared over campfire, of worlds beyond the 7 Layers and times far happier. Friendship formed in times of struggle, times of fear, and times of hope.
Deep down inside himself, Micheal felt something begin to crack.
He had always hoped his time in the second timeline would be brighter.
More happy.
More hopeful.
‘It never changes.’ Micheal’s gaze turned flat, emotionless.
‘It was the same with Cameron.’
The Head of the Godfather Organization on the First Layer. He was a good man. A brave man.
The best humanity had to offer.
A hero.
And Micheal had killed him.
He did what he had to do, but that didn’t mean he could forgive himself.
‘A better man than me would have saved them.’ Micheal shut his eyes.
A loud explosion shook the air as a boiling mass of lava blasted through the gaping hole in the Sanctum, hurtling towards Orion.
The First Lord responded by raising his right hand, spawning into existence a wave of gray fog that intercepted the attack.
The collision created a superheated wave of air that set the insides of the Sanctum to storm, sending up ash and dust, but successfully stopped the attack in its tracks.
Orion frowned upon seeing this. A moment later, something strange took place.
The First Lord’s eyes abruptly turned gray and, not a millisecond later, an enormous spear of gray fog rocketed upwards off his body, piercing through the roof of the Sanctum to fly high into the sky.
And then…
Orion stamped down on the ground.
Immediately, the world began to distort, spreading out in a lightning-fast wave.
Within a radius of several thousand meters, all color began to fade from existence. From the laser beams the Nirvana Saint sent hurtling towards Orion to the blood dripping from the Lord Justiciar.
Life lost its brightness, and the world lost its color.
“Ah. I understand now.” Orion’s voice rumbled out loud, tinged with sardonic self-deprecation.
“If this power is a story of my life, then it all makes sense.” As the First Lord spoke, he ignored Micheal and took a few steps forward, forming a layer of gray fog that he crossed to step over the remnants of magma on the ground.
“I am Ruin.” The First Lord’s eyes glowed.
Micheal opened his eyes and stared at the Titled Deity in front of him.
On the inside, he felt hollow.
Micheal tried to raise his sword at the ready, to deal with the threat in front of him, to strike down this monster.
But, he found that his hand would not move.
His body refused him.
Micheal’s lungs heaved as he gasped, a crushing wave of pressure settling down upon his shoulders, both mentally and in reality.
‘Gather yourself. You cannot stop now.’
The world needed him.
He could not falter.
He could not be weak.
He must be strong, and…
He must be brave.
‘A Titled Deity walks before you. MOVE!’
Micheal felt something begin to tear inside him.
Emotions had overcome him. Despair, loss, pain, self-blame, anger.
Fear.
And…
Doubt.
The world needed him… but what if he wasn’t enough?
He had tried hard, so damnably hard.
He did his absolute best.
But what if his best wasn’t enough?
Micheal’s hands trembled for a brief moment as his mental state shook.
However…
A moment later, his hands grew still.
‘It doesn’t matter.’
He had to act.
It was his duty.
Even if he wasn’t enough.
Even if he was destined to fail.
He would still try.
Because…
Someone had to.
And if he didn’t, then who would?
Bit by bit, Micheal cut down on the emotions plaguing him, regaining control of his body.
‘Go.’
Gradually, over the course of a few short seconds, Micheal felt himself reach a strange mental state.
It was a point of no return.
He knew that if he took this step here, there was no going back.
The emotions inside Micheal grew dull, as gray as the world had turned around him.
He felt himself reach a precipice, where he was forced to make a choice.
Micheal slowly closed his eyes.
He was tired.
So very tired.
It would be so easy to give up.
To stop trying.
No man should have to bear the pressure placed upon his shoulders.
Who could blame him if he gave up?
He had already done enough, far more than anyone else.
A long, ragged sigh ripped its way free from Micheal's lips.
And it was here...
Just before Micheal cut himself free from emotion…
A Dragon’s roar shook the sky.
Micheal opened his eyes in shock and then froze, his surprise doubling.
For…
In a world that had lost its color…
A small, red ember stood out before him, resting in the ashes of Serena.
As the roar of the Dragon echoed in the sky above…
He heard the quiet cry of a Phoenix below.
.
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The moment Micheal saw that glowing, red ember formed within Serena’s ashes, his whole world seemed to shake.
A split second later…
Micheal’s hands grew steady.
His back straightened.
His heart grew calm.
As the world trembled around him, Micheal stood strong and…
He began to resist.
‘Since when is my mentality so fragile?’
Micheal’s sense of self returned with a vengeance as an overwhelming wave of determination swept over his Soul.
Without hesitating, Micheal reached down and grabbed the red ember with his bare left hand. The moment his flesh made contact with the burning remnant, he felt the searing pain of fire begin to burn his skin.
‘Move.’
Micheal ignored that pain as he scooped the ember up and threw himself through the portal.
Not a moment later, a loud explosion rang out as some type of enormous force collided with the ruined Sanctum and obliterated it, turning the other side of the portal into a rioting mix of stone and smoke.
Micheal rolled on the ground of Tallanoran’s Inheritance, coughing up dust and smoke as he eventually tumbled to a halt, more than 30 meters away from the portal into the Sanctum.
As soon as he finished moving, he released the searing ember, letting it rest down lightly on the ground. He then quickly tapped on his Spatial Ring and pulled out a light bandage and a Mid-Tier Healing Pill, wrapping up the injury while swallowing the Pill to enhance his Recovery.
As a soothing, cool sensation overtook his hand, Micheal finally calmed down enough to focus back on his surroundings.
Micheal winced as he gauged the status of the Farian Shadow Guards standing guard inside the Soul King's Inheritance.
All that remained was a dozen gray statues, covered in hundreds of cracks, frozen in place in various positions, standing around the Sanctum.
Dead.
Even Lieutenant Minesville, a powerful Farian warrior that was second only to his leader, Shadow Captain Sprel, had been unable to escape his fate, his body turned gray and half collapsed near the entrance of the Soul King’s Inheritance.
Micheal clenched his fists.
A casual attack from a Titled Deity slaughtered the entire Farian force inside the Soul King’s Inheritance.
‘Shin and Sophia are still inside the Third Gate, they’re safe.’ Micheal observed, pushing aside his sorrow.
He expected the duo to emerge any second now, but the fact that they were still inside the Third Gate was a blessing in itself.
After Micheal finished observing his immediate surroundings, he turned his attention back to the ember of flame in front of him.
‘It’s growing stronger.’ Micheal could sense powerful, fiery energy condensing on the ember he had picked up.
‘Serena possesses the Red Phoenix Bloodline.’ He remembered, rapidly breaking down the situation to himself.
There were countless legends told about the mighty Phoenix, from tales of their fiery prowess and to stories of their overwhelming might.
In particular, however, all those tales had one thing in common.
‘Phoenixes can return to life after dying.’ A mystical rebirth, through the ashes of their death, that allowed them to return to the realm of the living.
‘Most legends contain a grain of truth.’ Micheal thought as he watched the glowing ember grow fiercer and fierce, bright orange flames breaking around it.
After a few tense seconds, a small smile appeared on Micheal’s face.
Within the depths of those growing flames, Micheal felt a familiar presence.
‘Serena.’ Micheal let out a breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding.
Serena had died, inarguably, but Micheal had gotten lucky.
The years of training Serena spent alone inside the First Gate had given Serena the time she needed to raise her mastery of her Bloodline to the extreme.
And now…
She was undergoing Enlightenment, her Bloodline evolving as she experienced Death and Rebirth.
‘Alright.’ Micheal took a deep breath as he got to his feet.
When a being undergoes Enlightenment, the best thing he could do was to step back and avoid disturbing that being. In this case, Serena’s Enlightenment involved her returning to life through her Red Phoenix Bloodline, a concept that was mostly outside of Micheal’s area of expertise.
‘If I try to help her now, I could jostle her out of Enlightenment.’ Micheal quickly opened up the Shop, scrolling to the ‘Miscellaneous Earth Objects’ portion.
From there, he purchased a large…
Shed.
‘I didn’t even know I could buy this…’
Micheal cut the irrelevant thought off as he carried and then placed the large, rather drab green shed around Serena, providing some basic level of protection. The shed instantly lost its color as soon as it appeared, turning gray.
This shed wouldn’t stop any real attack, but it at least gave her some privacy and took her out of plain view.
After he secured Serena, as best he could in the immediate moment, Micheal turned his gaze back towards the portal that led to the Sanctum.
The portal was now clogged with collapsed stone, ruins of the Sanctum, all covered in hundreds of gray cracks. The rubble had filled the portal to the brim, blocking off access before it was cleared.
In the background, Micheal could faintly hear several loud explosions ringing out, shaking the stone rubble.
“What the hell was that?” Micheal muttered, his eyes cold.
Ever since he returned to the past, Micheal had been placed under an enormous amount of stress. He was constantly dealing with pressure that would have driven a lesser man to despair.
However…
‘My mentality is not that weak.’
“Temporal Bubble.” Micheal created an accelerated Temporal Bubble to buy himself time as he began to think.
Micheal didn’t think he was perfect. He knew that the stresses of reality had worn on his Soul, perhaps more than he thought.
Still, the fact that he had almost suffered a complete mental collapse in the midst of battle was unthinkable.
‘It’s him. No, I see it now.’ Micheal’s eyes widened as he stared at the world around him, realization hitting him.
“The Herald of Ruin.” If words could kill, Micheal’s voice practically spat venom as he mentioned the name of Orion’s Title.
“The power of Ruin… it isn’t just a simple physical attack.”
As soon as he spoke aloud, Micheal instantly realized his guess was correct.
When Orion activated his Title, 2 things happened.
The first: Orion gained control of what Micheal decided to call the ‘Fog of Ruin.’
Based on his knowledge of how other Titles worked, and the observations he had made, Orion’s Title gave him dominion over the Concept of Ruin.
Micheal had never heard of that Concept before, but he could use the name of Orion’s Title to ascertain a great deal about it.
The ‘Fog of Ruin’ that Orion controlled could be used to attack, devastating everything it touched.
“It brings ‘Ruin’ to the world around him.” Micheal muttered.
That same Fog could also be used defensively.
“It ‘Ruined’ any attack that it touched, causing me to fail.” Micheal nodded sharply.
His heart pounded as he analyzed everything he had seen, his mind racing.
The key to defeating a Titled Deity was knowledge.
Knowledge of their abilities, of their motivation, of their Title. Every tidbit of information mattered.
“And the second thing that happened…” Micheal murmured, turning to look at the world around him.
A world without color.
“He stole all color from the world.” Micheal frowned, trying to equate how it related to the Concept of ‘Ruin.’
After a few seconds, Micheal came to another realization.
“Ah. I’m overthinking it.”
“This is Ruin.” Micheal looked around him at the gray world.
“This is what a Ruined World looks like.”
Dead. No color. No life.
Desolation of everything.
Micheal grit his teeth.
Now that he was conscious of Orion’s Title, he could feel the impact it was having on him.
“As long as I’m in range of his Title, I’m constantly under its influence.”
For every second, of every minute, that he stood in this gray, lifeless zone, the power of Ruin was subtly attacking him.
It attacked his mind.
It attacked his Soul.
It tried to Ruin his confidence.
His self-esteem.
His courage.
His sanity.
As Micheal focused his senses inward, he could almost feel it trying to eat away at him.
It wanted nothing more than to bring him to Ruin, in every way conceivable.
‘It’s weaker, now.’ Micheal also realized.
When he had faced a near mental-collapse, Micheal had been mere meters away from Orion, under the direct, full focus of the Dark Wraith’s Title.
“Damn it.” Micheal cursed, adrenaline rushing through his veins, as he began to think.
He pulled up a description of his current Physique.
.
—- Heartflame Physique - 3 Stars —-
A Physique that contains a hint of the essence of a Phoenix. From life unto death and death unto life. This 3 Star Heartflame Physique vastly enhances the host's ability to absorb latent energy in the air. Excess energy will be absorbed into and empower the flesh. Greatly enhances resistance to curses, mental attacks, and spiritual attacks.
.
‘I’m supposed to be resistant to curses, mental attacks, and spiritual attacks.’
Micheal rubbed his still healing left hand through his hair.
“Damn it all.” He paused, shaking his head as he grasped control of his emotions.
“It’s a Titled Deity. His attacks can probably affect even those with immunity to them.”
A Titled Deity’s Title quite literally warped reality.
Micheal shut his eyes for a brief moment, before slowly reopening them.
“He needs to die. Here and now.” The words ripped free from Micheal’s mouth, his heart sinking as he spoke them.
He wasn’t ready to face a Titled Deity now.
If he had been given just a few more months to train, to move past the early stages of Magic, to regain more of his former strength, to train Sophia and Shin…
“No ifs. Focus. He needs to die now.” Micheal shook his head.
It was terribly inconvenient timing… but that was reality.
He didn’t get to pick his battles.
“He’s just obtained his Title, and he doesn’t understand it fully yet.”
Right now was the single weakest point Orion would ever be.
“If he doesn’t die now, then the Second Layer is lost.”
As soon as Micheal reached that conclusion, his mind ran through a sort of internal checklist.
‘What can I do to prepare, now?’
‘What can I do to grow stronger, right now?’
The Crown of the Angel King appeared in Micheal’s hand, and promptly found its way adorned to his head. He prepared Lightshorn and the Scythe of Oryx, ready to withdraw them at any moment.
And then…
Micheal opened the Titles System that he had just obtained.
.
— — - Titles System - — —
Title: -
Traits: (1 unassigned)
.
The blue screen that appeared was incredibly simple, far simpler than the Shop or his Status, but also eerily similar. The shades of blue were nigh identical, though the writing style of the letters and words was slightly different. The Shop and his Status were written in a more ‘mechanical’ writing style, while the letters in the Titles System had a more grand, almost cursive appearance.
There stood only two entries on the blue screen, a line for his Title, should he ever manage to obtain one, and a line for his Traits that read ‘1 unassigned.’
Micheal reached forward and tapped on the word ‘unassigned’ in the Traits section.
Immediately, a new blue screen appeared in front of him.
.
— — - Titles System: Trait Selection - — —
Please select from the available Traits:
Iron Boned – Thick Skin – Courageous Soul
Heat Resistance – Inborn Strength – Black Veins
Alpha Restraint – Friction Resistance – Lightfoot
Mirror Soul – Steady Heart – Plasmic Blood
Curse Talent – Enhanced Lungs – Gravity Resistance
Hearty Health – Thunderous Legs – Golden Mind
Nimble Fingers – Fast Recovery – Plague Resistance
… (1/205 page)
.
Traits.
When Micheal thought of a Deity, the first thing that came to mind was a Deity’s Title.
The second thing that came to mind was their Traits.
While very, very, very few Deities possessed a Title, virtually all Deities possessed multiple Traits.
Traits were similar, in ways, to Type Abilities from the Shop.
They functioned as passive modifiers that enhanced, changed, and modified certain aspects of a being.
Some Traits granted powerful strength, while others enhanced your mind, your Soul, or your defensive properties.
Other Traits granted you budding powers that could be grown and trained, allowing certain Deities to branch off on different paths, or enchanted certain aspects of a being’s power.
As Micheal scanned through the list of Traits available to him, he quickly realized the enormity of scale he faced.
“Each page contains 21 traits… 205 pages…” Micheal scrolled to the last page, rapidly doing math in his head.
“4291 Traits…” He stuttered, coming to a pause.
That was how many Traits he had access to, the pick one of any of 4,291 Traits to ‘assign’ to himself.
It was a massive number of Traits to select from.
Not all Deities had access to all Traits. In fact, the list each Deity was presented with varied, growing and shrinking over time, expanding as one gained experience through life.
The first line on the Trait Selection screen gave a clue:
He was selecting from a list of all available Traits.
Dark Void had researched these facts intensively, after the collapse of the Knights of the Round Table on the Third Layer, following the assassination of the White Knight by the Titled Deity Jay sol Arget.
The average Deity was presented with a list of anywhere between 200 and 400 Traits. Deities with expansive life experiences had access to anywhere from 400 to 800 Traits.
Only Deities that had lived monumental lives, full of emotion, turmoil, constant challenges and trials, had access to more than 1,000 Traits.
‘It’s drawing on everything I lived through…’ Micheal realized.
Micheal’s massive list of 4,291 Traits reflected the sheer, raw ‘experience’ of life he had been through, from the beginning of the first timeline to now, here in the present, second timeline.
He found it vaguely unsettling, but shrugged the feeling off quickly. Only he could see the number of Traits he had available to pick from, as long as he didn’t reveal this information to others, none would be the wiser.
Micheal quickly began to scan through the list of Traits, memories of research notes left by Dark Void guiding him towards the Traits best suited for him.
“Where is it…” Micheal muttered as he scrolled through the list, ever cognizant of time ticking away.
He had read through the research notes of Dark Void. He knew of most of the Traits that were considered ‘good’ and most that were considered ‘average’ or ‘bad.’
He also knew all that were considered ‘great.’
There were countless Traits that Micheal could pick from, many with excellent synergies with his own Abilities. There were ‘Talent’ traits that could be used to enhance one’s Talent, ‘Resistance’ Traits that bolstered one’s ability to withstand nigh everything.
Deities that stacked enough Traits were capable of possessing immense power.
However, through all of that, there was 1 Trait in particular Micheal was looking for.
A Trait that was rated ‘average’ by Dark Void.
A Trait that only Micheal could truly make use of.
“...”
“...”
“There! There it is!” After several tense seconds of searching, scrolling through page after page of Traits, on page 46, Micheal finally found the Trait he desired.
.
— — - Titles System: Trait Selection - — —
You have selected the following Trait:
Glass Cannon
.
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.
— — - Titles System: Trait Selection - — —
You have selected the following Trait:
Glass Cannon
.
As Micheal selected the Trait, information about the Trait appeared on a floating, blue screen in front of him.
.
— — - Trait: Glass Cannon - — —
Greatly Enhanced Strength
Increased Susceptibility to Damage
.
In the same moment that Micheal pulled up information about the Trait, he felt a strange current run through him. A wave of warm energy washed through his body, infusing every single part of him with its power.
“Huh.” Micheal let out a breath as his face flushed, turning red.
After a split second, that rush of power died down and he felt himself return to normal.
‘No, not quite normal.’ Micheal realized.
In his arms and legs, Micheal felt a certain level of explosive strength that had not been there before.
‘Power.’ His eyes shined.
The ‘Glass Cannon’ Trait was a powerful Trait that had several renowned users among the Deities. Or, at least, that was what Micheal had read. He had only ever faced two Deities with that Trait, at least that he knew of.
General Kelleth, of the Morians.
The strongest non-Titled Deity.
And...
Navir.
A Titled Deity, the Master of Nirvana.
For all its great benefits, however, there also came its downside.
“Increased Susceptibility to Damage.”
What was ‘Damage?’ And what exactly did ‘Increased Susceptibility’ refer to?
It was a question that was swiftly answered as Micheal felt at his skin.
‘My skin is… softer?’ It was the first observation Micheal made.
As Micheal poked and prodded, he felt that his body had become more sensitive. The ‘Increased Susceptibility’ downside appeared to have the unintended consequence of enhancing his physical senses.
‘I’ll take more seriously to injures.’ Micheal nodded.
That only mattered if he let himself get hit.
‘And even then…’ A small, blue orb floated in front of him.
He always had his Life Orbs as backup.
“Status!” Micheal said aloud.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 383,089
Race: Human
Age: 18
Physique: Heartflame Physique - 3 Star
Soul Quality: 3 Star
Strength - 402 -> #2%!
Endurance - 261 -> &*9@
Recovery - 136
Soul - 61 -> 63
Abilities - (7/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Sky Tier - Early)
Eternal Mana Circle (2nd Circle)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
Impact Release
Eyes of the Deep
Temporal Bubble
.
What he saw made him freeze.
‘Only my Soul and Recovery Stats are visible in my Status.’ Micheal realized.
His Strength and Endurance Stats had been replaced by large, glitchy error symbols.
And it was here that Micheal realized a rather stunning fact.
‘Humanity’s Status screen can’t track the changes made by the Titles System’s Traits.’
The two sources appeared to be incompatible with each other.
The effects of the Trait merged perfectly with Micheal, without any errors. Only, his Status wasn’t able to clearly scan himself anymore.
‘My Soul Stat went up.’ He noted with a sharp nod.
It was only natural, after all. He had formed his 2nd Mana Circle within his Soul. While the quality of energy at that stage was still rather low, it was enough to boost his Soul stat by 2 points, a relatively significant amount.
‘Also, I’m maxed out on Ability Slots.’ He would have to remove the Impact Release Ability soon. It was one of a very few Abilities that was rather easy to remove.
“If my Status screen isn’t working, how about…” He muttered, trailing off before quietly whispering,
“Divine Scan.”
Micheal activated his Eyes of the Deep Ability.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Heartflame Human
Title: -
Traits: Glass Cannon
STR:   C+  -->  B-   (Growth Rate: Uncommon or higher -> Rare or lower)
END:   D+  -->  D  (Growth Rate: Uncommon or lower)
REG:    F     (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
SOUL:   B     (Growth Rate: Rare or higher)
MANA:  C-  (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
Path Notes: A human that walks a cluttered Path. Traces of the Path of the Sword, the Path of Time, the Path of Rebirth, the Path of the Infinite, the Path of the Eternal, and the Path of Space are present.
.
As soon as he saw the results, he couldn’t help a brief smile of relief.
‘The increase in my Soul wasn’t enough to bump me up a grade, however…’ His grin widened,
‘My Strength is now rated B-.’.
It was the expected result.
The Glass Cannon Trait was a Trait that not only greatly boosted the raw power of his body, but was also one of very few Traits that enhanced one's Growth Rate. Specifically, one's Strength Growth Rate.
‘The difference between an Uncommon Growth Rate and a Rare Growth Rate will save me countless months of effort.’ It was an excellent result.
The drop in Endurance wasn’t ideal, but he could work around that.
As Micheal finished parsing his Divine Scan screen, noting the changes to his Paths due to his Mana Breathing Method and Kyrui's Inheritance, a loud shout interrupted his thoughts.
“Micheal, what’s going on?!” Sophia was the first to emerge from the Third Gate, blades in hand as she jumped down from the dais and ran over to Micheal.
“Sophia, it’s an attack. Be on guard from the Fifth Gate!” Micheal yelled.
Sophia spun around, her swords held at the ready as she stared at the rubble blocking the Fifth Gate.
Before Sophia could get another word in, Micheal rapidly began to explain what had taken place.
Midway through his rapid-fire explanation, a rather confused looking Shin popped up.
“Dude, it’s like a movie from the 1920s, but with a side of depression.”
Micheal gave the same explanation, letting them know that Serena was undergoing Enlightenment and explaining that there was a Titled Deity on the other side of that portal.
The duo were caught off-guard, to say the least.
“A Titled Deity?! Didn’t you say that was bad news? Like, bad bad news!” Shin asked.
Micheal nodded, his face somber.
“It’s the worst.” He hid nothing with his closest friends.
“I wanted us to have more time before we had to face something like this… but…” Micheal turned to glance at Serena, housed in the shed behind him.
“We don’t have a choice.” Micheal said grimly.
Sophia nodded silently at Micheal’s words, a faint breeze starting to stir around her. Shin glanced curiously at the Crown of the Angel King resting atop Micheal's head, but didn't interrupt, waiting for Micheal to finish.
“That monster, Orion, is already one of the deadliest beings on the planet. If we leave him alone, and give him enough time to master his new Title…” Micheal left the rest unsaid as Sophia and Shin nodded back.
“Well then. Just like old times, or…?” Shin queried.
“No, we can’t wing it. Not this time. Come here, quick.” Micheal motioned,
“I have a plan.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Baron Fortuna’s lungs wheezed as he shuddered, his eyes growing blurry as he dropped down on one knee.
“Gods be Damned.” The leader of the Human Alliance, and the last Baron left on the Second Layer, cursed as his sword fell free fom his grasp, clattering to the ground.
The powerful human warrior grunted as he tried to stand and failed, staring down at his body in shock.
All along his right arm, right leg, and torso lay a dense network of dark gray cracks, a patchwork collection that crisscrossed across the right side of his body.
His left leg twitched, going in and out of being invisible, the special Artifact ‘Myrion’s Cloak’ he used failing as his Ki stores grew dry.
“Is this it for me..?” Fortuna muttered as he tried to grasp at the Spatial Ring on his right hand, before realizing it was covered in gray cracks, turning to ash as soon as he touched it.
Fortuna struggled for a few more seconds, unable to accept this.
He was infuriated.
Fortuna was one of the strongest humans on the planet. He had trained his body, his mind, and his Soul for years, mastering his Abilities, his Sword Mastery, and his Artifacts to the best his ability.
If he fell from a direct blow, in the midst of battle with Orion, perhaps he could have accepted it.
But here…
He was crippled from an attack that hadn’t even been aimed at him.
Fortuna growled, trying to deny the reality of the situation to no avail.
Gradually, his struggles lessened and his eyes began to grow dull as he started to lose consciousness.
“Fortuna. Fortuna!”
The Nirvana Saint’s voice echoed as he appeared next to Fortuna in a flash of yellow light.
“Damn it, man! Stay awake!” The Saint growled, reaching down and grasping Fortuna’s head.
Warm yellow light, light that swiftly turned gray, washed over Fortuna in a wave, healing energy flooding the Baron’s body.
“Are you there?” The Leader of the Purgatory Church muttered as he stared at the man, ignoring the sweat that poured down the Saint’s own forehead.
Alas, his question went unanswered.
“Damn.” The Nirvana Saint cursed in a decidedly-un-Saint-like fashion as he dropped his hand, the warm light fading away.
Fortuna’s eyes remained dull, and his body still.
The Leader of the Human Alliance, Baron Fortuna, was dead.
“I was too slow.” The Nirvana Saint clenched his fists, briefly staring at the book he held before looking away.
All around him lay a scene of horror.
A dull, gray world full of cracks and ash.
The ruins of the Sanctum lay all around the Nirvana Saint, blocking his view of Orion. In the background, several loud explosions shook the air as Orion engaged with an enormous Skeletal Dragon that had appeared out of nowhere.
“Where the hell did he get this kind of power?” The Nirvana Saint muttered as he gathered himself, his eyes glowing with light.
A few short seconds later and, after navigating up several chunks of crushed stone and rock, the Nirvana Saint sent out a large Judgement Ray, snarling as he watched the First Lord dodge the sneak attack with an almost casual level of grace.
The Nirvana Saint stumbled backwards not a moment later as an enormous, skeletal tail slammed down on the ground between him and the First Lord, kicking up an enormous wave of rock, dust, and stone shrapnel.
‘Emblazoned Light Shield!’ A small, originally yellow Artifact shattered as the Nirvana Saint activated it, forming a large, 5 meters wide shield that floated in the air in front of him. The brunt of the Skeletal Dragon’s attack, the part that had flown his way anyway, bounced off that shield, but not before he took a rough tumble down the rocky incline he had climbed.
As soon as he came to a halt, the Nirvana Saint scrambled back to his feet, lines of blood dripping down his forehead from a few fresh cuts.
“Think.” The man muttered as he rubbed his aching head.
The Leader of the Purgatory Church had called off his Knight Commanders, using his Solomon’s Book Ability to store them in a temporary Stasis Field inside the book. The trio had suffered from crippling injuries when they came into contact with the gray fog Orion controlled.
He had managed to save their lives, but at the cost of removing them from the fight completely.
“It’s not enough.”
Even as he hid in the ruins of the Sanctum, catching his breath, he still saw the writing on the wall.
“Gregor isn’t going to last.”
The Lord Justiciar had managed to dodge Orion’s deadly Fog of Ruin, but was covered in small injuries, bruised and beaten from the intense battle between the two Master warriors.
Orion was a monster, far more than the Nirvana Saint had expected. In terms of skill, in terms of confidence, in terms of endurance, and in terms of raw power.
“Argh. Get the hell out of my head!” The Nirvana Saint spat, a blast of light shocking the air around him as he stood tall.
The broiling emotions inside him calmed as he forced off the influence of Orion’s Title, relying on his extreme self-control to contain his emotions.
‘It’s dangerous to remain inside this hellish gray world.’ He recognized. A lesser man would have fallen to despair here, the unholy influence of Orion’s Title crushing one’s courage, one’s sanity, and everything in between.
Now that he knew to fight against it, he could hold his own fairly well.
When the world first turned gray, however, he had been caught off guard, and that distraction had cost him dearly, slowing him down enough to let Fortuna die.
“What can we do? Think, man, think.” The Nirvana Saint talked to himself, his mind racing.
‘That’s not it- not enough- no, that won’t work-’ Idea after idea presented itself to him and was promptly discarded.
“This…” He muttered, wiped away a line of blood that had dripped into his left eye.
“This is… suboptimal.”
Right now…
Their situation was terrible, and he couldn’t find a solution.
Frankly, he pondered, what he really needed here was a miracle.
And… just as he had that thought…
The ground grumbled beneath the Nirvana Saint’s feet.
Startled, the he leapt backwards, his eyes boring into the shifting stones in front of him.
Not a moment later, a muffled explosion rang out, and a wave of energy shot free from the ground.
And then… emerging from that wreckage of stone and rock…
The Leader of the Purgatory Church was met with a rather unexpected, but decidedly familiar, face.
“What in the…” The Nirvana Saint stuttered, coming to a complete halt.
“Ho there, holy man.” Micheal coughed as he waved off a layer of stone dust, giving the Nirvana Saint a grim nod.
“Well met.”
.
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-
Euphoria.
The moment Orion activated his Title, he experienced a level of bliss that he could barely describe.
It was a strange sensation, he had thought, as he instinctively used his Title’s abilities to block several attacks from the sword-wielding human he had encountered inside the Sanctum.
It was as if a piece of him that had been missing his entire life had suddenly been found.
All was right with the world.
And…
He hated that.
Alas, the First Lord found scant time to come to terms with his Title as, in the midst of fending off yet another rebel to his will, an enormous Skeletal Dragon obliterated what was left of the Sanctum and attacked him.
One decidedly unpleasant moment later, and Orion found himself covered in dust, bits of bone, and grime, standing atop an enormous, half-shattered wing of bone.
“Dragons. It always comes back to Dragons.” The First Lord grumbled as he tried and failed to wipe away a layer of dirt on his face.
A split second later, a wave of lightning swept over his body, destroying the dust and grime that had coated his body
A loud, guttural shout interrupted Orion’s thoughts as the First Lord found himself face to face with said enormous behemoth of bone: a Draconic Lich.
“You.” Orion’s eyes narrowed as he recognized the creature.
Energy practically vibrated off the monster in waves, dark Mana channeled directly into the bones of the long-dead lizard. The giant undead Drake’s eyes pulsed in the air in front of the First Lord as it charged at him, moving deceptively fast.
“I should have killed you centuries ago.”
The world exploded.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Gregor Mantorel stood alone.
Blood dripped down his face as he struggled to remain conscious, his breathing ragged and torn. His body was covered in injuries, from cracked bones to bloody cuts to seared burns.
A lesser man would have died long ago… but he was no lesser man.
The Lord Justiciar grunted as he raised his sword and held it at the ready. Despite the brutal beating he had taken, his weapon was in a far better state, a treasure forged from Blood-Refined Mithril.
‘I cannot let it end this way.’
Gregor tried to scan his surroundings as he gathered his bearings, but was met with a bitter truth.
He was now blind.
‘That monster must not meet my people.’ He could already picture what would happen.
They would be led like lambs to a slaughter.
Orion Thunderfist was the single most powerful being Gregor had ever encountered.
Gregor focused inward, rousing the last dregs of his powerful Primordial Giant Bloodline to give himself strength. He then spread his senses outward, wincing at the loud ringing that was ever-present in his ears.
His eyeball had burst from repeated shockwaves formed at close range, while his eardrums had partially ruptured. His left lung had been punctured by a broken rib, and his right leg’s bones were severely cracked.
The fact that he was standing was a testament to his sheer, unrelenting power of will.
‘I should have brought more of the Shad- no. Numbers mean nothing to a man like this.’ Gregor shook off the thought, focusing his thoughts entirely on the present.
Orion Thunderfist must die.
Or… lacking that…
‘An arm or a leg.’ Gregor began to gauge how best to trade his life, accepting that he was to die here.
If he couldn’t kill this monster, then he damn well better at least cripple him.
It was the only way his people would stand a chance.
Gregor activated the power of his Bloodline, using it to create a sort of ‘resonance’ that showed the locations of all nearby living creatures. He immersed himself in this feeling, allowing himself to see the world in a different way.
Gradually, over the course of several tense seconds, the Lord Justiciar began to ‘see’ again.
‘This will do.’ It couldn’t truly replace his lost sight or damaged hearing, but…
It was enough.
Orion’s life signature blazed like a bonfire in his newfound ‘vision,’ fighting against what he could only describe as a ‘void’ of life, an unnaturally empty hole that seemed to suck up all life around it.
‘Ah. The Dragon Mountains.’ Gregor recognized the creature, a monster that haunted the lands to the south of his people.
Rippling explosions set Gregor’s senses to tingling as he felt, rather than saw, the undead Dragon fight with the First Lord. The crackle of lightning sounded off in his damaged ears, shuddering through the air as it seared dead bones.
And, just as Gregor prepared himself to take action…
He felt a familiar presence off to his left.
‘Surely not…’ The Lord Justiciar paused, caught off guard.
His doubt washed away as he heard the voice of the same human Swordmaster that had saved the Wise Lady Myla Hannis speak.
“Gregor, can you talk?”
“Micheal. This is… unexpected.” Gregor rasped, his deep voice cracked and his throat injured.
“Where’s Serena?!” The Lord Justiciar’s heart dropped as he sensed only the presence of the Nirvana Saint, and two other humans next to Micheal.
He vaguely felt another human presence, around 20 meters to his right and hidden in rubble, but that one vanished almost instantly from his senses.
“She’s… she’s going to be fine. She’s not here with me right now, but she’s fine.” Micheal shook his head.
Gregor noticed the catch in Micheal’s voice, but didn’t press the issue. The human had long since earned his trust, he would take him at his word.
“Gregor? Gregor. You can’t fall now.” Micheal’s words cut through Gregor’s thoughts, rousing him.
“I-” The Lord Justiciar stuttered, only now realizing that he had nearly fallen unconscious.
‘Focus.’ His shock at meeting Micheal here had made him slip up.
“You’ve fought him, close up.” Micheal cut right to the chase as he grabbed Gregor’s shoulder and handed him several Healing Pills.
Gregor nodded and swallowed the pills, gingerly feeling warm, healing energy wash through his bones.
He was far too severely injured for something like this to cure him, but every bit helped.
In the background, explosion after explosion shook the air as the First Lord fought the Draconic Lich. Gregor held no hopes that the undead drake would fell Orion, but it was at least enough to distract the warrior.
“Quick. Tell me everything you’ve picked up about him.” Micheal’s eyes gleamed as he began the first step to killing a Titled Deity:
Obtaining knowledge.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
A subtle shift of his hand and light twist of his body redirected the force from the Draconic Lich’s attack, sending the massive creature hurtling into the ground. There was no dust left to kick up from the torn earth, but the massive impact was enough to crater the ground even more.
Orion moved instinctually, his body covered in a faint glow as he landed atop the undead Dragon.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 3rd Chapter, 7th Passage.’
‘Shatter the Earth.’
The Draconic Lich screamed as its wings shattered, an enormous shockwave spreading out and sending it even further into the ground. Shards of magic-enhanced bone shot out, piercing through the air and littering the nearby ground.
“I showed you mercy, because we shared a mutual enemy.” Orion spat, his eyes cold.
The undead Dragon growled out something incomprehensible, but Orion ignored its response, instead activating his ‘Shatter the Earth’ technique a second time.
Another shockwave flew out as he crushed the shoulders and ribs of the undead Drake, while Elemental Lightning seared the dark Magic bindings that kept the Blue Drake alive.
In the midst of this, the power of Ruin gradually seeped into the bones of this Draconic Lich, causing it to collapse internally.
“No more.”
Cognitively, Orion knew the undead Dragon was probably attacking him because of his new body. He now possessed the appearance of a Toren, even his energy signature had morphed to match his new body.
Nevertheless, the betrayal of a creature he had spared irritated him, regardless of reason.
And… just as he was in the midst of crushing the Draconic Lich…
The world seemed to slow down around him as his senses kicked into overdrive.
In that brief moment, he could feel everything.
He sensed several humans and the Lord Justiciar off several dozen meters to his right, no doubt conspiring against him.
He sensed the corpse of Baron Fortuna, noting that the Artifact the man used to turn invisible was now missing.
He sensed the ragged breaths coming from Great Wizard Shahsta’s body, the Rakkonian stubbornly clinging to life despite her horrific injuries, unconscious on the ground.
It was a strange moment where his senses were dialed up to the extreme, caused by the keen intuition he had built up over a lifetime of experience.
And... he soon realized why.
Silently, coated in a strange Aura, appeared none other than the silver-haired man that had punched him into the Sanctum, rocketing through the air at a speed that defied reason.
Yvvtal the Destroyer had made his attack.
The Celestial Aura Yvvtal controlled granted the man incredible speed.
Orion recognized that Aura, now that he’d had time to process it.
In the ruins of several Draconic Inheritances he had plundered, he’d read records of creatures from mysterious lands, possessing strange powers that accelerated the ‘Time’ they lived in.
Celestials.
Now, that strange Celestial had returned to attack him again, blazing through the air faster than even Orion could react.
In a split second, Yvvtal reached Orion.
Immediately, he began to attack, unleashing punch after punch in a rapid series of strikes over the course of 0.1 seconds. This flurry of attacks set the air to trembling, kicking up a great storm of wind from the sheer force of each punch.
And… like Yvvtal’s previous attack, his unbelievable speed meant Orion wasn’t fast enough to respond.
Or, at least… that was what Yvvtal had expected.
As punch after punch shot forward, each imbued with a staggering amount of Ki, the Fallen Deity found himself at an impasse.
Each attack he made was met with a calm patch of gray fog, spawned into the air between his fist and Orion.
Despite the fog’s intangible appearance, every blow that connected with it failed to pass through, his fists stopped in their place.
“What?” Yvvtal muttered as he leapt backwards, sweat pouring down his forehead. Drawing this heavily on his body’s Celestial Aura was incredibly draining, even for a being with as powerful a Soul as him.
A second later, the fog around Orion dispersed.
In that moment, as Orion’s eyes were revealed, he and Yvvtal locked gazes.
And then…
Orion began to smile.
“You are nothing without your speed, Celestial.”
Orion took a step forward, his golden, now gray, body practically oozing Elemental Lightning.
Yvvtal prepared to fall back, turning to retreat before abruptly coming to a halt.
For, behind him, now appeared a large, gray wall of fog, cutting him off from escaping.
As Yvvtal turned his head around, he realized all around him and Orion, several large walls of gray fog had materialized, boxing him in.
This fog was different then the other fog, he instinctively noticed, as his body shied away from it.
It was dangerous, extremely dangerous.
Yvvtal’s eyes flickered, both up and down, before returning his gaze towards Orion.
“So be it.” Yvvtal grinned back, his eyes tinged with a hint of madness.
“You… you’ve haunted me. For years, and years, and years more.” Yvvtal began to speak, his voice harsh and cutting, as he gathered every iota of Celestial Aura and Ki he possessed.
Orion’s eyes narrowed, lightning crackling around him, as he stared at Yvvtal.
“I’ve never even met you.”
Yvvtal’s grin widened at Orion’s response.
“You have now.”
Orion leapt forward and, in that same moment, Yvvtal charged to meet him.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 3rd Chapter, 1st Passage.’
‘Thunderous Assault.’
A great flash of light soared through the air as the two warriors collided. Energy crackled and the ground shook as two forces clashed.
In the end, Yvvtal’s body flew out, crashing through the gray fog and collapsing in a heap, in the midst of the Sanctum’s rubble.
Orion stood the victor, resplendent with power in a world of gray.
On his face, however, stood a frown.
“Clever bastard.” Orion grunted as he stared down at his left hand.
On it, now, were two gaping holes where his ring finger and his smallest finger had been, ripped from his body in a single, frantic second.
“To trade your life for a pair of fingers…” The First Lord muttered, his voice calm as he shook his head.
As he spoke, two dots of lightning cauterized the injuries. A moment later, the gap where his fingers had been were replaced with a network of lightning that gradually coalesced into mirror images of his missing fingers.
Orion flexed the new digits, still frowning.
They would do for now, barely acceptable as a replacement for his flesh.
“At least you were no coward, Celestial.”
This was the first serious injury he had sustained ever since he started this battle, at least in his eyes.
“I see. I get it.” Orion muttered as he shifted focus, glancing at the fog that was slowly dispersing in the air around him.
The power of Ruin truly obeyed his commands.
He was twisting the very laws that guided reality…
Like a God.
Another bout of euphoria tried to make its way through his psyche, one that he instantly suppressed.
‘Control.’ Orion’s emotions swirled about as he fought down that strange happiness.
He forced those emotions away with a vengeance, purging them from his mind as soon as he felt them.
‘I will not be controlled.’
It didn’t matter why he had been granted this power.
All that mattered was that it was his.
It would not control him.
Nothing would control him.
Orion's eyes glowed as he reasserted himself.
He was Orion Thunderfist.
The First Lord, last of the Dark Wraiths, and Ruler of the Ancient World.
He was power.
He was discipline.
He was order.
‘And…’ He thought, his eyes glinting as he envisioned the future, playing out before him.
He would bring justice to a troubled world.
Justice that even Gods could not resist.
And it was here, in the midst of his musings, that a brilliant laser beam shot through the air, narrowly missing his head.
The First Lord turned to the side, his gaze piercing forward like daggers.
“You.”
The Nirvana Saint smiled back.
“Me.”
.
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The air gradually grew still as Orion and the Nirvana Saint faced off. The storm of wind kicked up by Yvvtal lost its power, while any noise in the background slowly faded away.
All was quiet, for a few fragile moments, like the calm before the storm.
Those moments ended…
And the storm began.
In a blur, Orion shot across the ground, arriving in front of the Nirvana Saint in a split second. His body glowed with lightning, while his muscles bulged with power, the very picture of a man-made-God.
And, just as the First Lord was about to crush the Nirvana Saint’s throat with his bare hands…
The Nirvana Saint vanished.
“Oh?” Orion spun around, his keen senses instantly tracking down the man’s presence.
Standing around 25 meters to his left, atop one of the larger piles of rubble, was none other than the Leader of the Purgatory Church, completely unharmed.
“Teleportation?” The First Lord’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the man.
“A powerful ability. A shame you didn’t use it earlier. Your men suffered greatly defending you.” Orion’s eyes were cold, but the passion in his voice made it clear he truly believed what he was saying.
While the First Lord was not a particularly kind man, he was nevertheless not one to abuse others or cause unnecessary harm.
“Indeed. If only I had.” The Nirvana Saint responded with a sigh, a genuine hint of emotion slipping past his cheerful mask.
“I-” The Nirvana Saint cut himself off mid-reply as he activated his Ability, Solomon’s Book, once again, drawing on its power to teleport.
Not a heartbeat later, the pile of rubble where the Nirvana Saint had been standing exploded, lightning crackling in the air as Orion blew the heap of stone debris apart. The impact scattered a cloud of stone dust into the air, a cloud that quickly flew away from the Sanctum, carried by the wind Orion’s blow formed.
“Woah, there, big guy.” The Nirvana Saint murmured as he re-appeared 2 dozen meters to the north, carefully adjusting the golden book he held.
“You almost got me.”
Orion grunted, ignoring a twinge of pain coming from his left shoulder.
“You don’t seem-” Orion’s words cut off sharply as he stepped backwards, a wall of gray fog appearing in front of him almost instantly.
A quarter of a second later, a loud ‘boom’ shook the air as a bright explosion of light detonated at Orion’s feet. This brilliant explosion of light shined a brilliant yellow for the briefest moment, before fading to a dull gray under the influence of Orion’s title.
“How drab. To rob the world of its color. Is this the future you envision, Lord Thunderfist?” The Nirvana Saint asked.
The gray fog wall gradually dispersed, revealing Orion, now with a frown on his face.
“You lay bombs, now, Saint?” Orion criticized, staring at the remnants of the explosion with a disapproving expression.
“I’m surprised your people have a word for that.” The Nirvana Saint returned.
Orion chuckled.
“Funny. You have a way with words, Saint.” The First Lord’s smile failed to reach his eyes.
“I’m honored you think so highly of me.” The Nirvana Saint responded with a polite bow, his eyes glowing with light as he focused on Orion.
The First Lord rolled his shoulders and shrugged.
“It’s a pity.” A man like you is far too dangerous to be kept alive.
Orion didn’t say the rest of that thought out loud, but the Nirvana Saint’s eyes narrowed nevertheless.
“As I was saying… you don’t seem like the type of man that would waste his subordinates' lives.” The First Lord began, nodding at the Nirvana Saint.
“I like to-” For the second time, the Nirvana Saint was forced to cut himself off and instantly teleport.
For, mid-reply, the First Lord had once again launched an attack, dashing through the air like a rocket as he appeared where the Nirvana Saint had been standing.
“-think-”
The Nirvana Saint teleported yet again, narrowly missing Orion’s hand as it grasped for his throat.
“-I’m-”
For the fourth time, the Nirvana Saint was forced to teleport, this time from a chunk of energized rock that Orion had thrown at the spot he had appeared at.
“-not.”
It was only after 5 successful teleports that the Nirvana Saint finally managed to finish his sentence, his face calm and collected, not at all looking as if he had just dodged several extremely intense assassination attempts.
In the original spot where the Nirvana Saint had been standing, another explosion of light shook the air. This time, however, it missed its target completely, Orion’s rushed series of attacks causing the Nirvana Saint’s own attack to fail.
“You’re good at running, Saint.” Orion’s voice rumbled through the air as he finally stopped trying to kill the Nirvana Saint, at least temporarily, and turned to gauge him.
“That power to teleport… it has to do with that book in your hand.” The First Lord said rather then asked, motioning at the golden book.
The Nirvana Saint’s face was unflappable, his eyes giving away nothing as he shrugged.
“Maybe, maybe not.”
Orion grinned.
“Deny it or not, it matters little. You see…” The First Lord began,
“I notice things. In fact, I’m quite attentive to detail.” As he spoke, Orion’s eyes flickered to the right and left, encompassing the world around him.
“It’s a skill you pick up after you live long enough.” He continued,
“The ones who don’t tend to die early.”
The Nirvana Saint snorted.
“I must say, while I appreciate this fascinating episode of life advice, I fail to see your point.” He lied.
In the middle of the Nirvana Saint’s reply, the First Lord abruptly turned his face to the left, his gaze piercing forward for a few brief moments, scanning the area. After a split second, he returned his gaze back to the Nirvana Saint, raising an eyebrow at the human.
“My point is… ever since you began teleporting…” Orion’s eyes gleamed as began to walk towards the Nirvana Saint,
“You haven’t once used your most powerful attack.” The Titled Deity smiled.
‘Smart bugger.’ The Leader of the Purgatory Church resisted the urge to frown as he watched the massive warrior stalk towards him.
The First Lord’s guess was spot on.
He was unable to use both his Judgement Rays and the ability to Teleport at the same time.
Solomon’s Book.
That was the name of the unique Limited Ability that only the Nirvana Saint possessed.
It was an incredibly versatile Ability built around one singular concept.
The power to ‘Copy.’
Whether it be in the form of copying down spy reports from his network of informants to ‘Copying’ Abilities held by other beings, Solomon’s Book granted the Nirvana Saint an incredibly diverse set of tools to work with.
His powers, however, had a limit.
Each page in his book could hold a single Ability he managed to ‘Copy’ down, by scanning another being at close range.
To use those Abilities, however, Solomon’s Book had to be held in his hands, opened to the relevant page, and, at most, Solomon’s Book could only ever be open to 2 pages at once.
Furthermore, for safety's sake, one of those pages was also almost always reserved, limiting him to only 1 page.
Abruptly, Orion held out his right hand, pointed towards the Nirvana Saint.
He didn’t take any direct action, nor did he gather any energy about him, or any power towards his hands.
All he did was stand there, with his hand held outright… pointed towards the Nirvana Saint.
It was an odd action that seemingly accomplished nothing, though the Nirvana Saint wasn’t so foolish as to lower his guard. Instead, the Leader of the Purgatory Church focused on Orion’s actions, observing him, preparing himself to teleport at a moment’s notice-
In the midst of that thought, Orion’s hand slightly turned, barely more than a centimeter.
‘DangerDangerDang-’
The Nirvana Saint teleported as soon as he heard the warning screech into his brain, vanishing almost instantly.
Not a moment later, the space where the Nirvana Saint had been standing began to change.
The air froze, and then gradually began to turn black, all color, life, and light within it fading to utter, black nothingness.
A void, of existence itself, ripped from the air and left to stand, a bleeding sore in the fabric of reality. Black cracks in the fabric of space spread out from the black void, fading away after they traveled more than a meter away.
“Ah, I see. You must have some sort of precognitive power.” The First Lord lowered his hand as he admired his handiwork.
“It’s not a pretty power, but I can see its uses. The power to Ruin Space itself.” Orion muttered, quietly to himself.
The Nirvana Saint’s heart pounded as he stared at the oozing void of darkness, forcing himself to remain calm.
‘...I won’t last much longer.’ He assessed the situation from an objective standpoint.
The First Lord’s ability to infer, his inhuman intuition, was a fearsome thing.
Like the man said, he did indeed possess a form of precognition.
Solomon’s Book allowed him to use 2 Abilities he had ‘Copied.’ The first page was filled with the ‘Warping Phaser Type Ability’ while the second page was filled with an Ability that granted him limited precognition, an Ability he always kept active.
Specifically: the ‘Bound Celestial Owl Type Ability,’ a Type Ability that could only be obtained through the Mystic Variant Transformation Type lottery.
The fact that he was using 2 different Type Abilities at once was a power made possible by Solomon’s Book, something no other Human was capable of, at least to the best of his knowledge.
Even worse, however, was the First Lord’s ability to adapt. Over the course of their brief battle, the Titled Deity was visibly learning how to best use his powers.
‘I’ll have to hope this is enough.’
The Nirvana Saint teleported, appearing at a new spot, several dozen meters away. He was standing atop one of the smaller piles of stone rubble, Solomon’s Book held out in front of him at the ready.
Orion’s head turned to follow him, lightning crackling around his legs as he prepared to attack.
“You can’t run forever, Saint.” His voice rumbled out in the air as he vanished.
“I’ll-”
And then it hit him.
A surprise attack.
Orion’s intuition screamed at him, his instincts flaring as he felt an incredibly powerful energy source appear next to him out of seemingly nowhere, a source of raw power that gave off an oddly holy, almost… Angelic… feeling, followed by a much lesser energy source next to the first.
He wasn’t surprised, of course.
He had been expecting it.
Only a fool wouldn’t.
It was obvious, so incredibly obvious that the humans and their allies were conspiring to ambush him.
He didn’t fault them for it. After all, if he was in their place, he would have done the same. It was no easy task to face the World's Strongest.
However…
‘How in the 56 Hells..?’
They did manage to surprise him.
For, they didn’t attack him while he was standing still, nor when he was recovering from a failed attack. Not even the many times he left himself ‘open’ and ‘distracted’ by his surroundings.
No, instead, they sprang their surprise attack when, of all things, he was using his ‘instant movement’ technique, Chasing Thunder.
An intercepting surprise ambush on a being that was moving more than 650 mph.
The mere fact that they intercepted him mid-movement was already an incredible achievement, but it mattered naught.
Layers of Lord-Tier Ki had melded with Elemental Lightning, pulsating through his core to his arms and legs, granting him incredible power. In his current state, his body was like a mountain, energized to a solid state that was extraordinarily tough.
He was confident, in this state, that there existed nothing in the Ancient World that could harm him. They might think themself clever for catching him off guard, but to attack him here was a mistake.
And it was that same confident thought that occupied his mind…
Up to the moment his right arm landed on the ground with a loud thump.
Sheared clean through, from flesh to bone.
“...”
And it was on this day, for the first time in his life...
Orion Thunderfist came face to face with a Grandmaster in his prime.
.
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Orion’s instincts shocked him into action, overcoming his surprise and pain in an instant.
‘Force Dispersal!’
Lightning gathered in Orion’s left hand as he hastily activated a martial art, gathering energy in a great vortex around him. It was a near-instant technique that only relied on his left hand, unhampered by the loss of his right arm.
In a great flash of light, the First Lord threw back everyone that was near him, creating a miniature shockwave as he cleared the area.
This shockwave had the effect of breaking his yet unnamed technique that had turned the world gray, placing immense pressure on the minds and Souls of those within range.
In a heartbeat, the world found its color again, like a ray of hope burning down from the heavens above.
Not a split second later, Orion turned his attention back to the hole that had been his right arm.
‘How is this possible?’
His intuition had failed him.
In that tense moment, Orion made the conscious decision to force those thoughts aside, focusing on the immediate present.
There was no changing what had already come to pass.
The Master Martial Artist grunted, searing pain lacing up his arm as he swiftly cauterized his wound and, in the same moment, hastily constructed a rough network of floating energy lines that vaguely resembled his right arm.
Lightning crackled in the air as Orion fought through the numbness sweeping through his right shoulder’s nerves, forcibly melding his right shoulder to the web of energy he had constructed, forming a secure, connected makeshift limb, all over the course of mere split seconds.
It was a painful process, reconnecting damaged and altogether missing nerves was arduous at best, agonizing at worst. The strange sensation of his right arm abruptly ‘settling’ inside a network of energy was uncomfortable to say the least.
Still, it was not as if this was the first time he had lost an arm.
The systematic purges he had authored against the Blue Drakes in his younger years had seen his previous body nearly shattered beyond repair. It was only thanks to his powerful Mastery of Elemental Lightning that he had managed to recover at all, drawing on its storied powers to gradually reform a missing arm, injured tendons, and more.
Even then, Arthritis had still plagued him.
In the short term, however, Orion used a mixture of Ki and Elemental Lightning to create a makeshift arm, good enough to meet his standards for at least one fight.
A loud ‘whoosh’ shook the air as the storm of wind settled, the air growing still as Orion held out his new, glowing right arm in front of him.
And then, finally, just as Orion managed to gather himself…
His entire demeanor changed.
For the first time in nearly a 1000 years…
Orion Thunderfist had felt the touch of Death.
‘Thunder King’s Martial Art - 1st Chapter, 1st Passage.’
‘Eye of the Storm.’
In a single frozen moment, joy, sorrow, rage, apathy - signs of any and all emotion immediately fled his visage, leaving the Dark Wraith with an unflappable mask, calm… almost tranquil.
Now, however, lay a gleam in Orion’s eyes, formed in that quiet interlude.
A cold light, filled with cool logic and an nigh-unbelievable amount of willpower and focus.
No longer was he a grand leader, of a host of tens of thousands of powerful warriors, worrying over hundreds of trite documents. No longer was he dragged down by grief and self-blame. No longer did he have to plan and plot, crafting a future to prepare for war.
All his struggles, all his pent up emotions… all of that seemed to leave him at this moment.
Now…
Everything was made simple.
Orion found his mind drawn to his past, to times when his goals were straightforward and clear.
The Great Hunt. The Great Purge of Dragons. The Shatterings.
All that mattered then, and all that mattered now…
Victory.
He must win.
No matter the cost.
He could not afford to lose.
The massive damage Orion had taken had sent his body into overdrive, his senses veritably screaming as he subconsciously tracked every living creature within eyesight.
From the Nirvana Saint’s backwards escape, the man nearly collapsing from Ki exhaustion as he stumbled back, to the unseemly struggles of Great Wizard Shahsta as she sought to stop her wounds, to the Lord Justiciar sitting down and, of all things, meditating, no doubt desperate to recover some of his flagging Blood Energy.
Most of Orion’s focus, however, lay on the man before him.
He was a Human, with brown hair and blue eyes, wielding a sleek, faintly blue blade coated in white energy in one hand, and the Scythe of Oryx in the other. The man’s body practically writhed with holy energy, his arms and legs bursting with waves of power.
What caught Orion’s notice was the man’s sword.
A sword coated in white…
Pure, alabaster white.
In that white, the First Lord sensed a power he had never quite touched, but yet, one that felt oddly familiar. It was a power that had haunted his dreams, power that had seen a much younger, a much weaker, and a much more foolish version of himself flee in fear.
A power that only 1 other being in the recorded history of the Second Layer had ever achieved, a being that broke past the limits of the Ancient World’s low energy density to obtain greatness.
Sion Swordsoul.
A Grandmaster of Old.
For a brief moment, the image of Sion Swordsoul overlaid with the Human Grandmaster in front of him, causing the First Lord’s vision to blur with suppressed emotion.
‘Maria…’ Orion thought as he took a slow, somber step forward.
‘Forgive me.’
Victory.
At all costs.
He would achieve it.
Even if he must sacrifice what was left of his dignity and pride, relying on powers gained from the same beings that made him lose everything.
‘Ruin.’ Orion thought as his eyes gradually began to turn gray.
Centuries ago, Orion Thunderfist had fled before a Grandmaster like a coward, abandoning his wife and child to inevitable doom.
It was a sin he could never wash off, a regret that would stay with him until the end of end.
But now…
That coward was no more.
‘Stay with me, Ruin.’ Orion commanded, feeling untold power condense within him.
‘Stay and…’ The First Lord abruptly transformed into a blur.
‘FIGHT!’
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Micheal never understood why countless people in the 7 Layers almost never chose to lead with their strongest attack.
Power pulsed in Micheal’s veins, energy and strength at a level Micheal hadn’t felt since he returned to the past. His body felt incredibly full, enhanced at a level far beyond its normal state.
Power granted to him by a Legendary Artifact: The Crown of the Angel King.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Heartflame Human
Title: -
Traits: Glass Cannon
STR:   B- → A-   (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
END:   D  → B  (Growth Rate: Uncommon or lower)
REG:    F   → C+  (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
SOUL:   B   → A  (Growth Rate: Rare or higher)
MANA:  C-  →  B+  (Growth Rate: Rare or lower)
Path Notes: A human that walks a cluttered Path. Traces of the Path of the Sword, the Path of Time, the Path of Rebirth, the Path of the Infinite, the Path of the Eternal, and the Path of Space are present.
.
It was an immense, albeit temporary, increase in stats, far beyond any reasonable level, jumping multiple levels in an instant. Micheal compared his enhanced stats to the Divine Scan he had taken of Orion earlier.
.
— - Divine Scan— -
Race: Toren
Title: The Herald of Ruin
Traits: (unassigned)
STR:   A-    (Growth Rate: Legendary or lower)
END:  B+   (Growth Rate: Legendary or lower)
REG:   B     (Growth Rate: Mythical or lower)
SOUL:  S-    (Growth Rate: Mythical or higher)
MANA:  A-    (Growth Rate: Mythical or lower)
Path Notes: A Toren with the Soul of a Dark Wraith that walks a cluttered Path. Traces of the Path of Lightning, the Path of the Fist, the Path of the Sword, the Path of the Spear, the Path of the Staff, the Path of the Dagger, the Path of the Axe, and the Path of the Mace are present.
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He was not disappointed.
‘I’m on par with him in terms of Strength and Endurance.’ Orion was a physical fighter of unmatched prowess on the Second Layer, complete with a body and Ki that few beings could match.
As Micheal felt the terrible power his body had gained, he came to a brief pause.
Gregor traded blows with someone like this?!
When Micheal clenched his fists around Lightshorn and his Scythe Artifact, he could distinctly sense how incredibly unreasonable a task that was.
The Lord Justiciar was, perhaps, the only other man alive on the Second Layer that could go blow for blow with the First Lord.
Such powerful stats on the Second Layer of all places was practically unheard of.
And it was with those thoughts that Micheal reasoned how best to ambush Orion Thunderfist.
‘Always lead with your strongest attack.’
When you faced a foe greater than yourself, it was the only choice one had.
Orion Thunderfist was a true warrior.
An incredible warrior, with a thousand years of experience to his name, but a warrior nonetheless.
The Dark Wraith had trained and trained and trained some more, living a life obsessed with Martial Arts and power that was hampered only by the natural limits of the Second Layer.
From the fast words Gregor had shared with Micheal, and based on the knowledge he knew about the First Lord from the first timeline, Micheal had gauged an accurate image of Orion’s character and skills.
The man possessed intuition that rivaled Micheal’s own, a talent and gift that few beings in the 7 Layers possessed…
And that was exactly what Micheal took advantage of.
Intuition at a high level was a tricky thing, and yet, it was also quite simple.
If something endangered Orion’s life, the First Lord’s keen, almost precognitive, battle intuition would kick in and warn him. At the First Lord’s level, his intuition could pick up on even the most secret threats to his life, saving the Dark Wraith countless times over.
Intuition was a powerful tool… but one with an unavoidable weakness.
It could be manipulated.
Micheal had learned this from experience, high up in the Layers, where beings with extraordinary Souls were far more common. There, Micheal had faced foes with absurd intuition before, and he had learned how to counter it.
How to trick someone’s intuition in the middle of battle.
It was simple, really.
First, attack someone with all of your might, holding back nothing at all.
And then…
Don’t kill them.
Attack them, yes, but never with the intention to kill.
Not feigned intention, nor movements hidden with secret motives.
The counter to intuition is a genuine, wholehearted belief that, as you attack someone, you absolutely will not kill them.
For his first attack, Micheal truly held back nothing.
After Shin ferried him forward through space, Micheal immediately drew upon his Soul, relying upon the support from the Crown of the Angel King, and drew upon a power he had not touched since he returned.
Grandmastery.
Sharp, pure white Grandmaster Sword Energy flowed up and down Lightshorn, cutting through the air with a clear, crisp sound. As the energy formed into existence, Micheal felt an enormous strain settle upon his Soul, the powerful Sword Energy fluctuating around him.
It was a rare state of being, a level of Conceptual Comprehension that very few beings were capable of reaching.
And…
It was power that demanded respect.
Among Humanity, at the least, a Grandmaster was a warrior powerful enough to earn a place in Humanity's Final Army. While Micheal hadn’t been ranked among the absolute strongest in his first life, he was far from weak, well above the lower ranks of the military force.
Attaining Grandmastery was such a difficult feat, in part, due to the fact that one’s Soul had to undergo Enlightenment and attain a vast, energy dense foundation.
It was a state that was nearly impossible for the denizens of the Ancient World to discover.
As far as Humanity could tell, the 7 Layers were composed of countless worlds and realities, stacked all on top of each other.
The higher one climbed, the more energy-dense each world became, the greater gravity one experienced. High Energy Worlds, like the 5th, 6th, and presumably the Seventh Layers, were known by the acronym ‘HEW’ among the scientists of Dark Void.
One thing led to another, and Micheal’s surprise attack struck through.
A blade, imbued with the power of a Grandmaster, slicing through everything in its path, including the right arm of Orion Thunderfist.
Pure intent to attack, with zero intent to kill.
An attack that crippled Orion, inflicting the most damage possible while minimizing potential risks.
And, now, Micheal’s gaze narrowed as landed on the ground, Lightshorn held at the ready after he was flung backwards. Patches of gray fog and white lightning obscured his vision as he looked forth.
Micheal’s heart grew still as his senses stretched forward, the hair on the back of his neck rising.
Abruptly, the Scythe of Chains disappeared, stored in a Spatial Ring.
In that scant moment, Micheal shifted his stance, his entire body projecting absolute confidence as he held his blade out before him. A bright, white Aura surrounded the Swordmaster, causing the air to pulsate around him.
This quiet interlude, a lull in the fight, however brief, seemed almost as if it would stretch on for eternity…
Alas, that moment died.
And with it, came the death of peace.
There was no time to activate his newly formed Mana Circles and cast any Spells, nor time to pull out any Artifacts and turn them on.
No, as that fateful moment met its end, Micheal’s world transformed.
In one moment, Orion Thunderfist hid behind a wall of fog and thunder.
In the next…
He was here.
Lightning flashed.
The air screamed.
The world trembled.
Sword met Fist.
And…
So began a dance of death.
.
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Sophia Morgan was not a schemer.
Micheal might take to scheming like it was his second nature, crafting plans within plans over the course of mere seconds, but Sophia preferred to keep things simple.
She was a fighter, a warrior that had adapted to the 7 Layers like a fish into water.
Sophia respected Micheal, she considered him a true friend, but in a little corner of her heart, she had always considered the man’s constant plans and schemes as something Micheal was forced to do.
‘Schemes are meaningless in the face of absolute power.’
It was a belief that was firmly imprinted on her heart after her sister was taken from her in the First Wave.
And so, Sophia had spent almost every waking moment trying to grow strong… and grow she had.
Magnificently.
The Sophia Morgan of today was ludicrously more skilled and more powerful than her past self.
The wind answered her call, the power of the Storm rising in her heart. She was stronger, faster, with prowess in combat that would have unthinkable just a year ago. Sword Mastery, Fairy Eyes, Ki Cultivation, Wind Sweeper… the list of powers she had at her beck and call was ever-growing, with room for more.
It was because of this that Sophia had always thought she was closing the gap between herself and Micheal. She was growing, fast, at a rate that oustripped almost anyone else she knew.
She was catching up to him.
Or, at least, that was what she had thought.
As Sophia witnessed the reality before her, however, she only now realized how wrong she had been.
What she was watching now could barely be called human.
The moment Orion and Micheal collided, the two began what she could only describe as a dance.
A deadly, beautiful dance.
Micheal’s sword, Lightshorn, cut through the air, sending out rippling waves of white Sword Energy that sheared through everything in its path. Every slash he made tore apart the earth, gouging out massive cratered lines dozens of meters in scale.
He was like a God of Destruction, slicing through nearly everything in his path.
Nearly everything.
For, Micheal was currently fighting the closest thing to a God Sophia had ever witnessed, if what Micheal had told her was to be believed.
A Titled Deity.
Every cut Micheal made, Orion returned with a glancing strike, deflecting the attack. For every attack Orion made, Micheal returned with one of his own. The casual blows each fighter unleashed was enough to devastate the surrounding landscape, great searing blows that had enough power to level a building.
It was a duel of epic proportions… and one that she was barely able to track.
‘Fairy Eyes.’ Sophia thought as she activated her Ability, her eyes briefly glowing pink before returning to normal as her gaze pierced forward.
The two were fighting at such a speed that it was difficult for her to catch everything.
‘I can’t get any closer…’ She paused, remembering Micheal’s instructions.
Her body wasn’t yet strong enough to withstand the concussive shockwaves Orion, and now Micheal, seemed to almost casually create.
‘But that doesn’t mean I can’t help!’
Wind began to gather around Sophia as she watched on, her fists clenched tight.
‘Next time...’ She silently pledged, her gaze never leaving Micheal.
‘Next time that will be me.’
A Storm slowly began to build.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Blood pounded in Micheal’s ears, his heart racing at what felt like a thousand beats per minute.
The stench of singed flesh soured the air, mixed with the harsh scent of burnt air caused by Orion’s Elemental Lightning.
Any sweat that formed on Micheal was instantly evaporated, the boiling energy surrounding Micheal and Orion wiping away nigh everything else.
‘It’s not enough.’
A loud explosion shook the air as Micheal separated from Orion, knocking the First Lord back several steps. There was a brief lull in the fight as a result, the two combatants eyeing each other from a distance.
‘My heart.’ Micheal resisted the urge to clutch at his chest, ignoring the burning pain.
The Crown of the Angel King had overloaded his body with enough raw power to match a Titled Deity… but it was that exact power that had nearly caused his heart to burst.
Micheal held Lightshorn out in front of him, every iota of focus zeroing in on the man before him. In the same movement, his right foot lightly tapped the ground, slightly shifting the stone debris he stood upon.
Orion Thunderfist, in turn, simply snorted.
“Power unearned is but poison… though I suppose that makes me a hypocrite.” As Orion spoke, a wall of gray fog formed behind him.
Not a moment later, a brilliant laser beam shot through the air and collided with that fog, fizzling out ineffectually instead of piercing through Orion’s head.
Micheal’s eyes narrowed as he saw that, his face revealing nothing.
A split second later, the lull ended, and their battle resumed.
Orion’s body transformed into a blur as he shot through the air, reaching Micheal in a near-instant. The powerful warrior landed on the ground with a loud ‘cracking’ noise, fracturing the hard, half melted stone beneath them.
Micheal, in turn, dipped backwards, a Temporal Bubble surrounding him and accelerating his movements as he retreated. A second Temporal Bubble appeared surrounding Orion, slowing the Deity’s time down.
That second Temporal Bubble was met with a crushing wave of lightning and Ki as Orion immediately resisted it, destabilizing the Time Bubble and rendering it inoperable.
As the First Lord burst through the Temporal Bubble, instead of giving chase to Micheal, however, the Dark Wraith abruptly lurched to the right, his body blurring as he moved sideways.
Orion’s retreat was strange, almost hasty... but the reasons for it were soon revealed.
Less than a second later, an immense explosion shook the air as a cluster of 40 Close Impact Bombs detonated, stashed away in the rubble, exactly where Micheal’s right foot had been.
‘If the Vile King can do it, why can’t I?’ Micheal shamelessly stole a move from Constantine’s playbook, learning from his duel with the man inside the Soul King’s Inheritance.
The resulting explosion was devastating at close range, but Micheal’s Temporal Bubble assisted retreat had proved enough to get him out of range. The huge shockwave jostled him all the same, but it was nothing compared to the massive, roughly 40 meters wide crater carved out of the already devastated ground.
As Micheal fought to regain his hearing, imbuing his ears with Ki to fight off a constant ringing echo, the Scythe of Chains reappeared in his left hand.
‘How annoying.’
“Activate!” Micheal yelled as he held the Scythe out in front of him.
Not a moment later, a rather singed, but otherwise unharmed Orion appeared just a few meters in front of Micheal, halted mid-charge. Bits of gray fog were gradually dissipating around the man, used to block the brunt of the explosion.
The duo stared at each other, Micheal and Orion, for what felt like the briefest moment.
And then…
Orion clapped his hands together.
Instinctively, Micheal imbued his eyes with his Crown-enhanced Ki.
Not a moment later, an energized shockwave flew past him and the world turned silent as both of Micheal’s eardrums ruptured.
‘Focus, Micheal.’ He thought to himself as he fought past the dizzying pain, his eyes never leaving Orion as he stored the Scythe of Chains back in his Spatial Ring.
“Gravton ul Hangor.”
A wave of Mana left Micheal’s Soul as he cast the 2nd Circle Spell ‘Earthbound.’
Blue Mana wrapped around Orion in an instant, forming a large circle that imprinted itself upon his body.
Orion grunted as he looked down at it, his Ki and Elemental Lightning fluctuating as he tried to throw it off to no avail.
As soon as Micheal saw this, a grim smile appeared on his face.
‘It works.’
As the Spell took effect, Orion’s body fell from mid air and slammed into the ground with a loud crash. It wasn’t a particularly powerful impact, nowhere near enough to injure the Dark Wraith, but what mattered to Micheal was that the Spell worked.
“Another rat that lays bombs. And now, Magic? This feels… familiar. How odd.” Orion muttered.
Despite losing his hearing, Micheal could still understand what Orion was saying, a function of the Shop’s automatic translation power.
Orion’s observation was spot on. The 2nd Circle Spell Earthbound was a Magic Spell that focused on manipulating both Space and Gravity. It was a clever Spell that Micheal had picked up from Kyrui’s Inheritance, simple in nature, but powerful in effect.
For every second a creature was airborne while under this Spell’s effect, the gravity they would experience doubled. As time went on, the gravity a creature underwent would continue to grow until the moment they touched the ground, which caused the Spell to cancel, hence the name ‘Earthbound.’
“Useless.” Orion’s eyes glowed gray as he held out his right hand.
From that hand emerged a spear of gray fog, pulsing through the air towards Micheal at breakneck speed.
Micheal twisted his body as he dodged, dropping another Temporal Bubble to accelerate his movements.
However, from that single spear of gray fog emerged several spikes of the dreaded mist that chased after Micheal, piercing through the air, the ground, and everything in-between.
All that the fog touched began to decay, fall apart, and die. Every bit of stone debris or rubble it contacted instantly was covered in a layer of gray cracks, dissipating and falling apart.
Micheal was forced to draw upon his Life Orbs, several appearing and pressing against his body to allow him to abruptly change his direction of movement mid-air, to dodge the wave of gray fog.
And it was here, just as he was preparing to dodge again, that an enormous gale of wind swept past him.
Lightning crackled and the air stirred as constant waves of wind smashed into the gray fog and carried it up and away from Micheal, to the sky above, where several dark clouds were rapidly forming.
‘Sophia! Nice!’ Micheal resisted the urge to look behind him, knowing that doing so would give away her position.
With Orion’s Fog of Ruin cast to the side, for a brief few moments, Micheal had a clear line of sight towards Orion.
The Titled Deity was a sore sight, covered in injuries, missing his right arm and a pair of fingers on his left hand. The lightning the Dark Wraith used to replace his right arm had grown unstable, unable to keep up with the inherent damage wrought by facing a Grandmaster bare-handed.
Micheal swiftly raised Lightshorn above him and…
He began to cut forward.
And cut again.
And again.
And again.
Again.
Slash after slash, strike after strike, Micheal unleashed a storm of his own, sending out blistering layers of Grandmaster Sword Energy that flew through the air, unrestrained and free.
After attaining Mastery, one was able to extend their Sword Energy, granting increased range and adaptability.
After attaining the stage of Grandmaster, however… one’s Sword Energy achieved a level of true freedom. No longer were one’s attacks restrained to the weapon they bore.
A Grandmaster could control their Sword Energy with complete impunity, capable of sending out enormous, slicing energy attacks that flew freely through the air.
Blood began to leak from Micheal’s nose as he continued slicing forward, imbuing everything he had into his blade.
The power of a Grandmaster was a sight to behold.
Huge, gaping gouges were wrought into the earth as Micheal’s attacks crashed down, slices more than 100 meters long.
With every slash he made, Micheal’s gaze remained on Orion.
At first, the Deity tried to gather up the energy in his attacks to deflect them. He promptly failed, earning several bloody gashes on his Toren body as the white Sword Energy bit into him.
In the next moment, however, the First Lord gave up on his stubborn pride and covered his body in a layer of defensive fog.
Unlike his fog spears, this layer of fog constantly reappeared, covering his body in a cocoon that Sophia’s stormy wind was unable to throw off.
Step by step, Orion gradually drew near.
Step by step, Micheal cut forward, his eyes twitching as he sensed a wall of fog appear behind him, cutting off all retreat.
“I already told you. Your attacks are useless, now.” Orion’s rumbling voice echoed out as he spoke, his face emerging from the fog enough to let Micheal understand what he was saying.
Every time Micheal’s slashes collided with the fog around Orion, they vanished as if they were nothing.
It was a true example of the power of a Titled Deity: the ability to nullify any attack, even from that of a Grandmaster.
“But I admire your effort, warrior.” Orion took another step forward, methodically powering through Micheal’s sea of attacks.
“You are strong. Among the strongest I have faced.”
Step. Step.
“Even Dragons have failed to push me this hard.”
Step. Step.
“But…” Orion’s voice dropped to a bare whisper.
Step.
“You cannot stop me.”
Step.
“No one can.”
Step.
Orion arrived in front of Micheal, just a couple meters away.
By this point, blood dripped down from Micheal’s nose in a torrent. His vision grew unstable as his breathing became ragged, his body overloaded far beyond recovery. Gradually, Micheal felt the massive energy that had pooled in his body begin to dissipate, his time using the Crown of the Angel King drawing to an end.
“You were a fine warrior.” Orion reached forward, ignoring a flurry of sword strikes that all failed to pierce the fog surrounding him.
His hand reached Micheal and…
The First Lord punched through Micheal’s chest and destroyed his heart.
Instantly killing him.
“A pity it had to end this way.”
A wave of gray cracks covered Micheal’s body in an instant, the light in his eyes dimming as the power of Ruin seeped into his corpse.
The First Lord sighed as he dropped the body to the ground, the fog around him dissipating.
“A pity.” He shook his head and-
Time seemed to stand still for the briefest moment.
Faintly, in the background, a cracking sound echoed… almost like the sound of an orb shattering…
Micheal’s body disappeared.
In that same moment…
A translucent Temporal Bubble spawned in mid-air, just behind Orion’s back.
And…
A human appeared, holding a blue sword roughly 0.3 millimeters above Orion’s left arm.
Micheal grinned, a dark rictus of a smile.
His body moved with the practice of a thousand hours.
A flash of light shot through the air, and…
Orion Thunderfist’s left arm fell to the ground.
.
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-
For a brief, minuscule moment, Orion stared down at his fallen arm, shocked to his core.
‘How?’
He had just killed a man.
‘How?’
Yet, now that man was alive again.
‘How?’
And it was that strange, dead-then-living man who chopped off Orion’s left arm.
Almost automatically, the First Lord cauterized and sealed his wound, using a layer of Ki and Elemental Lightning to prevent any further blood loss. It had been a clean slice, sheared straight through flesh and bone without any jagged edges.
In the same moment, a cocoon of gray fog swarmed around the First Lord defensively, forming an impenetrable wall.
Orion was stuck with the scent of burnt flesh and torn air as he steadied himself, trying to comprehend the situation.
‘My senses are failing me.’ For the second time, now, in this fight, his senses had failed to warn him.
‘No, it’s not my senses.’ Orion frowned, his mind racing ahead of him, as experience built up over centuries came together.
‘It’s my intuition.’
The First Lord correctly identified the problem.
‘But how?’
Simply knowing where a problem existed did not magically give him the answer.
If he was a normal Dark Wraith, he could channel Elemental Energy to create a Domain and use that to flush his enemies out.
Orion, however, had taken over a corporeal body. He had good reasons for it, avoiding the detection of Sion Swordsoul and extending his lifespan, but this left him unable to create a Domain.
A quiet grunt worked its way out of Orion’s mouth as a wave of exhaustion swept through him.
‘My Ki is flagging.’ He realized to his dismay, his injuries far more serious now than at almost any other point in his life.
A dizzy sensation swept through his mind for a moment before Orion focused, his eyes glowing gray as he tested something out.
Gradually, the gray fog that covered him drew closer and closer, until it touched his body. Orion’s pupils glowed with light briefly, before parts of that same gray fog began to seep into his body.
“Arrgh.” For a brief moment, agony swept through Orion’s mind, pain that he quickly shut out as he focused.
Bit by bit, that pain dropped away.
As it faded, however, so too did the exhaustion plaguing his body, the dizzying sensation that had swept through him vanishing.
Slowly, a grim smile appeared on Orion’s face.
He had Ruined his exhaustion, leaving him alert and able.
The power granted to him by his Title defied reason, it seemed.
Quite useful, that.
What exactly he had done to his body, he wasn’t certain, but all that mattered was that he could still fight.
Over the course of the next split second, a lump of gray fog condensed on the gaping hole where Orion’s left arm had been. That lump morphed into a copy of Orion’s left arm.
However, when the First Lord tried to move the lump, it drooped sluggishly, unable to follow his commands.
Orion frowned, sweat dripping from his forehead as he focused.
‘I’ll have to use my Ki again.’
A splitting headache wormed its way into the First Lord’s head as a vast network of energy began to form where his missing arm had been. Ki and Elemental Lightning crackled together, forming a second replacement arm.
‘It’s too much.’ Orion grunted as he felt his Ki wobble, before his eyes glowed gray for a second time.
He then Ruined his Ki exhaustion.
And...
His smile widened.
His headache was gone and, now his body had recovered a sizable portion of his lost Ki.
‘My arms, though.’ Orion frowned.
Energy constructs could never function as effectively as real flesh and blood.
‘It all went downhill after fighting that Celestial.’ The loss of two fingers on his left hand had significantly impacted his technique, more-so after he lost his right arm and was forced to rely on his left.
“It doesn't matter.” Orion was calm, emotionless despite his smile.
The wall of gray fog that surrounded Orion began to spread out and fade, his glowing fists held at the ready as he stepped forward.
“I killed him once…” The First Lord grunted, tiny wisps of gray fog fluttering out of his lips.
“I’ll do it again.”
The fog faded and…
Orion came face to face with Micheal once more.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Losing an arm would cripple most warriors.
Losing two arms would fell even the greatest of men.
Orion Thunderfist didn't flinch.
‘Still, all that matters is that this is working.’ Micheal’s eyes gleamed as he jumped back, avoiding the bubble of fog that had swarmed around Orion.
Two Life Orbs emerged near his back, slowing his momentum to arrive just a few meters away from Orion.
He needed to be ready to strike at any moment.
As he steadied himself, he forced himself to fight off a wave of exhaustion.
‘The Crown’s power has run out.’
The Artifact needed time to reset after his intense usage, leaving him tired and drained. Thankfully, all of the serious injuries, like ruptured veins, cracked bones, and torn muscles that should’ve also accompanied the Artifact’s ending runtime were skipped due to his use of a Life Orb.
A tense moment went by as Orion huddled inside his foggy cocoon, hiding away from the world as he no doubt processed the loss of his last arm.
In that moment, Micheal abruptly realized that his Soul was experiencing a strange, warm sensation, sweeping over it.
After another split second, Micheal’s battle-focused mind realized what it was.
‘I used Grandmaster Sword Energy for the first time in this timeline… my Soul is undergoing a baptism of energy from that.’
The sharp energy serenaded his Soul, piercing through it in part, but also imbuing into it in part. The powerful current found itself welcome in his Soul, forming a familiar home. The energy was slightly unstable, his Soul not yet strong enough to freely support it, but it settled nonetheless.
It was a consequence of his decision to use his Grandmaster Sword Energy, but Micheal had no regrets.
You could not kill a Titled Deity by holding back.
It was here, as Micheal pulled out the Scythe of Chains, that the fog between Micheal and Orion dispersed.
The bloodied Deity had once more reshaped energy to replicate his missing arm, displaying an understanding of energy that few could match. Despite the brutal beating Orion had taken, the man seemed full of life and energy, his eyes glowing as he began to stride towards Micheal.
In return, Micheal held Lightshorn out before him in one hand, while the Scythe of Chains began to activate in another.
A wave washed over Micheal, then, tingling through to his intuition.
This would be their final clash.
One of them would die here.
‘And death is no issue to me.’
Micheal smiled.
Orion leapt.
Light flashed and the air shook.
And it was then…
At this exact moment…
Director Prime launched his surprise attack.
The blonde-haired man appeared out of thin air, drawing on a powerful Invisibility Artifact he had scrounged from Baron Fortuna’s corpse.
He stood mere millimeters from Orion, perched right in front of the First Lord, intercepting his leap towards Micheal.
Micheal recognized Prime at the same moment that Orion noticed him, in far less than a fraction of a second…
But by that point, it was too late.
No matter how amazing Orion’s senses, no matter how incredible his skills…
He couldn’t react to anything if he was dead.
By the time Orion realized Prime had appeared before him, the Director’s attack had already landed.
Draconic Blood burned within Prime’s body, coating him in a burning, golden Aura as the warrior attacked with all of his power, moving forth with nigh unstoppable might.
Two black swords, coated in hideous, corrosive purple energy, pierced forward straight into Orion’s body.
One stabbed through his skull, immediately destroying his brain.
The other pierced his heart, instantly spreading a wave of corrosive purple energy that flowed through the unique pressure points all Toren Physiques possessed, destroying every single vein and joint in the First Lord’s body.
It was the plan of a thousand steps, the culmination of thousands of hours of practice and planning, spread out in moments frozen in time.
A plan that, in this frozen moment, brought Micheal face to face with Director Prime.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“We meet again.” Director Prime sighed as he looked at Micheal.
Micheal didn’t reply... because he couldn’t.
Director Prime stood alone, in a world frozen in time, talking quietly to himself as he assessed the results of his plan.
“First things first.” Prime turned away from Micheal impassively,
“Are you dead?”
The Director began to dissect Orion’s body, taking notes and comparing what he saw to the notes he had written previously. He spent several minutes meticulously studying the Toren body, cutting through flesh to examine the state of Orion’s veins, muscles, and bones.
In the Titled Deity’s body, Prime found traces of gray fog interspersed within the First Lord’s musculature. The fog resisted the effects of the corrosive energy Prime had coated his weapons in, a variation of Malwa Poison Energy obtained from someone possessing the rare Poison Ruler Type Ability.
However, that fog was not enough.
Prime’s exacting detail and planning saw to it that the energy poison swept through Orion’s entire body in an instant, dissolving his very muscles, flesh, and bones, in a precisely engineered attack that could not be blocked or predicted.
“He’s dead.” Finally, after nearly 40 minutes of excruciating testing and study, Prime came to his conclusion.
His plan had worked.
Orion Thunderfist, the First Lord, and a newly minted Titled Deity… was dead.
“Finally…” Prime muttered as he collapsed backwards, sitting down on a chair he pulled from his Spatial Ring. He hadn't yet received a Points Notification, but the state of Orion's mind and body was now irreparable.
“Finally.” The Director’s hands shook as he laughed out loud.
This battle had been one of the most difficult trials he had faced in his life.
He was constantly drawing on his Telekinetic Push Ability to aid his allies, from creating a last second protective layer of psychic energy to prevent Yvvtal from dying to pushing and prodding every attack anyone made, every step taken, to support or deny in return, from his allies to Orion.
Prime went so far as to draw on anything he could find in his surroundings to increase his odds of victory, seizing hold of the powerful Invisibility Artifact Fortuna had used before perishing.
Every step Prime took had to be precisely hidden to escape from Orion’s keen senses, using his Telekinetic power to still any movement he made, carefully concealing his existence. He moved extremely slowly, accounting for every movement Orion made before he even made them.
Dodging the Deity’s deadly gray fog had proven troublesome, but he managed to get by by setting up circles of wind using his psychic energy. Such actions drew attention and forced him to move slower, but he was nothing if not careful.
And, here he stood now.
Victorious.
That was his story thus far… and how he came to stand face to face with a man he’d rather not see.
Micheal Care.
“You.” Prime sighed, interlocking his fingers behind his back as he stood up and faced Micheal.
“How could I possibly forgive you?” He muttered quietly, the pain of losing those he truly cared for haunting him, regardless of how wrongheaded, foolish, or manipulated they had been.
“How could I possibly forget?” He shook his head. Thanks to his Abilities, he now had a nearly perfect memory, though that didn’t stop him from his habit of meticulous note-taking.
“But…” Prime sighed for the third time, exasperated, as he spoke out loud the conclusion he had come to many years ago.
“Tolerate, I must.”
For the good of mankind. For the good of humanity.
For now, their grudges would be set aside.
Until the day the Human Race was no longer in a fight for its very survival.
He would wait.
Because that was the right thing to do. 
He sighed for the last time.
“Let’s end this.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Micheal blinked as he lurched to a halt, his senses tingling as he witnessed the truly unexpected.
From seemingly thin air, Director Prime had appeared before him and stabbed Orion Thunderfist through the skull and through the heart, killing the monster in a split second.
Reality stood still as Prime pulled the blades free from Orion’s fleshy, corroding corpse, tossing the body down and stepped back. Blood began to pool underneath the First Lord’s body, sifting down into several cracks in the rent earth.
A poignant silence dominated the air as Micheal and Prime faced off for the briefest moment.
That moment abruptly ended as a loud shout broke through the air.
“Yo, awesome!” In the background, Shin’s voice echoed as he yelled from afar.
“Top notch stabbing!”
The tension in the moment fled as Micheal snorted, nodding sharply towards Prime.
“I appreciate the assist. Is he dead?” Micheal took a few cautious steps forward, keeping his weapons at the ready. It never hurt to be careful and double check.
“Yes.” Prime nodded, turning back towards Orion’s corpse.
“I’ve confirmed that he’s truly dead. His neural stem, his spinal cord, veins, everything is gone.” Prime motioned towards the dead body and-
Then he froze.
Orion was dead.
Prime was sure of it.
However…
Gray fog began to stir.
“Impossible.” Prime muttered, his gruff voice echoing in the rising air.
“He is dead. He…” The Director’s voice trailed off as he watched gray fog begin to encompass Orion’s corpse, forcing Micheal and himself to step backwards. In the same moment, a look of realization appeared on Prime’s face.
“I believe you. It appears, however…” Micheal muttered, his eyes growing dull.
“He has Ruined death.”
‘Damned Titled Deities.’
They were the hardest things in existence to kill.
“His body is dead… yet there is still no Points Notification.” Prime’s voice was calm as he accepted the impossible situation as fact.  
From deep within the fog, incomprehensible sounds began to emerge, and Micheal began to act.
“Shin! Saint!” Micheal frowned something fierce as he yelled out loud, his voice carrying behind him.
“We’re switching to Plan B!”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
On a distant rock, covered in sweat and dust, stood none other than Shin, concentrating intensely as he held his hands together, looking out into the distance. Not far from him stood Sophia, standing watch and guard, while controlling the wind to shield them from Orion's fog.
“I’m on it, Micheal!” Shin yelled as he heard Micheal’s callout.
An instant later, the Nirvana Saint appeared next to Shin, teleporting to stand next to him. The Leader of the Purgatory Church then opened his golden book, turning till he landed on a page near the front.
As soon as it opened to that page, the Nirvana Saint’s eyes turned bright yellow, glowing with powerful energy. The man responded by immediately placing his hand on Shin’s back.
Instantly, that energy suffused Shin’s body and…
Shin began to smile.
“Showtime, baby.”
.
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Immediately after Micheal yelled out to Shin, he did something rather strange.
He paused briefly to stare at Prime before tapping on his Spatial Ring and pulling out a plain, gray notebook.
“Here.” Micheal tossed the notebook to Prime.
“Read it when you get time. It will help.”
Micheal watched the Director snag the small journal out of the air and then bowed his head.
“Thank you for such an incredible gift. I understand your intentions.” Prime raised his head.
“You have my word that I won’t act against you, at least not until the Human Race is no longer in danger.” The Director finished.
Micheal paused, taken somewhat aback at the abrupt response.
‘Ah. He froze time and read all of it.’ Micheal belatedly realized.
‘Right. He can do that.’
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“So the rumors of him being a Seer are true.” Prime muttered, in a world frozen in time.
He glanced again at the notebook he had been given, stunned by the information it contained.
‘Advice on training Ki, Mana, Magic, Abilities, and an extensive list of the horrific monstrosities that humanity will have to face, and much more.’
It was a gift that, assuming all of this information was reliable, possessed such incredible value that he could hardly put it into words.
A gift that could change the fate of humanity as a whole.
A gift given to him, despite the fact that Prime had tried to murder Micheal just a few months ago.
Prime clasped his hands together briefly as he sighed.
“...perhaps you and I could have been friends in another life.”
A long time passed as Prime stood still, his mind mired with confusion, excitement, and frustration.
It was only after those emotions faded that Prime allowed time to resume…
But not before opening that notebook one last time, turning to a page that had stood out to him beyond all others.
.
—- Nameless Mana Breathing Method used by Typhon, a Transcendent Dragon —-
Rank: SSS+
Effects: Allows specialization in either the development of Mana Circles or of a Mana Heart, or both. Vastly strengthens Mana density and capacity, greatly enhances the user’s body, and grants unique properties to one’s blood.
Successful practice of this Mana Breathing Method shifts a creature’s body into a state of constant evolution and growth that only ceases with death.
Successful practice of this Mana Breathing Method to Completion grants its user the ability to transform into a Dragon.
Note: Only a Dragon, the descendants of a Dragon, or a being in possession of Draconic Blood can practice this Mana Breathing Method.
.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
It was the second notebook Micheal had given out today.
The first he gave to the Nirvana Saint, as they parted ways after coordinating on a plan to take Orion down.
Micheal had put a great deal of thought into crafting these notebooks, in-between his training time inside the First Gate.
'The changes I’ve wrought to Humanity’s fate have been monumental but…’
He was only one man.
He couldn’t be everywhere and do everything.
And already, now, things had begun to spiral out of his control.
‘The Vile King never pulled out of the Second Layer in the first timeline.’
‘The Six Lord’s Sanctum Raid never succeeded in the first timeline.’
‘There was never a Titled Deity on the Second Layer in the first timeline.’
Everything he had witnessed and experienced had led him to this conclusion.
The fate of Humanity could not rest on his shoulders alone.
“He’s reforming his body inside there.” Prime’s words snapped Micheal's thoughts back into razor sharp focus.
“Got it. Anything special about it?” Micheal returned with a nod, trusting the man’s word.
“...no, not that I can tell. His features are slightly mishappen, his flesh turned gray. I-” Prime paused briefly, a frown appearing on his face.
“I thoroughly destroyed his brain and nervous system when I attacked but now…” His frown deepened as he continued,
“That gray fog of his is somehow managing to ‘re-knit’ the missing parts of him together, including the arms you severed. I have no idea how he managed to retain consciousness.”
Micheal’s eyes pierced towards the blob of fog protecting Orion like a hawk, never letting it leave his vision.
“He’s a Dark Wraith that possessed that body.” Micheal answered,
“Even if you destroy his brain, the consciousness of a Dark Wraith is stored in their Soul.”
“Ah, I see.” Prime returned, his face completely emotionless.
‘...how many times has he stopped time in this conversation?’
While the details were small and subtle, Micheal picked up on several minor hints that let him know it was more than once.
“When you- scratch that, he’s waking up! Does your plan need any help?” Prime’s voice took on a hint of urgency.
“No.” Micheal shook his head as he steeled himself.
And then…
He put his sword away, storing it in his Spatial Ring.
“We'll handle this.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Throb.
Shin inhaled.
Throb.
Shin exhaled.
Throb.
‘Focus, man.’ Shin thought to himself as his hands shook, his entire body trembling.
An enormous amount of energy was currently rushing through his body, pulsing through his veins and pumping through his heart.
This energy was a special type of power called ‘Enhancement Energy.’
It was a power the Nirvana Saint used to great effect in the first timeline, an Ability the man stored in Solomon’s Book during his first year, according to records leaked by Dark Void.
It did exactly as its name implied: it enhanced the power of one’s Abilities.
‘Damn, this hurts.’ Shin thought, underselling what felt like molten magma as it flushed through his veins.
Despite the pain, his gaze never left Micheal as he watched his best friend, waiting for the time to act.
“Is it too much? I can slow my output.” The Nirvana Saint’s calm voice echoed softly in Shin’s ears. Sophia stood near them, staring at Shin with concern in her eyes.
“No. Keep it coming.” Shin’s eyes were bloodshot as he felt more and more energy condense inside him.
‘Micheal is counting on me.’
Throb.
Blood began to drip down from his nose.
‘I will not let him down.’
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Orion woke up.
Deep within the depths of his fog cocoon, the proud warrior grunted as he regained consciousness.
‘Did I… die?’
The only memory of the attack that hit him was a brief image of a golden haired man, appearing out of this air. After that, everything went blank.
He couldn’t remember any pain, any suffering, just blank, nothingness.
‘I nearly died.’
His entire psyche shook for the briefest moment before he regained control of himself, crushing any shred of doubt with his overwhelming strength of will.
‘I lay here at the doorstep to defeat…’ He realized.
‘But I am not dead.’
Orion allowed himself a grim smile.
‘I survived.’ As he always had.
The First Lord examined his body, staring at the odd, gray flesh that had grown to replace the countless horrific injuries he had suffered. His body had merged, in part, with the gray fog that surrounded him, giving it an odd, unsettling appearance.
‘I understand now.’
The Title he had just obtained… this was a power far greater than he had thought.
‘I cannot die.’
He had Ruined his own Death.
‘That is my destiny.’
His eyes glowed.
‘This is my purpose.’
He would not die here.
His intuition told him that, clear and true.
And it was here that Orion turned his focus outward, as his body began to finish re-knitting itself back together.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“Human.”
Micheal resisted the urge to flinch as he heard Orion’s deep, gruff voice grumble out.
“You cannot stand in the way of destiny.”
The Titled Deity’s words echoed in the air, carrying with them a presence that felt as if it would crush all who opposed it.
“Hah. Destiny.” Micheal spat as he began to walk forward.
“There is no such thing.” He was living proof of that.
There was no fate that bound him, no destiny that controlled him.
“That is an excuse used by lesser men to commit atrocities.”
Orion paused at Micheal’s response.
“You know nothing of the burden I bear, Human.”
“Do I?” Micheal returned, tit for tat.
“You seek power and control, to form an army to kill a God.”
Orion was powerful, Micheal could admit that.
His martial arts were immaculate, his Ki incredibly pure, and he now possessed a Title that could warp the very fabric of reality.
“I do what must be done.” Orion’s replied,
“I take no joy in the harm I cause, but what I do is for the good of all.”
The fog around Orion gradually began to disperse, revealing his bedraggled, but now whole form.
Two pale, gray arms had replaced the energy constructs Orion relied on, the new appendages were not as strong as his original arms, but far better than nothing.
The rest of his injuries had been wrought over with gray flesh, from cuts and slashes to stabbing wounds and cracked bones.
“You see me now, human.” The First Lord stared at Micheal as he emerged.
“Your resistance is pointless."
"I cannot die.”
“I cannot lose.”
Micheal stared back at Orion.
By this point, he stood only a few meters away, face to face a newborn God.
Everything else was silent, still and frozen, not daring to interrupt the moment.
“You will fail.” Micheal replied simply.
“You are destined for failure, if destiny existed.”
Orion’s eyes narrowed.
“And why is that?” He returned.
Micheal took another step forward, instantly causing Orion to raise his guard, lightning coating his new gray hands.
“It’s simple, really.”
Micheal took another step.
“You fight fair.”
He took another step forward, until he was just barely out of melee range.
“And…”
Micheal smiled.
“You cannot fight fair if you want to kill a God.”
The moment Micheal finished speaking, he took one final step forward.
And it was here in this moment that several things happened, all at once.
Orion instantly attacked, holding back nothing as he punched forward.
A loud shockwave blasted through the air as Micheal took a close range strike to the chest, making no effort to dodge.
The First Lord instantly punched through Micheal’s heart, sending out a torrent of energy that passed through him and destroyed a pile of nearby rubble.
At the same time, as soon as the First Lord’s attack went through, Micheal reached forward and…
He grabbed tight ahold of Orion’s arm as he pulled it out of his chest, preventing the Titled Deity from stepping away.
As soon as Micheal made contact with Orion...
Shin teleported into existence behind Micheal and immediately grabbed Micheal by his leg, holding tight before he even landed on the ground.
And then…
All three of them vanished, leaving behind a rather confused Prime as they teleported far, far away.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
‘More-more-more-more-more.’ This mantra ran through Shin’s head as he forced himself to keep going, the world around him transformed into translucent lines of energy that connected space together.
Blood gushed from his nose in a torrent as his body processed the enormous amount of energy the Nirvana Saint had imbued him with, allowing him to activate his Warping Phaser Ability at a level he had never done before.
Inside the First Gate, Shin had spent enough time practicing his teleportation powers to truly master them, controlling them at a precise level that gave him accuracy down to the millimeter.
What he needed here, however, wasn’t just exacting precision.
No, he needed distance.
Vast, overwhelming distance.
For, as Shin teleported not only himself, but also Micheal and Orion as well, he was hurtling through dozens and dozens of miles of space all at once.
It was a distance he had never before attempted to travel, especially not with two additional bodies tagging along for the ride.
‘MORE. MORE. MORE.’
Whenever Shin teleported, at least in the eyes of others, it appeared to be an instant technique.
Shin knew, however, that the longer he had to move, the more time he spent in this state here, in-between existence, following along the translucent lines that held reality together.
‘MORE. MORE.’
Pain began to wrack Shin’s Soul as he overdrew on his Ability, testing and exceeding the limits of what was possible for him. The sheer concentration and strain he felt was crushing, battling his will to make him fail.
‘MORE.’
He kept going.
Shin didn’t know how long he remained in this state, his consciousness blurring it all together as if he was in limbo, where time no longer mattered.
Eventually, however, as he neared the end of the Enhancement Energy the Nirvana Saint had blessed him with…
Shin found his target.
176.384 miles to the North of the Sanctum, within the territory of the Silent Sword Sect, lay a rather innocuous looking forest. There wasn’t anything special about this forest, it wasn’t a Magic Forest teeming with Magic Beasts, but rather a plain, normal set of trees.
If there was anything special about this place, however, it was the fact that Micheal knew exactly how far away it was from where Shin had been standing, and was able to give pinpoint accuracy coordinates to guide his teleport.
In a flash, Shin, Micheal and Orion all appeared between two large trees, falling to the ground in a split second.
As soon as they appeared, Micheal shattered a Life Orb, instantly healing his body back to full. His chest was coated in blood from having been caved in just seconds ago, but his eyes were alert and focused.
Orion, in turn, looked shocked and disoriented, the strange sensation of teleportation catching him off guard. Gray fog began to pool around him as he activated his Title.
However…
Before anyone could do anything.
All of three of them vanished once more.
This time, however… instead of finding themselves in a forest, a river, or even a mountain range…
Micheal, Shin, and Orion Thunderfist all found themselves floating above a dark, endless Void, just a couple meters away from a large, floating island covered in trees.
The Third Layer.
‘It’s just like I remember.’ Micheal recognized the place they had spawned at.
The trio had just managed to cross through the Valley of Souls, the name of the unique location every being was given when they arrived on the Second Layer, the one spot in the world that connected the Second Layer to the 3rd for each individual, a location every human could instinctively feel as soon as they arrived.
Micheal had dragged all three of them together, forcing them to cross over with him.
“What?” Orion stuttered despite himself, unable to comprehend yet another disorienting leap.
The warrior pushed back at Micheal as the trio began to fall down towards the Void below, trying to leap towards the floating island just meters away. Shin took this opportunity to teleport away, landing on the island nearby.
Micheal didn’t allow Orion to escape, his eyes glowing as he refused to let go of Orion’s arm.
“Gravton ul Hangor.”
A wave of Mana left Micheal’s Soul as he cast the 2nd Circle Spell ‘Earthbound.’
Blue Mana wrapped around Orion in an instant, forming a large circle that imprinted itself upon his body. The Spell took effect at once, sending the Titled Deity hurtling downward as the gravity he experienced began to increase.
As Micheal tried to let go of the warrior’s arm, Orion’s eyes glowed with rage. In a fraction of a second, a spear of gray fog formed and punched through Micheal’s chest, instantly killing him, for the third time now in their fight.
When he died, however, his body vanished once more as he shattered a third Life Orb, escaping Orion’s grasp.
Micheal reformed his body as far up and away from Orion as he could, appearing near the side of the floating island. He used his final remaining Life Orb to support himself, balancing on the Orb as he levitated upward.
His focus, however, remained down, staring intently at the rapidly descending figure of Orion Thunderfist.
‘Almost there.’ His eyes flashed as he watched the warrior fall into the Void, waiting patiently.
‘Almost…’
The enhanced gravity Orion experienced continued to grow more and more, the Spell’s power drawing on the Mana in the air to maintain its growth. This sent the Dark Wraith hurtling down like a missile, rocketing through the air at a breakneck pace.
And then…
Orion vanished from sight.
And Micheal smiled.
“He’s crossed the Demarcation Line.” Micheal spoke aloud, half to himself, half to Shin, as he landed on the floating island in a heap, his hands set to trembling as he realized how close he had come to losing.
The Demarcation Line. The Point of No Return. The Maw of Death.
Once crossed, it could never be undone.
He was now trapped in the dark, endless Void.
“Like I said, Orion.” Micheal whispered.
“If you want to kill a God…” His eyes gleamed.
“You cannot fight fair.”
.




Epilogue - Part 1 

As one Journey ends...



Gregor Mantorel took a deep, ragged breath, before letting out a long exhale.
‘I’m alive.’
It was excellent news.
His eyes had been destroyed and his ears ruptured, but both of those were injuries the Wise Lady could fix. He still had both of his arms and legs, and had managed to staunch all internal bleeding after a quick meditation session.
‘Let’s move.’ Now that he was no longer in danger of immediately dying, he could afford to focus on the present.
The Farian’s Primordial Giant Bloodline pulsed within him as his senses spread outward, taking in his surroundings.
His hearing had returned, slightly, thanks to his meditation. It wasn’t enough to give him full hearing, but as long as he enhanced his ears with the power of his Bloodline, he could now understand the words of those around him.
“Saint.” Gregor’s voice came out a rasp as he stood up, sensing the man’s presence to his left.
“Is the battle won?”
He heard some faint shuffling in the background before the man appeared before him. He could smell the scent of exhaustion coming off the man, blood, sweat, and grime mixed about in an unsavory pile.
“Perhaps. I am inclined to believe so.” The Nirvana Saint’s words sounded muffled under Gregor’s damaged hearing, but audible all the same.
“I’ve lost track of young Shin completely so… that man’s plan appears to have worked.” The man paused briefly, before nodding sharply.
“The battle is won. The First Lord is no longer of this world.”
A wave of relief swept through Gregor, emotion that tore at his heart and almost caused his legs to collapse.
‘Victory.’ It was something he’d thought impossible as the battle wore on.
‘Orion Thunderfist.’
This was the first time, in Gregor’s life, that he had been challenged so.
The first time he had faced such adversity, like a child trying to punch through a brick wall.
For all his power… for all his great skill and fame…
He hadn’t left a single serious wound on the warrior.
It infuriated him.
Now that the battle was won, the relief Gregor felt quickly faded.
Now, it was replaced with rage…
Rage, fear, and worry.
‘If I fell here, it would spell the end of my people.’
He had never felt so helpless before, not in his entire life.
‘If not for him...’
“Micheal.” The Lord Justiciar muttered quietly to himself, his voice a mere whisper.
“It seems I am indebted to you once again.”
The young human was an enigma, yet one that had wrought great deeds in aid of his people.
He would not forget that.
Thus Gregor Mantorel swore.
No matter the trials to come.
The Human Race and the Farian Race would meet the future, side by side, as friends.
As for himself, after he recovered from his injuries…
‘I’ll head straight to the First Gate.’
The Lord Justiciar’s loss to Orion lit a fire under Gregor, a desire for growth and change that he hadn’t felt in decades.
‘Let’s start training.’
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“Serena? Serena!” Sophia’s voice echoed as she scrambled through the still open portal hidden in the depths of the Sanctum ruins.
‘Be brave.’ Getting separated from Shin and Micheal so soon was scary, but she had to be strong.
She was strong, after all.
There was no reason to be afraid.
Not anymore.
‘I am the Storm.’ She thought that silent mantra to herself over and over, drawing on the memories formed from the Master of the Storm’s Inheritance.
As soon as she made her way through the portal, she was greeted with several drawn blades.
“Halt!”
Several Farian warriors, the ones that had been standing guard outside the Soul King’s Inheritance, had formed a defensive line around the shed Micheal had set down to cover Serena’s ashes.
They were the sole survivors of the Farian guard, holding true to their duty, even in the face of the death of their comrades.
“Wait!” A weak, female voice broke the tension in the moment as Serena, clad in plain gray linens identical to what many of the Farian guards were wearing, appeared, emerging from the shed Micheal had set up.
“You made it?! Thank God!” Relief filled Sophia’s heart as she saw her new friend, her knees almost giving out from the intense emotion.
“I’m… confused. Sophia, what happened?” Serena waved down the guards as she clutched at her head. The Farian’s skin was pale, far paler then it had been before she died and was reborn, though her body looked the same apart from that.
“I can’t really remember… anything. Where’s Micheal?” She glanced around, confused.
“Where’s the Lieutenant?” Sereana’s gaze was drawn to one of the gray bodies off to her right, near the entrance of the Soul King’s Inheritance.
Sophia winced.
“There’s a lot to explain…”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
The battle may have ended, but life carried on. In the aftermath of the great fight, the Nirvana Saint began to take action.
“Carry out a wide-range sweep of the ruins, I want every inch of what’s left of this ‘Sanctum’ scoured.” The Nirvana Saint barked out orders to the deluge of Purgatory Church members that were just now arriving on site.
The Church’s three remaining Knight Commanders were also present, still injured but not enough to keep them from working, even as they were actively healed by healers from the Church.
“Secure those Dragon Bones. They came from a Draconic Lich that held off a newborn God, albeit briefly.” The Saint’s eyes glowed as he scanned his surroundings, keeping track of everything in sight.
‘Micheal, I’ll trust you this once.’ The Nirvana Saint offered a silent prayer up, in hopes that the man’s plan had worked.
He did not fancy the challenge of retaking the Third Layer from Orion’s hands if it hadn’t.
"Has the Great Wizard Shasta woken up yet? No? Contact the Rakkonians and request the presence of more Wizards. Make sure you keep her alive, her presence will be key to our alliance."
The ruins of the Sanctum gradually transformed into a beehive of activity as the Nirvana Saint set the full force of the Purgatory Church onto the location, locking down everything in sight.
“Has Fortuna’s body been recovered? Good. Contact the Human Alliance, inform them of his demise.”
Losing Fortuna bit deeply, far more than was apparent. The man was the life and blood of the Human Alliance, the Nirvana Saint would need to step carefully to prevent any sort of internal collapse.
‘Still, it’s all politics in the end.’
If nothing else, the Nirvana Saint excelled at politics and he knew it.
“We’ve received word that the remnants of the Syndicates have elected a new set of leaders, in the case of Fortuna’s death.” At some point later, Knight Commander Yun Chen passed word along to the Nirvana Saint.
“Already?” The Nirvana Saint paused, taken aback. The internal divisions of the Human Alliance were complicated, after all. For such a decision to be made, these new leaders would have to possess great influence.
“Yes, it’s a group of powerful warriors that recently came up from the First Layer, all in allegiance with the Godfather Organization. Quite a large force has climbed up, it seems.” Yun Chen read from a set of gold-encrusted paper, a special Artifact that passed on messages at long range.
“They call themselves the Dawning Six.”
“And…” Yun Chen abruptly cut off as the Nirvana Saint held up his hand, his head turning sharply off to the right.
“My, oh my. Who are you?” The Nirvana Saint’s eyes gleamed as he stared out into the distance. Solomon’s Book flashed into the leader of the Purgatory Church’s hand.
“Ktttth.”
Standing just a few dozen meters away appeared a humanoid creature with light grey skin and a large, glowing circle was engraved on its forehead, gleaming with blue light.
A Monster Class Morenkai.
“A Morenkai. And you can… communicate? I understand you.” The Nirvana Saint barely believed his own words as he stared at the odd creature that had appeared.
His memories of the Morenkai from the First Layer weren’t exactly pleasant. They were simplistic monsters, incapable of independent thought.
Or, at least, that was what he had thought.
“Kttthhh… kthhh’kthda. Dt’kttha…” The creature’s voice grumbled out, both incomprehensible and yet also perfectly understandable to the Nirvana Saint.
“You seek an… alliance? Because you were saved by… no… surely not…” The Nirvana Saint stuttered to a halt as he stared at the friendly monstrosity, before quietly muttering to himself.
“Oho. Micheal, Micheal… you are ever full of surprises.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Yvvtal the Destroyer blinked as he stared at a large clump of rocks that were obscuring his vision.
‘I’m alive? I thought for sure- ah, wait.’ The Fallen Deity thought back to the moment before he was knocked unconscious.
“Prime. You beautiful bastard, you!” Yvvtal laughed out loud as he smashed the rocks covering him away, emerging from the rubble with a grin. His body was covered in injuries, from broken bones to bloody cuts, but he ignored all of it, excited just to be alive.
‘He definitely did something that kept me alive. Did he stop that fog from touching me? How exactly-’ Yvvtal abruptly came to a stop as he looked around him.
In his immediate surroundings, several dozen humans clad in white were scurrying about, peering through the rubble that had once been the Sanctum. Several of them had turned to face Yvvtal as he emerged, staring at him cautiously.
“Prime?” Yvvtal turned his head from left to right, searching for his companion.
“Oi, Prime, you didn’t just leave me here, did you?!”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“So…”
In a world frozen in time, Prime looked at the scene around him.
He was invisible, hidden from the naked eye, watching over a touching reunion between two girls and a sizable group of Farian guards. None of them noticed him, but that was only natural.
Every movement he took was now precise enough that even Orion wouldn’t have spotted him.
“The Inheritance of the Soul King.” He muttered, checking over the notebook Micheal had given him.
In it, he found detailed notes explaining each of the ‘Five Gates’ as the man called them, describing their purpose and the ways he could best take advantage of them.
“I suppose it’s worth exploring.” Prime had already conquered one of the Twelve Tombs of the Blue Drakes, he was well aware of the value that an Inheritance on the Second Layer could hold.
After a brief moment’s consideration, Prime’s gaze narrowed as he turned towards Fourth Gate.
The Gate of Trials.
“If I enter that, will I be able to fight that man?” Prime muttered.
“Or…”
“Will I have to fight you?”
After a few more seconds of thought…
Prime began to smile.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“Woah! Careful, Micheal!” Shin teleported next to where Micheal had collapsed, grabbing ahold of him by the shoulder.
“Are you alright?” Shin’s hands trembled as he held on to his best friend, but he did his best to steady the man.
Shin’s body still hadn’t gotten over the shock of such a vast group teleportation. His Soul felt strange, as if he had achieved something special.
‘Is that… the Concept of Strength I felt in Bilt’s Inheritance?’ It had taken a tremendous level of willpower to control his first long-range teleport. His success seemed to have awakened something, letting his Soul touch upon a Concept he had only felt in the Master of Strength’s memories.
“Shin. I’m good.” Micheal stumbled to his feet with Shin’s help, wiping a sheen of sweat off his forehead as he looked over the edge of the floating island.
“He’s gone. The plan worked.” Shin’s best friend let out a long, rasping gasp, his hands shaking from the tension.
Everyone had been nervous about facing that… being, Shin included. Even now, the mere memory of the shockwaves Orion had set off were terrifying.
“Damn straight it worked, Micheal. Never doubted you for a second.” Shin patted Micheal on the back, doing his best to calm his friend down.
“Thanks.” Micheal smiled back at Shin, his grip steadying.
“So. This is the Third Layer?” Shin looked up at the sky above him. It was black, like the Void down below.
“No Sun?” There was not a star in the sky.
“No, no Sun.” Micheal shook his head, before dawning a slight smile.
‘Shin, are you trying to comfort me?’ Micheal stared back at his best friend, feeling oddly touched.
The lack of a Sun on the Third Layer had always seemed unsettling. It was one of the first things he noticed in the first timeline when he first arrived.
Well, that and the fact that he spawned in over a giant, gaping Void in existence.
If it hadn’t been for his quick thinking in his first life, he would’ve died then and there.
Thankfully, by the time the Great War ended and he moved on to the Third Layer, he had come up prepared.
There was a reason Cloud Stepping Shoes became the most popular Artifact on the Third Layer.
“Shin. Good job.” Micheal clapped Shin on the back in return.
“We couldn’t have made it here without you.” He gave his best friend a grateful smile.
Shin grinned back.
“Think nothing of it, my man.” Shin waved off the thanks, before turning to look around them, and then back at Micheal.
“Now that we aren’t in danger of dying to a maniacal God-being… what’s a man gotta do on this godforsaken planet to get a drink?”
Shin’s smile widened as Micheal snorted.
“It’s high time you took a break.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“The Beasts of Providence have arrived at the entrance to the Fourth Layer.”
Constantine Lancaster spoke quietly to himself as he processed the memories passed along by his Seeds.
He sat alone on the Fourth Layer, next to the enormous graveyard that housed the corpses of the countless Shadows that had died in his attempt to kill Ashroth.
An attempt that ended in abject failure.
Constantine’s eyes hardened as he looked out at the sea of graves.
“Hold, for now.” His voice was cold, colder than ice, as he spoke aloud, sending commands along the connections he had to his Seeds in the Layers below.
To cross the entire Third Layer in a matter of weeks… it was a feat few humans could replicate, let alone a massive group of newly arrived humans.
Yet Constantine had made it happen, courtesy of the immaculate teamwork and foresight his Seeds possessed.
“My Beasts, you all have a new mission… and a new target.” His words echoed softly in the still, gray air.
Ashroth and the other Yil had moved on from the Fourth Layer, leaving Constantine and his remaining Seeds behind. Constantine had remained, however, planning his arrival onto the Fifth Layer with great care.
“Traces of a Titled Deity have been detected on the Third Layer.”
If looks could kill, the cold, madness-tinged hatred that appeared in Constantine’s eyes would’ve ripped apart reality itself.
“Find it.”
On this day, Constantine silently declared war.
“This time…” Constantine’s eyes glowed as he made a promise to himself.
“This time, I will be ready.”
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Orion Thunderfist scoped out the world around him, finding it to be the same as it had the first time he looked.
Pure, utter blackness. Complete nothingness.
No light. No sound. No land. No color.
Nothing.
Not even air itself.
“Maria.” He whispered quietly.
Despite the lack of air, Orion found that, in this strange, pseudo-world, he had no need for air, nor a need for food, or water. He simply existed, suspended in space and time.
“Is this my fate, in the end?” Orion’s voice seemed loud in his ears, and yet, at the same time, strangely quiet.
The Spell Micheal had cast on Orion to send him spiraling down had lost its effectiveness once Orion became trapped in the Void, the energy it was powered by fading away.
“Perhaps it is fitting.”
Memories rose to the forefront of Orion’s Soul as he floated there.
Memories of happiness and joy, from a time long, long ago.
“I have only wrought pain and destruction, ever since that day.”
Orion received no answer to his query, the world remaining blank and empty around him.
“Maria… I know you cannot forgive me.”
Orion Thunderfist slowly closed his eyes…
“But perhaps… I can forget.”
And thought no more.
.




Epilogue - Part 2 

 Another Journey begins.

.. .. .. .. .. ..
Many months earlier, in a place far, far away…
.. .. .. .. .. ..
“How unsightly.”
A plain, brown haired man frowned to himself as he considered his current predicament.
“This is… less than ideal.”
The brown haired man wore a set of common, brown pants and a dusty gray shirt. His face was nondescript, so completely ordinary that one might look at it one second and forget it the next.
His appearance as a whole could be described with a single word:
Forgettable.
‘I stand a real chance of dying if I’m unlucky.’
The man quietly considered.
It should’ve been a ludicrous thought.
He was the one they called Boundless, the Breaker of Chains, the Maker of Paths, an all-mighty Titled Deity that had earned his Title more than four thousand years ago.
‘The Unbound.’
It was he who led the Background Rebellion that freed his people from the Jester of Fate’s slimy grasp.
It was he who guided the Blank Resistance to victory during the First and Second Angelic Wars of Aggression.
It was he who stood guard for millennia, until the day Ixon sol Eden, the charismatic present-day leader of his people, achieved a Title and relieved him.
He was Jay sol Arget.
And…
He was on a mission.
“I expected to face challenges moving upstream.” The Deity muttered,
“But this… this is… difficult.”
The world around Jay sol Arget was a sight that would’ve driven most sane creatures mad.
The Deity stood on nothing, floating in the middle of a vast, turbulent plane of existence. In this disturbing, distorted realm, there was no air, nor water, not even land itself. Here, the concept of time often lost meaning, where seconds could last hours, and hours could last seconds.
Jay sol Arget was standing in the In-Between.
The phrase ‘In-Between,’ had been popularized by the Newlanders, an incredibly advanced magic civilization. The term itself was self-explanatory — it referred to the not-quite-empty space that exists in between Dimensions.
Abruptly, Jay snapped back to the present as he shifted his body backwards several dozen meters. As he sailed back, his eyes zeroed in on the massive, undulating black mass that now occupied his original location.
“Why are there so many damned Outers here?”
The In-Between was a mostly empty pseudo dimension incapable of supporting conventional life… but not all life was conventional.
Especially not the Outers.
These behemoths were horrifying eldritch monstrosities that scoured the In-Between, devouring everything they came across. They thrived off energy of any kind, from the life force of a hapless Dimensional Traveller to the exposed underbelly of a fractured Dimensional Wall.
There was no set appearance for an Outer. Some came in the form of massive, undulating blobs of darkness, while others possessed vaguely humanoid forms that had far too many arms and legs, while still others possessed thousands of eyes spread out among eerily long tentacles. Some of the Outers were weak, while others were strong. There were even a notable few Jay went out of his way to avoid.
After a moment’s pause, Jay scanned his surroundings and counted at least 24 Outers within range of his senses.
It was an absurdly high number considering that, before Jay was pulled into the 7 Layers, he could travel the In-Between for hours and hours without encountering even a single Outer.
“I knew the formation of the 7 Layers would be disruptive… there’s no way any being can move around thousands of Dimensions without creating a stir.” Jay began to walk forward, observing the Outers in his immediate vicinity.
None of the Outers reacted to his presence, but that was to be expected.
Jay sol Arget was, after all, an Endwalker.
The Endwalkers were an unusual Tribe of Deities that, unlike nearly all other beings, lived in the ‘background’ of reality, a sort of inexplicable state of being that made it incredibly difficult to grasp their presence.
In simpler terms, say a watchman glances off to his right and happens to see an Endwalker waltz into camp. Immediately, that watchman leans forward in his chair and begins to scan his surroundings, ready to raise the alarm at the slightest discrepancy.
What does he see?
A cluster of oak trees, a campground full of sleeping soldiers, a small stream rushing nearby, a plain, forgettable man with a knife entering the General’s tent, a loud group of frogs croaking, a campfire crackling, a soft breeze stirring.
Yes, the watchman agrees. Nothing particularly alarming or unusual happened here.
That was the power of an Endwalker.
“…”
Jay wasn’t particularly bothered by the many Outers now crowding the In-Between.
No, the real problem came from the massive Dimensional Wall in front of him.
Behind this Dimensional Wall rested the Realm of Chaos, otherwise known as the Sixth Layer.
“Phasing through the Wall is no problem.” Ease of movement was a perk that came with ‘The Unbound’ Title.
“The real issue is that.” Jay’s eyes narrowed.
“…why is the entire Dimensional Wall enshrouded in Time Energy?”
Time Energy was an incredibly unstable type of energy that could fall apart at even the slightest misstep. Controlling it required an incredibly deft hand and powerful Soul, at bare minimum.
An ocean of Time Energy big enough to swallow an entire Dimension could never exist. Pure Time Energy was simply too volatile.
On the other hand, Time Energy derivatives like Causality and Paradox shared the same appearance as Time Energy and were far more stable… but also drastically more dangerous.
And so, Jay sol Arget found himself back at square one.
‘If I cross that, I’ll stand a real chance of dying.’
The Deity paused for a moment.
‘Not if. When. I cannot abandon this mission.’
The Endwalker let out a long, irritated sigh.
‘If it’s Paradox, and it probably is, as long as I’m prepared to shear off parts of my Soul, the risk of death drops to zero.’
Jay accepted the horrifying thought with a casual nod before closing his eyes for a few brief moments.
“If this is here… I need to consider the possibility that the Fifth, Fourth, and Third Layers will also be shrouded.”
The Titled Deity grimaced.
“Worst case scenario, all the Layers I need to cross are shrouded with Paradox derived Time Energy.” The Endwalker began to calculate for several seconds before his eyes flashed.
“It’s doable.” It wouldn’t be pretty and would leave him with crippling injuries to his Soul, but he could manage that. As a Titled Deity that had reached the 7th Layer, his baseline stats, even as a cripple, should be more then enough.
Finally, Jay sol Arget began to smile.
“Ixon, take care of our people. You better keep an eye on that damned Clown, I don’t trust him to stay on the Fifth.”
The Endwalker’s eyes began to glow with gold light.
“As for me… I will take things from here…”
“Aaron Bartram, the White Knight. Founder of the Knights of the Round Table.” Jay’s voice echoed silently as he continued,
“Humanity’s Strongest, the man would have killed me in the future.”
Jay sol Arget pondered his words for a few seconds.
“He should be present on the 3rd Layer when I arrive… ”
And it was here that the tides of Fate and Time finally began to shift.
In Micheal’s first life, Jay sol Arget travelled down the Layers for only one target: Aaron Bartram.
The choices we make pave the path our future follows.
Now, here in Micheal’s second life…
That number changed from 1 to 3.
“The Sundering Swordmaster, Bastien Amiot.” Jay recalled the precognitive Foretelling that Ixon had shared with his mind.
“He becomes incredibly dangerous in the future, but is still quite vulnerable now.” If left alone for even a few years, this particular human would grow up to cause enormous problems.
‘However…’ Jay sol Arget finally began to think about something he had been avoiding.
“HIM.” The Titled Deity twitched, his eyes laced with anger.
“That human absolutely must die. I, no, the Coalition of Endwalkers as a whole cannot accept his existence.”
“The future he wrought cannot be allowed to come to pass.”
Jay sol Arget’s voice dropped to a growl,
"The highest priority target, superseding all others…"
The Titled Deity slowly nodded.
“Shin Hopefell must die.”
.
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