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      War has arrived to Zecia. 


      Zac returns from the Perennial Vastness, finding Earth already embroiled in war. The Kan'Tanu Cult is pouring into the sector, determined to make it theirs. The System is fanning the flames with treasures and opportunities, using the conflict to choose candidates for its trial. 


      A strong arm and a sharp axe isn't enough to keep Earth safe. Zac has to secure the resources and alliances necessary for his empire, all while dealing with the fallout of Leandra's schemes. 


      But who can he trust? The appearance of the Ultom Courts has set the Multiverse astir. Powerful outsiders are flocking to Zecia in search of fortune, where the local Sealbearers are prey. One wrong move and it's over. 


      Book 13 of the hit Defiance of the Fall LitRPG Series is here. Grab your copy today!About the Series: Jump into a story that merges Apocalyptic LitRPG elements with eastern cultivation. Class systems, skill systems, endless choices for progression; it has everything fans of the genre love. Explore a vast universe full of mystery, adventure, danger and even aliens; even a random passer-by might hold the power of a god. Follow Zac as he struggles to stake out a unique path to power as a mortal in a world full of cultivators.
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1
HEGEMONY


The peak of Mount Illumination looked like a battlefield after having endured the boundless rage of the Heavens. The manor that had been Zac’s home for the better part of a decade was reduced to scorched rubble. With Null, his guide in the Perennial Vastness, gone, Zac felt as though the last thread of Karma with Sendor’s extraordinary realm was severed.

A loud rumble reverberated through the mountain range. Yet another mountain collapsed after being drained by a vortex formed by the Void. Zac turned his Abyssal eyes toward the scene. The dense swirls of Life that had almost been blinding to his Draugr vision were gone, as were any hints of Death. The Buddhist Dao of reincarnation had been fully siphoned off, leaving only desolation behind.

The scene was a reminder Zac couldn’t leave just yet.

He’d successfully fused Life, Death, and Conflict with the help of the Void—an accomplishment thought impossible. His unique Cosmic Core had generated an enormous Toll of Hegemony, announcing the birth of an unprecedented path. Having withstood the monstrous Tribulation Lightning, it was time to reap the reward.

Vast amounts of energy were pouring into his body. Some of it was provided by the Void vortices that consumed everything in his surroundings. This infusion fueled the upgrade of his Duplicity Core, the Technocrat invention that made his impossible core possible. Just as much energy was provided by the Cosmos. He’d picked his new classes, and the System helped facilitate the transformation.

Zac’s pathways were growing sturdier by the second, allowing them to channel the tremendous amounts of energy his Cosmic Core held. Meanwhile, the complex network of channels in his core gained the unique fractal etchings representing his classes.

It looked like the process would take a while longer. Zac was eager to get back to Earth, but he didn’t mind. He could use the breather after pushing himself to the limits and beyond over the past months. It also let him gradually acclimatize to his new power. He glanced at the screen still floating by the portable Nexus Node.

Base Attributes Per Level:

Epic: 100 / 150 / 200.

Arcane: 115 / 170 / 225.

Name: [D-Arcane] Evolutionary Precursor

Fixed Attributes: Strength +300 / 450 / 600, Dexterity +100 / 150 / 200, Vitality +150 / 225 / 300

Free Attributes: +100 / 150 / 200

Progress through struggle, future seized, not given.

Name: [D-Arcane] Inexorable Apostle

Fixed Attributes: Strength +325 / 475 / 650, Dexterity +75 / 125 / 150, Endurance +150 / 225 / 300.

Free Attributes: 100 / 150 / 200.

Explosive stillness, fate become nourishment to your ascent.

There were no surprises after having spent years mingling with elites from every corner of the Multiverse—the gaps in his knowledge that came with being a frontier cultivator had been filled long ago. The only point of interest in the basic information was how the data was presented.

Like with the nodes of E-grade, his Base Attribute gain had been separated from the class options. Normally, the text wasn’t presented this way, and Zac guessed it resulted from the System adjusting to his unique situation. The takeaway was that he wouldn’t get two sets of base attributes, just like how he only got attributes for opening nodes once.

Only getting one set of Base Attributes was disappointing yet expected. After all, he only had one core, even if it was unique. He’d held onto a lingering hope that his Quantum Core’s dual states would provide dual bonuses, though it wasn’t meant to be. Zac didn’t feel he was losing out. If anything, his advantage could be considered greater in the D-grade.

Only 33% of your attributes came from leveling your classes in the E-grade, with the bulk being awarded from opening nodes. This changed as you became a Hegemon, where you leaned into your specialization. Half of the attributes came from the level, and the other half from your class. This focused more of the allocation on useful attributes while giving up on those who brought fewer benefits.

It left a Hegemon lopsided, and you were expected to shore up your weaknesses by relying on your strengths. Like Billy, who gained a skill to transform his Strength into explosive speed, making up for his lacking Dexterity. Similarly, you could use your Cosmic Core to power defensive treasures to protect your body and soul.

For Zac, with his two classes, it meant a greater attribute superiority. Part of that advantage would be countered by D-grade Cultivation Manuals providing his opponents significantly stronger amplification. It would still be noticeable, even if attributes weren’t the only thing that mattered.

There were only three true bottlenecks in the D-grade. Each was far deadlier and more difficult than opening a node, and passing the hurdle provided significant benefits. A Middle-stage core would hold roughly five times the energy of an Early-stage one, and the same was true further down the road.

In other words, a Peak Hegemon wielded over 100 times the Cosmic Energy as an Early Hegemon. If you had no way to leverage this and turn your vast sea of energy into strength, then your advantage wouldn’t be that big. Through Skills, War Regalia, and various unique means, you could absolutely dominate the lower-stage Hegemons even if your attributes weren’t that much higher.

That was an important distinction between Hegemony and the lower grades. Skills and equipment were linked to your core. You normally needed a Middle-stage Cosmic Core to power a Middle-proficiency skill, and the same was true for War Regalia. In return, these skills and tools would channel far more energy, which meant greater offensive and defensive power.

Against Zecian Hegemons, who rarely possessed regalia, or the foundations required to upgrade their skills, Zac was confident in dealing with almost anyone by the time he entered Middle Hegemony. Against well-trained and well-equipped Hegemons from the Multiverse Heartlands? That was another story altogether. The Multiverse was divided between the haves and have-nots, and Hegemony made that even more apparent.

Observing the final alterations gave Zac a much-deeper understanding of Hegemony and his classes. Seeing the intricate fractals form was like witnessing his Daos sprout, putting him in a transcendent state. Being in his undead form, he was especially enlightened by the Miasma coursing through his pathways. Half an hour passed this way by the time Zac sensed the process was nearing completion.

Two discordant pulses shocked him awake, and unbelievable pain wracked his body when a storm of foreign energy appeared in his chest. Zac felt like he could hear the whirring clatter of millions of gears turning, and he seemed to phase in and out of reality.

This wasn’t part of the script. Engraving one’s class wasn’t supposed to hurt, nor should it create such a spectacle. It wasn’t difficult to find the culprit. The System was still imprinting his core without a care, and his Technocrat Heritage was going berserk.

The energy storm came from [Quantum Gate], like it was spitting up some of the incredible amounts of energy that had been consumed by the Void vortices. The Hidden Node connecting his two sides was releasing one shockwave after another, which harmonized with the Duplicity Core to form extraordinarily dangerous currents that ravaged his body.

Not a single molecule was spared. Even his Soul Aperture was invaded, and new cracks appeared on Soul Cores and aperture walls. Trying to seal the [Quantum Gate] did nothing. Any Dao, Mental Energy, or Miasma he tried to summon to his aid was affected by the pulse and ripped out of his control.

Bad became worse when Zac failed to counter with his bloodline. In fact, it felt like he’d lost connection to it altogether. Had his breakthrough triggered a safety protocol, where the [Quantum Gate] tried to neutralize him after noticing Zac’s unexpected core? The possibility was all-too-real, yet Zac refused to entertain the thought since he was unable to stop it.

Zac furiously wracked his brain, trying to maintain a semblance of clarity as he analyzed what was happening. If it wasn’t a kill switch, then the [Quantum Gate] was trying to do something else. Something Zac hadn’t prepared for with his Core Formation plan, plus didn’t account for him having completely diverged from his mother’s original script.

No matter how Zac looked, it seemed as though the [Quantum Gate] was attempting to disintegrate him with energy-dense vibrations. His cells were tenuously holding on, resisting the assault with the help of two constitutions and his Eoz Hidden Nodes. It was a losing battle. Damage spread into the depths of his cells, like cracks left behind by the Remnants.

The same was true for his soul, and even his newly formed Cosmic Core was going out of control. Then, Zac finally grasped a clue. A puff of Life appeared as a few of his cells collapsed close to the pathways on his shoulders. He also saw something familiar just before the cells crumbled. For a moment, they had turned intangible.

Zac swore when a possibility struck him, and a desperate plan quickly formed. If he was wrong, he’d die without a doubt. The same could be said for his current state, and there was no time to observe any further. Zac could tell he was approaching a point beyond salvation, and he furiously put thoughts into action.

Dense opalescent clouds were dragged out of the Evolutionary Soul Swirl, and a bump began growing on his forehead. At first, it was no larger than a raisin, then it twisted and creaked as a torrent of Creation entered it. In seconds, it was the size of a watermelon, and that was just the beginning. The tumor grew arms and legs while its upper part separated into a head and torso.

Zac sacrificed centuries worth of longevity in creating a perfect copy of himself, still attached to his forehead. Abyssal eyes full of pain stared into a set of similarly black orbs. The powerful pulses from the [Quantum Gate] had already spread into the avatar, and Zac did nothing to stop it. Instead, he took a fearful breath as he forcibly quelled his bloodlines and Hidden Nodes.

The situation rapidly deteriorated without his body fighting back. It was a necessary sacrifice. The surrender no longer suppressed and distorted the Technocrat pulses, allowing the waves between real body and clone harmonize. At that moment, Zac made his move.

The spiritual framework he’d worked on for over a decade stirred as he activated the ultimate survival method of the [Thousand Lights Chapter], the compendium of spectral techniques he took from the Eidolon in the Twilight Ocean. The technique wasn’t really ready for this kind of use, and Zac felt a powerful resistance. It was like the Thousand Lights Avatar was fastened to his body by thousands of small chains.

Pain and madness urged Zac on, and a dense cloud of extermination was squeezed out of his Inexorable Soul Swirl. It spread throughout the [Thousand Lights Avatar], strengthening it while Oblivion severed the chains that held it in place. Zac’s vision doubled. He could tell his desperate gambit worked as the soul avatar separated from his spiritual body.

The ripples reached a crescendo. Zac began to collapse as Life and Death suddenly tried to share the same space—an impossibility without the assistance of the quantum space and the Void. Zac refused to go out in a gory detonation, to have his path cut short in such an ignoble way. He roused his soul’s full power, his will, and desire to live just as he was about to explode.

And he pushed.

An unstoppable force separated Life and Death, or rather the two sides of the coin that was his being. The Thousand Lights Avatar became the carrier of his Inexorable Path as it fell into the Creation-wrought clone. Pathways, bloodline, nodes. Everything that made him Draugr was forcibly attached to the spiritual framework. As a result, his body returned to its original human state, where Life filled the gaps left by Death’s exodus.

No longer were his cells being pushed to accept both his forms at the same time. The pain temporarily abated, but Zac panicked when [Quantum Gate] received a second wind. The painful waves reached a crescendo as the Hidden Node detached from its spot and crashed into his Soul Aperture, leaving mysterious patterns across its edges. Although they seemingly held no energy, Zac screamed with horror as they lit up with ominous light. He desperately tried to fully move his consciousness to his new body. It was too late. Out of better options, he roused his final stockpile of Oblivion to try and cut the connection between his original and new body. Hopefully, at least one would survive.

Two muffled explosions were followed by utter darkness.


2
FATE DIVIDED


Lova looked at the departing clouds through the dimensional chute, filled with marvel over what she’d just witnessed. She could still feel the tapestry of red on her retinas while comparing the spectacle with her own breakthrough all those years ago. Her blood-steeped path had resulted in a furious tribulation, but it was nothing compared to this child’s. That final bolt, especially… Would she have survived if it were her?

No.

There were no ifs and buts. The Carnage World, the Heart of Madness, or the ancient curse wouldn’t have been enough to protect her against that force of annihilation. How had this supposed frontier cultivator made it through? Scattering the wrath relied on techniques she’d never even heard of, and it was nothing compared to his uncanny ability to consume the lightning. It was the same with the crumbling mountains—where did all the energy go? Lova couldn’t sense a speck of it on his body.

Was this the power of the Void? Did it wield such an incomprehensible ability? It shouldn’t be possible. Those who could peer into the secrets of the Void were few and far in between, though it was common knowledge it followed the Law of Balance. Whatever field or defense Zac managed to erect shouldn’t be able to stand up to that amount of energy. Nothing in the E-grade should, really.

The curiosity that had called her over in the first place burned hotly, yet Lova calmed the waves before she lost control. She had her own path to tread. Besides, harming the boy would be akin to dropping a stone on her foot. Esmeralda was essential for her goals, and before they could set out, the old thief needed to regain her strength.

Unfortunately, it didn’t look like everyone had the same considerations.

“Why are you hiding like that?” Lova said, pointing to a nearby spot, prompting an annoyed grunt as the Arcane Ogre was exposed.

“You little maniac, are you trying to bring a calamity down on my head?” Engo bristled with anger. “With this level of attention from the Boundless Heavens, us old hands might get implicated if spotted.”

“The cosmos will eventually come to collect. That is the price of our actions.” Lova smiled, a chill remaining in her eyes. “Besides, if not for the baleful impulses in your heart, I wouldn’t have found you.”

“Baleful impulses?” Engo chortled. “You reveled in blood and fell Karma for too long, to the point you’re seeing ghosts of your past wherever you turn.”

“Perhaps,” Lova said as she turned back toward the spatial opening. “Fate is gathering, and this boy is an important piece. The Dao is coming alive from the pillar’s ascent. Some might see this as their final opportunity to erect their Heavenly Territory.”

“You’re talking like I’m out to harm the kid,” Engo said. “So what if I’m benefiting slightly from his providence? He’s not hurting from it, and I’ve paid the price. His success is only possible because of my help in the first place.”

“Providence is a mysterious concept,” Lova countered, not bothering to argue about the ‘price.’

Like this boy wouldn’t have stumbled onto the inheritance of the First People on his own, with his fate and affinity to the Void? The old ogre had essentially stolen an opportunity and given it back, wanting to use it to force a Karmic debt. Some truly grew more shameless the older they got.

“Who knows how a small nudge will affect the future?”

“Are you any different? You were here long before me, and I can sense the strings you’ve tied to the brat,” Engo countered. “You should be able to tell something is wrong, even with Master obscuring the details. He’s like a bundle of paradoxes, bound to get himself killed sooner or later by tempting the Heavens like this. Before that, why don’t we⁠—”

“How disappointing,” Lova sighed, glancing at the ogre. “To think that a Trinity Tome of the Smerian Archives has reached this point. So much for the untainted pursuit of knowledge.”

“My purpose remains the same. Unearthing the mysteries of his body can have untold benefits for everyone,” Engo said. “You don’t have the ability to stop me unless you unseal your murderous heart. I think you forget I too had some renown on the outsi⁠—”

The ogre’s words were cut short as both he and Lova turned toward Mount Illumination. Something had changed within the boy’s body.

Their vantage disappeared as the spatial opening was forcibly sealed shut. Lova sighed with disappointment. Something interesting was just about to happen, only for it to be cut short before she had the chance to investigate.

“Dammit! A dimensional blockade!” Engo growled, his inlaid staff appearing in his hand.

“I thought I made my wishes clear just now.”

“Lord Sendor,” Engo gasped as the Realm Spirit formed an avatar in front of them. “I was just⁠—”

“I know what you were thinking,” Sendor said with a lazy wave of his hand. “I’ve looked the other way as you all borrowed the fate of the children or investigated their opportunities. It was a small matter compared to the value you bring to my undertaking. But this one you cannot interfere with.”

A ripple shook the whole sky as the crystal on Engo’s staff shattered. The old ogre was going all out, unwilling to relinquish this opportunity the child presented. Lova shook her head upon seeing the madness in his eyes as a storm of runes spilled out of the broken container. Each pattern was a world unto its own, radiating enough power to either create a reality or seal one. They were even engraved with a corner of the Heavens. To form just one meant a century of work even for a master like Engo.

A seal on the Dao was enforced on the dimensional pocket they hid inside. Lova opted not to fight back as the scholar’s aura rose to shake the sky. Certainly, there wasn’t much point in keeping a low profile when things had reached this point.

A false territory and an A-grade array cut off a whole sector of Sendor’s Immemorial Realm, turning it into a kingdom ruled by Engo alone.

A dark pattern appeared on Sendor’s right shoulder, and his antlers dimmed from having a part of his body usurped. Of course, Sendor wasn’t in any real danger—Lova wasn’t sure if it was even possible to kill the old Realm Spirit at this point.

He had worked so long on his expansion, all to accomplish his dream of becoming a true universe with himself as its Heaven. Meanwhile, his core was gone, turned into a Heavenly Territory that suffused his whole body. Between his boundless energy and his lack of weak spots, Lord Sendor was an impenetrable fortress.

Engo was aware of that, and he’d devised a method to exploit the drawbacks of such power. With a body the size of a Multiversal Quadrant, it took some time for Sendor to focus his power on a small location. It wasn’t a natural state for a Realm Spirit, especially not one with such a boundless domain. Engo was clearly prepared for this moment, knowing he only had a short window before he had to escape.

It would only take a second to capture the child and teleport out of the Perennial Vastness. Lova hesitated whether she should unseal herself after all. A golden rune flickered on Sendor’s shoulder, and the matter was rendered moot. The Heavenly Pattern shattered like the runes were made of glass rather than the Grand Dao.

“How disappointing,” Sendor said as he wiped away the lingering traces of his bindings.

Lova shuddered upon seeing how effortlessly he’d unsealed himself. How was this possible? Sendor was a creature of antiquity who reached his peak in the earliest days of the System. Since then, he’d been stuck at an impasse, and his abilities had long since been spread. Had he finally made a breakthrough? Or had he been fooling the world all this time?

This control, this focus… It shouldn’t be possible… Unless his avatars weren’t actually avatars?

“You—” Engo gasped, perhaps even more shocked.

The ogre’s eyes were opened wide as he looked at his ‘master’ in disbelief. Lova could understand his confusion. Engo had spent over a million years inside the Perennial Vastness, and the scholar likely thought he knew every secret of its lord. Now, his gambit had failed, and he didn’t even get to plead for mercy before he was swallowed by a vortex.

“I let that brat become a follower because of his theoretical knowledge. Not many have had the opportunity to study the heritages of three different Eras. To think he’d waste it all on a foolish plan like this. He should have understood the fate of that child is not something that can be used by an outsider.”

“Similar things have been done before,” Lova commented after gathering her bearings. “Like the Dragon Emperor and Lord River.”

“I guess you kids would look at it that way,” Sendor said. “But those events were different. They didn’t borrow fate, they received it. You should put the matter aside. Introducing the two troublemakers to each other should be the limit to your interference. Any more, and you might bring calamity to yourself.”

“What—”

“Don’t ask,” Sendor said, shaking his head. “Suffice it to say, Engo will continue his work in another form. Work hard on your rebirth. Things are moving much faster than any of us expected. You’ll have to speed up if you want a chance to fish in these waters.”

“Is he going to be okay?” Lova asked.

“Who knows?” Sendor said, a smile spreading across his face. “He never seems to do things the way he’s supposed to. I guess that’s what makes him so interesting.”
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Zac took a gasping breath, shot to his feet, and immediately fell back onto the ground as a confusing burst of impressions left him completely disoriented. For a moment, he couldn’t tell what was up and down, as incongruous realities fought for dominion in his mind. At least one thing was for sure.

He was alive.

No vibrations tried to tear him apart, and no inner, wayward energies were threatening to turn him into a bomb. He would even say he felt fine, except for a slight headache and a general ache across his body. The confusing and conflicting impressions didn’t go away, his mind merely learned to sort through them.

Zac crawled to his feet, trying to make sense of the situation. His internal clock indicated a whole month had passed. During that time, his surroundings had only grown direr. He was still on the broken peak of Mount Illumination, and desolation spread across the horizon. Only now, there weren’t just a handful of broken mountains. The mountain range was no more, replaced with what looked like a spiritually dead quarry.

Even the Dao was scattered, like his breakthrough had destroyed the environment on such a fundamental level, it became a cursed land. A pang of worry crept up, but he discarded it. Sendor had the ability to reform a world broken by a Supremacy, surely he wouldn’t cause a stink over a couple of destroyed mountains?

Zac shook his head in an attempt to get rid of the confusing double-vision and yelped in surprise upon finding himself staring into a set of familiar eyes, as if standing before a mirror, only twofold. A pair of Abyssal Orbs leading to the depths of the underworld. A pair of brown irises that had shifted toward gold since cultivating the [Void Vajra Sublimation].

Two visions, two conflicting scenes, both equally real. He was looking at himself, from both vantages, digesting the experience simultaneously. Zac slowly tilted his head. The longer he stared, the more it truly felt like he was looking into an odd mirror, standing in both places at once, witnessing both forms moving in sync. For a few minutes, Zac didn’t move, his mind trying and failing to compute exactly what happened and how it was possible. Eventually, two sighs echoed across the desolate peak.

“Well, I didn’t expect that.”


3
ONE OR TWO


Zac looked at himself with mixed emotions. The words had been born from one thought, yet they emerged from two mouths. To think decades of planning and hard work had led to this point. His soul and… bodies, had mostly recovered during his month of unconsciousness, yet his mind was sluggish as he tried to come to terms with the situation.

Forming a second body may have been the goal of his desperate gambit, although the one who forced him down this road was someone else. It all traced back to his mother, the Kayar-Elu, and their goal for the Zero Affinity Container. It seemed his Technocrat heritage was designed to fuse his two halves upon entering Hegemony.

That would have been fine if he pursued two complementary paths. It might even have worked out if Zac had grasped Void’s true nature instead of borrowing from Ultom. If so, he could have used his Void Emperor Bloodline to form a bridge between Life and Death, just like with his core.

It was even an idea that had rattled in the back of his mind since he first envisioned the blueprint for his Trinity Core.

Zac understood it was far too early to take such a step. He lacked the theoretical foundations, strength, and preparations to accomplish that level of miracle. As a result, two incompatible forms had clashed, forcing him down an alternative path.

Zac sighed and closed both sets of eyes, turning his gaze inward. Tuning out the surroundings helped with the disorientation from a doubled vision, letting Zac unravel the mess he found himself in. A few quick checks confirmed what he already suspected. He’d gone from being one person with two forms he switched between, to being one person, one mind, with two bodies.

Entities with multiple physical bodies were rare, yet not unheard of. There were energy beings who could freely split up their intangible bodies, and swarms that shared one consciousness. Zac was different to these unusual creatures, in that each body had a distinct class and cultivation with one shared experience—Zac.

The Duplicity Cores in his bodies didn’t look the same. One was inlaid with gold and silver, and the other was black and silver—Life and Conflict versus Death and Conflict. There was no trace of Death in his human body, and his Draugr side saw no hints of Life. The situation within the Specialty Core was extraordinary and gave the first clue on how this was possible in the first place.

Inside was the very same core he’d spent the past months forming, except the System had finished processing the somewhat crude pathways. Now, they were covered with extraordinarily complex patterns that made up the basis of his Classes. That wasn’t anything special—getting patterns and a first set of upgrades for your pathways after picking a class was supposed to happen.

The confusion came from his consciousness occupying the same space from separate bodies. One side saw his Evolutionary Core and the other his Inexorable Core, each with their distinct engravings. The quantum space simultaneously existed in both states, and he only had one core between both bodies.

The weirdest of all was that Zac simply couldn’t tell where the core was actually located. Was it in his Draugr body or his Human? Was it neither, or both? It felt like none and all answers were correct, giving Zac a headache. Suffice it to say, the space within the Duplicity Core didn’t follow the conventional rules of space.

The phenomenon reminded Zac of the toys Iz had used to ferry items across an unfathomable distance. Except, those natural treasures were consumable items that were damaged with each use. His core seemed to have formed a steady connection that was constantly active. At least Zac hoped it was steady.

The two Duplicity Cores were continuously drawing a small amount energy to maintain the connection. It was noticeable, though not to the point he’d have to use crystals to keep up. His natural recovery was far greater than the expenditure.

Zac’s instincts told him the Duplicity Core was using the Void in his bloodline to create a hidden pocket in the Void of Space. When the Dao of Space was missing, truly missing, there was no such thing as distance. It didn’t matter whether it was an inch or galaxies away; it might as well be the same.

The core appeared to be working perfectly even though it was in its chimeral state. A weak pull extracted some Miasma into his Draugr form while Cosmic Energy entered the other. The energy filled his pathways like a raging river, its source a boundless sea. The feeling was intoxicating, but Zac stopped the intake. Another pull produced Divine Energy, confirming his theory that the core could supply Life-attuned energy too.

Another pull deposited a stream of Miasma in his Human form, and Zac quickly expelled it. It wasn’t the first time he’d ever had Miasma coursing through his body as a human, this was just the first time his own body produced it. He could use all three energy sources for both bodies.

The same was true for his undead form, which likely made him the first Draugr to use Divine Energy. The Life-attuned energy was like pure poison, though, and he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to leverage that ability into something useful. Perhaps to give other undead enemies a nasty surprise?

Suddenly having access to three energy forms in both classes opened all kinds of avenues, but having a working core was the most important thing. It meant the sudden twist hadn’t left him crippled and that his goals were still achievable. Everything else could be figured out one step at a time. Zac opened his Status Screen, or rather his Status Screens.

Name: Zachary Atwood

Level: 155

Class: [D-Arcane] Evolutionary Precursor

Race: [D] Human – Void Emperor (Corrupted)

Alignment: [Zecia] Atwood Empire – Baron of Conquest

Titles: […] Runic Progenitor, Grand Achievement, Arcane Ascension, Pathbound Core, Peakmender

Limited Titles: Tower of Eternity Sector All-Star – 14th, Equanimity, Big Axe Gladiator, The Final Twilight – 1st, Gates of Rebirth

Dao: Branch of the War Axe – Middle, Branch of the Kalpataru – Middle, Branch of the Pale Seal – Middle

Core: [D] Evolutionary Core

Strength: 56,098 [Increase: 189%. Efficiency: 409%]

Dexterity: 23,045 [Increase: 146%. Efficiency: 285%]

Endurance: 34,638 [Increase: 165%. Efficiency: 409%]

Vitality: 33,854 [Increase: 168%. Efficiency: 428%]

Intelligence: 6,503 [Increase: 125%. Efficiency: 285%]

Wisdom: 11,479 [Increase: 127%. Efficiency: 300%]

Luck: 881 [Increase: 154%. Efficiency: 349%]

Free Points: 500

Nexus Coins: [D] 7,645,946

A screen appeared in front of each body, and Zac released a collective sigh of relief as he saw everything was in order. If anything, they were better than okay. Zac did a double-take when he saw the almost grotesque numbers. Some quick math confirmed he’d gained a whopping 47% increase in his attribute pool. It was his biggest gain in a good while, and most of it was allocated to his main attributes.

His Strength, especially, had taken a monstrous leap forward, increasing by almost 80%. No wonder he’d felt like he could crush mountains. He’d thought it was the result of having such vast quantities of energy continuously course through his body. The real cause was the comprehensive boost to his attributes.

Zac took a calming breath, fighting the impulse to start swinging his axes around. The boost was far beyond what he’d expected, but he had more pressing things to deal with.

The screens looked identical except for a few lines. Like before, his Classes and Races were individual. Zac homed in on the change to the line with his Specialty Core. It no longer said Duplicity Core like before. Instead, it had been renamed, with his Draugr persona having an [Inexorable Core] while his human form had a [Evolutionary Core]. Seeing the name was a load off Zac’s shoulders. For all the things that had gone wrong with the breakthrough, the Duplicity Core had at least adapted to his path.

The change to his Specialty Core reminded Zac of the other culprit that had almost gotten him killed, and he opened his Bloodline Screen next.

Bloodline: [E - Corrupted] Void Emperor

Talent: Force of the Void – 6%, Void Zone

Bloodline Nodes: [E]Void Heart, [E] Spiritual Void, [E] Purity of the Void

Nodes: [E] Adamance of Eoz, [E] Conviction of Eoz, [E] Immutability of Eoz, [D] Alpha Link, [D] Omega Link

Constitution: [Life] Void Vajra Sublimation (Third Layer): Base Attributes +50. Vitality +500. Endurance +250. Base Attributes +5% Vitality +5%. Effect of Vitality +10%.

Zac blanched upon seeing the changes to the screen. Before Zac even had the chance to investigate, he spotted the drastic change to [Force of the Void]. The Bloodline Talent had been capped at 50%, yet it was now reduced to a measly 6%. In raw numbers, it still meant he had more Void Energy than before, considering his Cosmic Core had drastically increased his energy stockpiles.

However, he would have to start improving his bloodline as soon as possible if he wanted to use his Void Energy to power his future D-grade Skills and War Regalia. And how would one even go about doing so when you suddenly had two bodies to worry about? Zac shook his head and moved on to the part he sought.

Where the Duplicity Core had adapted to his classes, it didn’t look like his troublemaker of a Hidden Node followed suit. [Quantum Gate] was gone, replaced by two new entries of decidedly Technocrat origin. He was now saddled with something called [Alpha Link] and [Omega Link], possibly one for each of his bodies, though both were listed in both personas.

Shifting his attention to his chest didn’t turn up anything. [Quantum Gate] had moved to his soul just before he was rendered unconscious, yet Zac couldn’t find anything there either. The runes he’d spotted were gone, and everything looked normal. That by itself was an answer.

His Soul Aperture had been transformed into a second quantum space working just like his core. Zac had been prepared for his soul and consciousness getting split in two when he sacrificed his [Thousand Lights Avatar] to move part of himself over to the newly-created body. He’d figured living as two separate entities was better than dying as one.

The Draugr body he formed wouldn’t have a core, being semi-crippled and likely stuck at the E-grade. It would have been the outcome everyone expected for a Life-Death Edgewalker, where only one of his sides could enter Hegemony. [Quantum Gate] provided a much-better solution, letting him retain one identity and one soul.

With both Soul and Cosmic Core being shared, he was one and the same, for all intents and purposes. The newly created body couldn’t even be considered a clone. He had used his Soul Avatar to carry every aspect of his Draugr persona into it, making it indistinguishable from his old Arcaz form.

The double set of impressions had been extremely disorienting at first. After a while, Zac became used to the experience of existing within two bodies. A simple test confirmed he could infuse any Dao into either body. It was nice, even if he didn’t use his opposing Daos very much. The notable exception was [Rapturous Divide], and this confirmed he’d still be able to use it without issue.

Everything was in order, so Zac turned back to his Status Screen.

Zac had no idea why he’d gained five levels when unconscious and guessed it was related to the desolation around him. The Duplicity Core had used up the vast majority of what the vortices absorbed, though some of it might have entered his Cosmic Core. Even some of the spillover from such powerful currents would award a couple of levels.

It might also be related to [Void Heart]. It had already finished refining the Tribulation Lightning while he was knocked out, and some of the energy might have gone into adding new levels. Unfortunately, Zac noticed there were more toxins spread through his original body than he’d hoped. He only got part of the benefits when he wasn’t there to control the cleanse.

Only part of the significant gains could be traced back to his classes. Danger and opportunity often come hand in hand, and this encounter was no exception. Zac opened his Title Screen, where he first located his old title for gaining a Duplicity Core.

[Evolutionary Inexorability: Successfully form a unique customized Specialty Core. Reward: All attributes +5%.]

The old title was gone, replaced with the decidedly stronger variant. The old title had only provided 5% to Strength and Endurance, the respective main attributes in his F-grade Classes. Now, it boosted all attributes, including Luck. Better yet, that wasn’t the only new title from his breakthrough. His ascent had awarded not one, but three.

[Arcane Ascension: Gain an Arcane D-grade Class. Reward: Base Attributes +250, All attributes +5%, Effect of Attributes +5%.]

[Pathbound Core: Form a Supreme Pathbound Core. Reward: Effect of Attributes +10%.]

[Peakmender: Assist in the reformation of a broken Peak. Reward: Luck +10, Luck +10%, Effect of Luck +10%.]

Zac had already known he’d gain a new title for picking an Arcane Class. His version was quite good, just not quite as good as if he’d gotten it in the E-grade. That version provided 10% rather than his 5%. Zac hadn’t heard of the other titles, though the first of the two looked quite familiar.

Supreme Pathbound was the same terminology used with the Runic Erudition and Runic Progenitor titles he gained for creating [Pillar of Desolation] and [Primal Edict]. The title had to be based on potential rather than quality, considering his Cosmic Core was still only Middle-quality. The confusing events had solidified and repaired his core, leaving it otherwise the same as before he was knocked unconscious.

Peakmender was clearly related to the Peak of Chaos, and Zac supposed forming a Life-Death Cosmic Core, possibly the first one, counted as helping to reform it. It was no news that the System really wanted the peaks mended. He’d felt the palpable greed multiple times when conjuring the Glimpses of Chaos, and the System had an immortal being like Sendor on retainer to advance the Grand Dao.

Zac briefly wondered why this counted while providing progress when the Glimpses of Chaos didn’t. Was it because the core was truly a new creation whereas the glimpses were just Creation and Oblivion pushed together? In either case, a top-tier Luck-improving title was far better than either of the other two in Zac’s book.

The other two were still quite good and added a noticeable boost to his combat power. Zac closed the Title Screen and continued his inspection. Gaining three titles and five levels had added the lion’s share of his impressive influx of attributes, with one final source waiting for him in his Class Screens.

Class: [D-Arcane] Evolutionary Precursor.

Attributes: Strength +1,750, +15%. Dexterity +750, 10%. Vitality +1,000, 10%.

Level: Strength +300 / 450 / 600. Dexterity +100 / 150 / 200. Vitality +150 / 225 / 300. Free +100 / 150 / 200.

Class: [D-Arcane] Inexorable Apostle.

Attributes: Strength +2,000, +20%. Dexterity +500, 5%. Endurance +1,000, 10%.

Level: Strength +325 / 475 / 650. Dexterity +75 / 125 / 150. Endurance +150 / 225 / 300. Free +100 / 150 / 200.

Like when breaking through to E-grade, the old base Class attributes had been removed, replaced with a far more generous allotment. He’d gained 7,000 raw attributes between his two classes, almost the equivalent of a Middle Dao Branch.

The best part was that both classes now helped with his Dexterity. Keeping up with his snowballing Strength had forced him to pool all his points into Dexterity, and even then, he’d barely been able to maintain a minimum requirement. This would reduce his pressure significantly, making him more flexible with his Free Attributes.

No line listed any locked skills this time, though that was expected. He had officially confirmed his path, which meant the training wheels were off. The System wouldn’t create any more skills for him; he was expected to handle that himself. There should still be a quest waiting for him at level 175, awarding him another opportunity to fuse or evolve an E-grade skill rather than a brand-new one.

Zac continued through his various screens, finding nothing else had changed. A mental tally confirmed what he suspected. He only got one set of Base Attributes, but being split in two didn’t stop him from getting the full benefit of having two classes. There were currently 500 Free Attributes for each class, which Zac left unallocated until he’d have time to sort through this mess.

Going through the Status Screen greatly helped Zac calm down. He was starting to see the undeniable upsides to his situation, after having felt like his whole world had been turned on his head just moments ago. He remembered his Strength was just over 31,000 before breaking through. With his current attribute pool, he’d probably be able to fight ten copies of his former self. And if he added a second body with identical attributes? He’d be unstoppable.

Wait, identical?

Zac compared his two Status Screens for a few seconds, his eyes almost burning upon confirming his notion. For the first time ever, [Forester’s Constitution] improved the attributes of his Draugr body. Was it because both classes were active simultaneously for the first time? All kinds of opportunities and possibilities cropped up in Zac’s mind, further helping him acclimate to his new reality.

All his old benefits remained, except for the undeniably powerful ability to swap form. It had provided an incredibly powerful element of surprise, letting him turn things around more than once. However, was his current situation any worse?

Having simultaneous access to both his classes had always been a dream of his, even if this wasn’t how he’d pictured it. It wasn’t all bad. Who was a greater ally than yourself? Having both his bodies fight side by side would push his lethality to new heights. The only cost was the admittedly annoying energy drain. That might be fixed by the time he upgraded his core.

It also opened all kinds of possibilities and schemes, depending on how far the two bodies could move from each other.

Of course, Zac didn’t want to stay this way forever, even if he saw much potential in the situation. His long-term goal had been to fuse his stances into one holistic path. How would he do that with two bodies?

Trying to interface with the new Specialty Cores didn’t do anything, and nothing happened when he tried to push his bodies together. For now, it looked like he was stuck in two forms. It was a problem Zac was certain could be fixed given enough time.

He could somewhat intuit what the Kayar-Elu Clan had planned for his ascent into Hegemony; fusion. [Quantum Gate] and the Duplicity Core had tried bringing both classes to the surface as they were engraved on his core, making them occupy the same space. That way, he could simultaneously use two classes, though Zac believed that wasn’t the Technocrats’ main goal.

He’d already suspected his mother’s clan had wanted to sneak the Dao of Technology into a cultivator. Instead of Draugr, it was possible his second body was meant to be entirely mechanical. When fused, he would be human yet machine. Zac and Jeeves combined.

Having excavated all information he could from his screen, Zac shifted his focus. The almost perfectly mirrored actions of his bodies gradually diverged as Zac split his attention. It was a bit tricky, like trying to write different things with each hand. After a bit of fumbling, he was getting the hang of things.

Zac didn’t get the chance to fully acclimatize before the world stirred, and the broken Dao somehow reformed. He’d expected as much and calmly turned around to find the Realm Spirit of the Perennial Vastness observing him with an inscrutable expression. His eyes felt like the Heavens themselves, and Zac’s chaotic thoughts ground to a halt as strong fluctuations filled both his bodies.

Sendor was scanning him, using a far more thorough method than when Zac first entered the Perennial Vastness. Zac wasn’t happy with the invasion but was powerless to resist. The process only lasted a few seconds, at which point the old Realm Spirit’s monstrous aura disappeared.

“Uh…” Zac said, unsure what to say at this point. “Sorry about the mountains.”

Sendor blankly looked at Zac before a smile spread across his face. “Don’t mind that. I’ve seen the way you deal with things. Losing a couple of mountains can be considered me getting off easy. Now, if you could answer two questions of mine?”

“What?”

“Are you one or are you two? And why isn’t there even a shred of Karma between your bodies?”
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‘There’s no Karmic link between my bodies?’ Zac thought with surprise.

“How marvelous. I sensed something hidden within your body, though I didn’t expect something like this,” Sendor continued, seemingly talking to himself. “How did such a method elude my gaze? Why can’t I figure it out even now?”

“Even you can’t tell?” Zac said, the words coming out of one of his mouths.

“I can tell neither is a clone. Both are real,” Sendor said. “Fascinating… There is not a shred of Karma connecting you. That should be impossible. New threads should form even if the process severed your fate and split you in two. Both halves are indelible parts of yourself and your path, sharing a common origin. And yet, you might as well be strangers.

“That is doubly true if you’re one entity sharing two bodies. Those at the peak might be able to hide the connection between their avatars through force. But you’re just a Hegemon, and you’re inside my domain. It shouldn’t be possible for you to hide any connection between your two selves. So, are you one or two?”

Zac didn’t immediately answer. A scowl appeared on his face—both faces—as he parsed through the Realm Spirit’s claim. “Something inside my body? Did you know this would happen? Was my fate another interesting thing you wanted to observe?”

“Naturally,” Sendor said, clearly unfazed by the accusatory tone. “That is the trade. You get to enjoy the resources within my worlds and get assistance with your core formation. In return, I get to observe the process in search of answers.”

Zac caught himself from retorting. The Realm Spirit had a point. The number of resources he’d extracted from the Perennial Vastness over the years was shocking, and that didn’t account for the unique opportunities like the Keys of Ascension and his Core Formation Setup. Looking back at the process, there was no way he would have succeeded with his core formation if he had tried it back in Zecia.

He even got his hands on an invaluable inheritance of the First People, and Sendor showed no indication of wanting it back. That didn’t mean the situation wouldn’t leave a bad taste in his mouth.

“Still, you could have warned me,” Zac muttered.

“And what would you have done?” Sendor smiled. “If I couldn’t figure it out, how would you? My warning would just become an anchor holding you back. All things considered, things worked out quite nicely.”

Zac gave up and considered Sendor’s other words. If Sendor truly wanted to get to the bottom of Zac’s body, he would, one way or another. The System interfered during their previous encounter because Sendor was about to divulge some taboo secrets. The old Realm Spirit might even be able to help him figure out some aspects of his situation.

This might even be an opportunity to make some money.

“The answer to those questions doesn’t seem to fall under the trade you mentioned,” Zac eventually said. “I could tell you, but you’d need to provide something of sufficient value in return.”

“Fine, brat. What do you want?” Sendor said with exasperation.

“Valsa brought a piece of her ancestor into this place…” Zac said. “And I’m soon heading into an even more dangerous place, where people like Valsa will be a dime a dozen. I want an edict to protect myself.”

“No way,” Sendor said. “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. The System’s full attention is on this trial. There’ll be no bending rules or sneaking things inside.”

Zac was more relieved than disappointed by the rejection. Getting an edict would have been nice, though not crucial, so long as the others couldn’t bring one inside.

“Still, those from the heartlands are bound to have powerful lifesaving means,” Zac said.

“One mark,” Sendor said. “A piece of my spirituality at the limits of what the System will allow. I warn you, though, it will have a consciousness of its own. I will not attack one of the connected brats and break my promise of neutrality. At most, I’ll block their attacks or trap them while you run away.”

“Fine, but one piece for each body. And one to Catheya and Ogras.”

Sendor’s face turned ugly, and he had to force himself to relax. “Fine! Both your bodies, but not those two. It would go too far. Ask for something else.”

Zac had expected as much and countered with his real desire, “Provide them with some other opportunity, then. Something suitable for them. And after they’ve broken through, not before. Send them back a year before the inheritance.”

Sendor looked like he was about to reject when a smile spread across his face.

“You’re asking me to remold their fate,” Sendor said. “You should know, such a thing is not as simple as me throwing a couple of inheritances their way. I’ll warn you because I like you. If you ask this of me, you’ll sow Karma, and sating my curiosity isn’t enough to resolve it. Forming Karma with someone at my level can have unexpected consequences.”

“Like what?”

“Who knows? I’m quite powerful, and my fate is like a bottomless ocean.” Sendor grinned. “I’m like the Sangha; people just end up inside me and become my helpers. You’ve met a few of my disciples and refugees already. Seeing your penchant for trouble, I’d guess you’d end up in the second group.”

Zac looked at the horned avatar for a few seconds. “I’ll take my chances. Can you do it?”

“It’s a small matter. I’ll call in a few favors.”

Zac nodded in thanks. This was the thing he was most worried about. In a perfect world, he would provide all the people back home with opportunities, but time was running out. The others were just too far behind to contend for the prizes of the Left Imperial Palace. They would, at most, be able to stumble onto some minor opportunities while staying out of harm’s way.

Only Catheya and Ogras had the potential to accompany him into the inner parts of the trial, where he expected to encounter the real elites from the Multiverse Heartlands. If he could use this opportunity to help his girlfriend and best friend, why not? He could hold the fort back home while they advanced their cultivation.

There was certainly a self-serving component to this idea. He was outmatched and alone when it came to the trial. The Undead Empire had its own designs and couldn’t be trusted, and Iz had responsibilities to her family. She would likely have helped him if it were some frontier trial and not an Eternal Heritage. He couldn’t ask Iz to give up on that to help him hunt side treasures.

Left alone, Zac lacked the qualifications to fight for the best opportunities within the Left Imperial Palace. Meeting Kruta and Esmeralda had set the foundation for that to change. Adding two avatars and two more capable helpers on his side, he now had a proper squad. Although they wouldn’t be the strongest group around, they still had a shot at making a killing inside.

And the odds would only get better the more benefits Zac extracted from the Realm Spirit.

“Since it was a small matter, let’s call it a freebie. Next, I want to bring the Core Formation setup back home. Also, a couple of Middle-stage D-grade Supr—” Zac said, only to be interrupted by a wave of Sendor’s arm.

“I’ll stop you right there,” Sendor said. “I can’t mess around with your fate too much. You are marked, and the System has its own thoughts. I can tell it’s a bad idea to meddle with your cultivation, but I have a feeling a path will show itself to you soon enough.”

Zac grimaced. The Realm Spirit might have been making excuses to avoid spending money, Zac still believed he was telling the truth. If the Pathstrider title wasn’t enough, he’d just gotten another title that felt like a target on his back. Meanwhile, war was brewing in Zecia. Zac wouldn’t be surprised if the System was prepared to send trouble his way, trouble with rewards so tantalizing he couldn’t say no.

“Something else, then,” Zac said, ignoring Sendor’s raised brow. “I want an answer. About my ancestor.”

“I really can’t talk about that, for both our sakes. Didn’t you see the System’s reaction the last time? The Void Emperor and the Limitless Emperor set the stage for this Era. It’s dangerous to delve into those secrets with the Era’s ultimate direction still up in the air,” Sendor muttered. “Besides, I’ve already helped you out plenty.”

“Wh—” Zac said, his words cut short as a burst of images appeared in his mind.

Of the Ogre Autarch hiding in a dimensional pocket, looking at his breakthrough with greed in his eyes. Of Sendor capturing him and sending him into some vortex. He also noted that Lova was there, disapproving of Engo’s plans but making no moves to stop him.

The scene filled him with a sense of defeat. It was a cruel world where everyone was looking out for themselves.

“Thank you,” Zac said, his back slick with sweat from having been targeted by a Peak Autarch. “Still, keeping your people in line shouldn’t be considered doing me a favor. I doubt the System would let your followers wantonly attack youngsters in a trial like this.”

“Greedy brat,” Sendor muttered before a mischievous smile spread across his face. “Fine, I’ll disregard Engo’s transgression. That doesn’t change the fact my options are limited. Luckily, I came prepared with something else that might interest you.”

“What’s that?”

“I can tell you about the Kayar-Elu.”
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Kenzie sat in silence, surrounded by eight gleaming runes. On the surface, the arrays appeared simple, though were just the tip of an iceberg of vast networks the size of small countries. Every hour, they used enough resources to bankrupt Earth. Each rune flickered with lights and impressions with such speed Kenzie couldn’t keep up, but she wasn’t meant to.

Jeeves was fast at work, using the distilled truths of the purification arrays to further modify her four Dao Branches. Kenzie only needed to incorporate the changes into her understanding. Regardless of the reluctance and alienation she felt when sensing the refined Dao fluctuations from four of the arrays, she didn’t have much choice.

A low rumble, audible only to herself and Jeeves, indicated the seclusion was nearing an end. Three months wasn’t long, but it was a distinct improvement compared to when three of her Dao Branches were still purely within the Peak of the Grand Element. Back then, she could only cultivate for a couple of weeks before the System caught her scent.

Kenzie hadn’t expected that cultivating a peak fully integrated into the System by one of the Apostates would have such a troublesome consequence. It acted like a homing signal for the System, a signal that had only grown more powerful as her Daos and Jeeves evolved. Albeit Jeeves could still avoid the System gaze, it would just be a matter of time before they were caught.

Even Leandra seemed surprised by the situation, though she hadn’t let anything on. Like Kenzie, Leandra had likely thought the System would look the other way after the initial punishment that eradicated their clan. They were both wrong. The System grew less willing to accept her existence for every step she took. Reaching Hegemony had been the tipping point, where it actively started to hunt her down.

As such, a plan was set in motion. If the Elemental Daos were the reason she was being exposed, then the Elemental Daos needed to change. And with Kenzie’s accidental inclusion of wind as an element, Leandra came up with a solution that wouldn’t require her to reset her cultivation. Such an undertaking would be incredibly difficult, even with Jeeves aiding her.

The solution could be found in the sibling Peaks of Heaven and Earth. The almost forgotten Earthly Peak was one of the rarest cultivation directions, not just because it had yet to fully reform. It was difficult to understand, and its strengths were not readily apparent. It was generally called the Inverse Peak due to its ability to transform other Daos, and it was a dominant force in the lower planes.

Many believed the incomplete dimensions of the lower planes were required to prop up the prime realities. They didn’t see much other use for the Inverse Peak. Even the summoners and mages using the hidden planes to power their skills or call upon familiars generally cultivated the matching Dao of the plane they connected with. In contrast, the Heavenly Peak had quite a few followers, thanks to it encompassing the Daos of Wind and Lightning.

The System didn’t share the cultivation world’s indifference to the Inverse Peak. The Heavenly Peak represented the System more than any other, evidenced by its purpose and the Tribulation Lightning. Even the Apostate of Order only helped streamline its methods. Since the Peaks of the Heavens and Earth could be considered part of the same coin, the Heavens couldn’t reach perfection before the Earth was restored.

As such, it was another broken peak, one that the System was most interested in mending. Innumerable years of effort had yielded results, and the peaks were nearing completion well ahead of schedule. But it still wasn’t quite there. By incorporating these two peaks into her cultivation, Kenzie would weaken the link from the Elemental Peak and make the System think twice about striking her down.

After all, she had a small chance to succeed where the Apostate of Mercy failed.

Gust, already being part of the Heavenly Peak, would borrow from the Inverse Peak. Today, her Wind-attuned Dao Branch had become the Branch of the Inverse Wind—Heavens taking on the aspects of the Earth. To balance it out, her Earth-based Dao had been pushed from an Elemental Peak to enter the Inverse Peak while taking on an aspect of the Heavens, becoming the Branch of the Seal Mountain.

The next step was to connect the two remaining Elemental Daos. The Branch of the Inferno was now the Branch of the Reformatory River, a combination of Fire and Earth. Finally, she’d infused the truths of Lightning into her Water-attuned Dao, forming the Branch of the Tribulatory Sea.

It would have been downright impossible for anyone else to make such a drastic shift after already having entered Hegemony. Such shifts weren’t just a matter of affinities; every aspect of her cultivation was being rewritten in a way that shouldn’t be possible. Skills, Classes, Constitution, Soul, Cosmic Core, everything needed to be updated to accommodate her new direction.

Only Jeeves was able to accomplish something like that. And even he needed a lot of help.

Kenzie still didn’t know how Leandra had managed to convince the Heavenly Palace of the Six Profundity Empire to gift them such a large section of the Immemorial Realm. Her identity as a Core Disciple of the Hidden Sect was certainly not enough for such treatment, and neither was Leandra’s status as a Formation Guest Lecturer. The generosity felt like a dagger against her back more than anything else.

What could she do other than accept? She wasn’t willing to be struck down by the Heavens. Today, the whole region had been turned into her private cultivation environment, a luxury that only the Sage and a few of the Palace’s Autarchs enjoyed. Kenzie could only hold on and desperately study to ensure she understood the details of her transformation and new Daos. She hadn’t left her seclusion for a decade, not even when Jeeves was forced to power down.

Part of the reason was that the price of ignorance had been engraved into her bones. She wouldn’t forget the painful lesson from when she was brought away from Earth. The other reason was fear. Fear that she would one day be considered redundant, that Jeeves alone was enough for Leandra to accomplish her goals. If that day ever came, she needed to be ready. She needed full control over every aspect of her cultivation, if only to ensure she could hold it hostage.

Days passed as one tendril of unblemished Dao after another was extracted from the arrays. They were then split up, often into elements so small Kenzie could barely sense them, and implanted with expert precision by the AI. Some entered her core, others her cells, pathways, or even her soul. The pattern appeared without rhyme or reason, though Jeeves was merely following a meticulously laid-out plan.

A sudden rumble forced the process to a halt, and Kenzie opened her eyes with a sigh of relief. She didn’t bother trying to contact Jeeves—it would take a few days before the AI activated again after the warning. A moment of respite where she could try to catch up to her untiring companion.

“Three months… Still acceptable,” a quiet voice echoed through the chamber, giving Kenzie a start. It had been quite a while since Leandra spoke to her in person.

It had only taken six months for the harmonious façade to show cracks. Kenzie simply wasn’t able to keep up the charade. Zac’s despairing face popped up in her mind every time she smiled at Leandra, and each time, Kenzie died a little inside. Furthermore, she suspected Leandra was aware Jeeves had shared the events yet seemed unbothered by that fact.

Leandra still assisted her cultivation with wholehearted dedication, but their relationship had cooled beyond that. Their dynamic was more like that of a teacher and disciple than of mother and daughter, and neither tried to change that. If anything, it felt like too much. Kenzie hated the fact she was still fully reliant on Leandra.

After reforming her constitution and resuming her cultivation, she’d hoped she would have found an opportunity to break free. As the years passed, Leandra just became more integral to her progress. Without Leandra’s computers, Jeeves wouldn’t be able to calculate the path forward. Without Leandra’s connections, the transformation would have forever remained a theory.

Even more, Kenzie hated that she still didn’t dare voice her misgivings. She’d written hundreds of speeches in her mind, scathing denouncements, which all remained unspoken. Every time she looked into Leandra’s eerily calm eyes, the words died in her throat. Because within those eyes was the unshakable conviction of a fanatic who’d do anything to achieve her goals.

Kenzie hesitated a moment before stepping out of her chamber, finding Leandra sitting at a table in the garden.

“The first branch will soon return to Late Mastery,” Leandra commented, getting a terse nod in return.

“It works, though the effect is limited,” Kenzie said. “Sooner or later, the interference of the Broken Peaks won’t be enough. You might have to seal me.”

“You’re correct. Though keep in mind we have yet to reach that point. You should be able to form Earthly Daos and reach the peak of D-grade with the current measures,” Leandra said, her eyes shifting to the shimmering sky. “And as luck would have it, I’ve found a permanent solution.”

Kenzie slowly nodded, more confused rather than relieved. Not being under constant threat of annihilation would be nice, but what was that flicker of emotion in Leandra’s eyes just now?
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BONDED


Zac’s heart furiously beat as he looked into the smiling Realm Spirit’s eyes. Had he known all this time? Had he investigated him, or had his breakthrough exposed something? Did he have information about Kenzie? His mind was thrown into chaos by the name he had only heard from his mother’s lips.

“How?” Zac eventually said.

“How I knew?” Sendor grinned. “I didn’t. Until now, that is.”

Zac glared at the unreliable Supremacy. There was no way his guess was a shot in the dark.

“Fine. It made sense, so I made some discrete inquiries. Adding that with my unique relationship with the System, I managed to piece together the clues.”

“Made sense how?” Zac pressed.

“So, do we have a deal?” Sendor countered.

Zac took a steadying breath before slowly nodding. The moment he heard the name Kayar-Elu, his mother’s clan, he was on the hook. Besides, with Sendor having deduced as much already, his secrets weren’t as valuable anymore.

“As long you don’t tell me some commonly known scraps before saying you can’t share anymore for one reason or another.”

“I’m sure you’ll be satisfied.” Sendor laughed. “You first, then.”

“Why?” Zac said with exasperation.

“Seniority.”

Zac sighed, giving up on the verbal spar. “I honestly don’t really know what’s going on—this wasn’t part of the plan. We are one, I control both, and both are me.”

“I knew it,” Sendor said with excitement, his eyes emitting that immense pressure again.

Zac held his breath and held onto his Dao until the feeling passed. He really couldn’t wait to get out of this place.

“There was something odd in your chest before. Now it’s gone. It’s what made this possible?”

Zac didn’t immediately answer. He’d agreed to explain his situation, and there was nothing stated that he had to go out of his way to share his secrets. Like the fact the node was called a [Quantum Gate], which had then been converted to the links. Zac simply nodded in response, confirming the Hidden Node was part of the reason.

“I knew it. Hey, try extracting Miasma from your human form again.”

Zac was annoyed at being treated as an experimental subject, but he followed the instructions. Figuring out the details of his constitution was part of why he wanted this trade in either case. Once more, chilling waves of Death spread through his pathways before being expunged by his body’s natural defenses.

“Your path is interesting, though quite unfortunate when you consider these changes,” Sendor snickered. “It’s not too bad. You should be able to freely use the Miasma in your human form by the time you form an Earthly Dao of Death. It still won’t feel very nice, and you’ll get that ugly pallid complexion if you overdo it. Not to worry, you won’t get sick. Let’s keep going.”

Sendor had him complete a few more experiments, including some Zac hadn’t thought of. Ultimately, he only had one pool of energy he could freely draw from either body. Meaning if human Zac used up all the Miasma, then Draugr Zac would be in a bad state. His energy reserves were also essentially doubled. He only needed to get a bit stronger before he could make use of that fact.

He could also extract energy from “both” cores to one body. It doubled his output, at the cost of putting his pathways under greater strain. It wasn’t currently very useful, though Zac was already picturing some possibilities. For example, what if he created a War Regalia based on his Inexorable Core for his human side?

He would essentially be able to run a second set of equipment for free, provided his Draugr side didn’t require energy at the same time.

“Next up,” Sendor said. “This one might hurt.”

“Wait, wha⁠—”

Zac wanted Sendor to clarify, when he suddenly found himself pushed through a vortex. His words turned into a horrified scream as the gate closed behind him, and the link between his bodies was forcibly cut. No pain arrived, and Zac curiously looked around.

His human form found himself standing atop a tower, looking out across an impossibly vast city. There were hundreds of palaces the size of capitals, and he almost keeled over from the terrifying auras being released from every direction. It was blinding, and Zac knew he wouldn’t have survived if not for the protective barrier around the tower.

“I guess it’s quite resistant.”

Only then did Zac come to, realizing he’d heard the words from his Draugr body. The link was still there, his vision split between the city and Mount Illumination. After the shock abated, Zac made a few interesting discoveries. For one, it was much easier to control his bodies when they were separated, with no overlapping sensations to cause confusion.

Secondly, the energy draw from his new Specialty Cores had slowed to a trickle. Zac expected the cost to maintain the connection would increase the farther apart his bodies were, except the opposite was true.

“What’s going on? Where am I?” Zac asked.

“In one of the more flourishing cities of my domain,” Sendor said. “It’s on the opposite side of my body.”

“How far apart are my bodies right now?”

Sendor smiled. “Farther than the span of an established empire.”

Both sets of Zac’s eyes widened in shock. When someone like Sendor talked about empires, it was definitely the monolithic forces of the Multiverse Heartlands. The Zecia Sector could barely be considered a small province in such a place. To think he could freely use his bodies at such distances without any downsides. If anything, he felt better than ever.

Also, just how big was Sendor’s realm? Can a pocket dimension really be called that when it was this big?

“Now, let’s try this,” Sendor said, and Zac’s human form found himself dragged off the tower and into another vortex.

Zac yelped with shock upon losing half his impressions. It was like he’d been blinded in one eye, though the loss was far more comprehensive. The link to his Draugr body had been cut. Zac felt his body rapidly grow weaker, like he’d been branded with something like the Orom’s Prison Seal.

Were his energy circuits not working properly now that he couldn’t sense his other half? Zac could picture his core being ripped in two and leaking all his accumulated strength. Zac only calmed down after a minute when he’d confirmed nothing else changed after the downgrade of his power. He looked around and saw he was floating inside a bubble bobbing on a sea that teemed with Temporal Energy.

Being separated from his other half just as he was getting used to it was extremely jarring, resulting in it taking a few tries before he managed to enter his Void Self State.

Only then could Zac vaguely feel the connection to his Draugr body, though only to the point he could tell it was still there. He had no way to interact with it, and the shared consciousness was no more. And that was just the beginning. For one, Zac felt like his soul had been cut in half, where only his Evolutionary Core remained.

The same was true for his Cosmic Core, which could no longer provide him with Miasma. And the source of the weakness quickly became apparent when Zac opened his Status Screen.

Name: Zachary Atwood

Level: 155

Class: [D-Arcane] Evolutionary Precursor

Race: [D] Human – Void Emperor (Corrupted)

Alignment: [Zecia] Atwood Empire – Baron of Conquest

Titles: […] Runic Progenitor, Grand Achievement, Arcane Ascension, Pathbound Core, Peakmender

Limited Titles: Tower of Eternity Sector All-Star – 14th, Equanimity, Big Axe Gladiator, The Final Twilight – 1st, Gates of Rebirth

Dao: Branch of the War Axe – Middle, Branch of the Kalpataru – Middle, Branch of the Pale Seal – Middle

Core: [D] Evolutionary Core

Strength: 38,026 [Increase: 169%. Efficiency: 429%]

Dexterity: 20,468 [Increase: 141%. Efficiency: 300%]

Endurance: 25,044 [Increase: 155%. Efficiency: 429%]

Vitality: 33,586 [Increase: 168%. Efficiency: 450%]

Intelligence: 6,503 [Increase: 125%. Efficiency: 300%]

Wisdom: 9,777 [Increase: 127%. Efficiency: 315%]

Luck: 881 [Increase: 154%. Efficiency: 367%]

Free Points: 500

Nexus Coins: [D] 7,645,946

His attributes had been cut by 20%, where most of it came out of his Strength and Endurance. In terms of combat effectiveness, he’d wager having lost closer to a third. A quick calculation confirmed what changed. He’d retained the full benefit of his titles, base attributes from levels, nodes, and even free points. And while one of his Soul Spirals was suddenly missing from his mind, Zac still got the attribute boost from all three Daos.

However, he’d lost all the benefits of having two classes. All the attributes he’d gotten from his Undying Bulwark, Fetters of Desolation, and Inexorable Apostle classes were gone. Everything else was the same, including the list of Hidden Nodes in his Bloodline Screen. Zac looked across the boundless sea, trying to figure out why this place was different.

Was it the Temporal Energy? Zac couldn’t be sure, but he wouldn’t be surprised if this ocean had a completely different spacetime compared to the part of the Perennial Vastness which contained the Cosmic Gallery. Was that enough to make the connection unstable? Was it the only one, or were there other types of domains that would cause this issue?

At least there wasn’t a backlash, and his weakened state wasn’t too taxing. His attribute superiority mostly came from his titles, which were still in full effect. His situation was like any elite’s, though his power and experiences had allowed him to rack up far more titles than normal people. Zac could still take on almost any Heaven’s Chosen at his level, though he definitely wouldn’t be able to handle freaks of nature like Iz Tayn in this state.

A few more minutes passed where nothing happened. Depending on what speed time moved in here, it might be a while before Sendor extracted him, which let him ponder the ramifications of the recent discoveries. Essentially, he could split his situation into three scenarios, each with its own circumstances.

He was technically in his ‘ultimate’ form when the bodies were next to each other. Fighting side by side, using two sets of skills and techniques, would turn him into a two-person army, far eclipsing his previous peak condition. The drawback was that the Specialty Cores consumed a lot of energy in close proximity for some reason, making his energy control sluggish. It was also difficult to sort out the mirrored impressions, which was a huge disadvantage in a pitched battle.

Being separated almost returned him to his previous state. The cores didn’t steal his energy, and he felt more in tune with the individual bodies.

Now, he was suddenly left with half a soul, core, and reduced attributes. It was the worst scenario, one with significant risks and no upsides. For example, what if only one of his bodies were sent into Ultom, and his connection was cut? There were only three years left until the trial, and the biggest boost to his raw power would come from leveraging his Middle-quality Cosmic Core to rapidly gain levels during the war.

Right now, the downside “only” meant a loss of 20% of his total Attribute points. By the time he reached level 200, that number would be even higher. He also wouldn’t be able to implement his idea of using Death-attuned equipment in his human form.

Ten more minutes passed, and Zac started to grow bored, when a mysterious ripple spread through his protective bubble. Then, a voice followed by a burst of impressions threw his mind into disarray. Meanwhile, his body filled with power like he’d eaten a berserking treasure. The connection had been restored in full, along with all its benefits.

As for the voice, it was Sendor, who’d asked, ‘What about now?’

Zac sorted through the memories and immediately understood what happened. His Draugr form had lost the connection the moment Zac entered the temporal sea, just like his human form. Sendor immediately started another round of experiments, and the findings were transferred over to “him” the second the connection was restored.

There were a few takeaways. First, both bodies operated like normal when the connection was blocked. In other words, it wasn’t like his consciousness was linked to either body. It was in both, and his Draugr side had also felt like the “true” Zac while the connection was blocked. Secondly, his Draugr half was even worse off since his undead body had also lost the benefits of the Void Vajra Constitution.

That disadvantage would likely even out after the Eoz bloodline was fully awakened, though it was worth noting that bloodline benefits didn’t carry over. It wasn’t just the attributes either. His Draugr form had returned to its previous state where Life was poison. Just as Zac had gone over the burst of memories, he heard Sendor speak.

“Interesting, let’s try this.”

The connection to his Draugr half was suddenly cut again, and he was stuck atop the ocean for another ten minutes before being dragged back to Mount Illumination.

“What cut the connection the second time?” Zac asked.

“My Dao,” Sendor said. “I surrounded each body with it. It looks like isolating either will be enough to create interference.”

“Can I do anything to prevent my connection from being cut?” Zac asked.

“You’re a million years early if you want to break through a Heavenly Territory,” Sendor guffawed.

“Still, the stronger the connection, the better my chances at survival,” Zac ventured.

“True enough. Right now, I’d say a Middle Autarch or equivalent domains can interfere with your connection,” Sendor said.

Where Iz’s golem guardian could separate his bodies with its Dao, the Eveningtide Asura could not. Of course, that was contingent on an Autarch bothering to create an isolated bubble of Dao around him. It also meant nothing in Zecia should be able to cut the connection. Not even the Million Gates Territory reached those energy levels, and he had already traveled a distance hundreds of times greater than Zecia inside the Perennial Vastness.

“Your best bet to strengthen the bond is likely to improve two components that enable your split state: the Void and your clan’s inheritance,” the Realm Spirit continued.

What Sendor said made sense. Pushing his Bloodline to D-grade might alleviate some of his drawbacks. Doing so before Ultom was possible, considering his Void Emperor Bloodline should already be at the precipice of a breakthrough. He just needed to find some impetus to push beyond that final barrier and then use the [Stone of Celestial Void] to trigger the process.

As for improving “his clan’s inheritance,” Zac had no solutions. He hoped Sendor could provide a path forward.

“Is that everything?” Zac asked, eager to learn more about the Kayar-Elu.

“One last test. Slap yourself with this thing,” Sendor said as he handed Zac a piece of leather that emitted an incredibly foul aura.

“What?”

“Just do it,” Sendor urged, as if he were observing a fun spectacle.

Zac was full of misgivings as he walked over to himself. It was odd seeing himself looking back into his eyes with helplessness as he swung the piece of leather. A loud clap echoed, and Zac felt his Specialty Cores heat up and extract a huge amount of energy. Thankfully, they soon calmed, and both Zacs turned to Sendor.

“Happy?”

“Very. Now give me that thing,” Sendor said, sending another ripple through his bodies.

“What’s going on?”

“That piece of hide belonged to quite a nasty practitioner who caused problems in my realm long ago. The amount of sin she committed…” Sendor looked part disgusted and part impressed. “Her very body had become permeated by foul Karma. But look at you…”

“What?”

“Slapping someone with that thing should create a Karmic Grudge, almost like a curse. Just grabbing onto it would leave a mark. In your case? Nothing. There’s still not a shred of Karma connecting your halves. Your human body remained untainted even after holding onto that thing. Your old connections are there, and it might be impossible for you to form new Karmic Links. Quite useful. Not even your toad friend’s ability is this impressive.”

No Karmic Links at all? Zac had to agree. Such an ability was extremely useful. Karmic Links had caused him quite a few headaches over the years, from The Great Redeemer to the Buddhist Sangha. It was a constant threat of being exposed or tracked down.

“So my condition is impossible to expose?”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Sendor said. “For one, I can vaguely sense a resonance from your cores when you extract large amounts of energy, though that might be fixed when your bloodline catches up. More importantly, there are a lot of scary people out there. I can think of a few who should be able to figure something out if they put their mind to it.”

Zac nodded. As far as he was concerned, that meant his secret was safe. The kind of people Sendor would consider scary didn’t exactly grow on trees. Being split into two had essentially removed the most glaring danger to himself—his unique ability to change between two different races and classes.

Now, anyone would just see a powerful human and a powerful Draugr. His value as a research subject was essentially gone, provided no one realized there was a connection between his two bodies. Obviously, that would only work as long as the truth of his breakthrough didn’t spread.

“About my situation,” Zac hesitated.

“Don’t worry about that.” Sendor grinned. “I’m going to keep this juicy nugget for myself. You never know if it might become important in the future.”

Zac inwardly groaned. What could he do? At least it was a landlocked Realm Spirit who worked for the System that found out. That was way better than some other Supremacy.

“You thought I had become two people for a moment there. Is that a real possibility?” Zac asked.

“Looking for a cover?” Sendor said. “It’s possible, though generally from deviations. Something happens with your path, and two opposing concepts split you in two. Others intentionally split their soul, discarding a part of themselves. With your contradictory path, it’s a very plausible excuse. You couldn’t reconcile Life and Death, your human and undead sides, leading to a deviation.”

Zac had a road forward. The fact he was two beings would be hidden from everyone, even the people in Port Atwood. The official story for those who knew of his old ability would be that he was split in two. Perhaps he should even send his Draugr self to the Kavriel Province and let the Monarchs scan him. A risky move, though it might lead to avoiding some hidden dangers.

One thing was for sure, though. While the situation became stable enough, Zac definitely needed to unearth the secrets hidden within his body before forming his Inner World. Preferably, Zac would have answers before the first bottleneck of the D-grade, and the chances of that happening were slim. It had been seven and a half years since he entered the Perennial Vastness, which meant nine months had passed on the outside.

War was right around the corner, and then came Ultom. Unless he could figure out what else hid in his Specialty Cores with the final piece of his Left Imperial Seal, he’d have to save that until later. He’d settle for upgrading his bloodline and hopefully remove some of the downsides to his situation.

One more reward was waiting right in front of him, one that might provide the answers he needed.
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“How did you know about the Kayar-Elu?” Zac asked, finally expressing the question that had been burning in the back of his mind for the past hour.

“It just made sense.” The Realm Spirit shrugged. “When you’ve lived as long as me, you start to see patterns in the river of time.”

“Made sense, how?” Zac pressed.

“What do you know about the Technocrats?”

“The usual stuff. Dao of Technology, Technomancers, Transcenders, Machine God Faction,” Zac said impatiently.

“Sure,” Sendor said. “And do you know why the System hates them?”

“Because the Dao of Technology isn’t within the purview of the Seventeen Peaks? Because they’re functionally Unorthodox Cultivators?”

“Bah,” Sendor scoffed. “The Dao is the Dao. Why can’t it be applied the way those people want to? They’re not breaking the Four Laws. Usually not, anyway. Who doesn’t cheat now and then? It’s not like this is the first Era these ideas have appeared. Much of their accomplishments are built on their predecessors. Such is the nature of technological advancement, no?”

Zac nodded hesitantly.

“The reason’s simple. War!” Sendor laughed. “The faction you know as the Technocrats today was originally founded by an empire called the Selvari. They weren’t anything special, just a slightly powerful force in that ancient epoch when the Dao was still rough and tumble. But they stumbled upon something. Or rather, it stumbled onto them.”

“An Eternal Heritage,” Zac surmised.

It seemed odd that the technological foundation of the Technocrats would come from something as ancient and mysterious as an Eternal Heritage. He had a hard time picturing something like Ultom containing a bunch of schematics. Although, having an Eternal Heritage as a backing would explain how they could stay strong with the whole Multiverse standing against them.

“Just so,” Sendor said. “Well, sort off. The Selvari controlled the better part of a galaxy when it happened. This was before dimensional travel was commonplace, mind you. One day, a huge energy field appeared, consuming almost a fifth of the galaxy. It was a disastrous loss for the Selvari, a loss they forgot about when they found the Technocrat Codex.

“Most Eternal Heritages were created through untold sacrifice and an Era’s worth of accumulation. The Technocrat Codex worked differently. I don’t know how, but someone threw a bunch of ideas into the future, avoiding the Dao’s collapse.”

“Ideas?” Zac asked.

“The people from the Primordial Era probably didn’t have the strength to transport matter through such a vast stretch of time, bypassing the Cataclysm. Instead, they sent ideas. Theories, inventions, schools of thought. They suddenly popped up in the minds of the Selvari across the galaxy. The impartment also expanded the minds of those lucky few, letting them stand far above the rest. Using the gift, they became the leaders of the Selvari and founded the Technocracy.

“The Technocrats became a ruling caste far above the rest, especially after it became clear even their descendants enjoyed the cerebral enhancement from the Technocrat Codex. It was a turbulent time. The Technocrats usurped the old structures and took full control, and the civil war was the spark that elevated the Selvari to new heights.

“Soon, they built wondrous machines that allowed them to visit other galaxies. Other dimensions. They saw themselves as the masters of the universe, delving into its secrets with wild abandon. Then a small empire rose in a neighboring galaxy. An empire which would come to change everything.”

“The Limitless Empire? Two such powerful factions appeared in the same dimension?” Zac asked. “What are the odds?”

“Greater than you might think.” Sendor smiled. “Mystic Realms are not born equal, and neither are dimensions. The Selvari and the Limitless Empire were founded in one of the most flourishing dimensions closest to the Heavens. The Dao was clear, and the road toward the peak was wide. There’s another reason. The original inhabitants of the Limitless Empire were Selvari.”

“What?” Zac said, his confusion growing deeper.

“Far from all Selvari were satisfied with the changes brought by the Technocrat Codex. The Technocrat Inheritance was simply too alien compared to the natural path of cultivation. Many renounced the Technocracy, especially those belonging to orthodox sects and clans. They fled their homeland and migrated to remote galaxies in a bid to return to traditional cultivation.”

Zac’s mind was abuzz with the new information. The origin of the System and its hatred of the Dao of Technology felt much clearer. Not only was the Technocracy an enemy of the Limitless Empire, the citizens of the Limitless Empire were also formerly under the thumb of the Selvari.

“I think you can understand why the conflict arose,” Sendor continued. “The Selvari originally considered the region that later became the Limitless Empire an unofficial colony filled with technologically inferior citizens. The first true war of the Limitless Empire was not only one of expansion but one of liberation.”

“And I’m guessing the empire won?”

“The Technocrats found themselves outmatched even before the System’s appearance,” Sendor confirmed. “Emperor Laondio was like a radiant beacon, a savior to free the citizens from the tyranny of technology. He and his powerful subordinates were like a testament to the Heavenly Path, proving the Technocrat Codex was nothing but false truths.”

It wasn’t hard for Zac to put two and two together after knowing that.

“What does this have to do with the Kayar-Elu?” Zac asked.

“The Kayar-Elu was one of the founding Clans of the Technocracy, direct inheritors of the Technocrat Codex.”

“So, I’m not human?” Zac asked. “I’m Selvari?”

“Honestly, I don’t know what you are.” Sendor laughed. “You should be human, though so were the Selvari. In fact, they are the origin of your race and the reason your kin are all over the place.”

“It was humans who founded the Technocrats?” Zac exclaimed.

“You could say that. The Selvari were originally humans, though their empire had grown diverse after eons of expansion through their galaxy.”

“How did humans become one of the most populous species of the Multiverse if the Selvari were the System’s enemy?” Zac asked curiously.

“For one, there were just as many humans in the Limitless Empire, so targeting your race specifically would make no sense. The war was over ideology. And resources, of course. Be it the Limitless Empire or the Selvari, both needed vast amounts of resources. Saying the Limitless Empire targeted the Selvari solely for freedom would be a revision of history. They especially needed a specific ability of the Selvari, which incidentally is the reason you can find humans in every corner of the Multiverse.

“The Selvari knew they wouldn’t last for long. The Limitless Empire’s War Machine was terrifying in a way you can’t imagine, and their forces grew by the day. But the Selvari had something the Limitless Empire didn’t—the ability to travel through dimensions en masse.

“Back then, the realities weren’t as interlaced as today. Forcing your way through the dimensional barriers and the chasm between was something only the greatest of Emperor Laondio’s generals could accomplish. The Selvari built enormous Arks and sent trillions of their citizenry, mostly humans, out into the Multiverse. It was a lifeline and a counterattack, forming millions of safe enclaves across all dimensions. Growing in secret to one day strike back at their hated enemy.

“The System made all that irrelevant, though.” Sendor snickered. “The Dark Ages arrived, and most societies collapsed. A million years is an unbelievably long time without Cosmic Energy. Almost all the colonies were erased by the river of time, and the few surviving descendants had forgotten their origin and mission long before the System awoke. Later, they were integrated, having no recollection of their old enemy.”

The holes in Zac’s understanding of the universe rapidly filled in. The origin of the Limitless Empire and the purpose of the System. He even had an answer to why the System rearranged the Multiverse into such a confusing mesh of dimensions. Zac could almost picture it. The Limitless Emperor’s main adversary had suddenly sent their people to innumerable dimensions just as he was about to win the war.

Then he built the System, a War Machine that would span all realities by fusing with the Heavens, possibly integrating the Selvari’s dimensional understanding. That way, he’d be able to hunt down the scattered Selvari while exploring the other dimensions for opportunities.

“Oh, don’t go spreading these things,” Sendor added. “It can be a touchy subject.”

“I won’t,” Zac said. “You still haven’t answered my questions, though. About the Kayar-Elu.”

“I was providing context,” Sendor sniffed. “You youngsters are always so impatient.”

“I’m not immortal like you,” Zac sighed.

“I guess that’s true. Around four thousand years ago, my connection with the System received such a powerful shock that it was almost severed. It had entered an almost manic state as it forced its way into the Eternal Storm. The Heavens only returned to normalcy after two months, at which point I could tell the System had entered a weakened state. Later, I heard that one of the ancient Technocracy clans had fallen, smote by endless Tribulation Lightning.

“I am guessing the event involved your birth.”

“What? Four thousand?” Zac said. “That can’t be right. I’m only 52, including time distortions.”

“You were likely placed inside a seal. To hide you from the Heavens, the System, and even the Technocracy Alliance,” Sendor said, thoughtfully looking at Zac. “Possibly also to shield you from the Dao. Too much of that before you started cultivating, and it might have damaged your bloodline.”

Hearing he might be thousands of years old came as a shock, even if Zac had always suspected he was older than he seemed. Leandra had apparently been at death’s door after her family’s fall, and recovering for millennia was nothing for people at that level. At least he was still considered a youngster by the System since it had given him the quest for Ultom.

“You said it made sense I was related to those people,” Zac said. “Why?”

“I’m closing in on some dangerous topics. Suffice it to say, just like the Limitless Empire had a complicated relationship with the Technocracy, so did the Void Emperor. Few things are black and white, especially at the peak,” Sendor said, looking at Zac with a complex gaze. “I wonder what is chance and what is predestination. I wonder if he…

“Nevermind,” the Realm Spirit said with a shake of his head.

The Realm Spirit had stopped short of giving clear answers about Karz, which was fine, Zac could infer a few more details to add to the growing web of his origin. It sounded like the Void Emperor had some connection to either the Kayar-Elu or the Technocracy as a whole. Had Karz betrayed Laondio to ally with the Technocrats? No, that didn’t seem right. If that were the case, would his mother really say he carried the Original Sin?

Was it the opposite? Had Karz infiltrated the Technocracy, befriending them, before taking them out on the emperor’s orders?

“As far as I know, the Kayar-Elu received two main inheritances from the Technocrat Codex,” Sendor continued. “One was related to shielding and aura manipulation. They were a major player in setting up Sanctuary, the Holy Land in the depths of the Eternal Storm. I’m no expert in those matters, I merely felt your protective array held some similarities to their heritage, and the same is true for your newfound resistance to Karmic Links.

“And you’ve just experienced their second inheritance.” The Realm Spirit smiled. “They hold the secret of twinned existence, something beyond cloning or puppets. Two bodies, each as strong as the other. One of those bodies was supposed to be mechanical, not whatever they accomplished with your weird Void Duality.

“I can’t imagine the work that went into transforming a peak Technocrat invention into something that would work within the purview of Heaven’s Path. It’s like forcing a previous Era’s cultivation System into this one. And that’s not even taking into account merging the technique with your bloodline.”

Zac slowly nodded, remembering how he’d seen Leandra seamlessly shift between a gargantuan metallic body and her normal human form. He’d already drawn the parallels to his situation. That didn’t account for Jeeves’ existence—a living AI integrated into the Heavenly Path.

That technology seemed even more groundbreaking than his duality, especially considering what he’d just learned about the Selvari. Did that mean the Kayar-Elu actually had three heritages, with Jeeves being a hidden technology of theirs? Or did the AI come from somewhere else, like another ancient Technocrat clan? The latter would explain why Firmament’s Edge knew to look for Leandra and the Digital Nexus.

“Here, read the rest yourself,” Sendor said, throwing over an Information Crystal.

Zac infused his will into the crystal and was greeted by a wealth of information. Dozens of books worth, including everything from the ancient Era before the System to current events. There were even detailed methods to enter the Digital World without implanting yourself with Technocrat machinery. A brief scan left Zac sorely disappointed, and he looked up at the Realm Spirit.

“This is just general information,” Zac said.

“General information that’s very hard to get in integrated space,” Sendor countered. “Information I believe you will need soon. And it’s not all general information. The locations where the System struck the Kayar-Elu and a number of their hidden domains. Some of their connections within integrated space. Spatial Gates deep inside the Eternal Storm. These secrets are worth a fortune among the established factions.”

That was true. While there were no deeper explanations for his Duplicity Core, there were some very pertinent pieces of information in the crystal. It even mentioned the Six Profundity Empire, and even listed three factions suspected to be founded by the Kayar-Elu—the Pravosti Clan, the Heavenly Palace, and the Huarki Consortia. There was a good chance Leandra hid in one of those three factions.

Undeniably, these factions might have opted to erase any traces of their origin after the Kayar-Elu’s collapse. Luckily, Sendor had listed another fourteen factions across six empires, giving him a direction to keep looking in case he came up emptyhanded in the Six Profundity Empire.

The suspected locations of some of their hidden realms might be the key to fusing his body. He needed to figure out what other secrets hid inside his core, and visiting Kayar-Elu’s hidden labs was a promising solution. Sadly, it wasn’t possible in the short run, for reasons beyond the upcoming war with the Kan’Tanu. The marked places were all inside the Eternal Storm, far beyond his reach.

“Still,” Zac said. “Nothing here will let me fuse my bodies or take control over the cores. Nothing that can help me in the short run. Compared to what I⁠—”

“This is all I know. It’s not like I’m some Technocrat information merchant. And don’t you try squeezing more benefits out of me,” Sendor said. “This is more than fair.”

“Fine. Nothing on their recent movements?” Zac ventured.

Zac didn’t know if it was good or bad news, but the Information Crystal lacked details about Leandra and Kenzie.

“Honestly, I thought them eradicated until you appeared on my doorstep. That’s the consensus among the few who know who the Kayar-Elu are,” Sendor said. “Those who survived must have concealed themselves quite well. If you don’t know, then I have no idea how to help you.”

“That’s fair,” Zac said, stowing the crystal. “Just one more thing, then.”

“I’m telling you, I’m not giving you any more resources,” Sendor said with exasperation. “With your disgusting Luck and the System’s attention, just go find them yourself. Things given for free are rarely appreciated.”

“No, not that,” Zac said, though he wouldn’t have said no to more benefits. “Can you send my bodies back separately? The second one three hours after the first.”

“You want to test the limits of your mysterious connection,” Sendor said, his eyes lighting up with interest. “That’s fine.”

“Can I say goodbye to Null first?” Zac asked.

“Null begun the process of rebirth while you were unconscious,” Sendor rejected. “Her existence is based on your path. It will take her centuries to form a true soul with such heavy baggage.”

Zac was disappointed. He took in the surroundings of the mountaintop one final time. Its destruction made it easier to leave, in a sense. Like his presence had been erased from the region, his Karma with Mount Illumination was severed.

“What about the brands?” Zac asked.

“I’ve already placed them on both your bodies,” Sendor said, rolling his eyes when Zac’s thinned with suspicion. “Here, see?”

Zac first didn’t understand what Sendor meant, then felt a mysterious ripple within the chests of both his bodies. Zac’s heart was gripped with fear as it felt like Sendor had hidden a whole universe within a bead no larger than a grain of rice. The next moment, the marks were gone, letting Zac breathe out in relief.

“They’ll activate on your will, not on their own,” Sendor said. “So don’t let yourself get knocked out before you can infuse a wisp into your chest.”

“Thank you,” Zac said. “I’m ready.”

“Then off you go,” Sendor said as a cocoon of runes grew around Zac’s human form.

“Please have my other body catch up if something odd happens,” Zac added, suddenly realizing the experiment might be dangerous.

“No problem,” Sendor said before throwing over a token. “Come visit if you ever find yourself in my neighborhood. The Cosmic Gallery only holds some low-grade baubles. I also have other regions that would astound you.”

“And I just need to share some of my secrets to access them?” Zac asked, raising his brow.

“Such is the Law of Balance,” Sendor laughed. “I have lots of treasures, so make sure to think of ways to entertain me. Now go. Have fun in the Left Imperial Palace. Some of the answers you’re looking for might be found there.”

A small gate appeared beneath Zac’s feet, and he lost the connection as he began the return journey through the Void. His mind grew quiet, matching the empty surroundings. Seven years had passed, and he was finally going home. He had been full of expectations for his visit to the Perennial Vastness, yet the experience exceeded anything he could have imagined.

Most importantly, he accomplished his goal of reaching Hegemony, even if things had taken a sudden turn. It threw many of his old plans out the window, and also provided him with some new options.

With the biggest roadblock out of the way, it was time to plan for the future.
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“It’s time,” a voice echoed through the peak. “You’ve arrived.”

“Thank you for your help,” Zac said as he stood up.

Sendor had left soon after the first body was sent away, but he was clearly keeping watch. A second cocoon enclosed him, and Zac was soon shuttling through the Void. Three hours’ worth of memories were exchanged as the connection was restored. The merge kept his mind occupied for almost two minutes, which was an important lesson on its own.

His Draugr half began the return journey while his human side checked on his compound. It looked exactly as he’d left it, which produced an unsettling sense of disconnect rather than comfort. He’d spent over seven years inside the Perennial Vastness while only a few months had passed on the outside. It almost made his experience seem like a dream.

Not only that, he finally felt the ramifications of spending such a long time in Temporal Dilation. First, three years inside an absolute Temporal Chamber while time outside stood still, then another seven inside the Perennial Vastness. Cheating the river of time came at a price, where Zac’s body was assaulted by Temporal Energy that seemingly appeared out of nowhere.

His very surroundings were in flux, with leaves swaying so quickly they turned to a blur for a fraction of a second, only for them to freeze. Channeling his Daos helped. Zac knew it would be a while before the feeling gave in completely. At least it didn’t affect his spirit or his Dao, which meant he was better off than most cultivators.

The temporal invasion left cultivators in an annoying state of imbalance, where the Dao wasn’t quite as distorted as when Temporally Dilated, and fluctuated in a way that made cultivation and meditation dangerous. Zac didn’t feel any of that, and he soon found a way to enjoy himself and combat the backlash.

A powerful current of Cosmic Energy coursed through him, and Zac’s feet lifted from the ground. He floated a few meters into the air, unfettered by gravity’s constraints. Well, mostly unfettered. Flying was akin to turning yourself into a Cosmic Energy magnet, generating a repulsing force to the ambient energy.

In reality, it was slightly more complicated, where you used your Dao to connect with the environment and weaken your earthly shackles. Either way, it was fundamentally impossible without a core and the ability to channel those levels of energy.

It was similar to the method most low-grade vessels used to fly, and only really worked in environments with enough ambient energy. Hegemons also had enough raw firepower to switch from being magnets to rockets, expelling large quantities of energy to fly even in energy-starved regions.

Zac didn't make his return known despite being curious about the situation back home. There would have been messages waiting for him if the situation was dire and required his immediate attention. Instead, Zac waited, observing his other body closing in on his location. There was no sense of distance conveyed through his link, and he couldn’t sense it actually getting closer.

The experience got boring after a while, and Zac began swinging his axe to get used to his influx of attributes. The transition wouldn’t be difficult. His Strength had taken a massive leap forward alongside his Dexterity. Balance was maintained, allowing him to rapidly adapt to the change and enter his Evolutionary Stance.

The roars of [Verun’s Bite] sang in the courtyard, where Zac was a blur moving back and forth. One moment, he stood on the ground. The other, he floated ten meters in the air. The technique would need to be expanded now that he could fly, but it was still in working order. His second half appeared next to him three hours later, and the energy drain resumed.

Having thought things over, Zac suspected the drain resulted from forcibly disentangling Karma between his bodies rather than maintaining the link. It was easy to avoid Karmic entanglement with people on the other side of the Multiverse. It was another matter entirely when you stood next to each other. It also explained why the cores extracted such a huge amount of energy when Sendor had him use that cursed piece of hide.

Sendor had thought him immune to Karma. Zac knew that was only part of the picture. It was more correct to say that the Specialty Cores provided shielding at the cost of energy. Judging by the drain from slapping himself with a tainted object, he needed to be careful when dealing with people above his grade. What if some old Arhat forcibly tried to link up their fate? Would his core be drained until his Draugr body died from energy starvation?

Retaining some secrets when faced with the inquisitive Realm Spirit filled Zac with a small sense of victory. The feeling barely had time to sprout before it was replaced with a torrent of confusing emotions. Zac turned toward his bedroom, sensing the familiar ripples from within. He flashed over and found the source in a hidden compartment.

Within was a Spatial Ring holding a solitary object: the Technocrat insignia.

Zac hadn’t dared bring such an item into the Perennial Vastness, so he left it on Earth. Now that he’d returned, it started acting out—which definitely wasn’t a coincidence. Zac would probably have ignored the call if his breakthrough had gone according to plan. Now, Zac reached toward the ring, despite being filled with reluctance.

He’d thought his connection to his mother severed when she left with Kenzie, but there was no way he could ignore his Technocrat origin with his body being installed with hidden features. He moved his Draugr body into one of his isolated cultivation chambers before having his human half take out the insignia.

Zac infused a wisp of energy, and the familiar form of his mother appeared in front of him. Seeing her stoked the flames simmering in the depths of his heart, where the most recent setback only added more fuel to the fire. Leandra, in turn, looked neither like the vengeful maniac in his Heart Tribulation nor the doting mother she’d presented herself as in her previous recording.

This time, she appeared just as when they met in person: cold, callous, and infuriatingly calm when faced with Zac’s wrath.

“You survived,” Leandra said, her cadence like that of someone commenting on a new haircut. “I wasn’t sure whether you’d find a path through the synchronization with your ill-fated choice of secondary body. Our inheritance has served you well.”

“Not like I asked for any of this,” Zac said, unable and unwilling to hide the anger and disgust from his voice.

“Railing against reality will change nothing,” Leandra said. “For better or worse, our gift is a central part of your identity.”

“What do you want?” Zac growled. “Why did you make contact now? What about severing fate?”

“I believe I made the right choice back then, especially after seeing your progress. Severing Karma and letting you walk your own path let you reach a point I never anticipated you would. Some things can only be nurtured in the wild,” Leandra said, ignoring Zac’s eyes veritably spitting fire at the remark. “And now, an opportunity to repay your family has arrived.”

“Repay you? Repay you!” Zac almost screamed. “Why would I ever help you? I hope your plans fail and the Kayar-Elu are finally removed from the universe.”

“Then what of your sister?” Leandra countered. “She is not yet strong enough to survive on her own. Without my protection, she’ll eventually be discovered and killed. Besides, taking on this particular task is in your best interest.”

Zac’s expression alone spoke volumes.

“You are suspicious. That is fine.” Leandra’s gaze shifted toward the chamber where his Draugr body hid.

Zac grimaced; she knew.

“You should be filled with questions, confusion. What else is hidden in your body? What were our goals, and how does it pertain to you? I’m sure you can appreciate that Class-3 isn’t the end of the road we prepared for you. You can choose to maintain your ignorance and pray you will somehow survive the next transition. Or you can take charge of your fate.”

Zac held onto a belly full of anger. She’d pinpointed his weakness. He really was afraid of his Specialty Core holding more secrets that would mess with his path.

“Only by taking control over your body will you be able to avoid disaster. Only that way do you have a chance to become something more than a tool,” Leandra said. “You may despise the Kayar-Elu, but you’re still nothing but a failed experiment in your current state.”

Zac took a calming breath. A normal parent would readily provide the information he needed to avoid getting himself killed. He wouldn’t be so lucky. Leandra was a full-fledged zealot hoping to overturn the Heavens and avenge her family. As she said before, she wasn’t contacting him to help, she was using his situation as bait for him to further her goals.

“What do you want?” Zac squeezed out.

“It’s simple. Our family prepared for our grand undertaking for eons, which included setting up several contingencies. I need you to activate one of them for me.”

“Contingencies?”

If Leandra was telling the truth about wanting to keep him at a distance and avoid Karma, then the contingency wasn’t for him. That meant it was for the other half of their experiment.

“What have you done to Kenzie?”

“Your sister is doing fine, for now. Lacking the unique features of your bloodline has proven problematic,” Leandra said. “Unless you help activate a safeguard we created, the Digital Nexus will eventually be discovered by the Cursed Heavens. Your sister will attract a second calamity like the one that brought our demise. Your time is limited.”

Zac’s heart shuddered at the thought of Kenzie being forced to deal with a tribulation powerful enough to eradicate a clan like the Kayar-Elu. He forced himself to calm down, gazing at the projection suspiciously. That ‘contingency’ might be what brought Kenzie’s demise rather than what saved her. It might even allow Leandra to take over Kenzie’s body.

“You’re lying.”

“I find the truth a powerful enough motivator in this situation,” Leandra calmly said. “And even if you have doubts of the veracity of my claims, are you willing to bet Kenzie’s life on it?”

“If it’s so important to you and your schemes, why don’t you activate it yourself?”

“It cannot be accessed remotely, and I cannot tread where it’s hidden,” Leandra said.

“Let me guess. It’s back where you lunatics got blasted by the System?”

“No,” Leandra said. “It’s inside Sanctuary, the Holy land of the Technocracy. In a sense, it’s Sanctuary itself.”

“What!”

“What place is better to hide a secret repository of our family from the Heavens?” Leandra said. “What thing is better suited to hide the miracle inside your sister’s body than Sanctuary’s protective shroud?”

“If it’s there, then it’s probably been discovered by your enemies already,” Zac said.

“Impossible.”

There was utmost certainty in Leandra’s tone, which made Zac recall a piece of Sendor’s earlier explanation. The Kayar-Elu was one of the factions that participated in building the Technocrat’s Holy Land. They must have installed backdoors and secret features during that time. It might really be safe if that were the case.

Zac felt defeated as he looked into his mother’s eyes. She’d planned everything to a tee, preparing both carrot and stick to force him into action.

“Why me?” Zac sighed. “Why couldn’t you just leave me alone?”

“My options are limited. Only a clan member can enter that place without triggering certain safeguards. I’ve been marked, so I cannot go, and bringing the Digital Nexus there is not safe. That leaves you, who are fully free from anything marked by the Dao of Technology. You have the bloodline to enter, and your unique body will make you invisible to the eyes of my pursuers.”

Zac understood what she was getting at. If upgrading his Duplicity Core had made him resistant to Karma, he likely enjoyed similar protections against various other methods, just like what the Concealment Array provided. It was possible he was uniquely suited to avoid the gaze of the Living AIs and ancient Technocrats inside Sanctuary.

“This is an opportunity for you,” Leandra continued. “The safeguard is placed inside a hidden laboratory managed by my father, the leader of our family. There, you can find the answers to the questions burning in your heart. You can also confirm the truth of my claim before activating the safeguard.

“A simple task with a straightforward reward. As such, balance is maintained. The details have been added to the token.”

“Wait!” Zac before Leandra’s projection dissipated. “How long do I have?”

“We still have time before your sister is exposed. Contingent on nothing changing, naturally,” Leandra said. “The sooner you finish your task, we can all return to our destinies.”

Zac gritted his teeth as Leandra was about to disappear. “You say our Karma is severed, but that’s not up to you. Sooner or later, I’ll track you down. You’ll pay for what you did back then.”

Leandra only smiled at the threat.

“If you can accomplish such a thing, I will be content. That would mean the Zero Affinity Container would already be well on the way toward the Terminus. You would become an element of uncertainty capable of breaking the status quo. That’s all I can hope for, considering our recent setbacks.”

“I won’t go along with your twisted plans,” Zac growled.

“Some things cannot be avoided whether we like it or not. The course was set long before either of us was born.”

The projection disappeared, leaving Zac alone in his room. Only after a few minutes did he infuse a wisp of his will into the token to receive a brief information packet, if you could call it that. According to the insignia, there were two steps to the plan. First, he needed to pick up a key inside a hidden laboratory and activate some sort of protocol.

Both were required to access the hidden domain inside Sanctuary. The external lab was not among the hidden strongholds Sendor listed, though it was somewhat close to one of the Spatial Tunnels he knew of. And that was lucky as well, considering Leandra hadn’t bothered to provide him a route to Sanctuary. The missive said the Eternal Storm was everchanging and that the roads she knew were likely compromised.

Sendor’s Information Crystal had suddenly shot up in value, saving him the headache of infiltrating some Technocrat force to get his hands on a route. Still, that didn’t mean the task was easy should he decide to follow Leandra’s instructions. The first step of the plan needed to be finished within three centuries, at which point he had another two to reach Sanctuary and activate the safeguard. Five centuries was an incredibly long time, considering his age, but it didn’t feel that way after comparing notes.

He wouldn’t make it in time, even if he set out today. How the hell did his mother expect him to accomplish such a mission?

Zac put away the token as he tried to quell the storm raging in his heart, where anger, worry, and helplessness fought for dominion. There was no point in heading for Sanctuary right now, even if he could technically send one of his bodies while the other stayed in Zecia. The Yphelion simply wasn’t equipped for that kind of journey, no matter if you looked at its max speed or defensive capabilities.

The Yphelion was meant to be his ace while traversing the Million Gates Territory, though he ended up not going before Hegemony. However, no matter how dangerous the chaotic region at Zecia’s edge was, it paled compared to the unintegrated regions he’d have to cross to reach the hidden base, let alone Sanctuary.

He’d either have to upgrade his ship by multiple stages or get a better one before setting off. Worse, according to the information packet, the safeguard only needed to be activated and not taken to wherever Kenzie and Leandra were. As such, the path to the Six Profundity Empire wasn’t marked.

The feasibility of the mission was one thing. The task itself was also an issue. He had already considered heading into the Eternal Storm to investigate his Specialty Cores. This mission would let him accomplish that goal, and he would even be able to visit a few of the other hidden strongholds on Sendor’s map along the way.

He’d have to be crazy if he took Leandra at her words.

It wasn’t just possible, but there were likely some key aspects she wasn’t sharing about the mission. It could very well be a trap. Zac thoughtfully looked down at the emblem, a plan forming in his mind. Could he do it?

Could he achieve his goals, save Kenzie, and foil Leandra’s schemes, all in one go?
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Zac sighed as he sat down to face himself. He’d check in with the creators for a shipyard-upgrading quest later. He simply had too much on his plate to worry about that matter right now. He’d have to survive the war and Ultom before worrying about heading into the Endless Storm. Perhaps he could trade the Primo’s item inside the Hollow Court for a vastly superior ship. Ultom might also provide him with another solution. Worrying about it now wouldn’t do him much good.

The real question was, what should he do going forward? Too much had happened too quickly, and he hadn’t had the chance to sort everything out.

“I guess you’ll be Arcaz for now,” Zac said, a wry smile appearing on his Draugr self as he transformed into the usual appearance of his alias.

There was no point in telling even his closest confidants the truth of his shared existence. What they didn’t know couldn’t hurt them. The official story would be that he was really split apart during his breakthrough. Both were him since they came from the same soul. He would play it as if they were their own people who would gradually diverge in the future.

It had been a relief to rid himself of the constant worry of his duality being exposed and becoming a test subject of some desperate Monarch. Unfortunately, one secret had been replaced with another, and some would likely think he was lying. If Sendor couldn’t figure things out though, how could some Monarchs in the frontier? That uncertainty might just provide some protection. Would the Undead Empire dare target him, unsure if his Draugr self even possessed Ultom’s seal?

Zac stood and started swinging his axe, finding the moves sluggish and crude. Part of the reason was that he no longer had his [Thousand Lights Avatar] to channel his Daos through his bodies. Despite that problem being easily solved, it wasn’t the main issue. The real interference came from the shared consciousness.

He’d already guessed as much, but it became increasingly apparent when trying to use his Evolutionary Stance while he looked on with his Draugr gaze. Zac tried repeatedly, failing each time to enter that ethereal state when both bodies were next to each other. They were hearing the same things, seeing the same things, though from slightly different vantages.

The difficulty of keeping the impressions separate created a delay which made it impossible to become one with your weapon and Dao. Only when he sealed off his other body’s senses and entered a Void State to block out the surroundings did Zac manage to use his technique to its fullest. Both bodies simultaneously activated skills easier, but Zac believed he was better off keeping his personas split apart for the time being.

He could send one body to the battlefields while the other worked on upgrading skills or cultivation, or perhaps send both to different battlefields on different worlds. That would at least let him rack up wartime merit at twice the speed while improving his cover.

His top priority was still reaching a point where he could freely control his bodies, whether they were on different worlds or fighting side by side. It was the key to pushing his strength to the next level before Ultom, and it might even help him with one of his long-term goals: fusing his stances into one system utilizing all three Daos.

In fact, reaching that step didn’t necessarily require him first putting his bodies together. He had access to all Daos in both bodies and could freely use all three energies his Cosmic Core produced. Of course, he’d have to learn how to walk before he could run. How would he fuse his techniques when he couldn’t even use them simultaneously?

Zac would eventually grow more accustomed to his new form of existence and believed there should be some ways to speed up the process. He didn’t want to waste his free points on Intelligence, and there were undoubtedly some training methods for cultivators using beasts, puppets, or clones. They all required splitting one’s attention, sometimes into thousands of avatars. He just needed to figure out how to do so with two.

How hard could it be?

Zac shook his head and sat back down, where he began dividing his items between bodies. Each side would have to keep some opposing materials on hand for Soul Cultivation, after that, it would otherwise be easy enough to split the assets. The last item he took out was Alea’s necklace, which he’d stowed away in a reinforced spatial ring to protect her from the Tribulation Lightning.

He’d already noticed his Spirit Tools were linked to both bodies, but Zac still handed [Love’s Bond] over to his Draugr side. A surge of spiritual energy poured out of the necklace the moment she was out of the ring, and Alea’s avatar appeared between his two forms with a huge smile on her face.

“You did it! I knew—Wait, what’s going on?” Alea said as she curiously looked back and forth. “There’s two of you now? Why do I feel connected to both?”

Zac wryly smiled and explained the situation through their mental connection. Alea was one of the few he could let in on his secret. Besides, he doubted he could keep it from her even if he wanted to.

“That’s great!” Alea laughed as she hugged Arcaz from behind. “I was getting annoyed by having to share you with that mutt, and then you even got a copycat plant. Now I get one of you all by myself.”

“I’m still going to fuse back together eventually,” Arcaz commented as he equipped the necklace, bemused she was more annoyed with Verun and Vivi rather than Catheya. “How are things on your end?”

“I can break through any time as long as you provide the materials,” Alea said.

“And you really don’t need any arrays or other preparations? The [Divine Investiture Array]’s enough?”

“It’ll help me through one final time. Oops, I have to go now,” Alea said, turning into a streak of energy that returned to the necklace.

Zac stared at the necklace for a few seconds before sending a message through a Communication Crystal. It only took a few seconds to get a response, and its content made him frown. He flashed away, leaving his Draugr self to prepare for Alea’s breakthrough. It wasn’t the only thing that needed to be dealt with now that he was finally a Hegemon.

He also needed to expand and refine his pathways. The System only provided the initial expansion, he would have to fix the rest himself. He’d begin with his Draugr form while his human side got to the bottom of things. Vilari’s message couldn’t wait.

Port Atwood was mostly the same, though Zac didn’t check things thoroughly as he made a beeline for the enormous administrative building. He flew the first stretch, then switched to [Earthstrider] upon realizing the Peak Quality E-grade skill was still faster than his rough application of flight.

Vilari was waiting for him in the lobby, along with Joanna and Ilvere, and Zac breathed in relief upon seeing they were fine. Joanna sported some new scars, and her aura had grown significantly stronger since they sparred last.

“Congratulations on your successful breakthrough,” Vilari smiled. “I hope everything went well?”

“I’m fine, though things took a weird turn.” Zac grinned. “I’ll tell you about it later. What’s this about the war starting early?”

“There was a sector-wide announcement around three months ago,” Vilari said. “We were fighting our first battle three hours later.”

“So it really happened.” Zac sighed, incredibly relieved he didn’t waste an extra decade mastering [Essence Union] for his core. “How are things?”

“For the Atwood Empire? Mostly fine,” Joanna said. “We’re still in the war’s early phase, and things are being kept on a smaller scale. Our losses in the first couple of battles were on the higher side, which is to be expected when so many of our warriors were untested recruits. Those veterans and wandering cultivators you managed to scrounge together were a huge asset, it’s just, with those nasty Heart Curses in the mix…”

Ilvere spat in disgust when Joanna mentioned the curses. Zac wholly understood the sentiment. Even he’d found the things difficult to deal with back in the Void Star, and he was immune to their influence. They had to be a huge threat to normal cultivators.

“Luckily, our enemies thus far have been quite weak. Most seem to be captured warslaves, ill-organized and equipped,” Ilvere said.

“Warslaves?” Zac asked.

“It’s a mix of low-talented Kan’Tanu civilians, newly integrated civilizations, and captured enemies,” Joanna said with repulsion. “Their levels are forcibly raised by implanting them with extremely crude Heart Curses. I doubt they’ll live more than a few years even if they somehow survive the Kan’Tanu’s human wave tactics.”

“Doesn’t sound too difficult to deal with.” Zac breathed in relief.

“The Atwood Empire is winning. Zecia is not,” Vilari sighed. “Many established factions have suffered significant losses in these few months. The Kan’Tanu have already formed multiple beachheads in our sector. A few factions have collapsed already, their members turned into more warslaves.”

“So fast?” Zac exclaimed. “How’s that possible?”

“Follow us,” Vilari said, leading Zac to a congress hall that had been transformed into a command center.

There were over fifty people inside fast at work, sending messages or analyzing the data appearing on a mix of large screens and arrays. There was also a huge star chart projected in the center of the room, which Zac assumed showed the current state of the war.

“This thing was delivered when the war officially started. It currently shows a three-dimensional map of Zecia,” Joanna explained. “We’re the blue dot, and the red spots are lost territory.”

The map was an almost incomprehensible cloud of white. Zac could only recognize a few pieces, mostly the large empires. For example, it wasn’t difficult to find the band of lights representing the Undead Empire since they emitted a weak hint of Death. One more thing was quite clear, and the realization left Zac dumbfounded.

“There are red dots all over the place.” Zac said. “How’s this possible in just three months?”

The scene made him think of the Void Gate and the Kan’Tanu scheme to infiltrate the Zecia Sector through the Void Star. They’d pop out from Mystic Realms all over, wreaking havoc on regions that were supposed to be safe. Hadn’t they ruined that scheme when they blew up the Stellar Ladder?

It hadn’t been his main objective back then. He simply wanted to destroy the connection to the Lost Plane before Gemmy, Billy’s pet Realm Spirit, died and took them all with her. Blowing up the Kan’Tanu’s backdoor entrance to the sector was just a welcome bonus. Though looking at the map, his actions didn’t appear to be as permanent as he’d thought. Had the Kan’Tanu managed to restore the ladder?

“The inter-sector war has innumerable war fronts,” Vilari explained. “We have thirteen arrays across our two planets, eight of them on Earth. Each will activate independently, though we cannot figure out any pattern. At that time, our command center receives an order of minimum deployment.”

“We can’t send less than the minimum, but we can send more,” Joanna added. “We’ve done that so far to make sure we won’t get overrun. Still, it’s not a sustainable method. It increases our total losses rather than reduces it.”

“We can also activate the arrays on our own,” Ilvere said. “We haven’t done that so far.”

“Have any enemies ever stepped onto our soil?” Zac asked, having a pretty good idea of how there was so much lost territory.

It looked like the System was the cause of the chaos rather than some Kan’Tanu scheme.

“No,” Joanna said, looking disgusted. “It’s part of the rules of this ‘game.’ Each array is considered a battlefront, so we have thirteen. The first battles all took place on neutral territories. Probably dead worlds the System has sourced from somewhere. We get extra merit and advance if we win a decisive victory.”

“Into the Kan’Tanu Sector,” Zac surmised.

“At first, it’s at remote unimportant worlds,” Ilvere elaborated. “If we keep winning, we’ll get sent to more powerful planets where the resistance is fiercer. Each succeeding victory also snowballs our battle merit, and we get the chance to loot more flourishing worlds.”

“When you said whole forces have collapsed already, it means they suffered a series of disastrous losses until their main worlds were conquered?”

“Exactly,” Ilvere said, looking at the shimmering lights with a frown. “We can only see our side of the map. Our intelligence channels indicated there’s a lot more red in our sector than theirs. The Kan’Tanu’s lower numbers are more than made up for with their ferocity and cruelty. No matter if it’s attacking or defending, they fight to the end.”

“Not like they have a choice with those disgusting things inside their bodies,” Joanna spat.

“Can we reclaim those planets?” Zac asked.

“We can,” Vilari nodded. “You can spend merit to shift a certain array’s battlefront. It’s cheap if you’ve got the advantage but very expensive if your enemies are bearing down on you. Sometimes, you’ll shift to a local battlefront where the goal is to rebuff the invaders. Those give bonus merit and are quite lucrative since the opposition is quite stiff.”

“What if we just fly over?” Zac asked.

“It’s possible, and it apparently gives huge bonuses. Overall, it is very dangerous,” Joanna said.

“Dangerous, how?”

“For one, it splits our forces. Any soldier we put on a fleet of Cosmic Vessels is one we can’t send through the teleporters. It could lock up our resources for years, considering the level of our vessels and the distances involved,” Joanna said. “It might be different now that you’re back, though. You could teleport a strike squad to a nearby planet and fly over.”

“It’s still fraught with danger,” Ilvere interjected. “These dots are updated with at least a few weeks’ delay—the invaders will have dug in by the time you arrive. And while the arrays send us toward forces of matching strength, anyone could be waiting on the other side in this kind of mission. For example, we can teleport to a few worlds in the Kan’Tanu Sector at a very favorable price. What if we run into a band of Peak Hegemons? We’d be sending our warriors to their deaths.”

Zac slowly nodded. You could likely control the risk by targeting the right worlds. For example, a Low D-grade world would have been ruled by a Middle Hegemon at most, so the attackers were unlikely to be stronger than that. Peak Hegemons and above were strategic resources, and the Kan’Tanu wouldn’t send one to guard some random planet.

“There’s more. I hear an enormous army is making its way through the Million Gates Territory, which will only increase the pressure. The chaotic region acts as a natural defense, merely delaying the inevitable. The peak factions are already asking for reinforcements, even talking about forced drafts to shore up the physical battlefront. We’ll be at an even greater disadvantage then.”

“The war’s barely started, and things are already so grim.” Zac grimaced.

“It’s bad, though not quite as bad as it looks,” Ilvere said. “They have the advantage of unity and being more accustomed to bloodshed. Meanwhile, Zecia has quite a few declining factions who’s maintained their status by bluster and hollow strength. These factions snapped like dried wood when the Kan’Tanu descended on us. Thankfully, the rate of losses is already slowing down.”

“Zecia has a huge advantage in terms of population,” Joanna added. “The Kan’Tanu’s cultivation method has an extreme lethality rate. Some estimates put their population at less than a third of ours, even if their sector is reported to be larger. And while Zecia has suffered huge defeats early on, we’ve also been tempered by the bloodshed.”

“So, time is the key,” Zac muttered. “The Kan’Tanu wants a quick victory while we need to slow things down. We can use the war to transform our population into a superior army if we endure long enough.”

Ilvere nodded. “Which is easier said than done. Those Heart Curses are as troublesome as the Undead Empire. Zecia’s growing stronger, no doubt. That hasn’t stopped the Kan’Tanu from constantly adding new warslaves to their ranks, replacing their losses. And even if the plan is a success, it will have been paid for with rivers of blood.”

“There have already been reports of factions surrendering.” Vilari said. “Whole factions defecting and implanting themselves with Heart Curses to avoid battle. Luckily, the System heavily punishes those traitors, making it a relatively rare occurrence for now.”

“Punished how?” Zac asked.

“I hear they stop getting wartime merit, though I’m unsure if it’s a permanent punishment. They also have to keep stepping onto battlefronts, where they are given more dangerous enemies. Some Clan in the Dravorak Dynasty defected and was matched against an elite regiment of the Dravorak Imperial Army the next week. There are recordings of them being cut down to the last man, butchered like pigs.”

“Intentionally spread to quell those kinds of thoughts, I guess?” Zac asked, getting an affirmative nod.

“There’s more,” Vilari added, surreptitiously looking around. “Should we adjourn to a meeting room?”

“I’ll check the latest reports,” Ilvere muttered and lumbered off.

“Is it about the inheritance?” Zac asked after he, Vilari, and Joanna were alone. “Have you figured out how the System will award the final pieces?”

“In a way,” Vilari said as she shared a screen.

[Call of the Soultaker (Campaign, Inheritance (1/?)): Rise two ranks through War Merit. (0/2)]

“A multi-step quest,” Zac mused. “With seal pieces hopefully waiting at the end.”

There was no other way to read the quest, considering Vilari was a Soultaker of the Anima Court. Zac had no idea how hard it was to rack up enough merit to rise two ranks. It couldn’t be too hard for a talent like Vilari. The real problem was that the quest didn’t say how many steps it had, making it difficult to estimate how quickly these tasks needed to be finished.

“That’s the assumption,” Vilari said. “Every sealbearer has been awarded a quest, though our tasks are individualized.”

Zac frowned. “I haven’t gotten one.”

“You should get it as soon as you register,” Vilari said, and there was a flicker of anticipation in her eyes.

She wasn’t alone. Joanna looked at him with expectation.

“Register? For the war?” Zac asked.

“Exactly. Before that, you can’t even enter the battlefields or check out the Merit Exchange. You won’t believe the things the System has put up for sale,” Joanna said with a wide smile. “I can’t wait to see what rating and designation you’ll end up with.”
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“Rating and designation?” Zac asked. “What’s going on?”

“There are several facilities near every Battlefield Array,” Vilari explained. “One of them is a recruitment center. You must first register to access the Teleportation Array, War Merit Exchange, and various other features. At that time, you’ll get an evaluation and a designation. For example, I’m a Fourth-Degree Captain, the lowest Captain rank.”

“I’m a Strike Leader,” Joanna added.

“What’s the significance of the designations?”

“All designations come with varying levels of authority, and some provide access to additional features. My designation is equivalent to the authority of an Early Hegemon, which is enough to let us ignore any outside orders on most Early D-grade battlefields,” Vilari said.

“There’s really a problem with outsiders?” Zac sighed.

This was something they’d feared since the beginning, and one of the reasons he’d wanted to break through to Hegemony before the war. Factions without any elites were generally placed under the command of greater forces during sanctioned wars, and it looked like this inter-section war wasn’t any different.

“Even in the face of some problems, we’ve been safe for now,” Vilari said. “As Ilvere mentioned, the war is only in the early stages. Our battlefields only have up to three factions working together, and all are roughly the same strength. We assume the battles will expand in scope in the future, perhaps through merging battlefields. The chain of command will become a bigger issue at that point.”

“Your quest said to upgrade your rank with merit,” Zac commented, seeing one route to avoid that headache.

“They can automatically be upgraded from accruing enough merit. I’m close to reaching my first promotion,” Vilari confirmed. “However, only War Merit gained through your designation counts. In other words, I can gain ranks from leading armies, just not through assassinating enemy leaders or crafting wartime resources.”

“Breaking through is another solution,” Joanna added. “Might makes right, and your ranking will get upgraded when stepping through minor thresholds. Thanks to your disciple, we also have a Third-Degree Captain, which lets us act unhindered on one of our two Middle D-grade battlegrounds.”

“My disciple? Emily?” Zac asked with surprise. “Did she manage to hire a talented veteran?”

“No,” Joanna laughed. “She broke through one month into the war, becoming our first native Hegemon.”

“No wonder I didn’t get a title this time around.” Zac whistled. “I can’t believe she broke through so quickly.”

“Since then, four more have followed in her wake,” Vilari said. “All of them are sealbearers, and I expect that number will soon rise drastically. The Merit Exchange is almost completely geared toward gaining strength, and it’s quite generous.”

Zac turned to Joanna. “What about you? What’s a Strike Leader?”

“It’s great.” Joanna smiled. “It lets me lead a small autonomous strike squad on the battlefield, and we get increased bounties for all leaders we take out.”

“That sounds perfect,” Zac said.

If possible, he’d definitely want such a role. Not having to bother with all the nitty-gritty or tactics, where he only needed to swing his axe and take out the leaders of the invading army.

“Sounds like the System created a mess through our ranks, rearranging our personnel like that?”

“It was a bit chaotic at the start, but things quickly clicked into place,” Vilari said. “The System has a very discerning eye. We’ve discovered quite a few talents hidden among our ranks.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Zac said. “This is what the System was designed for.”

“Most roles are quite simple, too. Foot soldier, support, defender. Things like that,” Joanna added. “You can also ignore your designation and stay in whatever position your faction awarded you. That’s generally a bad idea, since working according to your designation will reward more merit. We listened to the System’s recommendations and rearranged things accordingly where possible.”

“What about the evaluation you mentioned?” Zac asked.

“We think it’s there for the designations. It might have other uses. Like those who get higher evaluations might get more opportunities down the road,” Vilari said. “There’s no telling what other things the System might throw our way as things progress. It might also be related to the quests.”

“So, you registered, got a good evaluation, and became a captain, which might have resulted in a quest for another piece of your seal,” Zac summarized. “And you need to either break through or accrue merit through your designation to progress it.”

“That’s the gist of it,” Vilari smiled.

“How long do you think until you can break through?”

“I could technically begin the process within three months, my Soul just isn’t quite at the level I’d like,” the Revenant said. “And unless my stepping into Hegemony is required, I’d prefer to find the second piece of my seal before evolving. I used the first to form a Bloodline Cultivation Method, and I wish to use the second to fuse my heritage with the Crown of Despair to create a path uniquely suited for me.”

“That’s fine,” Zac said, remembering his plan to get his hands on another Moss Crystal for Vilari. “Follow your instincts. I’ll do what I can to help.”

“Vilari should be able to speed up her merit now that you’re back,” Joanna said. “She’s been forced to be on standby in case someone dangerous appears on the battlefields. Now, she can properly lead a few offenses.”

“Yeah, I should be able to deal with anything that crops up. What about you? Have you found any clues to the Indomitable Court?”

A smile spread across Joanna’s face as a similar Quest Screen appeared before her.

[Indomitable Spirit (Campaign (1/?)): Personally execute hostile leaders worth 25,000 Merit. (18,321/25,000)]

It was similar, with notable differences, to Vilari’s quest. For one, Joanna’s only said it was a campaign quest, while Vilari’s was tagged as both Campaign and Inheritance. At least the name was promising. Not only that, Joanna was well on her way to finishing the first step. It really looked like she’d grabbed onto the opportunity.

No wonder she was covered in a new set of scars.

“Between our two planets, another two have been awarded similar quests so far,” Joanna said as the screen disappeared. “I’m hoping it’ll be my way into the inheritance, even if it’s as a second-string participant.”

“Don’t be so sure about that,” Zac said. “I don’t know if he told you this, but Ogras had to complete a difficult quest to get his seal. And he was the first sealbearer apart from myself in our group. Actually, there’s more.”

Zac shared how Kruta had gained an epiphany even when taking a seal from the body of another. The initial assumption was that the seals would only provide an epiphany once. Recalling the event was extremely odd. He hadn’t noticed that the information seal was already active before. Thanks to his first round of negotiations with Sendor, he could remember all his encounters on top of his cultivation.

However, he couldn’t remember where he and Kruta fought Valsa. He could vaguely recall entering some sort of dangerous cultivation zone, where Valsa ambushed them—the details eluded him. The same was true for all his memories. Apart from remembering the Calamity and Mount Illumination, all his other adventures had grown blurry, like they’d happened eons ago.

Though discomforting having his experiences altered like this, Zac was aware that would happen going in. Besides, just remembering those two places let him intuit many things about his experience. The reason he could recall his home base and the Red Zone was no doubt related to the Remnants and the Peak of Chaos. Zac smiled at the thought of holding onto yet another of Sendor’s secrets.

“Really? I actually get insights this way?” Joanna exclaimed, flush with excitement.

“Our working theory is that it’s based on affinity. Anyone can get a seal, though only those with affinity to the courts will receive their insights,” Zac said. “And I’d venture affinity won’t be a problem considering you got the quest.”

Joanna nodded eagerly, and it almost felt like her momentum was burning. It probably wouldn’t be long before she also stepped into Hegemony.

“By the way, who are the other people?” Zac asked.

“They’re—” Vilari began, when a blaring alarm cut off the Mentalist.

“Now?” Joanna swore, and Zac could feel the command center come abuzz through his Soul Sense.

The three ran back into the common room, where Ilvere was already barking orders.

“It’s an early invasion!” Joanna exclaimed as a bloody aura leaked from her body. “Someone is making a move on one of our war fronts.”

“What’s going on? How can I help?” Zac said.

“You’ve just returned, you don’t need to worry about this,” Vilari said. “We can handle it. Why not focus on getting accustomed to your evolution?”

“You’ve fought for months while I was off-world. This is the least I can do,” Zac said. “Besides, what better place to get used to my breakthrough than on a battlefield?”

Vilari and Joanna shared a look.

“Do you wish to lead the army?” Vilari hesitated.

“No, I’ll just join as a fighter,” Zac said, almost laughing upon seeing the relief in their eyes. “You know I’m no good at that micromanagement stuff. Unless the System forces me into some other role, I’ll be the vanguard.”

“Then follow me,” Joanna said. “The battlefront is on Ensolus, so we need to teleport there first.”

“Be careful,” Vilari added, clearly opting to stay behind to manage things.

“We’ll catch up properly after we’ve dealt with this mess,” Zac said.

‘Remember to listen to your subordinates before storming the enemy lines,’ Vilari urged through a mental message. ‘Fighting on these battlefields differs from the inheritances, and the Kan’Tanu have some dangerous methods. Even you can fall if not careful.’

Zac nodded in understanding before he and Joanna rushed out of the command center.

“Do our warriors always go to the same warfront, or do we switch it up?” Zac asked as they ran toward the Nexus Hub.

“Usually the same, unless one front needs reinforcements or finds themselves needing specific talents,” Joanna said. “We do have some reserve units who can help shore up our ranks. The command center will no doubt send some this time around. We are spread a bit thin, though. We’ve managed to recruit a lot of new recruits lately, but they’re not ready to join the battlefield yet.”

“And what’s an early invasion?” Zac asked.

“We mentioned that we have the option to activate our Battlefront Arrays early,” Joanna said. “Some Kan’Tanu regiment must have done just that. The Eighth Army fought just three days ago, and it shouldn’t have activated this early otherwise. As far as we can tell, each battlefront is only called upon once every two weeks at most, though there are always smaller skirmishes in between.”

Joanna’s face was somber as they rushed toward the battlefront. Zac also had a bad feeling. He’d just returned, and though some details were hazy, it wasn’t difficult to understand the implications of an early attack. No one could fight continuously. The casualties would be staggering if a faction pushed its soldiers too far, and a war at this scale could last centuries unless one side managed to overwhelm the other.

Normally, both sides would use the downtime to regroup and recover. An attack just three days after the first meant the Kan’Tanu must have received reinforcements and planned to take out their enemies in one go while they were at their weakest. Furthermore, the fact they dared attack an over-geared army like his must mean they’d brought a whole lot of firepower.

A few more jumps took them to a huge war camp on the Mavai Steppes, its scale making it even larger than Port Atwood. In addition to the soldiers of the Eighth Army, it also housed their families and a huge support system. The inner sections would only be accessible to the enlisted while the civilians lived in a semi-secured section.

It was only the third time Zac had visited the Life-attuned continent, having been busy with his cultivation over the past years. Still, Zac could sense the environment had improved slightly since he was here last time. Releasing the twinned Realm Spirits into the planet’s center had done wonders.

The chimeral energy on the Ensolus Continent was kept stable enough not to descend into a situation like the Calamity, and the energy on the two single-attuned continents had improved in quality. It couldn’t compensate for the loss of Origin Dao, but the environment would improve as the Realm Spirits grew up.

The camp was already full of bustle, with a constant stream of warriors pouring toward what looked like an Incursion Pillar in the distance. The bulk of the soldiers were Mavai, with this being their continent, and the rest was made up by a mix of all living races. Most of his armies would also include the undead, they just couldn’t have Raun Spectrals and Revenants stationed on a Life-attuned continent.

A small party was already waiting for him as they stepped off a private Teleportation Array, including the Mavai war chief and two of his adult children.

“Welcome, Emperor Atwood!” Ra’Klid greeted with a small bow, which was mirrored by the others. “We just got word of your return. Congratulations on your breakthrough.”

“Thank you.” Zac smiled, not knowing if he’d ever get used to being called Emperor. Seeing as that’s who he officially was, he didn’t bother trying to correct people any longer. “How’s the situation?”

“We are not yet sure of the extent of the attack,” Ra’Klid said, pointing at the pillar. “We’re entering with a full force just in case, and the Lord’s reinforcements will soon arrive.”

“How’s the reaction to our integrated armies been?” Zac asked as they hurried toward the pillar.

“Not great,” Joanna grimaced. “The Undead Empire has been a huge asset for Zecia. Having a massive army and winning almost every battle they’ve joined has drastically improved their reputation. Three months simply isn’t enough to erase eons of bad blood. And that hatred has spilled over on us. We’ve had to rearrange two battlefronts to avoid infighting with the other participants.”

“People actually cause us problems while we have the invaders to deal with?” Zac said in disbelief. “Who are these people?”

“Just some backwater D-grade factions,” Joanna said. “Most of them are essentially dead weight.”

“Worse than dead weight,” Ra’Klid added. “Nothing is more dangerous to a tribe than an incompetent war chief. Second is incompetent allies.”

“Can’t we just get rid of them?” Zac asked.

“Attacking them counts as a betrayal. Even ignoring their orders can cause issues if we don’t have high-enough officers among our ranks. That’s partly why we’re pushing ourselves to break through and rack up merit.”

“This battlefront isn’t too bad. Our allies aren’t the strongest, but they’re taking the matter seriously and are fighting hard,” Ra’Klid said. “As for the others…”

Zac grimaced. It wasn’t hard to figure out the rest, thinking back to the desperate situation displayed on the War Map. Zecia had a lot of useless factions, and even useless factions could nurture a couple of Hegemons if their foundations were strong enough. And the Atwood Empire was the perfect meat shield—strong, well-equipped, and lacking seniors that could suppress their allies and take charge.

“Hopefully, Emperor Atwood’s return will help with this matter. As the ruler of the faction, your status will impact all battlefronts,” the demon added, looking at a large structure placed just outside the inner walls of the military compound.

It was no doubt the Recruitment Station, yet the scene in front of it made Zac’s brows rise. A swarm of agitated demons currently blocked the entrance, all of them old, maimed, or both. A few even had completely white hair, while the gold in their skin had faded. Their auras weren’t anything to call home about. Zac could feel their steely determination as they glared at a couple of clerks standing by the entrance.

“What’s going on?” Zac asked.

“Volunteers,” Ra’Klid sighed. “Old veterans whose bodies didn’t properly adapt to the Integration. Warriors who have been deemed too wounded to participate effectively on the battlefield. Many have tried to join for months, and they rushed here when the warning blared.”

“Why not let them register if we’re already spread thin?” Zac asked.

“Teleportation is only free up to the minimum personnel listed by the System,” Joanna explained. “The rules are similar to the Incursions, with one important difference. We also lose Faction Merit when sending warriors beyond a certain point, which is our most critical resource. If we let anyone join, we won’t be able to spend merit on fortifications or other upgrades the Atwood Empire desperately needs. We need warriors with a minimum strength to warrant sending them to the battlefronts.”

“Some of these old goats are trying to join for selfish reasons,” Ra’Klid added. “They’re not the ones who have to pay for mobilization, and they don’t care if they’ll become weak links in our ranks. Their eyes are on the Merit Exchange, thinking it’s the key to return to their former glory. For example, a pill to restore an E-grade cultivator’s limb only costs 2,500 merit. There are also Dao Fruits and other good stuff.

“We chose to restrict the recruitment centers when people began causing problems, like trying to sneak onto the battlefields in search of merit. One lunatic even tried setting fire to the barracks to create a diversion. Now, there’s a pre-screening process.”

“The seniors who came here today just want to help,” Ra’Klid’s daughter added, clearly not agreeing with her father’s opinion on the crowd ahead. “Every time the tribes enter the pillar, many will be forever left behind on some distant world. Even more will come back inside Spatial Rings. The seniors are willing to take the most dangerous roles, all to protect the future generations.”

“The young have yet to experience the darkness in the hearts of men.” Ra’Klid smiled, ignoring his daughter’s blithering stare. “If they had such desire to serve, where were they when we called for army reserves in the past years? Why didn’t they apply for non-combat roles to help our efforts through the proper channels? They can earn merit that way too. They’re hoping to stay at the backlines and reap the far more generous wartime rewards when we conquer a world.”

“That’s—” Wrok’Sa said, only for Ra’Klid to wave at her to stop as he turned back to Zac.

“Either case, we can’t let them onto the battlefield, especially not now,” Ra’Klid said. “Do you want me to disperse them?”

“I think it’d be better if you solve this,” Joanna said to Zac. “Times are tough, and people need a beacon of hope. Or at least a beacon of power.”

“Hope and power,” Zac said, slowly nodding. “I’ll deal with it.”
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Zac didn’t know which of the two demons was right. Both, most likely. Some of these volunteers might be wartime opportunists. Certainly wouldn’t be odd for many of these old warriors to stir after witnessing the brutality of the struggle.

He remembered the problems they’d had with their recruitment drives in the beginning. Many didn’t even believe them when they said a war was coming. And even if it did, so what? The Integration had been dealt with without many of them ever lifting a finger. Why would this be any different?

Now, war was here, and people were forced to face reality. Months had passed since the battles started, which was ample time for the situation to be spread back to the civilians. These old fighters might really have chosen to sacrifice themselves for their tribes now that the Kan’Tanu and their Heart Curses were at their gates.

“Then we’ll go ahead,” Ra’Klid said, not without some reluctance. The demon was clearly curious about what rank and designation Zac would be getting. “I need to see what we’re dealing with.”

“I’ll catch up soon.” Zac nodded as he turned toward the recruitment center.

Zac’s arrival initially came unnoticed. The crowd was busy shouting at the workers barring the entrance behind an array. A few glanced over when Zac came close, none recognized him. Joanna helplessly shrugged at the scene, indicating for him to speak up. Zac chose an even more direct solution—he rose into the air and floated above the crowd.

“Emperor Atwood!” a human clerk exclaimed upon seeing Zac fly toward them, prompting the grizzled old warriors to look up with shock.

Zac saw the mixed emotions in their eyes: hope, suspicion, curiosity. He understood what kind of impression his demon citizens had of him. The events in the Tower of Eternity, or when he quelled the Raun uprising, had long since spread throughout the Mavai population, intentionally so by Ra’Klid and his council. Adding his reclusive nature, Zac had almost taken on a mythical status.

He could tell that some of the old warriors had almost expected him to have three heads and six arms, and they appeared disappointed upon realizing he just looked like a normal human, even if it was a flying one. Zac hesitated, then released some of the restraints on his aura, letting roiling waves of killing intent, Divine Energy, and the Daos of his Evolutionary Path spread through the crowd and beyond.

The barrier surrounding the recruitment center groaned, and the line of reinforcements momentarily froze on their way to the inner regions and the Battlefront Array. The Mavai veterans took the brunt of his aura, only briefly shocked before a fervent gleam appeared in their eyes. Zac obviously restrained his power to a level where it wouldn’t hurt these people, and he knew the allure of his path to these old Mavai Demons.

If he’d been Mavai himself, he would have been considered a forefather already. Then again, it looked like his reputation had taken a hit as there were not a few unfriendly looks trained at him. Zac had an inkling about why and ignored it. He’d turn these people around through action.

“I’m gratified to witness the Mavai’s bravery and the steel in your veins,” Zac said, his Dao-empowered voice echoing through the square as he stopped before the entrance. “I know you are worried for your sons and daughters. Rest assured, the Mavai Tribes are part of the Atwood Empire, and you have our full support. We will crush this assault, as we will any faction who tries to harm our people.”

“War chi—Ah, mister Emperor,” a wizened Mavai warrior missing an arm said. “Are you joining the war?”

“I am sorry to have kept you all waiting these past months,” Zac said. “I had just broken through to Hegemony when I learned of this early attack. I’m stepping onto the frontlines as soon as I’ve registered. Our forces are more than capable of handling this assault, and there is no need to send noncombatants to their deaths. If you still wish to serve, please talk with our recruiters. There are many ways to help keep our soldiers safe.”

The protective barrier deactivated without the need of an order, letting Zac inside. There were a dozen clerks and warriors who looked ready for a siege. Zac only nodded in their direction, continuing to one of the fifty glimmering crystals floating at the back of the hall. Zac placed his hand on the crystal, and a familiar pulse spread through his body.

[Use Alias?]

“No,” Zac said after some thought, not feeling the need to hide his identity any longer. If anything, it could help his faction if he gained some renown and appeared on leaderboards.

Perhaps the System already had him on file, because the evaluation was far quicker than when it scanned his Cosmic Core. A set of screens popped up almost immediately.

[Evaluation: Early D-grade. S-grade Attributes. B-grade Dao. S-grade Achievements. S-grade potential. Rank: Baron of Conquest]

[Comprehensive evaluation: S-grade. Marked for unique scenario, special designation awarded.]

[Designation: Fated Flamebearer]

[Flamebearer of Zecia (Campaign, Inheritance (1/?)): Lead your faction to conquer 9 Early D-grade worlds in the Zurbor Sector. Kill or capture one Sealbearer. Reward: Court Cycle Token. (0/10)]

[Calculating Pre-enlistment Merit. Merit cap Reached.]

There wasn’t anything surprising in the evaluation. It was a bit annoying not being awarded S-grade across the board, not even getting an A-grade rating for his Dao. He had to admit that three Middle-stage Dao Branches wasn’t that impressive for an Early Hegemon. For example, Iz had three Late-Stage Dao Branches while still in the E-grade, and there were likely Early Hegemons who’d formed Earthly Daos.

The difference between him and them was that he’d just entered Hegemony while they’d likely spent centuries there, possibly millennia. At least the comprehensive evaluation was put at S-grade, though the text after left Zac with mixed emotions.

Being marked by the System for ‘special training’ had controlled most of his actions during the event in the Research Base at the threat of having skills and levels removed if he didn’t comply. And he still remembered the stifling feeling of being congratulated for being awarded a unique scenario when left alone on Demon Island. Now, he found himself marked yet again.

He loathed the feeling of having the System trying to rein him in and control him. At least the situation was different this time around. Terminology aside, his new quest looked just like the one Vilari had, with no stick to go with the carrot. There was one interesting difference to note. Vilari’s quest had no reward listed, while he would receive a ‘Court Cycle Token’ from completing the very first step.

There was no description of what the thing did. It had to be related to the Left Imperial Palace, and likely his other inheritance quest that had him complete cycles of sealbearers. Getting the token was easier said than done, though. Conquering nine worlds was one thing; he could force a few quick victories with money before retreating if need be.

But where would he find a hostile Sealbearer? It wasn’t like they announced their presence. The tracking arrays Valsa used to expose him could only scan the surrounding hundred meters. He’d keep it on him while fighting, though it was still akin to looking for a needle in a haystack.

The added merit was tacked onto the bottom of his Status Screen, and the pre-enlistment War Merit cap was apparently 125,000. The reward was no doubt the result of his activities inside the Void Star. He didn’t have much to go by. Zac suspected it was significantly more than any of his followers had earned so far.

Joanna’s quest had said she’d gained roughly 18,000 merit from taking out enemy leaders, and that was with a rank that provided bonuses for doing just that. Zac estimated Joanna had around 30,000 total when adding her other merit sources. Truthfully, Zac felt the reward on the lower end, considering the effect his contribution had on the whole sector.

He’d been one of the main reasons the Kan’Tanu infiltration plan had failed, and he’d killed multiple hostile Hegemons. The only reason Zac could come up with was that the System didn’t want to award too much merit before the actual war. It wanted him and others to temper themselves on the battlefield. The bonus should at least set him up with some nice things that’d let him quickly advance through the initial stages of Hegemony.

Opening his Status Screen led to another startling discovery. His Draugr self hadn’t received any merit. Both bodies gained the inheritance quest, and only his human Status Screen had a line with merit. Zac had wondered whether his bodies would be counted as two individuals or one. Zac leaned toward him being counted as two for the war and one for the Left Imperial Palace.

That was the optimal scenario as far as Zac was concerned. It would be difficult maintaining his cover if his Arcaz persona didn’t appear on any leaderboards. He’d have to visit another recruitment center with his Draugr body later to confirm his findings. Now, Zac had more pressing matters to deal with.

He turned toward the exit after he was done and was surprised to find Joanna trying to hide her disappointment as she stowed a Communication Crystal.

“What’s wrong?”

Though his mission was tricky, Zac was overall happy with the results.

“When Emily broke through and was promoted, the Command Center got a notification saying our army ranking had been upgraded. I just confirmed that we didn’t gain a rank this time. I guess we all kind of thought…” Joanna said, her voice trailing off.

“Oh,” Zac said. “Sorry, I’ve received a specialized role.”

“Is it related to…” Joanna asked, getting an affirmative nod in return.

“Let’s go,” Zac said.

Zac didn’t even reach the exit before a commotion erupted outside.

“The Merit Board!” dozens of demons shouted as one blue screen after another popped up among the crowd.

The demons that had seemed indignant now looked at Zac with reverence, and he could guess what they were thinking. People believed he’d been in seclusion while his armies bled, but the accrued merit told another story. The Atwood Emperor must have fought tirelessly in the shadows, perhaps on the front lines in the Million Gates Territory.

In reality, their previous assumption had been much closer to the truth. He really had been in seclusion since the war started. Zac glanced at Joanna, who shared a screen identical to the others.

1st – 125,000. Zachary Atwood.

2nd – 41,327. Rhubat.

3rd – 37,173. Emily Larkin.

4th – 27,911. Joanna Thompson.

5th – 24,474. Vilari Blackwood.

6th – 24,238. Ra’Klid Erosa.

7th – 23,471. Janos Azh’Rodum.

8th – 21,788. Ilvere Azh’Rodum.

9th – 21,629. Aouvi Sealmyre.

10th – 20,138. Carl Elrod

[…]

100th – 15,362. Torat.

Zac skimmed the list of names. It was a local ladder of the Atwood Empire with only a few dozen names he didn’t recognize. The entries themselves didn’t provide any big surprises. The top ten were mostly made up of people chosen for the upcoming trial, excepting Ilvere and one of the two Raun leaders at the 9th spot. The other one was at the 12th.

He hadn’t expected Rhubat to hold the second place, and with such a margin over people like Vilari and Joanna. Zac guessed it made sense, considering he was the leader of the warlike Zhix. Being one of the sealbearers who’d evolved also helped. Zac also hadn’t expected to see Thomas Marshall at the 14th spot, nor Verana Tir’Emarel, the Tal-Eladar Beastmaster, at the 15th.

“Amazing,” Joanna said.

“It’s not bad,” Zac said.

“Not bad,” Joanna repeated with a wry shake of her head. “Rhubat, Emily, and I had the most accrued merit when registering, yet none of us crossed 10,000. I had 8,000.”

It had taken three months for Joanna to earn another 19,000, meaning that roughly 5,000 merit a month was the target for a Peak E-grade elite, which tracked with the barrier of entry to the top 100. Meanwhile, Emily’s and Rhubats tallies indicated Hegemons could earn just under double that. If a powerhouse like Zac could earn double what an elite like Emily did, he’d earned around half a year’s merit in one go.

Zac was curious about what kind of rewards you could exchange for such a chunk of merit. The still-progressing stream of soldiers was a stark reminder that this wasn’t the time to investigate the ins and outs of the War System. Joanna joined him as he flashed out of the building, soon arriving atop the Battlefield Array. Altogether, they stayed less than two minutes on the Mavai continent.

The transportation was instant. One moment Zac was embraced by the vibrant aura of the Mavai Continent. The next, he almost felt suffocated from lacking truths and energy, while a loud rumble made it difficult to even think. This warfront had to be located on a Middle E-grade at most, judging by the energy density. Then again, Zac guessed that the huge fortress around him would further drain the region.

The environment was almost unbearable after having spent years in the sublime realms of the Perennial Vastness. He pushed down the discomfort as he inspected a screen that had appeared before him.

[Eighth Battlefront of the Atwood Empire. Assigned Leader: Ra’Klid Erosa.]

[De-facto leader of Atwood Empire detected, designation qualified for leadership. Assign yourself leader?]

“No,” Zac said without hesitation.

[General assignment: Defend the fortress. Merit awarded after siege is over, depending on individual contribution.]

[Fated Flamebearer: Break the siege. Destroyed battlements 1.5x merit. Killed or captured enemies above 1st Grade Sergeant, 1.5x merit. Conquer enemy base 1-2x merit depending on performance. NOTE: This world is insufficient to advance campaign quest.]

Zac scanned through the temporary assignments and breathed in relief upon seeing the nature of those provided by his designation. The bounties were clearly urging him to go on the offensive rather than hunker down inside some command tent. Even better, the System didn’t force him into anything like the quest chain he’d completed inside the Mystic Realm. It more resembled Joanna’s tasks.

After closing the screens with a thought, Zac took in the scene. The thunderous rumbles came from explosions shaking a wall far in the distance. Between the teleportation platform and the frontline, there was another line of defense, forming a diamond-shaped fortress the size of a city.

They had appeared right at its center, and Zac noted their pillar was one of two, with the other only a few hundred meters away. From it came a stream of minotaurs, the smallest of them three meters tall. Although they weren’t quite the height of the Zhix’s Anointed, they were decidedly bulkier, and would have been an intimidating force if not for the subpar equipment in their hands.

It wasn’t fair to compare the beastkin with the over-geared armies of the Atwood Empire, except they seemed shoddy even for an established Zecian D-grade force. They reminded Zac of when he fought Clan Azh’Rezak. As Ra’Klid guessed, these minotaurs likely came from a newly formed force or one with limited resources.

Both minotaurs and his own soldiers streamed toward a large square beneath the platforms, where they were arranged into larger units before being sent to the frontlines. The attack came from two directions, with the battle to the north being much fiercer. A large section of the wall was missing, and there were well over a hundred unmoving bodies around the breach.

A shimmering barrier covered the broken patch. Zac wasn’t sure how dependable it was, considering his soldiers were constantly passing through it to meet the attackers head-on. He could vaguely spot a river of Kan’Tanu attackers streaming toward the breach under the cover of an enormous tangle that pulsated with cursed power. Meanwhile, the Array Towers atop the wall unleashed unfettered destruction on something hidden behind the fortifications.

“What should we do?” Zac asked, filled with urgency upon taking in the scene.

They’d known about the war for years, and the briefing had given him a decent understanding of the recent developments. Even then, the stakes hadn’t felt quite real, especially with the System almost making a game of things. It was all too real now. The distant soldiers were only specks from their vantage, and each was a warrior under his command who could join the unmoving corpses at any moment.

Yet they staunchly streamed toward the breach, which felt increasingly like a gruesome grindstone where every minute was bought with price of their blood.

“I can’t believe they broke through so quickly. They’ve always had problems dealing with our arrays,” Joanna swore, her shocked expression not making Zac feel any better. “It looks like we have the situation under control, but something’s wrong. Look.”

Zac followed where Joanna pointed. An army, tens of thousands strong, were gathered behind the wall at the other frontline. Meanwhile, hundreds of array masters were fast at work, setting up doorways that rippled with Spatial Energy.

“They’re striking out,” Zac said, recognizing the arrays.

They were War Arrays that would create short-distance gates leading to the other side of the fortifications. If timed correctly, they would allow his army to strike the enemy front lines much quicker while avoiding the killing fields between the wall and the invaders. In return, it cost a small fortune to power those things, not to mention the cost of the doorways themselves, so few D-grade factions would use them.

The Atwood Empire leveraging its massive wealth to minimize casualties could only go so far. A vanguard of those arrays would take heavy losses to form a beachhead. He remembered doing the same thing back in the Mystic Realm when the Church of Everlasting Dao tried to disconnect their platform from the Memorysteel Mountain.

Instead of a few hundred cultists, these warriors would have to face a sea of Kan’Tanu and their war machines.

“The Kan’Tanu must have forced our hand. We would have stayed within the walls normally, using our Array Towers to weaken the attack before striking out,” Joanna said. “Must be related to that big hole. Ra’Klid wants to destroy whatever created it before we’re left with a second entrance.”

Zac looked back and forth, gritting his teeth with frustration. Whichever side he chose, the other would suffer heavy casualties. He even regretted not bringing his other body, even if he knew he wasn’t ready to fight a pitched battle under those conditions. Ultimately, he could only follow his gut and do his best.

“I’ll deal with the breach,” Zac said, not waiting for Joanna to answer before shooting forward like a rocket. There were Kan’Tanu to kill.
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The surroundings were reduced to a blur as Zac made a beeline toward the frontline. Zac’s instincts urged him to emerge through the breach and unleash a massacre, until he remembered Vilari’s warning. Rushing headlong into the heat of it might lead him right into a trap, one that could implicate his soldiers too. Besides, there were likely better ways to use his strength than to cull the Kan’Tanu’s vanguard.

He could already spot Ra’Klid atop the wall, directing the efforts to shore up the broken section, so Zac changed direction and flew atop the wall walk. Multiple auras exploded when Zac appeared out of nowhere, two of them in the D-grade. When the demons recognized who it was, they relaxed.

“What happened?” Zac asked as he landed next to the Mavai war chief.

“They struck like lightning,” Ra’Klid spat. “It’s because of those things.”

Zac followed the demon general’s gaze and was shocked to see how small the battlefront was. The Kan’Tanu fortress was visible in the distance; it wouldn’t even take him ten minutes to reach it if he ran. Between was simply an empty field, which was currently crawling with enemy combatants. Zac felt like he was looking out at a sea of agitated ants creeping toward their wall, where only some patches were covered by the bloody tangles.

A pitched melee had erupted below, and Zac could tell the Kan’Tanu Vanguard didn’t have many powerful warriors. The Atwood Army and minotaurs were already pushing them back, and new warriors joined every second. Zac was relieved to see his men fight as a unit, keeping losses at a minimum. Casualties were far higher on the Kan’Tanu’s side, though they didn’t seem to mind in the slightest.

The source of the constant rumble was the hundreds of pyramids that floated just above the ground, launching one attack after another on their protective barrier. The pyramids were mobile array towers that released dark-red beams that exploded when they hit the barrier. Zac frowned upon realizing the assault was almost one-sided, and it wasn’t because the Atwood Army didn’t have array towers of their own.

They had bigger fish to fry. Literally.

Nine enormous spheres were rolling forward at a steady pace, each over 200 meters tall and covered in black runes. Three of them had been destroyed by a barrage of attacks, reducing them to building-sized rubble on their way to the wall. The other six were still intact, their runes forming a sturdy barrier.

Zac guessed a tenth was the source of a huge crater nearby. He’d first thought them some sort of Array Wallbreakers. His eyes widened upon realizing the spheres writhed and wiggled. The things were alive. Unfettered attacks rained down on the creatures from the remaining Array Towers with limited effect. The blast had clearly damaged the defensive arrangements and taking out the first three had drained the intact Array Towers.

Zac swore. “What the hell are those things?”

“Living bombs, by the looks of it.” Ra’Klid grimaced.

“How did they manage to close in on us? They should have been spotted the second they emerged from the other fort.”

“That’s the thing, they didn’t. Four of them just appeared out of nowhere, which was the source of the alarm. The next moment, their army emerged from a sudden sandstorm halfway across the no man’s land.”

“These creatures are incredibly tough,” a shaman next to Ra’Klid sighed. “Our guardians targeted them, and you can clearly see the effect. We only managed to destroy three before the last one reached the wall.”

“The thing somehow tapped into the energy powering our arrays just as I arrived,” Ra’Klid continued, waving at the breach. “The results speak for themselves. Now there’s six of them here and another four on the other front. And their armies are protecting their advance. We can’t let them get any closer, even if we have to fight outside the walls.”

Zac nodded. The outermost wall was clearly the strongest, while the inner one seemed designed to withstand just enough punishment for the army to evacuate. Losing the outer wall meant losing the battle. The generals had to choose between fighting outside the walls or retreating, and had picked the latter.

“Now that you’re here, we can divide and conquer,” Ra’Klid said. “With your permission, I drafted a loose plan. Using our elites, we will launch a raid at the three on the left. I was hoping you could blend with the army below and strike at the nearest one while we draw their attention. They don’t know of your existence, so we should use it to our advantage.”

“I’ll see what I can—” Zac said, but his mind ground to a halt as he homed in on a particular warrior below.

It was a young human fighting alongside Mavai, Zhix, and other humans as they struggled to push back the flood of Kan’Tanu warslaves pouring toward the breach. He was showcasing commendable skill for only being in the early stages of the E-grade. Sadly, skill alone wasn’t enough to survive on a battlefield like this. A sudden surge from the Kan’Tanu had cut him off from his squad, and he found himself isolated and surrounded.

The scene was not unique. If anything, it was commonplace. It was impossible for the Atwood Army to keep order with Heart Curses erupting everywhere. The squadmates tried to rescue their companions, they just didn’t have the strength to force an opening.

Neither was there anything special about the boy. He was just a common footsoldier doing what he could to stay alive until rescue arrived. Yet he was different.

Because Zac recognized that sword.

The fleeting memory from years ago came rushing back. He’d just returned from Ensolus, having dealt with the natives and stabilized the world, when he passed by the Thayer Consortia. Back then, he’d seen a group of teenagers who had yet begun cultivating swing around some swords. Zac had felt something in the youth’s glare and gifted him a Spirit Tool Sword he’d picked up during his travels—the very same sword the young man now desperately swung to stave off his attackers.

It was just a short encounter, one Zac had nearly forgotten after almost fifteen years of cultivation. Naturally, for this young man, just under five had passed. The teenager had made his way through the F-grade, successfully breaking through. Only to be thrown onto the battlefield. And now his journey was about to end.

Zac was already moving before he knew it, Ra’Klid’s warning shouts growing distant as he descended on the frontlines like a bloodthirsty specter. A sanguine beam shot right at him when he leapt from the wall, and an offhanded swing cut the Array Tower’s attack in two. All the while, Zac’s eyes never left the young man.

He fought with the same determination Zac saw back then, striking down one of the Kan’Tanu. He even managed to destroy the Heart Curse. Unfortunately, doing so opened him to a deadly strike from another enemy. A stab of a spear radiating a weak Dao of piercing punched a hole through the Atwood soldier’s already damaged armor and continued into his chest.

Zac burned with fury as he crashed into the ground like a meteor, eviscerating dozens of Kan’Tanu before they could react. A storm of fractal leaves ripped apart the second wave of invaders, along with dozens of Heart Curses, before Zac knelt next to the boy.

“It’s… you.” The young man coughed, his voice barely a whisper as his blood joined that of the others in the ground. “Thank… you… for the…”

“Focus on recovery,” Zac said, feeding him a top-quality Healing Pill as he flooded the wound with his Branch of the Kalpataru.

It was too late.

The soldier’s heart had been pierced, and an infusion of hostile Dao had destroyed most of his lungs. The young man didn’t have the Vitality nor a constitution strong enough to tide him over until the pill could mend the damage. He exhaled one final time, his hand still gripping the shortsword, as the inexorable end of all living beings arrived. True Death trumped Zac’s Dao of Life, and the unnamed soldier’s soul entered the cycle of reincarnation.

Zac might have been able to save the boy if the problem was being implanted by a Heart Curse. He could overwhelm these low-grade curses with Void Energy or his Dao Branches, but he couldn’t deal with a destroyed heart. At least not while his Creation Energy was completely drained after his breakthrough. What little he’d extracted since then was barely enough to reform a finger. A heart was asking too much.

It was just one death among hundreds, and the war continued all around him. Except in that moment, Zac had been separated from the world, his focus solely on the fallen warrior, where his erratic aura ensured neither enemies nor allies dared come close. A small whisper in the back of his mind tried to rationalize the scene. This was the reality of war. Hundreds had already suffered the same fate since the early attack began.

Furthermore, this boy wasn’t someone close to him—Zac didn’t even know his name. Yet something about his death filled Zac with such a suffocating feeling that it almost drove him mad. He’d wrung himself dry working on his breakthrough, making the impossible possible by forming an unprecedented core. He’d stepped into Hegemony in defiance of his fate and conventional wisdom.

What did it really change? It didn’t stop the suffering. People, his citizens, were still dying.

A raging storm built in his chest, and his aura formed a deadly domain that made his surroundings impassable for most E-grade cultivators. His aura slowly condensed as Zac forcibly restored his mental state. Entering Hegemony had undeniably made him stronger, allowing him to accomplish far more than before.

There wasn’t anything he could do about the war. What he could do was swing his axe until there were no enemies left. Make himself into a bull’s eye, where every attack coming his way meant one fewer levied at his people.

“Stop! They have whole squads of assassins targeting leaders!” Ra’Klid shouted, having finally caught up along with six bodyguards.

“I’m going in,” Zac calmly said, his momentum surging.

The demon’s face collapsed at the response. “They have Heart Curse traps too, where you’re doomed even if you survive! You need to be care⁠—”

Ra’Klid swore upon seeing their leader carve a bloody path right toward the closest Living Bomb. The warslaves might as well have been made from straw when faced with the emperor’s axe. It wasn’t just the warriors, either. A storm of fractal leaves destroyed one of the thorn shields, and Ra’Klid grimaced when the gory scene below was exposed.

“That maniac!” Ra’Klid swore. “Hurry, protect the emp⁠—!”

The demon didn’t have time to finish his words before two Array Towers were split apart, their explosions creating a ripple of unfettered destruction that consumed over a hundred Kan’Tanu.

“Find him!” Ra’Klid shouted as he rushed forward.

The group set out again, only managing to move fifty meters before a line of pure destruction split Ra’Klid’s vision in two. He almost felt like his soul would be sucked out of his body from the calls of two churning clouds that stretched toward the sky. One contained salvation and the origin of the Mavai, a golden portal leading to paradise. The other was a cold pit of despair far more wretched than the aura of the Raun Spectrals.

The huge siege creature didn’t even have time to fall apart before an eruption of vines ripped apart a squad of assassins along with one hundred warslaves even farther away. It looked like Emperor Atwood was heading toward the next sphere, not bothering to hide his goal. Almost as if he were intentionally announcing his advance, daring the Kan’Tanu to stop him.

Ra’Klid almost wanted the invaders to take him up on the offer, if only out of morbid curiosity. Was it even possible to stop that man?

“Uh—how do we protect someone like that?” the blade master next to Ra’Klid said, scratching his head in a mix of bemusement and awe.

“That’s… Nevermind.” Ra’Klid sighed. “Back to the original plan. Call the attack on the remaining Spheres. We can’t let the emperor do all the work.”

Zac was a bloody reaper roving the battlefield, leaving whole fields void of life in his wake as he closed in on the second bomb. Even then, he felt suffocated as he unleashed the area attack of [Nature’s Edge] again. His outburst wasn’t really changing anything in the grand scheme of things. This was just one battle. There were similar scenes happening across twelve other worlds, even if not as gruesome as this one. Still, it beat doing nothing, and it helped Zac process the turmoil within.

Tuning things out while dealing with the threat proved difficult, and not just because of the emotional toll. This was the first time he’d fought since breaking through, and the experience left him stifled more than anything. While his Cosmic Core was ready for war, his body was not, leaving Zac with an ocean of energy and nowhere to use it.

His partially-upgraded pathways could channel more than ten times the energy compared to before—to what end? His skills were still E-grade. Zac realized he could push a bit more energy into the skills, making them sturdier and harder to whittle down. Thing was, they were ultimately not designed to utilize a Cosmic Core.

He’d practically installed a jet engine in an old rickety car. Even puttering at the lowest gear pushed his Skill Fractals to the limit. It was no wonder most D-grade cultivators stayed in seclusion for months after breaking through, fixing their pathways, and upgrading at least one skill.

Another step with [Earthstrider] put him closer to the next bomb, and in the path of six Hegemons. Meanwhile, a bloody dome made of thousands of pulsating tendrils sprung around him, forming an impassable cage. Zac could tell that it would take some effort to break out of this thing, even for a Hegemon, and there were already dozens of bloody thorns moving toward him in an attempt to infect his core. Yet Zac only scoffed, glancing in the direction of his army.

It should be far enough.

Not having any skills to leverage his Cosmic Core was a pain in the ass, but Zac differed from most frontier Hegemons in one critical aspect apart from his strength: he was filthy rich, at least by Zecia standards. A golden talisman appeared in his hand, and a torrent of energy followed.

A burning sun rose above Zac’s head, filled with Divine Energy and Zac’s Dao. The approaching thorns were incinerated long before they could reach Zac. The Kan’Tanu Hegemons unleashed a series of powerful attacks in response, while another round of thorns dug into the creation in an attempt at mutual destruction.

The onslaught destabilized the Offensive Talisman, which was fine, the sun was never meant to stay for long. It exploded, releasing a wave of golden flames that consumed everything, with Zac at the epicenter. The cage hadn’t lasted a second before it was consumed. The flames continued outward, creating an inferno that engulfed everything within a mile’s radius. Some managed to flee. Even more were swallowed by the conflagration.

Zac had used a Peak-quality Early D-grade Talisman bought from Asta back in the Perennial Vastness. Its destructive might matched that of a Peak-quality Early D-grade finisher, further bolstered by Zac’s Dao. The E-grade cultivators that made up the bulk of the army had no way to individually resist these levels of power, and it had arrived too suddenly to form a united front. Nine mobile pyramids were hit, and while none collapsed, only two managed to continue their barrage.

That single attack was expensive enough to bankrupt more than a dozen Wandering Cultivators in the D-grade, and Zac had a whole stack of them in his Spatial Ring. Using them indiscriminately was impossible, though. That one blast cost him a third of his Divine Energy and put a strain on his pathways.

Zac was the first to be consumed by the sun, surrounded by a world of golden flames, yet he barely felt it. A swing of his axe created a wind tunnel, and he emerged unscathed, now donning full plate armor made from bone. The armor was covered in dense golden runes, generating a stable, protective domain that kept the fire at bay as Zac closed in on the Hegemons.

Two had died from the talisman. The other four had banded together to withstand its assault. Still, these people were even weaker than the Kan’Tanu Hegemons who’d been sent into the Void Star. Just withstanding the talisman was testing their limits. Zac descended on the quartet like a fox in the henhouse, [Verun’s Bite] roaring with triumphant glee as they fell one after another in quick succession.

The flames abated soon after, exposing Zac standing alone in a field of blackened corpses. Even the closest bomb had been hit by the talisman, and its aura fluctuated precariously, many of its arrays having been singed off. There was only finality and a hunger for more as Zac moved to finish the job.

The day was young, and he was far from satisfied.
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Spirit Tool War Regalia were extremely expensive, high-quality ones even surpassing the price of Cosmic Vessels. It was also an issue of supply and demand. You wouldn’t necessarily be able to get your hands on one even if you had the money to spare, even in the Multiverse Heartlands. Artisans who could create something like that didn’t exactly grow on trees, and it could take years to make one.

Zac had tried and failed to purchase one. There were a few for sale in Vastness City, just none that suited Zac’s Daos. None among the few undead participants brought one, and few living beings practiced the Dao of Death. Furthermore, the fusion of Life and Conflict was quite uncommon, leaving his human side wanting as well. The Undead Empire promised to provide him with something for his Draugr half, then held back on delivery before he broke through.

As such, Zac still lacked any real War Regalia. Getting your hands on regular D-grade equipment capable of mimicking their effect wasn’t too difficult, though. Especially not in the Perennial Vastness. The [Ossuary Bulwark] was a good, early D-grade armor set comprised of six linked pieces. It was a beastcraft too, making it a suitable partner to [Verun’s Bite], providing a protective domain and a sturdy protective exterior.

It obviously wasn’t at the level of Izh’Rak Reaver Warbones, then again, few things were. At least it let him ignore the flames, and these E-grade Kan’Tanu warslaves without Dao Branches or high attribute pools could attack him until they ran out of energy without leaving a mark on his body.

The downside of the armor, except for costing thousands of D-grade Nexus Coins inside the isolated economy of the Perennial Vastness, was the lack of spirituality. In other words, Zac had to manually control the arrays powering the thing. It also lacked the natural ability to absorb energy from the surroundings like a Tool Spirit, making the cost of running it noticeably steeper.

Keeping its arrays active reserved a good deal of Zac’s energy capacity. Common Hegemons with unimpressive or imperfect cores would find such a feat difficult to maintain, even with their pathways fully upgraded. In Zac’s case, the cost didn’t really matter, considering he had few avenues to use it.

Zac initially hadn’t planned on taking out his [Ossuary Bulwark] during his first engagements. He didn’t think himself so powerful that he was unkillable in these small-scale skirmishes. Vilari was absolutely right with her warning: this early battlefield could pose a threat to him if he grew careless. Things had been smooth sailing so far. The [Celestial Sun Talisman] ensured that every single Kan’Tanu knew of his presence. They were already adapting, forming a defensive perimeter between himself and the third living bomb.

The real reason he’d wanted to avoid using his armor was that it had limited self-repair capabilities. High-quality D-grade equipment was too complex for the holistic repair arrays within most E-grade equipment. Or rather, those arrays were so expensive that it didn’t make sense to add them. Buying a couple of spare sets was far cheaper than engraving repair arrays. Only real War Regalia possessed proper self-recovery by relying on their Tool Spirits to manage the healing process better than any array could.

The [Ossuary Bulwark] would naturally recover from minor damage, partly thanks to its inherent nature as a beastcraft. Anything more would require the attention of a D-grade Blacksmith skilled in beastcrafting, something the Atwood Empire lacked. One day, Zac might be able to deal with these kinds of issues himself, but the unlocked sections of [Cosmic Forge] didn’t cover equipment repair.

Not a single Kan’Tanu stepped onto the burned fields around him, though it wasn’t just out of fear of him. Rather, he could sense the familiar ripples of an imminent self-destruct from the scorched living bomb. Zac still wasn’t sure if these things were sapient or just flesh controlled by the arrays. He supposed it didn’t matter.

Zac didn’t back down from the increasingly erratic energy fluctuations ahead. He shot forward, a set of golden runes appearing across his face as an enormous fractal leaf teaming with Life and Conflict formed in front of his axe. The air around Zac groaned from his mere presence, and a surge of golden fury coursed through his body.

His berserking skill was one of his last to reach Peak-mastery, mostly because it had proven difficult to evolve while in secluded cultivation. It needed the fury and purpose to unleash a crusade to improve, something that was impossible to emulate while sitting in his cultivation cave back home.

He eventually accomplished it a few years into the Perennial Vastness, and the effect was quite useful now that he’d entered Hegemony. Even at Peak-mastery, the skill only provided a 35% attribute increase. Zac felt the skill fast at work on something else as he approached the self-destructing bomb—the skill provided cooldown recovery at Peak-mastery, apart from further lessening the backlash to the point it was almost negligible for Zac.

True to its name, [Arcadian Crusade] allowed you to keep fighting longer and harder, provided your energy stores could keep up. Normally, Zac would require around three minutes before he could use [Rapturous Divide] again. Now, the golden energy from the berserking skill was already pouring into the divided skill fractal.

It would be a minute at most before he could use it again. Unfortunately, [Arcadian Crusade] could only cut down on the cooldown of [Judgment of Arcadia] by a few hours, which meant it was still a once-per-fight type of skill. For now, he’d keep that one at hand.

One minute wasn’t long, but the sphere before him wouldn’t give him the time to recharge [Rapturous Divide]. That was why he’d gone back to using [Nature’s Edge]. The gleaming leaf reached one hundred meters in no time, and kept growing with extreme speed as Zac poured more and more energy into the skill. Soon, it dwarfed even the enormous sphere, and a piercing scream echoed through the battlefield as it descended in a murderous, vertical arc.

The bomb conjured a shimmering barrier appeared around the bomb. It barely had time to form before a dozen beams ripped through the sky and tore it apart, giving Zac’s attack free berth. They had come from the wall in the distance, where the Atwood Empire’s siege engineers tried to pave a path for Zac.

It worked.

Between the already damaged patterns across the sphere’s surface and its rapidly destabilizing energy, the Array Towers managed to shatter the barrier. Zac’s attack continued unimpeded, digging deep into rocklike flesh. The result wasn’t quite at the level of his previous use of [Rapturous Divide], even if his attributes had been empowered by [Arcadian Crusade].

Still, it carved a fifty-meter-deep gash, which was all he needed. Zac stepped forward with [Earthstrider], arriving inside the enormous body. Wild torrents of unstable energy tried to rip Zac apart. [Ossuary Bulwark] kept the chaos at bay as Zac flooded [Nature’s Edge] with energy. An eruption of hundreds of leaves shot out from his body, digging into the surrounding flesh.

Normally, the activation of the skill would end there, and Zac would have to wait a few seconds before he could activate the leaf storm again. This time was different. The leaves never stopped forming when empowered by [Arcadian Crusade]. Hundreds of blades grew to thousands, turning Zac into a walking calamity.

Each individual blade only held a fraction of Zac’s strength, and were equivalent to a Late Stage E-grade cultivator’s attack. Together with the empowerment of two Dao Branches, they rapidly carved out a gory chasm within the sphere. Soon, a five-meter pitch-black orb was exposed, and Zac bisected it with a direct strike.

An incredible surge of Kill Energy confirmed the creature had died, yet Zac inwardly grimaced when the energy poured into what felt like a bottomless chasm. In the E-grade, Kill Energy directly entered the nodes, either to force them open or fill them with energy after they’d been unlocked. It was similar in Hegemony, except it all went into the Cosmic Core.

The flood of energy poured into the surface pathways he’d arduously crafted just a month ago, and it almost felt like the section came alive. Zac had no better way to describe the feeling. Every corner of the core was filled with vast amounts of energy, except it was almost mechanical rather than spiritual.

Progressing through Hegemony was to unlock the true potential of your core until it was perfected and could be transformed into an Inner World. Zac felt like the core’s insides were already the size of a planet. These miscreations were somewhere in the middle of Early D-grade, yet all that Kill Energy only filled up a corner of a single surface pathway.

He wasn’t quite able to make a perfect estimate of how close he was to his next level. He guessed he’d have to kill hundreds of these things. The amount of energy he’d have to accumulate to reach the limits of Middle D-grade was staggering. Time was limited and every kill counted.

Zac would be better off targeting Middle and Late Hegemons or Beast Kings for their exponentially larger reward. Except there were none of those on this battlefield by the looks of it. He hadn’t lost his mind, even if fiery anger smoldered in his chest.

No matter where he looked, he couldn’t spot any real elite. And since Zac had already lost out on a huge amount of Kill Energy by using a talisman, he opted to deal with the bomb rather than simply moving out of the way.

With the energy secured, Zac flashed away just before its broken body exploded, further ravaging the region. As he moved toward the third siege weapon, a golden haze spread around his body, attaching to every surface, even forming floating pockets of Life in the air.

It wasn’t another talisman’s work, it was his Peak-mastery [Primal Edict]. Since what little Creation Energy he had couldn’t be used to save that child, it would instead be used to reap the lives of his enemies. Zac had pushed his Supreme Pathbound E-grade skills to their peak years ago while collecting materials for his Omnitool, knowing it would be a while before he managed to upgrade these incredibly complex fractals.

The energy across the battlefield stirred as innumerable deadly roots sprung up wherever Zac passed. [Primal Edict] contained the essence of his Evolutionary Path, and it fed on the aura of struggle that permeated the whole region. It became fodder for the cycle of destruction and rebirth, letting the roots grow at an accelerated pace as they joined Zac in his advance toward the defensive line.

The whole sky lit up as thousands of Kan’Tanu unleashed whatever skills they possessed, sacrificing coordination in favor of speed and widespread destruction. The scene reminded Zac of his exit from the Tower of Eternity, though there were some critical differences. For one, he was in perfect condition. Secondly, he had gone from a crude strongman relying on a superior attribute pool to a true powerhouse.

Not to mention he had a grade advantage against his attackers. Zac moved like the wind, forming a tsunami vanguard of bloodthirsty vines. The battlefield became a war of man against nature, and man initially seemed to be winning. Innumerable attacks ripped into the advancing tangle, destroying roots and vines by the thousands.

Only Zac was unscathed, dodging or ripping apart any skill that came close. He didn’t need to activate [Empyrean Aegis], and neither did he need to rely on his [Ossuary Bulwark] to survive this gauntlet. Soon, he’d pushed through the first barrage, and the roots turned into a chimeral mesh containing hundreds of different Daos. They’d died and been reborn, incorporating the truths that felled them.

They crashed into the protective barrier, which almost broke from the first strike. A storm of attacks tried to push back [Primal Edict], when a gleaming axe hidden within the chaos crashed into the barrier with devastating force. A breach had been formed, and vines flooded the opening like a pack of ravenous beasts. Meanwhile, a grand forest sprung from the ground, half of it right in the middle of the Kan’Tanu’s ranks.

The second the warslaves laid eyes on the trees, they knew it spelled danger, and they didn’t even have time to channel new skills before vines spewed out from the trees. The display resembled the end of every fallen Kan’Tanu, only these vines were far more potent and deadly than any common Heart Curse. Fearful screams echoed through the region, and Zac was filled with a steady stream of Kill Energy as his deadly tangle autonomously spread through the battlefield like a bloodthirsty infestation.

Many were cut down as the Kan’Tanu fought back, and others were infected by the Heart Curses of the fallen. In seconds, the enemy’s defensive line had collapsed. A few voices cut through the mayhem, trying to restore order through the ranks, when Zac appeared without a sound through the nearest tree. In no time, another four Hegemons had died, and a hidden assassin squad had been ripped asunder before they could even reach Zac.

However, the number of warriors on the battlefield was just too many, and Zac was right in the middle. The dominion of [Primal Edict] was gradually pushed back by over a thousand invaders fighting together. Still, it was enough. One skill had reaped hundreds of lives and created chaos in the Kan’Tanu ranks. It should have lessened the pressure on the breach far in the distance, and it had let Zac close in on the third bomb. He even saw that his people managed to destroy a fourth sphere while he ran amok, with a regiment of elites making their way toward a fifth.

Maybe his antics had worked too well. Over a dozen Hegemons had appeared between him and his target, and six huge runes choked the sky. The patterns seemed to fuse with the living bomb, prompting Zac’s Danger Sense to give a weak warning—nothing that would make him back down. [Rapturous Divide] was off its cooldown, and Zac rushed forward while an enormous fractal leaf grew in front of his axe.

The slaughter lasted another twenty minutes before things finally calmed down. Zac panted as the final sphere collapsed, his pathways throbbing from overuse. Activating multiple talismans with half-finished pathways had taken its toll, yet Zac believed he had more to give. Looking around, there was nothing left to target. The Kan’Tanu had either fallen or retreated by now, and the ground was littered with corpses and dried-out Heart Curses.

Instead of enemies, he saw Ra’Klid rush over with a squad of powerful tribesmen radiating a bloody aura. The war chief and his men had left for the other frontline while Zac singlehandedly dealt with things here. The tides had already turned when a third volley of spheres arrived. Zac only needed to deal with two, while his soldiers and array towers dealt with the other three.

Ra’Klid and the others had clearly seen a pitched battle on the other side, with all of them covered in wounds and grime. Their bedraggled state couldn’t douse the flames in their eyes as they looked at Zac with veneration.

“How’s the situation?” Zac asked as he took out a canteen of water, the skull-like helmet opening and shrinking into the breastplate.

“They called for retreat after their third summon failed to change the situation,” Ra’Klid said, having the same look in his eyes as his men. “I don’t know what to say. I’ve never seen anything like your offense. One man singlehandedly overwhelming an army—you’ll become a legend after today.”

“As long as our people are safe,” Zac sighed. “What happens now?”

“The quest will automatically finish as soon as things have calmed. We’ll rest, repair our defenses, and collect our fallen,” Ra’Klid said, sharing a look with his bodyguards. “There is one more option, though. We can strike back.”

Zac’s first instinct was to reject the idea, and not because he was tired. He was fast at work back on Earth through his other half, absorbing energy from a Cosmic Crystal to restore his energy reserves, and he only sported some surface wounds. It was the thought of dragging an exhausted and wounded army into another engagement made him hesitate.

“Emperor, a war chief cannot be weighed down by individual fates. They must look at the larger picture. Only then may the tribe prosper,” a shaman next to Ra’Klid said, clearly understanding the thoughts in Zac’s mind. “Wars will come, and people will die. Such is life.”

“Striking our enemies while they’re at their weakest will keep casualties at a minimum,” Ra’Klid added. “If we seize their teleporters, we’ll have conquered this planet. It will take at least two weeks before the Ruthless Heavens open a new path leading here. If we wait, who knows what the Kan’Tanu will come up with next?”

Zac looked to the dark sky and slowly exhaled. He’d just enlisted, yet he already felt spiritually exhausted. It was one thing to walk the path of War and Conflict while traveling alone and another entirely when so many fates depended on your choices. Yet the demons were right. His gaze turned to the enemy fortress waiting in the distance, where a trickle of escaping Kan’Tanu poured through its gates.

“Oh, they’re here,” Ra’Klid muttered, and Zac turned over to see four D-grade Minotaurs hurrying over. “What do you wish to do?”

“Do we have the tools to break through their barriers?”

“We can crack them open like an egg,” Ra’Klid said, a ruthless smile spreading across his face.

“Then we attack,” Zac growled. “Mobilize our men immediately. Don’t let the Kan’Tanu recover.”

“As the Emperor commands.” The demon bowed, and a screen appeared before every able-bodied soldier. “It is good to have you back.”


13
BURDEN OF RULE


Zac shook his head, tuning out the ruins around his human half, his Abyssal Orbs refocusing on the reports around him. Progress was slow, even if there weren’t any particular issues stumping his progress. He’d entered a Void State with his human body to focus on recovery, except the scenes of the last couple of hours were hard to shut out. He’d just returned, yet he’d already been forced to see thousands of subordinates fall. And these numbers were on the lower end when considering the scope of the attack.

At least they conquered the world through their counter-offensive, giving the Eighth Army a much-needed rest. When the Atwood Army’s siege machines began their assault, the Kan’Tanu opted for a retreat rather than bringing in another round of reinforcements. The invaders left only a regiment of sacrificial warriors to buy some time.

He could have sneaked through the barrier and forced it open using [Ancestral Woods] along with Void Energy, saving them half an hour of unrelenting bombardment. He could even have sent the roots of [Primal Edict] into the fortress, but it was much too early to display such an earthshattering ability. Besides, whittling down the defenses provided Zac and his warriors some much-needed rest in case of a counter-attack.

Thankfully, things progressed smoothly, apart from the fact the fortress had been boobytrapped with Heart Curses. It wasn’t the first time the Atwood Army had encountered such tactics, though, and the losses were minimal. Securing the Kan’Tanu base let them take control over the teleporters, and they opted to seal the passage leading to the next world.

The victory felt hollow after witnessing its cost. Zac knew he couldn’t keep wallowing in misery over the reality they found themselves in. It was better to channel his energy into something useful. The faster he could finish the transition into true Hegemony, the more people he’d be able to protect. He had begun reinforcing his pathways when his human half left, only stopping after arriving at the warfront.

Part of the reason was out of fear his work would distract him, though he confirmed modifying his pathways on one side didn’t affect the energy circulation on the other. The biggest reason was that the death of that poor young man had triggered his Branch of the Pale Seal.

That helplessness he’d experienced as the boy’s life slipped through his fingers mirrored the inexorable dominion Death held over all. This control over fate was a core aspect of his Dao, and it had felt as though he was on its receiving end for once. His Daos had been sealed for almost a decade inside the Perennial Vastness, and the experience was enough to set the rekindled momentum from his breakthrough ablaze.

Although rather macabre to turn the boy’s untimely demise into nourishment for his Dao, the day drove home the need for strength. Getting ready for the Left Imperial Palace didn’t even feel like his main priority any longer. He needed to get stronger for his people’s sake. Zac believed he had enough high-quality Dao Treasures to force a breakthrough. The epiphany simply wouldn’t be enough to crystallize the insights he wanted to package into it.

It provided a sense of direction, though, and Zac suspected he’d find more answers as long as he kept returning to the battlefield. There wasn’t anything left to discover, and he’d fully caught up on what he’d missed during his time in the Perennial Vastness, so he returned to work on his pathways. One section after another was crushed before far more complex runes rose from the ashes. Zac felt like he was carving the fractals into his body with a rusty nail. It was an unavoidable fate for those who didn’t have the luxury of naturally reforming the pathways with a Cultivation Manual.

For a moment, he’d thought his Draugr half might become a cultivator now that the bodies were split, but the inheritance of the Void Emperor proved just as dominant on both sides. It wasn’t much of a letdown since Zac knew his connection to the Void was the only reason his desperate gambit worked in the first place.

A whole hour passed as Zac meticulously redrew the pathways, starting from his [Inexorable Core] and moving toward the [Deathmark]’s skill fractal behind his left bicep. Seven years inside the Perennial Vastness had been more than enough time to create a few preliminary schematics to evolve many of his skills, and he’d chosen his corrosive Domain Skill to be the first for his Inexorable Apostle class.

For one, it wasn’t that complex a Skill Fractal compared to the likes of [Pillar of Desolation] or [Arbiter of the Abyss]. Secondly, he was already quite happy with the skill and saw no reason to make any changes apart from balancing the Daos of Conflict and Death better. He just needed to upgrade it to the point where it could accommodate the energy levels a Cosmic Core could provide.

Finally, Zac felt it was the most useful one for the time being. Upgrading his most powerful finishers before the Left Imperial Palace was imperative. He currently needed the ability to unleash large-scale destruction, and could imagine the effect of activating [Deathmark] in the middle of the Kan’Tanu’s ranks, where the Dao-empowered corrosion alone would be enough to take out E-grade cultivators. The skill would probably be even more effective than [Primal Edict] after it evolved.

A seemingly straightforward upgrade was a step that stumped frontier Hegemons for decades, sometimes forever. Most of the Wandering Cultivators he’d encountered in the Void Star only had a few D-grade skills, some only one.

It wasn’t just a matter of widening and reinforcing the channels of the skill. You needed to elevate the truths that went into fractals, preferably adjusting them to suit your own Daos. Only that way would you be able to control and transform the vast amounts of energy the Cosmic Core released. Upgrading High-quality skills and above was impossible without a Dao Branch, and you needed the theoretical foundations to translate your comprehension into pathways.

Luckily, this wasn’t something that would confound Zac any longer. His theoretical foundations would be considered impressive even in the Heartlands, at least when it came to his three Daos. To boot, his Dao Branches were already Middle-stage, more than enough to create an Early Proficiency D-grade Skill. For him, it was just a matter of making final alterations to make his envisioned Skill Fractal fit with the pathways of his class.

Zac had planned to finish the section of his pathway in one go before upgrading the skill, except he was interrupted midway when someone stepped into his Soul Sense. It was Triv, who shuddered and looked around with confusion. The Ghost Butler had noticed the spiritual domain, an ability that was quite rare even inside the Perennial Vastness. Zac guessed it was a benefit of being a spectral cultivator or cultivating the Eidolon Techniques.

Triv had initially encountered some problems when trying to swap to Aia Ouro’s methods, partly due to lacking talent and partly because of the difference between the Eidolon and normal Spectral Cultivators. He’d managed to make the transition after a year with the assistance of Vilari and Zac. Vilari had helped decipher a few sections related to the Soul, which was a significant portion of the method, while Zac had used the natural understanding awarded by the Lake Water to clear out some of the roadblocks.

When Zac left for the Perennial Vastness, the butler looked mostly the same as when they first met. Now, Zac could sense some ethereal ripples from his body, which seemed to have turned even more intangible. It looked like things were going quite well.

“Come in,” Zac said.

“Young master!” Triv exclaimed. “Welcome back, and congratulations! Young master has just broken through, yet your aura is so dense.”

“Thank you.” Zac smiled.

“I heard young master had joined the war effort. I sensed that someone was drawing energy from the manor’s gathering array, so I figured you had returned. Young master, I have urgent⁠—”

“There’s no hurry.” Zac waved, too exhausted to deal with another issue. If it were something war-related, he would have been contacted through the Communication Crystals. “How are things? I can tell your aura has improved.”

Triv reluctantly dropped the subject. “I’m ashamed; I am lagging behind. I will endeavor to enter Hegemony so that I can better assist young master’s day to day.”

“Don’t overdo it,” Zac said. “And let me know if you need something for your breakthrough.”

“No need to worry about this old ghost. Young master has already provided a path toward the next step,” Triv said with a bow. “I trust the situation with the Eighth Army was swiftly handled now that the young master led the armies.”

“We won and seized the planet,” Zac said, feeling no joy. “We still lost a lot of people.”

“Few battles are this hectic,” Triv offered. “And if it is any consolation, many of your warriors will find new life on Elysium.”

“What?” Zac said, his anger surging. “We’re snatching the bodies of our fallen?”

“Not at all!” Triv hurriedly assured. “Every soldier of the Atwood Army signs an insurance policy so that a stipend can be paid out to their families or friends in the event of death. There’s an option in that policy where the soldiers can donate their bodies to the cause, so to speak. In return, the stipend will be doubled, and it will be paid out no matter whether the body can be used for an awakening or not. The leaders initially considered increasing the base salary too, but they felt that would pressure people desperate for improvements to sign on.”

Zac slowly nodded, his anger subsiding. Even then, he wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about the matter.

“For what it’s worth, I think it’s a marvelous idea,” Triv said. “Young master’s faction is unique in that it incorporates life and death. This system could be the first step to connecting the sides. The families of the fallen heroes will see their loved ones live on in another form. And the Revenants will have an understanding of their origin, something only the naturally born enjoy in the empire.

“I hear that there have already been quite a few requests from the bereaved to meet the newly born Revenants, though it will be a while before the first of the fallen can awaken. Should both sides be willing, we might even see a new form of family units crossing the bridge of life and death. This idea could even be expanded to the whole population.”

Zac admitted it wasn’t a bad idea after overcoming his initial reluctance. So long as there was no compulsion, it sounded like a natural outcome for his empire. He doubted things would work as smoothly as Triv made it sound, then again, people were adaptable. What sounded macabre right now could be completely natural in a few generations.

“I trust Vilari and the others have thought everything through,” Zac said when he sensed worry from the ghost. “Could you catch me up on what else has happened since I left? Going over reports can only provide parts of the picture.”

While Zac had Triv fill in the gaps, his human body opened his eyes and called over an attendant. Shortly after, Ra’Klid arrived.

“Is there something?”

“The boy who died,” Zac said.

“His body has been secured and will be sent back to the homelands,” Ra’Klid said, some nervousness evident in his eyes. “May I ask…”

“A short encounter years ago,” Zac sighed, understanding what the Mavai war chief was thinking. “I saw him practicing and gifted him that sword on an impulse. I didn’t expect to see him like that the next time we met.”

Ra’Klid undoubtedly feared he’d inadvertently sent one of Zac’s close ones to the frontlines, and to push back the initial onslaught at that. Even if he technically did nothing wrong with his orders, something like that could have repercussions depending on the mood of the emperor. Naturally, Zac wouldn’t fault Ra’Klid for what happened.

The chieftain didn’t know that, and it wasn’t odd for him to worry. Few knew much about Zac and his personality beyond the rumors.

“Do you know if he chose to donate his body?”

“I looked into his situation before. He did sign up for that program, it’s just with his heart destroyed…” Ra’Klid said with a shake of his head.

Zac understood. The heart was a critical organ even before Revenants awakened their bodies. With it missing, the corpses wouldn’t be able to gain a new soul. A talented Lich could replace the heart without turning the body into a Corpselord. Port Atwood Liches simply didn’t have such capabilities.

“Make special arrangements for the boy. Set his body and his belongings aside. Vilari will deal with it,” Zac said.

“I’ll arrange everything,” Ra’Klid agreed.

“Thank you,” Zac said and closed his eyes, then opened them upon realizing the demon hadn’t left. “Is there something else?”

“While we’re on this topic,” Ra’Klid coughed. “With our inborn nature, awakening as undead is apparently impossible. It’s not that the Mavai lack the willingness to serve, though some certainly prefer the traditional rites over… transformation. Which means the bereaved among the tribes receive a smaller reward compared to the humans.

“It’s not just a problem for the Mavai,” Ra’Klid quickly continued upon seeing a frown appear on Zac’s face. “The Raun and lord’s Revenant armies face a similar issue, what with their bodies already being dead.”

“I understand where you’re coming from. Neither can we ignore that contribution lies at the core of the Atwood Empire. Some can contribute more than others; that’s just a fact of life,” Zac said. “What would you have me do in a situation like this?”

“I agree with you.” Ra’Klid hurriedly nodded. “Contribution is the key. The empire provides remuneration for gaining another citizen who can contribute after growing up. Both planets are sorely lacking people after the Integration. So why not reward all additions to the population, not just those through raising the undead?”

“You want the same contribution to be paid out upon giving birth?” Zac said.

“Both provide a citizen,” Ra’Klid.

“You know I’m not really hands-on with these matters,” Zac slowly said. “I will discuss it with the others.”

“That’s all I ask,” Ra’Klid said with a bow. “I won’t disturb you any longer.”

Zac looked at the departing demon for a while before closing his eyes again. Ra’Klid’s proposal might be logically sound… the two concepts just felt different to him. And since the demon had come to him for this matter, Zac suspected his council had already shut it down. Still, he would talk it over with the others later to hear their opinion. For now, Zac had to see what the butler wanted before he exploded from anxiety.

“So, was there something requiring my attention?” Draugr Zac asked back on Earth.

“Ah, yes! There is an urgent message from the Kavriel Province,” the butler said and handed over two boxes.

As expected, the matter was related to the Undead Empire. It was quite the coincidence for them to contact him just as he returned, displaying his human form on the battlefront. Zac smiled as he inspected the contents. One came from Kator, who officially represented the Undead Empire by the looks of things. The other came from Tavza, who had seemingly felt compelled to send a separate message.

There were no gifts of congratulation inside the boxes, only Communication Crystals and Teleportation Tokens. He guessed the Undead Empire was quite frazzled, especially the Draugr faction. They must have realized their scheme with the [Essence of the Abyss] had failed and that he’d sacrificed his Draugr side to force his way into Hegemony.

The messages were quite similar. They congratulated him on his breakthrough and wished to meet at his earliest convenience to discuss the war efforts and their upcoming mission. The difference came from an interesting addition to Tavza’s message.

‘The foundation of your bloodline was set in the E-grade. With your ascent into Hegemony, it is time to harvest. Abyssal Shore has granted a unique exception and is setting up the first Abyssal Pond in the frontier. Submerging yourself should unlock the true potential of the bloodline of Eoz. If you need anything else to hasten your acclimatization to your newfound rank, do not hesitate to contact me.’

Zac smiled at the anxiety almost seeping out of the words. It was quite the tantalizing bait they’d thrown out to confirm they hadn’t just let one of the lost bloodlines slip through their fingers.

If his breakthrough had gone according to plan, there was no way he’d dare step foot in the Kavriel Province. But now? Zac briefly thought it over, his gaze shifting to the Teleportation Token.

“I guess it’s about time I visited Kavista.”
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“What? Young master is really visiting the capital?”

“As soon as I’ve dealt with a few things,” Zac said.

“What about young master’s condition?”

“Things have changed,” Zac said, sharing his prepared excuse.

“Life and Death… Difficult indeed.” Triv sighed before perking up. “Perhaps this is for the best? Now young master can visit the Heartlands without worries. Will young master require my⁠—”

“I’m sorry, another time,” Zac said, noting that Triv didn’t look very disappointed. “I only have so many tokens.”

Going to Kavista came with significant risks, even if his identities had been separated. He didn’t want to risk Triv’s safety just to make his stay slightly more convenient. As for himself, he had some plans to increase his odds of success. If that failed, he had the escape bracelet, though it was currently on his human body. It had long since recovered, and both features were available in case he needed to get out.

While there were risks, Zac felt the benefits were worth it. It wasn’t just the Abyssal Pond that attracted him. He finished his breakthrough three months early, and hoped to use that time to upgrade some of his skills and perhaps gain a couple levels before the war began. Now, he was thrown into the meatgrinder the second he returned, and every delay meant more deaths.

Zac would be lying if there wasn’t a selfish aspect too. While the System was the source of all this suffering, it also provided enormous benefits to those who excelled. The Merit Exchange was just one part of it. There were titles and unique opportunities waiting for those pushing to the top of their ladders.

The elites from the outside, such as Tavza and Kator, were no doubt fighting furiously to rack up the merit needed to empower themselves and to better their chances inside the Left Imperial Palace. He needed to catch up, and quickly. Visiting the Kavriel Province was a chance to speed up his transition.

Apart from the Abyssal Pond, they would have top-quality cultivation chambers and skill upgrade arrays. He’d already made some arrangements, though his preparations were much better for his human side. Those arrays had been easy enough to buy inside the Perennial Vastness, but his Array Master acquaintance, Asta, lacked the skills to make Death-attuned versions.

Catheya had sourced some from the Undead Alliance, though it wasn’t like the undead guests had brought many D-grade cultivation arrays. What was the point—they couldn’t use them, and who’d they sell them to?

Zac wouldn’t immediately rush over after being called upon. He inscribed a message and sealed it inside Kator’s box.

“Please send this back.”

“I will as soon as I leave,” the ghost agreed. “Is there anything else young master requires?”

“Not right now,” Zac said. “I just need to digest everything that has happened while I was gone.”

“If young master wants my opinion, I think your citizens are finally coming to realize how lucky they are,” Triv said. “News of defeats, slaughter, and suffering reach our world daily. Other factions have used civilians as fodder to protect themselves, leading to disastrous losses. Meanwhile, our people haven’t suffered at all under the young master’s rule.”

“I heard recruitment has sped up lately,” Zac commented.

“I would assume the matters are related. There will always be heroes who step up to protect their homeland when it’s threatened,” Triv said. “I’d venture the Merit Exchange has also changed some minds. I hope young master doesn’t mind that I have been helping the Raun Spectrals.”

“You enlisted?” Zac said with surprise, getting a nod in return.

“Only for a non-combat role,” Triv explained. “The undead battlefront on the Raun Continent is lacking in experience, even more so than the others.”

Zac grimaced, knowing what Triv was referring to. The oldest of his undead warriors were only a decade old. The Raun spectrals weren’t much better. They’d been a tight-knit community without war after they shed their mortal coils. All their focus was on survival. The other races under his banner had at least some experience to draw upon, especially the Zhix.

“I have been relaying what little I learned from following Adriel and helping them set up defensive arrays,” the ghost continued.

“How are they doing?”

“Surprisingly good, actually,” Triv said. “It turns out spectral cultivators are immune to the Heart Curses, the common curses at least. Those nasty things have become a threat to the Kan’Tanu rather than their enemy when fighting the spectrals. Revenants aren’t immune, the curses don’t work quite right when they feed on Miasma. The Undead Empire has already figured out a counter and has graciously provided us with the solution. Certainly, the invaders may also devise a counter as the war progresses.”

“Still, that’s not bad,” Zac said.

It didn’t matter much to him personally, already being immune to the Heart Curses. He’d confirmed his Hidden Nodes existed in both his bodies, and cutting the connection wouldn’t impact that. Zac didn’t know why things worked that way. He guessed they were more categorized as a node than a bloodline benefit, letting both bodies enjoy them under any condition.

“Then I shall take my leave,” the butler said.

“Actually, there’s one thing,” Zac said. “My Tool Spirit will break through soon.”

“The coffin?” Triv said, looking at the necklace expectantly.

“The coffin,” Zac nodded.

“How marvelous.”

“It will be met with a tribulation,” Zac continued. “Is there any way to hide it?”

“Hiding the Heavens,” Triv said. “It is possible to seal off a region to not impact your surroundings. I am afraid I’m not up to such a task, though. I think young master would be better off moving to one of your private islands or Elysium.”

“Do you know any suitable spots with pure Dao of Death?” Zac asked.

“Certainly,” Triv said. “There is a small island with extremely dense energy which is currently empty. It has long since been equipped with a set of arrays and a Teleportation Array. Young master’s followers figured you might need it for growing crops or some other activity requiring pure energy.”

“Can you prepare anything that might be missing in the environment for a Tool Spirit’s breakthrough?” Zac asked. “I’ll deal with the preparations for the breakthroughs itself.”

“I will arrange things right away. It should take no more than a day unless lord has any special requirements,” the butler agreed. “Young master’s guardian golems are still at the shipyard for upgrades, though.”

“A general setup is fine,” Zac said.

The ghost left to prepare things while Zac spent another two hours finishing his work on the section of his pathway leading to [Deathmark]. Ultimately, he chose not to immediately evolve his skill. Instead, he checked the time. After confirming he had a few hours, he stepped onto the teleporter, soon arriving on another sealed-off island—his shipyard.

There were a few things he needed to figure out before facing the scrutiny of multiple Monarchs. The first stop was to see if he qualified for the next quest in the chain and what requirements the quest had.

“Welcome, Lord Atwood,” Rahm said as Zac entered the office, completely unfazed at Zac visiting in his Draugr form for the first time.

He’d actually never mentioned his unique situation to the Creators. Still, there was no way they didn’t know. Karunthel, especially, seemed to know of everything that happened on Earth, and they’d stayed inside his compound for over a decade before he upgraded the shipyard. They would have to be blind to not realize.

“Hello, it’s been a while,” Zac nodded. “How are things?”

“All operations are normal,” Rahm said. “Our order book is filled for the next twelve years.”

“That good?” Zac said with surprise, remembering business, while good, wasn’t great before.

“I guess people even in these backwater parts know good stuff when they see it,” a A booming laugh echoed through the room as Karunthel entered. “Your mercantile venture is forwarding new orders at a rate we cannot match, even after increasing prices.”

“Nice to hear some good news for once,” Zac said.

“I can imagine. So, what happened? Got split in two?” Karunthel laughed.

“How’d you know?”

“It gets boring overseeing the production of these simple models, so I stay updated with the local events. Especially now that so many interesting things are happening in your sector,” Karunthel said. “Besides, Rahm and I had a bet going on how you’d deal with Hegemony. I guess none of us won, even if I was closer. That guy had no faith, thinking you’d fail.”

“I believed you’d choose one race and discard the other, keeping its nature as a subsidiary path,” Rahm elaborated when Zac looked over with a raised brow. “It was the scenario with the most likely outcome based on available data.”

“I knew you’d do something unexpected,” Karunthel grinned. “I just picked the wrong one.”

“I’m happy my struggles can provide some amusement to pass the time,” Zac wryly said.

“I’m sure you’ll figure things out. So, what brings you here?” The foreman grinned. “Ships? Upgrades? Those golems?”

“A little of everything. Have I qualified for a shipyard upgrade quest yet?”

“You have,” Karunthel said. “I’ll see if I can get you an easy one. Things are finally getting interesting, and the Iliex can’t miss out on all the excitement.”

Zac waited for Karunthel to interface with the Shop System, and a screen appeared before him.

Mercantile Empire (Unique, Limited.): Sell 2,000 D-grade Cosmic Vessels. Have your products destroy 4,000 vessels. Turn the Atwood Empire into a Middle D-grade force. Reward: Upgrade Iliex Shipyard to Middle D-grade. 1 Custom-designed Vessel upgrade. (1392/2000) (133/4,000) (0/1).

Zac scanned the task, nodding in satisfaction. As far as he was concerned, this one was much easier to deal with than the previous one, to the point it almost felt too easy. Sure, the upgrade was only for a minor stage rather than improving a full grade, and it would have been nearly impossible without the ongoing war.

Even then, it was essentially a quest that would finish itself. The first part could be completed in roughly a year if the shipyard focused on only building the simplest models rather than the drone hangars or command ships. And Atwood Empire was a Middle D-grade force in all but name considering its strength and resources. The lacking component was likely the lack of either a Middle D-grade region or a Middle-stage Hegemon. The former was hard to deal with on short notice. The latter should be resolved before Ultom. Zac’s goal was to only spend eighteen months in Early D-grade, forcing his way to the limit of the stage through carnage and burning money.

This was only possible thanks to the fifteen years he’d spent working on his blueprint and collecting resources, erecting a foundation that would let him sprint through the first stage of Hegemony. Most mortals wouldn’t be able to gain levels at all after breaking through. They’d first have to spend centuries, millennia even, refining their crude cores into something that could be taken further.

Zac bypassed all that with his almost perfect creation, putting him at an advantage over most cultivators. The only downside was the vast amounts of energy his Cosmic Core required for every level. That was the smallest of all the problems a Hegemon faced when progressing through the ranks.

The second task was the trickiest requirement for the shipyard quest, which had barely progressed over the past years. Luckily, it said nothing about who had to destroy the vessels. He only needed to keep selling his wares to the Allbright Empire, and progress would ramp up when the Kan’Tanu reached the frontlines with their physical army.

“Is that really it? That’s all I need to get a Middle D-grade shipyard?” Zac asked to confirm.

“That’s it,” the spidergolem confirmed, though Zac saw the golem looked quite surprised too. “I guess I underestimated my pull with the System?”

“I would assume it’s due to the Kan’Tanu invaders,” Rahm interjected.

“How so?”

“I think that’s it. The System is bound by the Law of Balance when managing this war., but the opposing force is an unorthodox cult with immense fell Karma,” Karunthel grunted. “You should know how that affects things.”

Zac’s eyes lit up upon realizing what was going on. Just like his massive providence helped him in all kinds of ways, so did fell Karma hamper the path of cultivators. It was for this reason most High-grade cultivators avoided killing mortals or low-grade cultivators en masse. In this case, the System appeared to indirectly help the Kan’Tanu’s enemies by providing easier tasks.

“Can I use the upgrade on any vessel?” Zac asked.

“Only vessels created by this shipyard,” Rahm calmly rejected.

“Including the Yphelion?”

Rahm turned to the foreman, who froze for a few seconds.

“Even the Yphelion,” Karunthel confirmed. “With some caveats. Its grade exceeds the shipyard’s because of our previous deal, so you would have to provide certain key materials and money if you want it to reach Late D-grade. Otherwise, it’ll just see minor improvements while staying in Middle-D grade.”

“That’s not a problem,” Zac agreed.

“You should understand this is a huge opportunity,” Karunthel added. “I’ve heard of similar-level tasks that took millennia to finish and others so difficult they remained unresolved until the license was revoked. Try to complete this one without delay. We might be able to ride this wave of providence even further.”

Karunthel was absolutely right, and Zac grew increasingly excited the more he thought about it. If the next mission was as easy as the first, it might even be possible to upgrade the shipyard a second time within a decade. A Late D-grade Iliex Shipyard wasn’t just an insanely lucrative moneymaker, it was a strategic resource that could impact the whole war.

The kind of ships such a shipyard could produce would be close to the absolute limit of what you saw in a frontier sector like Zecia. There were undoubtedly a few C-grade Cosmic Vessels among the ancient forces like the Dravorak Dynasty, but even most Monarchs would have a Peak D-grade vessel at most. If Zac could flood the market with ships at that level, he would drastically strengthen Zecia as a whole.

It was also the key to another troubling matter—the task Leandra had levied on him. If he could upgrade the Yphelion to Peak D-grade, and then possibly use [Cosmic Forge] to make some improvements of his own, he might actually be able to set into the Endless Storm earlier than he’d thought.

Whether it was uncovering the secrets within his body or saving Kenzie, his odds of success would be exponentially greater for every stage he managed to upgrade the Yphelion. He definitely needed to make this mission a priority.

“I’ll see what I can do to speed up the progress,” Zac assured. “How’s the situation with the Golems?”

“Those soulless things,” Karunthel sighed. “Puppets aren’t our specialty, but it won’t take more than a week before we finish the upgrades.”

“Perfect, thank you,” Zac said. “I’d love to stay longer, it’s just the situation outside…”

“Go, deal with your matters.” Karunthel waved. “Be careful out there. Those people you’re fighting… They’re an off-shoot of a very scary faction. Don’t think of them as some weaklings from the frontier. Stronger people will soon appear on the battlefields.”

Zac nodded. “Thank you, I’ll be careful.”

Though Zac had already learned of the Black Heart Cult from Iz and the Undead Empire, he appreciated the warning. With the Left Imperial Palace at stake, there were likely true disciples from the main branch searching for seals. These people would soon appear on the battlefronts if they hadn’t already, and their underlings would be far more skilled than the warslaves they’d fought so far.

Zac sent a message then stepped onto the Teleportation Array. A minute later, he was greeted by a refreshing gust of death as he appeared inside a private chamber on Elysium. The floor was spotless thanks to the cleaning arrays, despite this particular teleporter having not seen any use in years. Even then, it activated just seconds later.

Vilari smiled upon seeing Zac, then her brows soon furrowed with confusion. “What’s going on? Triv said you were back, but reports from the Eighth Army… I can tell your soul is complete, so you’re not a clone.”

“I—” Zac’s words caught in his throat upon seeing the worry and confusion in Vilari’s eyes.

He couldn’t.

It had already killed him hiding and lying about so many aspects of his life with Catheya, even if both agreed that was for the best. The subterfuge reminded him of Thea, where his secrets played a major role in her death. Keeping his twinned existence hidden from outsiders was required to protect himself, especially so after learning it was a known inheritance of the Kayar-Elu. Did he really need to keep the truth from everyone?

Vilari wasn’t saddled with the compulsions of the Undead Empire, and the thought of lying to someone who could be considered his daughter didn’t sit right with him.

“Let’s talk,” Zac sighed, and they sealed off the room.

A few minutes later, Vilari looked at Zac with marvel.

“To think such a thing was possible,” Vilari said. “I understand why you want to keep it secret. If nothing else, it’ll give you an incredible advantage inside the inheritance. If you can sneak your human body inside while using this one to work with the Undead Empire…”

“I could get away with all kinds of benefits with no one being the wiser.” Zac smiled.

“Thank you for trusting me,” Vilari said, and a binding contract appeared in front of Zac.

“There’s no need⁠—”

“It’s for both of us. I don’t wish to be the reason something happens to you,” Vilari interjected. “An added protection in case I’m captured or something similar. Now that you’re a Hegemon, it’ll be difficult to break these against my will.”

“Fine,” Zac agreed, accepting the contract before reactivating the teleporter. “Let’s go. We’ll stay undercover for now.”

Zac donned his cloak while Vilari shrouded them with a spiritual domain as they emerged near Elysium’s sole battlefront, though there was one in the Underworld too. Between Port Atwood’s strength and Pangea’s population, the rest could be found on the Life-attuned sections of Earth.

They were functionally invisible in their current state, and the few who could notice Vilari’s domain would quickly avert their gaze upon realizing who they were spying on. A word from the Mentalist was enough to empty the recruitment center, not that it was crowded like on the Mavai Continent. Zac entered and placed his hand on the crystal, and the familiar process began anew.

[Use Alias?]

“Arcaz Umbri’Zi,” Zac said, a wide smile appearing on his face.

A row of screens popped up the next second, all identical to his first enlistment. His designation was the same, though no second quest had been added to his Status Screen. He opened the local ladder with a thought, confirming there was no need to hide his identity anymore. If anything, he wanted as many people as possible to see him now.

1st – 125,585. Zachary Atwood.

2nd – 125,000. Arcaz Umbri’Zi.

It worked.

His cover story had suddenly become incredibly difficult to refute. After all, was there any stronger alibi than one from the System?


15
EXCHANGE


Zac looked at his second tally with a smile. Getting 125,000 merit hadn’t felt too impressive when he saw it the first time. Now he was far more appreciative after joining his first campaign. He’d repelled half an army almost on his own and then conquered the world, yet it only rewarded him 600 merit, including the bonuses from his designation.

Certainly, that was a decent amount for one hour of work, considering Emily and Rhubat only earned around 10,000 a month. It wasn’t like he could get this amount every hour as long as he kept fighting. He could feel it’d take a day to stabilize his overused pathways and recover his energy. And even if he were ready, where would he go? If he forced early assaults on the other warfronts, casualties would balloon.

The real problem was the battlefield and its low grade. The static rewards for large-scale tasks such as conquering the enemy fortress were quite low, and his merit was drastically penalized since he out-leveled the warfront. Zac guessed it was fair. The System wanted people to push themselves and break through their limits at the edge of life and death. It would be a problem if people like him were allowed to farm low-grade battlefields for infinite merit without taking any real risks.

He would have to take real risks and enter higher-grade battlefields to earn more merit, which was easier said than done. He first wanted to finish his upgrades since you could run into elites and higher-stage Hegemons on those warfronts. There was also a problem with his faction. Their lack of Hegemons could partly be made up for with his elites’ equipment and individual strength. That said nothing about their lacking wartime supplies.

The Atwood Army had limited stockpiles of good siege machines and Array Towers since they could only produce High E-grade weaponry, with the occasional product reaching the threshold of Peak E-grade. With every faction across Zecia screaming for these strategic resources, they were only left with scraps, if anything, when trying to purchase items from the outside. As such, the number of high-grade engagements they could enter was limited.

Although, there was a possible solution to the problem.

“What now?” Vilari asked.

“Let’s check out the Merit Exchange,” Zac said, and the Mentalist led him to a nearby structure.

Triv had already covered the general rules of the Merit Exchange. Simply put, there were three of them: General Exchange, Limited Exchange, and Faction Exchange. The listed products were individualized based on your grade, designation, and evaluation. Defenders would see more treasures leaning toward survivability, while commanders had access to War Arrays, communication methods, and protections against assassination.

The exchange was guarded by three Revenants and a Raun spectral, who bowed upon seeing who approached. The two entered, and Zac found the Merit Exchange looked almost identical to the recruitment center. Dozens of floating crystals were lined up, though someone had added small booths with obfuscation arrays for privacy.

There were only a few Revenants inside, and Zac curiously looked on as one after another emerged from respective booths. They two entered one of the free exchange booths, and the surroundings blurred. Zac put his hand on the waiting crystal, and a screen resembling his Town Shop appeared.

For a moment, Zac felt himself back in the Orom World, looking at the vast number of items that could be exchanged. There were all kinds of wares, from raw materials to pills, weaponry, and ancillary items like talismans and arrays. The items were mostly in Peak E-grade or Pseudo D-grade, with only a few being Early D-grade—in other words, things that would be used by an Early Hegemon on the frontier.

Some wares, especially the E-grade items, were marked as grade-exclusive. That meant they’d be removed when he broke through to Middle D-grade and hopefully replaced with better stuff. Then again, high-grade items were much rarer, to the point Late Hegemons almost had nothing to buy in the general store.

As expected, nothing piqued Zac’s interest in the General Exchange. You could even get better stuff in his empire’s Contribution Store, not to mention his private stockpiles. The only benefit was that you could buy as many as you wanted of every item, and the prices were incredibly fair. Zac only skimmed the contents to get a sense of what the System offered before swapping to the Limited Exchange.

That’s where things got more interesting. For one, there were no E-grade items, with all wares being Pseudo D-grade or higher. Just the opening screen showcased all kinds of useful items. There were unsurprisingly Core-Strengthening Pills from High to Peak-quality, including attuned ones that could more efficiently nurture his core. You could also buy powerful-looking arrays to improve your cultivation speed, defensive treasures, and various Natural Treasures.

There was also a generous assortment of skills, manuals, and techniques. The System even put up unique potions and treasures that could award special constitutions, though those were both expensive and few in number. Not even Zac could afford them, with the cheapest being listed at 750,000 merit for a simple attuned constitution. The top one was so expensive it filled Zac with helplessness.

[Celestial Aperture Constellation: 12,500,000. Grade limited. (1)]

Certainly, the item was amazing, essentially reforging your body to form a secondary circuit throughout. It increased cultivation speeds, affinities, and provided significant attribute boosts. It even added natural abilities like a bloodline would.

Over ten million as an Early D-grade cultivator… That was decades of hard work, even for Zac—literally thousands of heated engagements like the one he’d just experienced.

There were a few dozen items like it, each reminding Zac of the things he’d seen at the last levels of the Tower of Eternity. They were clearly the long-term prizes for the sector’s top talents, ensuring they kept pushing themselves. Only, they were so prohibitively expensive that Zac doubted most of them would ever be cashed out.

Accumulating the necessary merit was easier said than done. The cheaper items could provide strength or survivability, which could mean the difference between life and death on the battlefield. If you didn’t spend anything, you risked being overtaken or killed by those who used the merit exchange to snowball their strength.

For Zac, getting any of the top-tier grade restricted items was impossible, considering he wasn’t planning on sticking around in Early Hegemony for long. Besides, Zac believed he had better opportunities waiting for him in the Left Imperial Palace, so he focused on the mid-range wares.

In contrast to the best stuff, these things were surprisingly affordable. The General Exchange had given him a decent idea of how the System valued merit in terms of Nexus Coins, and some mid-tier items, such as Attribute Fruits or skills, were listed at a fraction of their real value.

“It even has absolute temporal chambers?” Zac exclaimed as he read through the list. “So cheap!”

The things seemed identical to the treasure the Umbri’Zi Matriarch gave him, and Zac could finally piece two and two together. “Emily and Rhubat bought one of these?”

A cultivator could technically force a breakthrough and form a core without a nucleus, it was just foolhardy. For one, it drastically increased the difficulty, putting the process closer to that of a mortal. And even should you succeed, the result would likely be worse than if you just took your time. In other words, it wasted time rather than save it.

The theory was the same as with his own breakthrough. The sturdier the nucleus you formed, the better the core you could build around it. If you rushed things, you were liable to create imperfections that would lead to a lower-quality core. Saving a couple of years in the E-grade only to waste centuries in Hegemony wasn’t a worthwhile trade.

That issue could be solved with a Temporal Chamber. Emily could easily have jumped into the temporal pocket to finish her nucleus before breaking through. The best Temporal Chambers in her price range would only provide a year, far less than what most cultivators spent on their nucleus. For example, Catheya had already worked on her nucleus before entering the Perennial Vastness. Even inside, she opted to spend the better part of a decade to further improve it.

That was good enough. You didn’t need to aim for perfection for every little thing. He’d rushed his breakthrough in the F-grade, and things worked out fine. Between a year or two on the outside and another within, his follower’s nuclei would likely be good enough not to create any issues, at least in the early stages of Hegemony.

“Most of the sealbearers who accumulated merit in the Million Gates Territory bought one right away. I also have a chamber ready to use as soon as I’ve figured out the details of the core I wish to form,” Vilari confirmed. “They are one of the hottest commodities, and the Temporal Chambers were even cheaper before. Everyone wants to buy time to break through or upgrade their skills.”

“Good.” Zac nodded. “Wait, the prices aren’t static?”

“The popular wares rise in price as the supply dwindles,” Vilari said with some helplessness. “The System doesn’t want us to ease our way into things. The moment we relax, we’ll find ourselves further away from the items we need. Even worse, we believe the Limited Exchange is shared with the Kan’Tanu. The projections made by the peak factions indicate items are disappearing faster than they should.”

“So any treasure we’re too slow to get falls into the hands of our enemies,” Zac sighed. “Ruthless Heavens indeed.”

It wasn’t hard to figure out what the System was thinking. As usual, it provided both carrot and stick. Those who pushed themselves the hardest would gain access to great benefits, some of them at the level of what he’d received from his various quests. And competing with your enemy for strategic resources meant neither side could relax.

“You’ve looked at the list of items more than me. Have you found anything you think might suit me?”

His 125,000 merit per body was far from enough to buy the multi-million merit items at the top. What he could do was sweep up a couple mid-tier items per class before they increased in price.

“You ultimately know your situation best.” Vilari smiled. “Skills or Skill Upgrade Arrays should provide a direct powerup, as would the Attribute Fruits.”

“I’m not sure those arrays will work on an Arcane Class,” Zac muttered.

Arcane classes provided more power and were better in tune with your Daos—the drawback was how specialized they were. His pathways had become far more particular since breaking through. A semi-suitable skill might lose 30% of its strength with an Epic Class while losing more than half on an Arcane. Or, just as likely, it wouldn’t work at all.

Zac could feel that his connection with [Abyssal Phase] had worsened by quite a bit since it wasn’t really aligned with his path. There was palpable resistance when activating it, exacerbating the inherent weakness of requiring a large amount of energy to start. He could still get around the issue by using Void Energy, and making some alterations when upgrading or fusing it.

The Attribute Fruits were a good option, though the Peak Quality ones cost 25,000 a piece. Even then, it was a bargain, considering it was just two or three months of work for your average Early Hegemon. Zac guessed those would soon increase in price with how rare such High-grade Attribute Fruits were on the frontier.

There was another interesting option that attracted Zac’s attention.

[Early D-grade Tool Embryo Array: 150,000. Grade Limited (1,000)]

Focusing on the line provided additional information.

[Gives a 20% chance to awaken a piece of equipment with a Tool Spirit. An awakening is guaranteed to add at least one skill. A failed awakening will destroy the equipment.]

It was a huge gamble where the payout was massive. 20% wasn’t great, but it wasn’t a long shot like winning the lottery. And Zac believed it was possible he could nudge those odds in his favor with his Luck and [Lucky Beads]. He might even be able to assist the process with [Cosmic Forge]’s [Cosmic Infusion].

The item was quite rare, limited to just 1,000 copies. While it might seem like a lot, it was nothing compared to the incredible population of Zecia. Hegemons were quite rare even on C-grade continents. Across the whole sector? There were millions and millions of them. Add to that the Kan’Tanu fighting for the same treasures.

These Tool Embryos would all be gone within a year.

The same was true with more than half of the items in the Limited Store because of their heavily rebated price. Those who didn’t get what they wanted would snatch something of similar value before it was too late. Getting the limited resources would be a race where most only managed to get one or two before all the low-hanging fruit was bought out.

Zac guessed that only the top 5% of Hegemons would be able to get something before it was too late. Between the quality and surprisingly generous prices, Zac doubted the System would dole out treasure-providing quests for the war. It was all handled through the Merit Store instead.

He held off buying anything, what with his huge lead on the competition thanks to his early contribution. He also wanted to first figure out what he could get his hands on or accomplish without spending merit. Why buy something for merit that he might be able to extract from the Undead Empire?

“Do you wish to see the Faction Store?” Vilari asked when Zac stepped away from the crystal, getting an affirmative nod.

The Mentalist led Zac into a side room that only had one crystal. Zac placed his hand against it, and a new list of options appeared. The cheapest section was full of war tools, from array towers to siege weaponry. Even Cosmic Vessels were available, though Zac quickly realized they were worse than the ones he produced in-house.

Zac wasn’t too interested in the details of all the individual battlements. His generals had no doubt already analyzed which ones were suitable for his faction. He was more interested in their price range, and seeing the numbers almost made him recoil. The Merit Exchange was definitely a last-ditch solution.

So much for using the Merit Exchange to speed up the campaigns now that he was back. His faction would lose merit with every victory by paying these kinds of usurious fees. Zac was annoyed, continuing to the section listing wartime features rather than items. Many he’d heard mentioned already, such as resetting battlefronts.

The reason the Eighth Army couldn’t back down in the previous battle was precisely because of this feature. They had recently finished a forty-day campaign that had led them into Kan’Tanu territory. Since they didn’t have the confidence to hold onto a hostile world, they opted to reset the battlefield and restart from scratch.

Doing so after a successful operation only cost a symbolic fee, and it let the Eighth Army start another campaign to rack up another round of merit. They’d merely been unlucky, being reassigned to meet a similarly successful army who’d already won a series of battles. The next battle would occur on the Mavai Continent if the fortress was sacrificed. Essentially, the Atwood Empire had almost been forced to pay the price for someone else’s failures.

There were also options to close or open new battlefronts, the former costing a thousand times as much as the latter. You could also merge battlefronts, though that option was greyed out for some reason. Zac guessed it was deactivated in this introductory stage of the war. The price tag of adding extra personnel beyond the free limit was also listed. For example, one thousand Late E-grade cultivators only cost 50 Faction Merit.

Adding a single Middle Hegemon to a Peak E-grade Battlefield would cost a whopping 2,500 Faction Merit. It was even more expensive than the luxury battlements in the earlier sections. Zac shook his head, thanking his lucky stars the System went by grades rather than attributes or strength. Still, he’d cost the Atwood Empire 100 Faction Merit to enter the Eighth Battlefront late to the game.

Zac continued through the list, and his heart beat with desire as the costs exploded.

[Upgrade world to Middle D-grade Mass: 250,000 – 1,000,000.]

[Upgrade world to Middle D-grade Energy: 2,000,000 – 10,000,000.]

[Relocate conquered Early D-grade world: 50,000 – 500,000.]

[Relocate conquered Middle D-grade world: 500,000 – 5,000,000]

There were roughly thirty options that touched upon the very foundations of your faction, and each was incredibly tempting. Apart from the straight upgrades of worlds, there were things such as Limited Trials, Holy Lands, Mystic Realms, and Planetary Arrays. Zac focused on one of the most expensive options, to upgrade a world’s base energy, and a new screen appeared.

[Earth: 4,350,000]

[Ensolus: 6,575,000]

“So expensive,” Zac grimaced, seeing the [31,384/37,479] at the top of the screen.

In other words, the Atwood Empire had earned just over 37,000 Faction Merit in three months, of which 6,000 had been spent. Meanwhile, his worlds were surprisingly expensive to upgrade, even with their small sizes, no doubt because of their Life-Death attunement. Zac guessed Earth was a bit cheaper because of its size and its energy density was already superior to Ensolus.

“We’ve tried to keep our expenditures at a minimum. It’s difficult when we could spend some Merit to lower casualties,” Vilari commented when she felt Zac’s mental state fluctuate.

Zac shook his head, filled with a mix of desire and helplessness. Many of these options could completely elevate your faction, especially upgrading a world’s energy density. Upgrading Earth’s energy would take over three decades at their current accumulation rate, provided they didn’t spend a single Faction Merit point during those years.

Though it felt stingy, Zac knew it was extremely generous. Upgrading a planet’s energy density was almost unheard of on the frontier to begin with. A few decades of war for such an opportunity was nothing to established factions. You could compare it to Clan Azh’Rezak, who sold themselves as mercenaries for over 20,000 years with almost nothing to show for it.

Then again, sending some squads to fight the Tal-Eladar couldn’t be compared to the life-or-death struggle against the Kan’Tanu. Just like the peak treasures in the Limited Exchange, Zac believed few of these opportunities would get exchanged. It wasn’t even a matter of your own performance. It didn’t matter if the Atwood Empire won every battle if the Kan’Tanu won the war.

Still, Zac wasn’t deterred. If you didn’t dare aim for the top rewards, then there was no way you’d get them. The shipyard quest wasn’t the only opportunity for himself and his budding empire. The Intersector War was a perfect fusion of risk and reward. Those who could thread the needle would come out the other end reborn.
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“What’s the greatest source of Faction Merit?” Zac asked.

“Conquering worlds deep in the Kan’Tanu territory,” Vilari said without hesitation. “The neutral battlefronts span three to five worlds. One is in the middle, while the others are likely dead planets in either sector. You generally start in the middle world, and conquering the neutral battlefront is a successful campaign. Stopping at that point has no real downside, and the merit accrued is very limited.”

“And continuing beyond that point is where the real merit is.”

“Exactly,” Vilari nodded. “If you step through the Battlefront Array at the final world, you’ll find yourself on an inhabited planet in the Kan’Tanu Sector. It’s no longer a manicured battlefield, but a world-spanning war. We’ve entered fifteen such battlefronts and succeeded in seven conquests. For the others, the victory condition given was generally deemed too expensive or time-consuming. Three times we were forced to run for our lives. More than half of our merit comes from those seven victories, even if five campaigns were on Peak E-grade worlds.”

“The retreats were all on D-grade worlds?”

“One was actually on an E-grade world,” Vilari said with a shake of her head. “It was a training world swarming with new recruits, and there were hundreds of Hegemons overseeing things. The difference in strength between the worlds is significant. Some had enormous populations and powerful leaders. Others were almost free for the taking. We didn’t dare continue from our first victory since the risks were too great. We simply harvested what resources we could for a week before resetting the battlefronts.”

“How are they? The civilizations under the Kan’Tanu?” Zac asked.

“It’s not abject misery all around. Conditions are deplorable compared to here,” Vilari said. “It seems every citizen is tested for cultivation talent when young unless the planet is extremely remote. Those with high affinities are implanted with Heart Curses and begin their cruel training. Those with unimpressive affinity become skilled workers or the warslaves we’ve generally run into, depending on how unlucky or connected they are.”

“What about mortals?”

“Generally indentured workers to their regional lord. They have no rights and work whatever task they’re assigned until they die. It can be anything from manning the fields and tending beasts, to low-skilled work on production worlds. Not that many are implanted with heart curses. I don’t think Mortals can motivate the cost of creating them. We have brought a few hundred of them back to better understand our enemy. You can talk to them if you wish.”

“Perhaps another time,” Zac muttered as he considered his options.

While it didn’t sound like the Kan’Tanu civilians led a great life, it wasn’t that different from the feeder worlds in the Zecia Sector. He guessed not even an unorthodox cultivator would bother being cruel for cruelty’s sake unless they’d succumbed to their Heart Demons, and the Kan’Tanu needed everything from cultivation resources to normal food just like everyone else.

“Are the citizens loyal?”

“I wouldn’t say the general population holds any great love for the Kan’Tanu, though they don’t know any other life,” Vilari said. “You’re thinking of relocating planets?”

“It’s way cheaper than upgrading,” Zac said. “Wouldn’t hurt to get a couple of extra worlds. We might even pick up a Middle D-grade world down the road.”

Between the expenditures involved in upgrading Earth and the benefit of gaining a whole new planet, it might be better to aim at relocating a couple of promising worlds. With Earth’s small size, it would eventually require some subsidiary worlds to provide the base resources you wouldn’t want to grow on such valuable land like Earth.

More importantly, it would provide a big population infusion, which was exactly something the Atwood Empire needed. It wasn’t just to replace the warriors who fell on the battlefronts. Earth and Ensolus had lost a large chunk of their citizens to the Integration, and not even Earth could have been considered highly populated by Multiverse standards before.

For example, the capital of Salosar Seven covered a third of its planet. Certainly, some manors were the size of countries because high-grade cultivators needed more space for their gathering arrays and clans. There were still well over 30 billion people living on that planet permanently, which didn’t count all the temporary residents. Meanwhile, Earth still hadn’t recovered to the point where there were one billion between the Underworld, Elysium, and Pangea combined.

“Relocating worlds is a double-edged sword,” Vilari warned. “The top empires have arranged for a few E-grade factions to purchase worlds already as an experiment. Turns out, new battlefronts open as a result. With a Middle D-grade world with a high population, we might double our number of Battlefront Arrays. We’d either have to further spread our forces or somehow train the new population in record speed.”

“A population where all the talents have already been turned into Heart Curse cultivators,” Zac grimaced.

“Maybe if the war takes decades,” Vilari said. “Raising a new batch of E-grade soldiers would take five years, three if we spend generously. We’d first have to wait a few years for the children to grow up, during which we’d have to cover their battlefronts. But the planet would catch up within a decade, and we’d have three worlds gathering merit.”

Zac grimaced at Vilari’s idea even though it had benefits. It just felt morbid, raising generations of soldiers like they were cattle. The picture of the young swordsman flashed before his eyes, and his heart trembled. Then again, was it better to leave the worlds in the Kan’Tanu Sector?

“Let’s put that matter aside for now. Maybe there are other ways to speed up our merit.”

“Higher-grade worlds award drastically higher merit, especially if you kill their World Leaders,” Vilari offered. “Now that you’re back, we might be able to take down a few of those. There’s also your fleet of Cosmic Vessels. They can let you earn a fortune, which is why we are drowning in new orders even after increasing our prices twice.”

Zac had already realized their value after seeing the map in the command center. Most Cosmic Vessels in the Zecia Sector could not be stored in a spatial ring because their central arrays couldn’t enter a subspace. Meanwhile, the Creator vessels could be turned into large cubes before being stowed. They took some time to unpack, with an upside of being able to bring the ships anywhere.

For example, to planets neighboring conquered worlds. Others didn’t have his unlimited access, though the Porter Guild and teleportation tokens still existed. His commercial Cosmic Vessels were only Early D-grade and unsuitable for long-range missions. They made up for it by being quick enough to move between planets in a local cluster. It would only take a few days to a month to strike at a neighboring planet, reaping a good chunk of merit.

“Our buyers right now don’t care what model they get,” Vilari said, confirming Zac’s thoughts. “They’re mostly after the portability once they realized the opportunity that presents. Whether it’s reclaiming words on Zecia or striking at neighboring worlds in a Tan’Kanu cluster, there are massive profits to be had. It’s probably the best way to transform Nexus Coins into merit.”

Zac slowly nodded, looking at the time again. They still had over two hours.

“Call Emily and Joanna to meet us in my compound,” Zac said. “I want to go over a few things.”

Sharing his secret with Vilari had been a spur-of-the-moment thing, and he felt he could also tell those two. As for others, he would have to think it over first.

“Emily is currently in the Kan’Tanu Sector,” Vilari said. “We have sent word that you’ve returned. I’m afraid calling her back⁠—”

“Should I send over my other body?” Zac asked.

“It’s incredibly expensive sending cultivators to active battlefronts in the Kan’Tanu Sector, especially high-grade ones. Those conquests are like trials. It’s cheaper to give up on the battlefront and start fresh than to send reinforcement,” Vilari said. “Also, Emily would get angry. She’d think you didn’t trust her to do her job. You need trust in the abilities of the people you’ve nurtured.”

The thought of Emily fighting on a distant planet filled Zac with anxiety, but Vilari was right. Emily wasn’t the unruly child he picked up decades ago. She was now one of the top commanders under his rule, and he had to believe in her ability to get things done. If nothing else, she had the wits and resources to retreat if things took a bad turn.

“Just Joanna then,” Zac said. “I can catch up with Emily later. Right now, I need to go over a few things because I’m heading to Kavista in two hours.”

As he said that, his human body moved toward the Battlefront Array leading back to Ensolus. Time was limited, and he had to ensure everything was in order.

“The Kavriel province?” Vilari said with shock, then her mouth curved upward. “In two hours? I see you already have a plan.”

“Half of one, anyway.” Zac laughed. “I just need you two to help me perfect it.”
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“Dammit, what’s going on!” Reoluv Dravorak swore, and his bloodshot eyes opened inside the Healing Ward.

His whole body hurt, and his pathways were so strained it felt like they could collapse at any moment. But he’d done it. Three successful conquests in two days, all to gather the necessary merit for his quest. It was supposed to only be two campaigns. A nagging feeling had urged him on, forcing him to continue. He’d even kept his personnel and resources to a minimum, ensuring he’d gain the maximum merit.

Yet he received no notification of his quest being complete when the ladder updated, and he urgently opened it to see what was going on.

[Stars of Zecia: Early D-grade]

1st – Kelvinios

2nd – Sacred Insight

3rd – Kerokas, Kavriel Province

4th – Ynar Solefair

5th – Zachary Atwood, Atwood Empire

6th – Arcaz Umbri’Zi, Atwood Empire

7th – Helian Ailo, Allbright Empire

8th – Fateblight, Hanor Clan

9th – Sossor

10th – Ardos Havarok, Dravorak Dynasty

[…]

100th – Uroso Kavriel, Kavriel Province

Reoluv’s mind ground to a halt when he saw the familiar name that had appeared out of nowhere and claimed the fifth spot. That guy was really an unlucky jinx. Reoluv was supposed to have taken the first step toward domination by leaving his mark on the Tower of Eternity. Yet, a short moment of carelessness had messed up his climb, only for his accomplishment to be overshadowed by Zachary Atwood.

He passed the seventh floor on his second attempt—who cared about that when the Deviant Asura conquered the eighth the year before?

Reoluv hadn’t let that cast a shadow on his heart. He’d worked tirelessly for decades while the Deviant Asura disappeared from the limelight. He’d even been given the opportunity to train in the Havarok Dynasty, further setting himself apart from the other Zecia chosen.

When Prince Ykrodas told him great opportunities were waiting back in Zecia, Reoluv initially believed it a thoughtful way to send him back home. It was all real, to the point even the Havarok Dynasty had been ordered to enter the fray by some mysterious faraway faction. Reoluv still didn’t understand the details, though was aware the Havarok Dynasty had been enlisted because of their connection to his Dravorak Clan.

That connection acted as a ticket into their sealed sector, allowing them to squeeze some people through the barrier while the rest had to pass some sort of trial. Reoluv feared his role would be nothing but a porter after failing to get one of those seals Ykrodas talked about, even after searching the Million Gates Territory for over a year. Then came the quest.

This was a life-altering opportunity for Reoluv, so he’d thrown himself into the gauntlet against the Kan’Tanu elites. Just remembering the blood-drenched aura of the madman he met on the last conquest was enough to leave his back slick with sweat. Reincarnators, they called themselves. Murderous experts who’d survived two baptisms of slaughter to be reborn. He’d have fallen today if not for the one thousand elite guards laying down their lives to provide him an opening. He hadn’t managed to kill his enemy. At least he wounded him enough to back down.

Now, it was as if their valiant sacrifice was for nothing. The daily update had added two new names to the sector ladder—neither were his. Instead, he found himself in the eleventh spot, just one step shy of his goal.

The quest that Prince Ykrodas believed was his ticket to the real opportunity needed him to reach the tenth, and he had hoped the past three months would have let him climb the final step of the ladder. If only he had returned upon reading the reports of conflicts in the Million Gates Territory rather than wait for Ykrodas and his elder brother to take him there.

Reoluv’s choice to strengthen himself as much as possible before the war began had completely backfired, leaving him with too little pre-war merit to make much of a difference.

“Don’t beat yourself up,” an ancient voice echoed through the chamber. “You should recognize those names.”

Reoluv took a steadying breath before nodding. “I should have guessed the Deviant Asura would create a splash when he finally reemerged. I’m less clear how the Umbri’Zi scion managed to shoot to the top in one go or why he’s listed as a member of the ‘Atwood Empire.’”

“Perhaps he’s the same as the alias Fateblight, using a random small faction to access their Faction Merit. More likely, he’s after those marvelous Cosmic Vessels,” Hastos Dravorak said. “Either case, it is inevitable that more and more people will join the conflict. I spoke with Refus Havarok. It appears someone manages to gain the acceptance of the Zecia Seal daily.”

“That’s why I pushed myself half to death these past months,” Reoluv sighed. “I know my limits. I won’t be able to stay in the top ten with more and more outsiders joining the war. Their strength and resources will make it impossible to keep pace. Sooner or later, Mistress Tayn will return and likely bring terrifying allies. I just needed to finish the quest before the competition heats up.”

“…I will see what I can do,” the voice said after a brief pause.

“I can’t ask ancestor to attack those scions!” Reoluv said with alarm. “I’d rather give up on the trial than bring harm on the Dynasty.”

“Who said I’d attack them? I’m old, I’m not suicidal.” Hastos laughed. “Asking the young masters of the main branch to rest for a few days shouldn’t be too much to ask, and I think I can call in a few favors to stall some of the people on your heels. After all, most of these outsiders are ultimately relying on natives to rack up their merit. You will still have to push yourself a bit longer.”

Reoluv steeled his heart, knowing what he had to do. With so much at stake, it was obviously not a matter of just calling in a few favors. His ancestor would have to pay a huge price to help him squeeze into the top ten. He needed to risk it all, ensuring his master’s sacrifice wasn’t for naught.
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“What in the Abyss,” Laz Tem’Zul exclaimed, the shock and exaltation in his voice dragging Tavza out of her blank slate.

“What is it?” Tavza asked, though her idle curiosity was far from expelling the gloom in her heart.

She still found it hard to accept how spectacularly she’d failed her ancestor’s task, failed her whole race. Bringing a lost bloodline back into the fold to claim his birthright sounded so simple. What Draugr would say no to coming home, to reconnect with the origin of their very being? Yet she’d spent the past years floundering about, utterly incapable of making Zachary Atwood take even one step toward his rightful destiny.

Enis still held onto a desperate hope that her ward had accomplished her task inside the Perennial Vastness. That Zachary Atwood had defied all expectations and retained his impossible duality even in Hegemony. Tavza couldn’t bring herself to believe in that false hope. She just needed to look inward at the monstrous power of the upper bloodlines to know the truth.

There was no fusing Life with their heritage.

“He’s on the global ladder!” Laz said.

“We knew that would happen,” Tavza said. “Kerokas should have roughly 135,000 merit right now, which placed him at the third spot. 125,000 should put Zachary Atwood in the top 5, or at least the top 10.”

“No, he’s on the ladder,” Laz said with a shaky voice. “Arcaz Umbri’zi. Right next to Zachary Atwood.”

“What!” Tavza blurted. “How is that possible?”

“I—” Laz said, his words catching in his throat as their heads turned in the same direction, toward one of the four long-distance hubs of the capital.

Tavza took a shuddering breath; the confusion swept away. She suddenly felt whole, even if she hadn’t known something was missing. Laz Tem’Zul didn’t seem to sense the same thing, yet he was still visibly moved upon sensing the aura. From the depths of despair, salvation had emerged.

The Bloodline of Eoz had finally come home.
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A welcoming wave of Death filled every pore of Zac’s body, and he took a deep breath of contentment. Only now did Zac realize he had actually never really felt the Dao of Death in this calm and natural state. Twilight Harbor and its trial Realm, Earth, and Ensolus all had Life mixed in with Death. Even the Death-attuned world disks in Twilight Harbor or the Deathly region in the Orom World were like pockets of sanctuary assaulted from every direction.

That wasn’t the case here. It was as though the laws of the universe had been inverted, where Death was the natural order. There wasn’t a hint of conflict or instability in the air. The Miasma was tranquil as it permeated everything. Zac felt like he’d come home, though his companion didn’t seem to share the sentiment.

“Heugh—”

Zac smiled as he took out a couple of Divine Talismans and put them on the little Sky Gnome who appeared on the teleporter next to him. They formed a protective bubble, rebuffing the surrounding Death, and Zac placed a Divine Crystal in Calrin’s hand to bolster the effect. Normally, the Sky Gnome could care for himself, the shock had merely paralyzed him.

“Wha—Liar! Where have you taken me?” Calrin wheezed when he finally came to.

“Welcome to Kavista,” Zac said as he moved the merchant away from the teleporter.

Calrin looked like he was about to have an aneurysm, and Zac couldn’t blame him. Zac had to admit it was a low blow bringing the merchant to the Kavriel Province. Calrin was simply the best suited for the job. First, he enjoyed some special protections through the Mercantile System, though his status had become muddied since Zac became the majority shareholder of the Thayer Consortia.

Also, the Sky Gnome had, by far, the best understanding of the Atwood Empire’s coffers and Zecia’s market. Calrin knew what Port Atwood needed and what everything should cost. The only alternative was Vikram, and Zac wasn’t sure he’d be able to withstand the environment. He also wasn’t nearly as shameless.

So he’d visited Calrin on his way back from the Eighth Battlefield, saying that a huge opportunity had presented itself. Only at the last second had he swapped out his living body with his Draugr one, and the two had been teleported away before Calrin had the chance to realize he’d been misled.

“I never lied. I did take you to a C-grade continent to see if you could secure some resources and sell some of our stockpiles.” Zac coughed, quietly adding when he sensed four people closing in, “Hold that thought.”

Zac turned to the Revenant guards, all of them Hegemons, who appeared unsure how to act. One of the arrivals was a Dreamer, someone who absolutely shouldn’t appear in Kavista, of all places. Normally, they’d just kill or capture him, if not for his companion, who was an esteemed Pureblood Draugr radiating an aura far surpassing theirs.

Ultimately, they opted to bow and wait for further instructions.

“I am Arcaz Umbri’Zi,” Zac said. “I am here to see Tavza An’Azol and Kator White Sky. I am expected.”

“U-Umbri’Zi?” the leader stuttered before bowing again, this time even deeper.

“Lunacy… This is lunacy,” Calrin cried to the side.

“Don’t be like that,” Zac said. “See this as the opportunity it is. The Kavriel Province is moving away from its isolationist policy with this war, yet they still lack real connections with the upper factions. Meanwhile, I hear the Mercantile System has mostly been sealed off like everything else, cutting the Kavriel Province off from the empire heartlands.

“Our goal has always been to turn the Atwood Empire into a major trading hub and the link between the Living and Dead of Zecia. This is our chance to take the first step in that direction while getting our hands on things we desperately need. Just imagine the profits if our consortia can pull this off. Even the earnings from my Cosmic Vessels will pale in comparison.”

“That’s… Huh,” Calrin said, his saucer-wide eyes gaining a calculative and greedy gleam. “Maybe⁠—”

The Sky Gnome got no chance to finish his thoughts before a series of immense auras descended, drowning the whole region. Zac scoffed upon noting the Teleportation Array had dimmed. He moved closer to Calrin, who was suddenly wrapped in dozens of protective spheres. They stepped out of the small chamber, finding themselves in a secluded square surrounded by towering black walls.

Zac had hoped to get a glimpse of what the capital of a C-grade continent looked like. The sprawling city that no doubt surrounded him was completely cut off by the fortifications. They reached over one hundred meters in the air, and huge turquoise sigils hung above. The sigils only held the seal of the Kavriel Clan, yet glancing at the glowing runes filled Zac with alarm. While they looked ornamental, the things clearly contained deadly force.

Above the walls was open sky. The Kavriel Province was covered in the same aquamarine sky that Earth almost had ended up with, though it was much deeper. No vessels were flying about, which made sense considering this was likely a highly restricted area. There were, however, a few floating constructs, and they messed with Zac’s perspective.

Zac could tell at least one of them was a planet-sized War Fortress similar to the ones built in the Allbright Empire. Yet it was only the size of a small dot while still inside the atmosphere. The sky had to be hundreds of times higher here than back on Earth for something like that to be possible. Then again, what else could you expect from a proper continent whose size was so great Zac could barely compute it?

There was no more time to inspect the surroundings before a familiar figure stepped out of the air, prompting the guards to fall to their knees inside the teleportation room.

“Son of E—ahem, young man, welcome home,” Laz Tem’Zul said, his face rife with emotion. He almost looked at Zac like he were a long-lost son. “We have eagerly anticipated your return.”

Zac bowed at the Draugr guardian he met during his negotiations with Catheya. The puppet he used back then had conveyed the immense power of the Monarch—it was nothing compared to feeling it in person. His aura was refined to perfection yet perfectly contained. Zac could feel a sense of belonging in Laz’s abyssal eyes, something he hadn’t felt even when looking into Catheya’s.

It was as though Zac had been transported back to his bloodline visions where Eoz swam in the depths of the Abyssal Lake. Laz Tem’Zul might not be of the three upper branches, but his bloodline was undoubtedly incredibly pure. More than that, it had been awakened to a very high degree using the Abyssal Lake.

“Greetings, senior,” Zac said. “It feels good stepping onto actual Death-attuned soil. My friend here is having some problems adjusting, unfortunately. I’d appreciate it if you could assist with this matter.”

Laz glanced at Calrin with passing interest, and a protective sphere appeared around the merchant, cushioning him from the Monarch’s inherent domain and Kavista’s environment in general.

“Thank you, great lord,” Calrin sighed.

“For now, let’s—” Laz began, only for the Monarch to shake his head when two people stepped out of thin air.

The most attention-grabbing was the towering Izh’Rak Reaver in the front, whose aura was like a storm of blood and death compared to the sheathed blade that was Laz Tem’Zul. Zac could tell the Monarch had to be one of the upcoming elites of the White Sky Phalanx and possibly one of the three strongest beings currently in the Zecia Sector. It was Brigadier Toss, the Dao Guardian to the Reaver next to him.

When they left for the Perennial Vastness, there had only been four Izh’Rak Reavers in the Zecia Sector, though the Undead Empire was trying various methods to increase that number. Yet there was no mistaking the Reaver next to Brigadier Toss for anyone other than Kator White Sky, the Warchild of the White Sky Phalanx.

Izh’Rak Reavers were one of the most warlike species in the multiverse, evidenced by their whole society being organized through a military hierarchy. And it was clear this chosen hadn’t grown up inside some protective environment. The whole square dimmed as immense pressure weighed down on Zac’s shoulder. Zac noted it wasn’t a skill or a Dao, at least not in the conventional sense.

It was killing intent, refined and transformed into something resembling a mix of an Illusion and Restrictive Array. It was just like the techniques Commander Kaldor had used during their duel in the Orom World, though not quite as refined. And while Kator didn’t have the skill of the Divine Monarch, he wasn’t restricted by anything. Zac could feel how the madness of war tried to drag him into a delirious state, and it was lucky that Calrin was shielded from the onslaught.

The crushing pressure wasn’t being passively released by the Reaver. This was intentional. A test, and a challenge. Showing who’s boss right out the gate.

Zac wasn’t sure why the Reaver adopted such a strong stance. It wasn’t just the combative nature of the Reavers that made Kator act out. Catheya hadn’t been able to share much about the chosen. Zac managed to piece together a few things. He carried himself forthright and openly, while a ruthless warrior and commander hid behind that facade.

It was worth remembering that Kator was different from Tavza. She had been born into her role, carrying the bloodline of Azol. And while Kator was a direct descendant of one of the top generals of the White Sky Phalanx, he’d still fought with the elites of his generation for his current role. Nepotism was considered a weakness. Only individual power and contribution mattered in their society. And it was generally those with both brains and brawn who managed to fight their way to the top.

Unfortunately for Kator, he picked the wrong method to push Zac down a peg. His Void Self kept him ensconced in a world of nothingness, distanced from the madness around him. And while the pressure was enough to force the guards behind him to a prone position as they gasped for air, it wasn’t enough to make Zac bend. If anything, it triggered the bloodlines in his body, where the Adamance and Conviction of Eoz not only resisted, they rebuffed the pressure.

“Is that it?” Zac asked, his voice cutting through the madness as he released restraints on his brutal nature.

The ground shook as a torrent of murderous intent roiled out of his body like dense waves of bloody mist. It was nowhere near as controlled or refined as Kator’s. It was still boundless and unstoppable, like a storm rolling down a mountain slope. The crude display was fueled by decades of slaughter and living on the edge of life and death. The true edge, where you lacked any support system as you repeatedly put your life on the line. Where you never knew if you’d see tomorrow’s sunrise.

It was clear that Kator had ample experience in war and killing, even if his killing intent lacked that vicious ruthlessness Zac’s experiences had forced upon him. As such, the murderous waves of Zac’s domain ripped into the Intent Array, slowly consuming it.

“Not bad!” Kator laughed, exhilarated rather than embarrassed by the display. “I was starting to wonder if your kin lacked any true warriors. You might be worth dueling, after all.”

Zac was about to answer, when a sigh echoed through the square as Zac found his killing intent dispersed.

“Is this the best use of our time?”

The calm voice was followed by two more figures appearing on the square. The first was another Draugr who also had the aura of a tempered warrior. She felt vaguely familiar, even if they’d never met. She reminded him of Catheya, though their appearances were completely different. Zac had a decent idea who this was. Enis Umbri’Zi, the Monarch who had originally been tasked with bringing him into the fold before the Left Imperial Palace derailed everything.

“Mistress Umbri’Zi,” Zac said with another bow. “I’m sorry for that embarrassing display.”

“You had us worried for a while,” Enis commented with a neutral voice, though Zac noted her mouth curving slightly upward in satisfaction. “Little Catheya has told me so much about you it almost feels like we know each other. I pray she’s been helpful during your time off-world.”

“Yes, she’s been a huge asset. It was thanks to her I…” Zac began, his voice trailing off as he glanced at the other newcomer. “Pavina?”

The half-orc Revenant’s aura was completely different now that the Orom’s Prison seal no longer bound her, but she looked the same. Zac had long since learned how the Umbri’Zi Matriarch had freed the captive undead, he just hadn’t expected to see his old mentor here on the frontier.

Seeing how she’d placed herself behind Brigadier Toss, Zac had a decent idea of what was going on.

“Long time no see, kid.” The Revenant Monarch smiled. “You’re looking good. Your strength has increased by leaps and bounds since we last met.”

“Pavina joined our mission because of her fate with you,” the leading Reaver rumbled, his voice feeling like bones grinding against steel. “I apologize for Kator’s display. Judging by your aura, I suspect you fully understand the fundamental law of the universe. That strength is the greatest truth. That it is order and providence.”

“Of course,” Zac said, keeping his thoughts to himself.

“It is good that you are here. We have some matters to discuss,” Toss continued.

“That’s why I came over,” Zac said.

The air twisted as the Reaver pointed at Zac. Laz proved even faster. The Draugr appeared next to Zac, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“The meeting room is quite far. Let me escort you,” Laz said, and the surroundings distorted before Zac had a chance to respond.

The next moment, Zac found himself standing inside an opulent room. It didn’t look like a place where you’d hold a meeting, even if it could certainly house over a hundred people. He gazed upon a sprawling living room overlooking a private garden filled with D-grade flowers. In front of him was a simple table with two chairs, one of which was occupied by a young Draugr woman.

Tavza An’Azol.

Zac wasn’t too surprised he’d been taken to Tavza before the meeting, and he curiously looked at the leader of the Draugr delegation. As expected, she was a stunning beauty, her features elevated by extreme affinity to the Dao. She perfectly matched Catheya’s descriptions, though rather than cold, her face felt distant and unfeeling as she inspected Zac. If there had been a challenge in Kator’s demeanor, there was simply nothing to be gleaned from Tavza.

Even then, Zac felt more connected to the woman before him than he did Laz’Tem Zul. The echo of Azol, the originator of her branch, was there in her aura. The sense of familiarity momentarily dragged Zac back to the time when the children of the Abyssal Lake first stepped onto those ancient shores. Realities converged, and the line between Zac and Eoz blurred. He was looking into Tavza’s eyes, and at the same time looking up at that primordial sky, with Mez and Azol standing by his side. Imparting his mark on the great tapestry.

The feeling passed as quickly as it came, and it left Zac off-balance. Actually, it looked like he wasn’t the only one, as Tavza’s face had subtly shifted as she blinked a few times. The situation led to an awkward silence, forcing the Dao Guardian to come to the rescue.

“My apologies. I thought it proper the two of you met while the others convened.” Laz Tem’Zul smiled. “You handled yourself well. The Reavers wouldn’t have accepted you if you backed down.”

“My companion?” Zac asked, shaking his head to clear the lingering impression.

“I’ve instructed a follower to prepare a room and an isolation array where he can rest while we sort out some things,” the Monarch said.

Zac nodded in thanks, then turned back to Tavza. The woman’s unerring stare left Zac unsettled, and he soon found himself forced to break the silence.

“Well?”

“How is Catheya Sharva’Zi?” Tavza asked.

“She… She’s good. Won’t be returning for a while, though,” Zac said, surprised that was her first question.

Tavza nodded, giving no indication of what she thought of the news.

“I thought it unlikely you’d accept our invitation, especially so quickly,” Tavza said. “It seems quite out of character for you.”

“Things change,” Zac said. “Is the Abyssal Pond real? Or was it bait?”

“Both,” Tavza said. “A pond has been conjured and connected. Although, we didn’t expect to activate it so soon. It will take a week for it to fully awaken. I suggest you finish your transition before submerging yourself. We will provide the materials to expedite the process.”

“Thank you,” Zac said, looking on with confusion as Tavza turned her gaze to the private garden.

He didn’t know what to make of her demeanor. He’d spent the last couple of hours perfecting his excuses while Vilari and Joanna helped formulate a plan. He had teleported the moment the global ladder finished its daily reset, to use it as cover and set things in motion before the delegates from the Undead Empire could adapt to the revelations.

He’d expected to be hounded for answers, only for Tavza to barely seem to care. He honestly preferred Kator’s overbearing greeting to this inscrutable reception. There was some good news, at least. The Abyssal Pond was real, and he hadn’t been cut down or thrown into a cell. That didn’t matter much, with multiple Monarchs tracking his every move.

Whether he walked out of this in one piece would depend on the next hour.
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Tavza kept her face impassive, struggling to mask the waves in her heart. This meeting was an opportunity Laz Tem’Zul presented, a way to tie a first string of fate between herself and this walking calamity. She’d spent years trying to nudge him closer to their camp by hook or crook, even letting the Zi girl get targeted by the Reavers to shake things up and sow the first seeds of partnership.

Now was the time to harvest, yet her mind wasn’t on the present. She was trying to hold onto that blurry sky whose primordial Dao was just out of reach. The same was true from the lingering touch of the progenitor, crossing the vast river of time. If she could just get another chance, another glimpse… She might find some of the answers she sought.

She couldn’t understand what happened exactly. The scene had been brief and obfuscated, though she could tell it was just as the earliest annals described. There had been a few occasions where extraordinarily talented Draugr had triggered that Ancestral Descent, eternalizing their accomplishments by adding them to the Stargazing Tablets.

While her bloodline was the strongest of the past 100 generations, she was not one of those chosen. Yet looking into Arcaz’s eyes had given her a glimpse of her origin, like a scene observed through a dirty window. That on its own was shocking enough, it had also purified her bloodline to some degree. Tavza even she believed she could succeed in another partial awakening from it.

Tavza had never heard of anything like this, and the answer could only be found within the man before her. She had already considered him an avatar of Chaos, inadvertently creating unpredictable waves in the River of Fate. To think the effect was this direct, this brazen. What secrets did Arcaz Umbri’Zi hide for him to trigger her bloodline in a way not even the two ancestors had?

The incredible opportunity completely threw her off-balance, and she glanced at Laz for him to take charge while she sorted her thoughts.

“Not preparing the Abyssal Pond in time is a miscalculation on our part. We were happy to hear of your successful return and sent out our invitation before arranging things properly,” Laz said.

“You learned I had returned from the Perennial Vastness as a human and were afraid your scheme with the [Essence of the Abyss] had failed,” Arcaz said with a meaningful smile.

The accusation dragged Tavza back to the present, and she quickly sent a message through her mental link.

‘The essence was tampered with?’

‘That’s—’ Laz answered through the link, the tone saying everything Tavza needed to know.

“It was my order to tamper with the essence,” Tavza answered Arcaz, knowing another barrier had been added between them.

She didn’t know whether she should be angry or not. The Abyssal Council scheming behind her back had made her mission far harder, if not impossible. No wonder all her attempts at meeting in person were ignored, all her attempts at communication met with distrust. Then again, Tavza sincerely doubted she would have managed to convince this man to pick Death, especially after meeting him in person.

An unbendable stubbornness was engraved into his bones—ironically, a possible side-effect of his bloodline. Kator’s probe had been met by a powerful rejection, allowing the Reaver to make all sorts of deductions. Even now, faced with Monarchs in what he possibly considered hostile territory, Arcaz looked unwilling to back down even one step. Tavza briefly wondered if she would have been able to do the same.

“What is there to say?” she continued. “You know the value your bloodline holds to our race—you’ve used that fact to extort us for years. Too much is at stake to let the cards fall where they may. Thankfully, the bloodline of Eoz is alive and well.”

‘There’s no need for you to take the blame for this,’ Laz’s voice echoed in her mind.

‘I ultimately bear responsibility for this mission, including our failures. And it’s better he trains his ire toward me than the Abyssal Shores if we want him to join us when we return.’

“Being straightforward about it doesn’t make it better,” Arcaz snorted.

“We will provide a satisfying compensation for this… misstep,” Laz said. “I hope you can believe us when we say there was no malice behind our actions, even if we had a self-serving interest. We were certain it was one or the other, and your future prospects as the Bloodline Ancestor of Eoz would be immeasurably broader.”

“Now that you’ve become a true Draugr, our goal has been met. I’d venture our goals are more aligned than you might think going forward,” Tavza said.

“And if not, you’ll make sure to guide me down the correct path?” Zac asked, his voice rife with sarcasm.

“If that’s what’s required.”

“Tavza is direct, but she only has your best interests at heart,” Laz coughed before Arcaz could speak again. “In a way, you can even be considered siblings. The three upper branches were always the closest. I’m sure they’re looking forward to your return. On that note, I was hoping you could shed some light on the situation. You are one, right? A true Draugr?”

“I think this matter should be discussed with the others, no?” Arcaz smiled.

Rebellious to the end. Tavza didn’t care since she already had the answer. If Arcaz Umbri’Zi wasn’t Draugr, at least where it mattered, then no one was. Laz glanced in her direction to gauge her reaction. Although exhausting, the Heart had decreed that the young generation would lead this expedition. Perhaps foolish, but Princess Ur’Mez had already warned that fate was the most important part of her mission, which was currently in an incredibly fragile state.

Bending to outside interference or letting others direct your path could weaken your fate with the Fifth Pillar. The refreshing change compared to her orderly life back home was currently suffocating. How should she deal with this troublemaker? How was she supposed to tie a malignant star like this to her chariot?

‘His bloodline is real, more so than I thought possible—he must be protected. Have Sepravo follow him at all times.’

“You’re right. We’ve kept the others waiting,” Laz said. “We simply hoped to meet you before the others to confirm the veracity of your bloodline and give a warning now that we’ve confirmed it’s real.”

“A warning against what?”

“Any large empire has dangerous undercurrents, and the Undead Empire is no different. The upcoming trial has priority, but you must be careful, even among your allies. The appearance of Eoz’s bloodline has already spread in certain circles, and not everyone is happy with the changes that might usher in. Not even Draugr.”

“And the only ones I can trust are the two of you?” Arcaz commented.

“We are just reminding you to never let your guard down, even if your circumstances clearly have changed,” Tavza said. “In fact, some things might be better left unsaid. I have received four messages from Kator already. Let’s go.”

“Just one question,” Arcaz said. “If you had to pick between the mission and saving the bloodline of Eoz, which would you choose?”

Tavza looked at Arcaz a moment. “That is an impossible choice, and I will work hard to avoid being put in that position. Ultimately, you are responsible for your fate, and you cannot rely on anyone else to save you. Just as I don’t expect you to save me or my subordinates at the expense of the bigger picture.”

“Fair enough.”
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Zac relaxed, having crossed the first hurdle. He’d been worried his Draugr persona wouldn’t be seen as the real deal, which would drastically have lessened his value to the Abyssal Shores. Luckily, Tavza had clearly felt the same resonance as him, confirming his heritage.

Even then, she had said she couldn’t protect him if he got between the Undead Empire and the mission in the Left Imperial Palace, which was to be expected. At least it meant he should be somewhat safe inside Kavista. After all, this was Draugr territory, with the other factions only having a handful of representatives present.

Laz’Tem Zul transported them the next moment, and the four from before were already waiting when they arrived.

“I’m sorry,” Laz smiled as they appeared. “I got excited and forgot myself.”

“I’m sure,” Toss scoffed. “So? Is he real?”

“He’s Draugr,” Tavza calmly confirmed. “There is no doubt about it.”

“We’re all busy, so let’s not waste any time,” Toss said. “One moment, we get reports you chose Life, even after we were assured that was impossible. You being a Dreamer or undead doesn’t matter for the mission—that’s more of an issue for the Abyssal Shores. I’m more interested something else. The situation raises an important question. Before we can untangle the recent events, I need some assurances.

“You might look right and act right, but there’s something off about you,” the Reaver continued. “We still have no idea where you came from, and your means are far beyond what you’d see from some frontier cultivator who got lucky. Meanwhile, you adamantly refuse to join the Empire. Makes me wonder if you can’t rather than won’t, due to previous obligations. How can we know you’re not working for someone else?”

There it was, before they’d even touched upon his dual bodies. Zac had to admit they had good reason to be suspicious.

“The part about me avoiding your trap is easy enough to answer,” Zac said. “I became acquainted with Iz Tayn of the Tayn Family a while back. She used one of her family’s special methods to scan the gifts you provided. She found a brand capable of tampering with any Life in my body and helped me remove it.”

There was no point hiding his link to Iz from the Undead Empire. He was almost certain they already knew about it, considering Iz hadn’t exactly been circumspect in her visit to Zecia. Adding that to their appearance by the Orom, and it would be impossible not to make the connection.

“So, you’re really part of the Tayn Clan,” Toss commented, and Zac could feel the displeasure even if he had no expression to read.

“I didn’t say that,” Zac said. “We met inside the Tower of Eternity. I kind of pissed her off before running away, so she hunted me down to the frontier. Luckily, it helped me escape the Orom, and we’ve worked things out since then.”

“They really were there for you?” Pavina laughed. “Their rampage helped many of us to let go of the grievances we had held onto.”

“How absurd,” Enis sighed. “A small grudge between juniors led the Tayn to the fifth pillar by accident, while the Starbeast Alliance had to toil for eons.”

“You really are a troublemaker,” Kator guffawed, and even Tavza’s inexpressive mask had a hint of helplessness as she wordlessly looked at Zac. “I’ve read the reports. Why do things go out of control wherever you appear? Should we be worried?”

“Just coincidences,” Zac muttered, unable to bring much gusto to his voice. His track record wasn’t exactly stellar.

“Never mind that. Will the Tayn Clan become a hindrance?” Tavza asked.

“The opposite, really,” Zac said. “She has her own goals, so she won’t help me. She won’t make trouble for me or my friends either. Better to have a neutral party enter the Left Imperial Palace than a hostile one, right? She’s only interested in the main inheritance while we’re supposed to be looking for something else.”

Zac didn’t mention he was aware of the Hollow Court and the item they sought, at least not yet. You never knew when that knowledge could come in handy.

“We can’t do much about the Tayns,” Laz’Tem Zul agreed. “Trying to bar them from the inheritance will create more trouble than it’s worth, and targeting their princess would lead to a calamity for the Empire—it’s better just to stay out of their way.”

Zac inwardly sighed, unable to fully suppress the pang of jealousy in his heart. Iz was really living life on easy mode, with her family being so terrifying that even the Undead Empire didn’t dare target her. Meanwhile, he was forced to plan ten steps ahead every time he left Earth. To that point, he still wasn’t out of the woods as Toss wordlessly stared at him, clearly not satisfied with his answers thus far.

“I know what you’re looking for—I don’t have any answers to give you. I don’t know how I came to be,” Zac said. “I’m sure you’ve investigated my background already. I’m a native of Earth.”

“A human,” Toss commented.

“Truth be told, I died once during the Integration,” Zac said. “At least I thought I did. A few seconds later, I woke up in my Draugr form. It took months before I even understood what the term Draugr meant. I’ve been searching for answers to my situation since. My best guess is that I’m like many other natives of Earth—a descendant of that bloodline research base that had everyone in a tizzy.”

“The heretic base, which just so happened to blow up after you entered its depths,” Kator commented. “Destroying any chances of verifying your claims.”

“Yeah, well. It would blow up whether I got involved or not because of that spatial treasure.” Zac shrugged. “You could always look for similar bases if you want more answers. I’d be curious to see what you’d find as well. As for my means, that’s just what happens when you survive against all odds, and your advantages begin to snowball.”

He conjured a screen, and a few sharp intakes echoed across the room as they read its contents.
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“Fifty?” Pavina muttered in disbelief while Enis and Laz looked at him with burning eyes.

Zac smiled as he closed the screen. This was the best he could come up with. Pleading ignorance wouldn’t satisfy these Reavers, so he’d prepared a plausible excuse that was impossible to verify. His ghost butler’s previous master had already sent back word of the unusual amounts of varied bloodlines on Earth, and Zac was using that fact to cover up his own circumstances.

“You should worry about our real enemies rather than some imaginary hand in the shadows. Catheya and I were targeted by the First Heaven inside the Perennial Vastness,” Zac added, eager to change the subject. “They even sent a Supremacy into the Immemorial Realm to take me out.”

“What?”

“What happened?”

Zac ignored the suspicious looks and recounted the situation mostly truthfully, only leaving Kruta out of the equation.

“How could you possibly remember all this?” Laz’Tem Zul asked, and he was not the only one doubting Zac’s words.

“I was awarded some compensation from the Realm Spirit, Sendor, after he allowed Emperor Planur to enter the Perennial Vastness,” Zac said. “I retain all memories of people and events inside the Perennial Vastness, and nothing about the realm itself. I also had Lord Sendor arrange a special opportunity for Catheya, so she’ll return one year before the inheritance trial. I figured you wouldn’t take me at my word, so I brought you some things.”

Zac presented a series of reports, Information Crystals, and Cultivation Manuals taken from Valsa’s spatial ring and the various safe houses. He even presented one of his seal-finding treasures, though he kept the rest back on Earth. Zac felt a series of domineering souls scan the contents on the table, and the room was silent for over ten seconds.

“As expected, the harmony within the imperial coalition is cracking now that another pillar is up for grabs,” Kator said, his thoughts mirroring Kruta’s. “That’s pretty good. I’ve always wanted to lead a crusade against those haughty bastards. They’re too troublesome when sticking together.”

“It’s no surprise the imperials are getting mixed up in this—it would be weird if they didn’t. Even the undying Realm Spirit of the Perennial Vastness is trying to influence events from the shadows,” Toss grunted, turning to Zac. “I’ll accept your explanation for now. But I will keep a watch on you. I will strike you down if you give me a reason to think you’re working against the Empire’s interests. I don’t care how valuable your bloodline is to the Abyssal Shores.”

“And I’ll work hard to become a thorn in the side for you and the White Sky Phalanx if I find you people scheming against me,” Zac countered.

“You against the whole Phalanx?” Kator laughed, an unmistakable sharpness to his tone. “Such huge appetite from a barely ascended Hegemon. Then again, you need the backbone of a Reaver if you want to accomplish anything great in this world. I heard you fought my uncle to a standstill inside that big fish. Impressive, even if you cheated.”

“I cheated?” Zac swore, the memory of that duel igniting a wave of anger. “That shameless old thing cheated long before I bent the rules a bit.”

“Is that so?” Kator said. “That makes me even more interested in fighting you. I want to see if you have what it takes to threaten my home.”

“What’s the point?” Zac looked at Kator like he was a fool. “As you said, I just ascended. Besides, we both have better things to do.”

“What better way to get to know each other than through a simple spar?” Kator said. “I’ll restrict my level to yours.”

“See, your uncle said the same thing until he started losing.” Zac shrugged. “Not interested.”

“Ah, I remember a prize was on the line for that duel. Then how about I put up something good I found the other day?” Kator said. “If you win, I will provide you with a sealbearer.”

“What, you’ll lend me one of your men?” Zac said. “Why would I want that?”

“Oh, not one of mine,” Kator snickered. “It’s a Dreamer I brought back from my latest campaign. A Zecia native, at that. Maybe even someone you know.”
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“You’ve captured a Zecia sealbearer?” Zac asked with a frown.

Despite the Reaver merely taunting him, he was still worried. On paper, it should be almost impossible for him to know whoever Kator had captured. Things really weren’t that simple. For one, the circles were much smaller when looking at the elites at the top. Even if he didn’t personally know them, there was a decent chance he knew of them.

Secondly, he’d already seen how one acquaintance after another got their hands on seals, possibly piggybacking on his connection to Ultom or the Left Imperial Palace.

“I didn’t, the cultists did,” Kator said while scratching the bone plating on his chest. “The Kan’Tanu takes a lot of prisoners, and we often get missions to liberate them. A world I conquered had a prison full of captured elites waiting to be implanted with Heart Curses, and the sealbearer hid among them. I sent the others back home for a small fee, keeping the real prize for myself. Who knew it would come in handy so soon?”

“Who is it?”

“Does that mean you accept?”

Zac didn’t immediately say yes. “What if I lose?”

“Then you rein in your attitude and follow orders properly inside the Left Imperial Palace.”

The fact that Kator was so eager to spar with him, to the point he was even offering up a sealbearer, was suspicious. What the Reaver asked in return was essentially something Zac would have to do in either case, considering his contractual obligations. It felt like a trap, only he couldn’t figure out how.

Did he want to use the opportunity to strike at him? Zac doubted it. Even if the Reaver wanted to kill him, a spar in the middle of Kavista wasn’t the place. Multiple Draugr Monarchs were observing, and there was simply no way Kator could take him out before they intervened. And Kator was smart enough to realize that.

Or did Kator want to leave a shadow in his heart, utterly crushing him to the point Zac began to doubt his path? Unfortunately for him, Zac’s heart wasn’t so fragile he couldn’t take a loss by someone almost twice his age. Yet Zac hesitated, unsure whether the gamble was worth it. Then again, could he just leave someone here in Kator’s grasp?

“Even spars can lead to injury,” a calm voice interjected, and Zac looked over at Tavza. “The Abyssal Pond is opening in one week. He cannot be wounded for that opportunity.”

“Then let’s wait a month,” Kator said. “I want to spar with him when he’s in his best state anyhow.”

“Fine, I agree,” Zac grunted. “But you keep the sealbearer alive and in good condition until then.”

“Of course. I’ll ensure the Isolation Array keeps running for a month,” Kator grinned. “After that⁠—”

“No need to play those games,” Zac scoffed. “I said I’ll fight you, so I will. Now, can you tell me who it is?”

“Enough bickering,” Toss said. “We’ll keep the Dreamer alive. This is good; you should exchange pointers anyhow. Both of you have entered the Integration Stage, and fighting opponents with similar accomplishments in technique will help you push toward the next level. As for the sealbearer’s identity, it’s a Dreamer called Boje Zethaya. You should know him. For now, let’s get back on track.”

So it was that guy. Boje was the Zethaya Clan Alchemist he’d almost killed while visiting the Tower of Eternity decades ago. To think he’d also gotten his hands on a seal. Zac would have to win the duel in a month and free the man, just to give him a thrashing, if nothing else. It was after Ibtep visited Boje’s subordinates that his reputation took a drastic nosedive, and his nickname was born.

Boje was also incredibly valuable beyond his status as a sealbearer. It wasn’t a secret that Boje had become a disciple of their Matriarch over a decade ago. Even Zac, or rather Joanna in his name, had sent a letter of congratulations when the news became public. Saving Boje could help the Atwood Empire get their hands on Zethaya’s best wares, the stuff that the alchemists currently only provided the top factions as part of their wartime contribution.

“Agreed, let’s move on,” Laz Tem’Zul said. “The information you brought on the Seven Heavens will be useful. Knowing that the Tobrial Dynasty of the Seventh Heaven is in charge of the events will let us prepare some counters. You ought to be careful when striking deals with entities such as Sendor the Unbounded. You never know how it’ll affect the course of events. The Realm Spirit might have just been bored, but it likely had ulterior motives for assisting you.”

“I wasn’t really in a position to refuse, so I figured I might as well extract some benefits.” Zac shrugged.

“Greedy, just like in the Orom World. Be careful not to overstuff yourself.” Pavina smiled, then her brows furrowed. “Since no one else is asking, I will. One moment we thought you’d sacrificed your Draugr half, then two names appear on the Zecia Ladder. What’s going on? Are you okay?”

The time had come for the main course. Zac put the matter of Boje aside and gathered his thoughts by ensconcing himself in the Void within. The next couple of minutes would decide whether his gambit was successful or not, and there couldn’t be any mistakes.

“I guess I overestimated myself, thinking I would be the first to succeed where all others had failed,” Zac began, trying to look like someone embarrassed that was trying to hide it. “Simply put, things went wrong during the Core Formation almost immediately, and I was forced to split my soul.

“You should already know from the Twilight Ocean I’ve absorbed the two forms of Remnants. They were a big reason I chose to cultivate Pure Life and Death rather than stepping onto the Heavenly Path. Ultimately, it didn’t work out. I was forced to use Creation to form a second body and then Oblivion to sever the two.”

“You’re saying your state is the result of a controlled deviation?” Tavza asked.

“I’m not sure if you can call it that,” Zac said. “It isn’t my path that’s broken or imperfect, but the Dao. The result is mostly the same, though.”

Zac spent the next half-hour going over his situation and answering questions, mixing truths and falsehoods to paint the picture he wanted to show to the outside world.

“Forming a new body with Creation and transplanting the Essence of Draug,” Toss muttered, turning to the other Monarchs. “Is something like this possible?”

“That’s—” Laz hesitated while Enis looked similarly troubled.

“I stand by my earlier statement,” Tavza said. “He is Eoz.”

“We will have to run some tests to make sure nothing is wrong with you,” Toss said, getting approving nods from the other Monarchs. “If what you say is true, it’s a miracle just being alive. Odds are you have lingering problems, problems that should be remedied sooner rather than later. You are still in a formative state after your breakthrough. Waiting too long will leave you with a cracked foundation.”

“That’s not a problem,” Zac agreed, having expected them to put forth such a demand.

They obviously wanted to use the examination to dig for his secrets. And so what? Even Sendor had been forced to provide benefits to get to the bottom of things, so how could a couple of Monarchs trapped on the frontier figure out the truth? Between conventional wisdom and the simple fact that even the System considered him two people, his lie was almost waterproof.

“This is good and all, but you still haven’t shed light on the most critical issue,” Kator said. “You’re saying this body was created inside the Perennial Vastness. Are you, the Draugr you, even a sealbearer any longer?”

“That’s where things get tricky,” Zac said as he shared all three of his quests related to Ultom and the Left Imperial Palace to prove he still had access to the inheritance.

“Flamebearer…” Tavza mused, and Zac could feel a palpable desire from Kator on the other side of the table.

“The thing is, both I and my alter ego received this quest,” Zac said. “I don’t know who’s the real sealbearer. Maybe whoever gets the final piece? Maybe we can choose which of us should enter? I guess I’ll know more when I start progressing the quest.”

“Maybe we should just cut you open and see if there’s a seal inside,” Kator commented.

“You could try,” Zac said, not fazed in the slightest by the undisguised threat. “If you think one of your subordinates would be a better Flamebearer candidate than me. I should mention, if I don’t send back the right message at regular intervals, my other half will know you’ve broken your side of the agreement.

“Then we’ll see how things will play out inside the Left Imperial Palace, especially after Zac joins up with the Tayns or some other faction. No point for him to hold onto Death when you’ve severed the link, right? And I guess you’ll just have to pray that the Court Cycle Token isn’t necessary for your mission.”

“No one is killing anyone,” Laz Tem’Zul said. “The Empire honors its agreements.”

“Kator’s crude jokes aside, you should understand we have no reason to target you,” Pavina said, giving the young Reaver an annoyed look. “You might not know this, seals taken from others generally don’t award a quest. Meanwhile, you have three, more than we’ve seen on anyone else. Considering how you were the first to get a seal, we have all the reason to believe you’ll be a key player in the upcoming mission.”

“How do you know that?” Zac said with surprise.

“The whole Multiverse knew,” Toss scoffed. “You picking up the first seal was like throwing a mountain into a calm lake. Everyone tuned into these matters felt the ripples on the River of Fate. And while you have extraordinary protections against investigative measures, they’re not foolproof. Our Divine Strategists and the Abyssal Eye of the Mez Family all found clues to your identity.”

Zac kept his face impassive, while internally he was alarmed. This was the first time he’d heard of such a thing. It was one thing to be one among many sealbearers, slipping back into obscurity after the inheritance while the Undead Empire took the heat of any potential fallout. But it was another thing altogether if the ancient factions knew it was he who kicked everything off.

“Your identity should be mostly safe,” Tavza said. “The divinations only returned diffused hints of Chaos, Death, and the Buddhist Sangha. We could connect those impressions with you because of the information compiled from Twilight Harbor and your encounter with the Voidcatcher. Only the Sangha has a similar understanding. The Starbeast Alliance shouldn’t be aware of your real identity.”

That was a relief, though only a small one.

“While on the subject, can you explain your connection to the monks?” Enis asked. “I find it highly troubling that you’re so entangled with them. Of all the factions in the Multiverse, they’re one of the most troublesome to get mixed up with. Even the Absolute Seal came out on the losing end when she invaded the Sea of Tranquility. And I hear she’s been plagued by misfortune since, barely holding onto her title.”

Zac was still reeling over his identity as the first sealbearer being exposed. He had to gather his thoughts in order to share what he knew. This time, he saw no reason to hide any details. One of the reasons he’d joined up with the Undead Empire was to gain some protection against the Sangha. Zac shared everything from Mount Everlasting Peace until what happened with the [Boundless Vajra Sublimation].

“That little bastard,” Pavina swore. “I’ll deal with him if I ever see him again.”

“You’ve done well. Still, you should have told us about this part earlier. We have some methods to weaken their hold on you,” Toss added. “Few are as versed in dealing with the Sangha as us.”

“The trap in the Body Tempering Manual. You realized the danger from one of the seals you picked up inside the Void Star?” Tavza interjected, and Zac nodded after giving it some thought.

“Fate…” Tavza sighed, putting two and two together.

The Draugr Scion was right on the money. If not for the situation with the [Boundless Vajra Sublimation], he might not have thought to ask Iz to investigate the [Essence of the Abyss]. Even if suspicious, he would probably have succumbed to the drive to get stronger and drank it before Iz showed up. Certainly, his odd bloodline and the Technocrat Core may have protected him from the trap, but he’d have to be a fool to underestimate the means and methods of any ancient faction.

“It sounds like a classic move by those baldies,” Pavina sighed. “They likely knew you’d come to us after observing you inside the Orom. This way, you’d either become an unfeeling arhat or develop a distrust for us. Those people are something else, causing trouble from the other side of the Multiverse.”

Zac wryly smiled. He sometimes wondered the same thing, whether Three Virtues really meant to harm him or not.

“The content of your quest, is that why you’ve brought a Dreamer merchant to the empire?” Tavza asked, getting the discussion back on track.

“Exactly,” Zac said. “You guys have helped me a lot over the years, and even now I need to be shameless and ask for more assistance. My faction is ultimately young and lacking foundations. We don’t have the resources to fight this kind of large-scale war.”

“That’s not what our reports indicate,” Toss snorted.

Even Pavina, who had only spoken in his favor during the meeting, raised a brow at the shameless display.

“You’re simply filthy rich for your grade, even before you started selling those Cosmic Vessels,” the Reaver continued. “You shouldn’t have any problem completing the Campaign Quest by throwing some money around. You might even be able to finish a solo campaign on an Early D-grade world, judging by your aura.”

“This is only the first quest in the line,” Zac countered. “None of us know how many hoops the System will throw at me before giving me the final piece. The quicker I can finish this one, the better, right? Especially considering I only need some siege⁠—”

“We’ll assist you, but we need to be careful,” Laz Tem’Zul interjected. “There is a reason us old things are standing on the sidelines. The war is connected to the inheritance and the System is observing our every move. We’re afraid helping too much would count as cheating, negatively affecting you in the trial, or making subsequent quests far more difficult. Tavza and Kator only have slightly better resources allocated compared to our other battlefronts for the same reason.”

“You’ve given us a lot to unpack,” Toss said. “Someone will take you to get checked while we discuss. Frankly, we need answers from the Liches before we can formulate a plan.”

“I’m sure you’re curious about life here in the empire,” Laz Tem’Zul added. “Why not familiarize yourself with your new home and stabilize your state before dealing with these matters?”

“There’ll be time for sightseeing later,” Zac said, putting the next part of his plan in motion back on Earth. “Right now, I need to focus on getting stronger. And let me be clear, though I may have been split in half, I am still the same person. My home is the Atwood Empire. I do not wish to change anything in my previous agreements just because I’m now more of a normal Draugr.”

“Then we’ll have someone lead you to a suitable cultivation chamber afterward,” Laz said, opting not to press the issue.

“Thank you.” Zac nodded. “I look forward to working with you all.”

He walked toward the exit, and the door opened on its own, revealing a beautiful young Draugr woman. Her eyes practically sparkled as she looked up at Zac, and she curtsied in a way that showcased an astounding amount of cleavage.

“Lord Umbri’Zi, I am Kasina Kavriel. I’ve been tasked with guiding you and fulfilling any of your other requirements during your stay,” she said, her inflection leaving no doubt about how far she was willing to take her hospitality. “If you please.”

“Then I’ll rely on you,” Zac coughed as they left the meeting room.

He tried to keep up some polite conversation with the girl as she led him toward the ward, yet his thoughts remained elsewhere. Just like the Monarchs no doubt was analyzing everything he’d said, so was he going over the meeting. As far as he could tell, everything had gone according to plan, except for Kator making the situation murkier than it needed to be.

Although the Monarchs had stopped short of promising anything tangible, things were moving in the right direction. Passing the check-up was the final step before he could begin harvesting, and he’d prepared a few tricks to stack the deck in his favor. His human body had already appeared on Pangea, stepping into another War Camp without hiding his tracks.

Zac wasn’t planning on conquering a second world in one day. This would be a short visit where he killed multiple birds with one stone.
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Zac sighed as the gates closed, his exhalation creating swirls in the medicinal mists around him. The ambient energy of the cultivation chamber, which was inside the trunk of an enormous tree, was even greater than the caves he’d used in the Orom World’s Blackink Mountain. While the energy density had almost been lethal back then, it was a welcome luxury to his D-grade body.

The quantities were amazing, and there was a quality to match. Zac had felt there was something different about the energy since arriving in Kavista. It felt more complete than almost any place he’d visited before, likely one of the benefits of C-grade continents. Something like that wouldn’t create miracles, but it should make progress through the ranks smoother, and those born in these environments would have greater chances of being blessed with high affinities.

That gift that had been amplified inside the sacred tree through a comprehensive set of arrays, and the dense mists of Medicinal smoke further improved the environment. It was like healing rain falling on the parched desert that was his soul, and even his other body benefitted from it as he sat in his cave back on Earth.

Zac’s body was already greedily absorbing what the cultivation chamber generously provided, and he even felt some of it entering his Cosmic Core to help push him toward the next level. All his Hidden Nodes were blissfully quiet, indicating there should be no poisons or other dangers hidden inside the medicinal fumes.

The environment left nothing to be desired, and Zac was even more appreciative of the silence. Only the soft, calming crackle of three burning braziers and accompanying incense was a welcome change after six hours of tests and constant questions from both the Kavriel Clan’s Healers and experts brought from the Undead Empire.

They had worked hard to ensure he was okay, searching high and low for any damage. Unsurprisingly, they hadn’t found much. He’d endured all kinds of punishment inside the Perennial Vastness. The marks from those experiences were just mostly on his other body. Even the more troubling wounds left by Chaos and Tribulation Lightning had been transplanted along with his Draugr foundation.

Four months had passed since forming the Glimpse of Chaos, and his rapid natural recovery had already dealt with the fallout. The Tribulation Lightning was more recent, and the unfettered assault had caused far more damage than the Chaos Motes. Most of the medicine currently entering his pores was a custom mix meant to deal with the small cracks left by the Heavenly Wrath. The compound was even a custom mix based on his constitution, a luxury only those with private alchemists and doctors could enjoy.

Naturally, looking for damage to his foundations was not the true purpose of the check-up. Their check-up was mostly an excuse to excavate his secrets, and the experience allowed him to confirm a few things. His Specialty Cores had the same feature as his old Concealment Array, which led to people not finding anything out of the norm.

They didn’t seem to realize he had a Specialty Core at all, instead seeing a Cosmic Core based on his Inexorable Path. Sendor had been able to discern the truth, though it looked like two separate cores to him. His Kayar-Elu Core did most of the heavy lifting, and the doctors peppered him with such a number of questions that he’d barely managed to keep his facts straight.

Emerging from the Healing Ward was like leaving the courthouse after having been cross-examined for days, narrowly avoiding a death sentence. Even then, it was an even greater relief to finally get rid of the Kavriel girl. She’d only gotten more aggressive as time passed until she finally shed all pretenses. Having to physically ward off half-naked beauties wasn’t part of the scenarios he, Vilari, and Joanna had drawn up before visiting.

Though, come to think of it, it was something Catheya often warned him of.

Zac hadn’t been called back to the meeting room after everything was said and done, which Zac felt was a positive sign. Maybe his performance back on Earth might have helped sell his claims. Forcibly activating [Arcadia’s Judgment] just five hours after the battle with the Eighth Army had damaged his human pathways. It was simply the most effective way to show that the Zac back on Earth was real rather than a weak clone. Seeing how quickly they’d gotten word of his return the first time, they’d likely managed to enlist quite a few spies among the natives of Earth.

As planned, his outing to Pangea had been short, and eye-catching. He’d sacrificed a bit more Faction Merit to step onto the 11th battlefront controlled by Rhuger, who currently held the 19th placement on the local ladder. It was one of the most integrated armies, with representatives from all races. Zac figured that was the easiest way to ensure word reached Kavista one way or another.

While there, he’d adopted the same crude yet effective tactics as during his first battle. He shot out from the fortifications like a meteor, crashing into the much-smaller Kan’Tanu Army. Less than two minutes later, he’d returned to the wall walk, having taken out the leader of the enemy army and at least fifty bodyguards in one fell swoop.

Now that everything was dealt with, Zac sat down on the central array within the cultivation chamber. A mysterious sensation filled him, like he’d been connected with the tree itself. Its roots were his roots, continuously drawing pure Miasma from the depths of the world. Its branches were his branches, transmitting the voice of the cosmos to his ear, showering him in the Dao.

Zac spent the next hour resting his mind and absorbing the rejuvenating mist while his human body repaired the cracked pathways around [Arcadia’s Judgment]. After that, Zac went to work, both bodies working in tandem as they made their way through one section of his body after another. Zac was tireless thanks to enjoying the benefits of two high-quality environments, and his speed only increased as he formed an instinctual understanding of how his Classes were codified into fractals and runes.

He did nothing but upgrade pathways over the next two days, and the combination of his comprehension and supremely durable body let him reforge more than half his pathways—something that’d take normal mortals with Rare classes months, sometimes years, if their constitutions were on the weaker side.

No one disturbed his Draugr body during this time, while messages were constantly delivered to his Cultivation Cave back on Earth. Emily had succeeded in her conquest and would return the next day for the monthly War Council. Zac looked forward to seeing her again, along with many of his old friends who had supported the empire in his absence. It also meant he needed to get a move on. He wanted answers from the Undead Empire before convening.

He still had some time, though, and leaving now felt like a waste. Zac had spent the past days gaining a much-better understanding of his Classes, and there was no telling if he’d have a moment of tranquility like this next time. He wanted to capitalize on his mental state being this good, which meant it was high time to upgrade [Deathmark].

He didn’t immediately walk over to the high-quality Skill Upgrade array installed next to where he was sitting. Instead, he cleared his thoughts and ate a Natural Treasure that helped elevate his mental state. It was in the same vein as the bulbous treasure he’d used to create [Pillar of Desolation], though nowhere near the same quality.

Zac didn’t need the treasure for inspiration. He already knew the general direction he wanted to take and how such a fractal should look. However, this was the first D-grade skill he’d create, and he wanted it to be perfectly in tune with his Inexorable Path. Inexorability was control over fate, the relentless advance that overcame any resistance. Resisting inexorability was not a victory—it was a stay of execution.

In that vein, the corrosive domain was very much in line with his path, putting his opponents under constant pressure until they could no longer resist. The problem was the wraiths, the half representing the Dao of Conflict. Their ability to constantly reform after being destroyed was in the right direction, though Zac had long felt they missed something.

Too many of his stronger opponents had been able to simply shrug off their advance like they were nothing but annoying flies, just common soldiers trying to take down an Eonic Seed. Zac had ample first-hand experience of the fate awaiting the poor soldiers tasked with such a mission. For those men, he was essentially the grim reaper.

Similarly, his wraiths failed to leave a single mark on Zac’s most troublesome enemies. Certainly, they’d managed to kill several powerful adversaries over the years, mostly due to Zac having forced an opening with his technique and other skills. That wasn’t a testament to [Deathmark]’s power—any skill would have been able to finish the job at that point.

The problem was the reset.

Every time a wraith was destroyed, the skill was pushed back to square one. Only if they managed to land a hit would they leave the lasting mark that gave the skill its name. This didn’t mesh with Zac’s vision of his path, one that constantly advanced and suffocated the enemy with intractable power. He had to increase the Dao of Conflict to balance the skill, and didn’t want to just make the wraiths stronger.

Rather, he wanted to emulate the winds of war, where the pressure mounted until something gave way. Doing so would impose a time limit on the ability, a drawback Zac was fine with. A few minutes of downtime between uses, like [Rapturous Divide], was acceptable if it improved the usefulness against more powerful enemies while retaining its large-scale impact on weaker enemies.

The synthetic epiphany helped Zac iron out a few small details he’d intentionally left open until he finished the surrounding pathways over the next few hours. When everything was finished, he stepped onto the platform holding the Skill Upgrade Array.

The setup looked very different from the [Fractal Framework Array] he’d used in the E-grade. A large bowl holding inky-black water was placed atop the platform. It was almost as wide as a manhole cover, and its waters rippled mysteriously despite no wind. Just looking at the small waves filled Zac with impressions of the Daos of Death and Conflict.

Zac wasn’t sure how it was powered. It was clear the Kavriel Clan had infused the platform with Daos similar to his own. Neither Dao was a perfect match to the concepts that made up his Branches of the Pale Seal and War Axe. Still, it was very impressive for a borrowed environment. There were two interlocked magical circles, one surrounding the bowl and the other where Zac sat down.

A small burst of information entered Zac’s mind as he infused some Mental Energy into the array beneath him, and he understood how the array worked. While it appeared different from his arrays, it remained functionally the same. Zac began the process by infusing his Daos into the array, and the ripples in the water subtly changed as Zac branded it with his path.

The process took an hour and cost a surprising amount of Mental Energy. A purely martial cultivator would already have been mentally exhausted, where the expenditure was negligible for Zac. When done, the array began drawing large amounts of Miasma, forming a natural circuit that passed through the two circles before returning it to his body.

The upside of this setup quickly became apparent. It was almost like the inky water had become a part of him, and the Skill Fractal for [Deathmark] barely rippled when it entered the bowl. The waters kept the fractal stable as it entered its malleable state, and Zac could tell the fixed array would give him twice as much time as the portable arrays he used in the Twilight Ocean.

That didn’t mean he would waste any time, so he began his work on the patterns. The waters rippled and churned while Zac refined one section after another, sending back incredibly detailed feedback. Every movement on the water’s surface resulted from the Skill Fractal within, and the connection with his Dao let him perfectly understand what they meant with greater precision than the warning signals that were commonly seen.

Still, the waters were generally quite calm as the hours passed, only predictably crashing against the bowl’s edge when Zac performed the necessary realignments to balance Conflict and Death. Sixteen hours later, a shimmering rune pulsating with his Inexorable Path rose from the waters and entered his body. Zac observed the intricate fractal as he fused it with his pathways, almost feeling robbed of his accomplishment.

He shouldn’t complain that the upgrade had progressed without a hitch. Such an easy process almost made him feel like he’d taken a shortcut or aimed too low. No, things had simply followed the script for once. Between the environment, his Daos, and his theoretical foundations, there really shouldn’t be any issues when upgrading his basic skills.

This might be a step that eluded many Wandering Cultivators on the frontier. Ultimately, Zac was more similar to heartland elites already. Still, he’d carried the nagging feeling that some crisis would strike at a critical juncture, just like when he upgraded his core. He laughed quietly as he shook his head, briefly wondering if all his struggles and setbacks made him addicted to suffering.

Curiosity soon won over his suspicions, and he excitedly opened the Skill Panel.

[D] Deathmark - Proficiency: Early. Join your foes in an Inexorable dance of Death. Upgradeable.

The flavor text, like the Skill Fractal itself, was mostly the same. The few adjustments he’d made hadn’t changed the fundamental nature of the skill. The simplest change was to leverage his Cosmic Core to increase the skill’s reach by almost ten times. Since he’d chosen to make it a time-limited skill, he wanted it to consume a huge region before he activated it again in another section of the enemy lines.

It was that first burst of corrosion that would have the greatest effect in either case. After that point, the enemy would adapt and stay clear of the zone of death. He’d already seen a similar response after he activated the [Setting Sun Talisman] in the middle of the Kan’Tanu army. Zac didn’t consider the limited usage much of a downside.

Bolstering Conflict and making adjustments had undoubtedly reduced the strength of the corrosive domain compared to leaving the balance as is. Zac believed that was a worthy trade-off. The domain itself wouldn’t be as lethal, though should still be deadly to E-grade cultivators when powered by his Daos. And the reimagined wraiths should be better at dealing with the stronger enemies caught in his domain.

Zac was drained, even with everything going according to plan, just not to the point he had to rest. He needed to enquire about the situation outside, so his human body resumed upgrading pathways while his Draugr self left the cultivation chamber back in Kavista.

The exit led to a luxurious living room built atop a branch, where Zac found a graceful silhouette waiting. Thankfully, it was Tavza rather than Kasina Kavriel having returned for another round. A slight frown appeared on his face when he saw a projection of his newly formed Skill Fractal float atop the table before her. His brows smoothed out as he walked over.

Going in, he’d already figured his every move would be monitored even if his plan worked.

“I didn’t expect you to be so free to spy on me forming a skill,” Zac commented. “I bet Kator is already out there racking up merit.”

“Constantly staying on the battlefronts is an inefficient use of time,” Tavza calmly said as Zac sat down. “90% of a battlefront’s merit can be seized in a very short timeframe. The battle you joined on your return is a good example of that. The rest of my time is better spent focusing on more important matters than micromanaging my army. My generals will inform me when a window of opportunity appears.”

Zac hadn’t anticipated Tavza providing such a detailed answer to his jab. Still, her words weren’t without merit. It would be one thing if he’d been able to teleport to one lucrative battlefront after another, though doing so would drain the Atwood Empire of its Faction Merit. He would either have to accelerate his own campaigns through burning money and sacrificing manpower, or he’d have to accept there would be downtimes where his presence didn’t add much.

If anything, his roving the battlefront could lead to the enemy turtling up and increasing their defensive measures. During those periods, he might be better off hunting Beast Kings or focusing on his cultivation.

“Your control is lacking, but you more than make up for it with an uncanny instinct when it comes to the Heavenly Patterns. Your theoretical foundations are exceptionally stable for someone with your background. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought you hid a fourth Dao Branch from the Peak of the Grand Tapestry,” Tavza commented. “This, together with your apparent inability to explain your origin, has filled certain people with misgivings.”

“Are those misgivings enough to attempt snatching my seal or trap me here?” Zac asked.

“No. It would appear that targeting you is much more likely to harm our plans than assist them. Then again, you knew that already, which is why you dared accept our invitation.”

A smile spread across Zac’s face. The harvest was in, and it was time to inspect the crop.
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Zac nodded at Tavza to continue, the promise of treasure making his heart beat faster. Not even upgrading his skill could compare to the prospect of getting access to the Undead Empire’s stockpiles.

“I’ve been instructed to ask you about the incongruity between the talent you showcased when forming your skill and what we found during the inspection before we go into detail,” Tavza said. “If we don’t get to the bottom of things, we must first reconvene.”

Zac rolled his eyes, knowing the Monarchs were likely spying on the conversation. He couldn’t blame them for their demand. He was the same, grabbing for benefits every opening he saw. And them confirming he really was a Draugr mortal had created massive waves, where the Draugr doctors looked at him like he was an alien. Zac thought it over, then nodded.

He’d have to give up a smaller secret to protect a bigger one.

“I guess I can tell you. It’s unrelated to the Peak of the Grand Tapestry,” Zac said.

The Peak of the Grand Tapestry, or the Artisanal Peak as many called it, was the peak that held most of the Daos which craftsmen used. Smiths, Alchemists, Formation Masters, and inscribers generally walked this path, though most used Mixed-meaning Daos. For example, a blacksmith would likely fuse the Daos of Fire and Smithing to focus on Fire-attuned tools.

You could obviously do without it, just as Zac could swing his weapons without his Branch of the War Axe. That would merely make things a lot harder for him. He was lucky, in a sense, that [Cosmic Forge] was a technique invented before the Heavens reformed. Otherwise, he would have been unlikely to be able to reach the upper layers of the method unless he got an Artisinal Dao.

The Peak of the Grand Tapestry wasn’t solely something for craftsmen, though. It governed the concepts of patterns, which could have various applications. Most notably, it was the secondary Dao of the Apostate of Order and part of his addition to the System. Order brought rules and predictability, setting up the various laws governing everything from System-enforced contracts to the Unifying Era’s cultivation system.

Meanwhile, the Grand Tapestry played an important role in turning the Apostate’s codified vision into something usable by even low-grade cultivators. It would be an incredibly helpful tool when creating skills, as its shadow could be found in every Skill Fractal. There were even cultivators who solely focused on inventing or improving skills for Dao Repositories, using the Peak of the Grand Tapestry as a basis. Of course, that had nothing to do with his current accomplishments.

“It’s related to the upcoming mission.”

“The inspiration awarded by the seals is marvelous. They’re just not enough to gain such a comprehensive understanding as what you’ve displayed,” Tavza said.

“Not the seals, no,” Zac said. “That’s not the only thing I’ve found related to the inheritance. You should know that the Left Imperial Palace is just a shell surrounding the real prize.”

“Ultom Courts,” Tavza nodded. “The sole heritage of the Lost Era.”

“I got my hands on something else from that place,” Zac said, taking out a small vial.

Tavza frowned as she picked up the glass container. She took out the stopper, and her impassive expression cracked when a gust of madness escaped from the lid.

“What’s this?” Tavza gasped as she closed the vial.

“Iz Tayn called it Dead Dao.” Zac shrugged. “The waters hold a weakened version of the truths from that place, and I found a whole lake of this stuff inside the Void Star and used it to shore up my foundations.”

The lake water was mostly gone, and the small samples he had left weren’t enough to provide any insights. He’d kept them around in case they became useful down the road. For example, he’d considered whether he could use them as an ingredient in a compass for the Left Imperial Palace. Something that could harmonize with the aura of Ultom and lead him to similar treasures.

“This is quite literally drinking from a tainted well,” she said.

“As luck would have it, the Bloodline of Eoz is surprisingly effective at dealing with that stuff so long as I don’t overindulge. Others couldn’t make use of the insights locked within.”

“Do you have more of this?”

“All gone.” Zac smiled as he took back the vial. “Ran out a year before I headed to the Perennial Vastness.”

Tavza looked at the vial for a few seconds before nodding. “I would urge caution, but that ship has sailed. Not to mention, I doubt you would listen to me.”

“So, the agreements?” Zac said, eager to change the subject before they began prodding into his lacking affinities again.

“The Abyssal Shores would have preferred you returning to the empire’s embrace now that you’ve separated from your human half. The nature of your quest does make that impossible for now,” Tavza sighed. “Therefore, we accept your proposal. Completing your quest takes precedence, and we’ll continue to support your cultivation.”

“When you say your⁠—”

“That of Arcaz Umbri’Zi,” Tavza elaborated. “If things are as you said, we believe it’s in our best interest to push your accomplishments and strength beyond that of Zachary Atwood. Since we can’t confirm how your change has affected the mission, it’s best to make one of the two bodies a better candidate in the System’s eyes.”

“I guess Zac will have to start looking out for daggers in the dark,” Zac muttered.

“I can’t comment on that. I only speak for myself and what’s said in the open,” Tavza said. “I believe targeting Zachary is an unnecessary risk. Nevertheless, I suggest you tell your other half not to push things too far. We want Arcaz, not Zac, to enter the Left Imperial Palace.”

“I’ll try, but I can’t guarantee anything.”

“We’re aware of that,” Tavza said. “Perhaps it’s a moot point, and both of you are sent inside. That would obviously be the optimal scenario.”

“I guess.” Zac shrugged, though he was inwardly grimacing.

He’d tried to avoid broaching that possibility, knowing these people weren’t fools. If possible, he wanted his other body to enter unnoticed while this one became his alibi.

“We will also establish a mercantile link with the Sky Gnome you brought, connecting you with an Early D-grade smithy on the outskirts of Kavista. Their products are of mediocre quality, and they won’t provide any discounts. In fact, they think they’ve been punished by the reassignment as they were exclusively working for our imperial armies before.

“This much shouldn’t be considered intervening with your Fate. As for your personal benefits, you will be given the equivalent of what the Abyssal Shores would provide any promising Early D-grade cultivator,” Tavza said. “We will not forcibly raise your strength by pouring you full of resources. We fear it will damage your connection to the Left Imperial Palace.”

Zac’s face scrunched up more and more as Tavza continued. A backwater Early D-grade smithy? That’s it? That was like being thrown some trash they’d found in some dusty corner of a warehouse. Unfortunately, it was hard to poke holes in their excuse.

It really looked like the System wanted to limit outside interference for this trial, with the outsiders only being able to bring a few Dao Guardians and followers. With the Undead Empire’s agreement being based around the trial rather than the Atwood Empire, they were well within their right to withhold resources out of fear it’d harm their mission.

“I should tell you, Kator or I did not receive much better terms than this, and we don’t enjoy the freedom you do. The second Pillar’s ascent provided a harsh lesson for those who tried to meddle with a trial targeted at the younger generation,” Tavza added, clearly understanding his misgivings.

“I guess it makes sense.” Zac sighed.

It was less than he hoped for, and ultimately better than nothing. He had mountains of cash with nowhere to spend it, and even an average D-grade smithy in Kavista should be quite good by frontier standards.

“Does the resources include⁠—”

“You pick yourself,” Tavza said as she handed him a sigil made from obsidian. “We have added a suitable number of Imperial Credits to this identity token. You can exchange them for items at the Kavriel Clan’s private repository. You can earn more contribution the conventional ways, should you find items you want outside your budget.”

“And this isn’t a sneaky way to trick me into becoming a citizen?” Zac smiled, remembering how he used this exact method on the Mavai and Raun.

He still accepted the token. Getting his hands on the promised batch of resources was half the reason he came here. Zac looked at the An’Azol scion expectantly, hoping there was more good news. She remained unphased, which led to another drawn-out staring contest. This time greed won.

“Is there anything⁠—”

“Can I ask why you so staunchly resist?” Tavza interjected.

“What, you think I should just roll over and accept whatever you say?” Zac said.

“I am referring to our standing invitation for you to join the Undead Empire. Especially now that you’re apparently a pure Draugr,” Tavza elaborated. “You are essentially a Bloodline Ancestor of the Draugr Race. The Abyssal Shores would sweep away all your troubles to restore the Eoz branch. You would have access to nigh-limitless resources and Dao Partners if you so desired. You could use your authority to take control of the whole Kavriel Province, providing a safe harbor for your home world. Even claiming this whole sector after the war could be arranged.”

“Getting access to all that wealth and power is a double-edged sword from what I’ve seen,” Zac said. “I’m not convinced it wouldn’t harm rather than help me attain my goals, judging by the various Heaven’s Chosen I’ve run into over the years.”

“You think the younger generations spoiled, untested.” Tavza nodded. “That is a fair assumption. We only have an incomplete account of your feats. What we know is already quite shocking. You have experienced more great events than many Monarchs, and the killing intent you unleashed tells a tale of repeatedly putting your life on the line.

“Compared to such a background, most so-called chosen indeed cannot compare. They’ve traversed the safe route, raising themselves as far as their talent and connections can take them. Instead of tribulations and opportunities, they progress using their family’s resources and taking controlled risks. These individuals are predominant in most factions and cannot possibly measure up to you.”

A hair-raising feeling suddenly gripped Zac’s heart, prompting him to take out a spare axe.

“However, you shouldn’t underestimate the ancient factions throughout the Multiverse.”

The whole room disappeared, replaced by utter darkness. Zac felt like he’d been dropped into the depths of the Abyssal Lake, except the experience differed completely from his Bloodline Visions. There was no sense of welcoming, of coming home. There was only hostility and a pervasive sense of finality, to the point Zac felt the Death-attuned energy coursing through his body become subverted.

Zac tried to push back using his Daos and killing intent, discovering it was like throwing a rock down a bottomless chasm. His rational mind told him that there was no way Tavza would try to harm him at this juncture, which did nothing to stop a budding panic from having all his senses sealed. Only a fragile thread of reason prevented him from instinctively activating [Void Zone] for protection.

A few seconds later, the domain dispersed, and Zac found himself back in the chair.

“The true core of any established faction is forged through blood and tribulation. They make up the protective umbrella the vast majority rely on,” Tavza continued like she hadn’t just attacked Zac. “Those who take the safe route are ultimately servitors providing for our paths, trading longevity and safety for a lifetime of service. They run our businesses, collect resources, and man our armies. Meanwhile, those chosen for nurturing lead a life solely focused on reaching the Terminus.

“The two families of Azol have nurtured forty-eight Supremacies since the Dark Ages and the empire’s founding. There have only been three limited periods where our branch lacked a Supremacy at its helm. That’s not possible just by wantonly showering the younger generations in wealth and hoping for the best.”

Zac would be lying if he said he wasn’t impressed. Just under fifty Supremacies might not sound like a lot compared to the endless years the System had been running. In reality, it was a huge accomplishment. Catheya had once mentioned that there had only been around 150 Abyssal Princes since the System’s birth, with a few more suspected Supremacies who never made their status public. In other words, the two families of the Azol branch were responsible for roughly a third of all Draugr Supremacies.

“I get it. I’ll be careful not to underestimate anyone,” Zac sighed.

Tavza was obviously not just displaying her power to push him down a peg or showcase her family’s eminence. It was a warning not to underestimate anyone just because he’d come out ahead so far. The people Tavza talked about weren’t the Heaven’s Chosen who made up the top of every generation. It was the Eonic Seeds who’d shown potential to become the future leaders of their faction.

“That domain, was it your bloodline?”

“While Eoz acted as the Vanguard, Azol provided Sanctuary. The Abyssal Lake is wherever I am, which is why I was chosen over any talent from the Ur’Mez Clan. Part of my duty is to provide safe harbor during our mission, as the Left Imperial Palace is unlikely to hold any Miasma,” Tavza explained. “I simply marked you as a hostile outsider to the lake.”

Zac shuddered upon thinking back to that utter darkness. He could only imagine how the real thing would be if an outsider tried to dive into the lake’s depths. No wonder even Supremacies had to tread carefully when visiting the Abyssal Lake.

“I won’t say never when it comes to joining the empire. I do still believe things are fine the way they are for now,” Zac said. “It’s not just about resources; it’s about freedom. What you offer comes with strings attached. Every gift would be another chain anchoring me to the Abyssal Shores. It might not seem like a big deal to you, but I was born in the wilderness. The thought of getting caught up in the annoying schemes and plots of you people is exhausting.”

“I won’t waste our time pressing the matter any further,” Tavza said. “Perhaps the Abyssal Pond with show you that being bound to the Abyssal Lake is not the punishment you think. It’s a gift.”

“How are the preparations?”

“As promised, the pond will awaken in five days. You will not be the only one entering, though you will be given an advantage. A few locals have received quests that might lead to seals, and we have decided to provide them the opportunity to elevate their unremarkable bloodlines.”

“What advantage?” Zac said, pinpointing the critical aspect. “I thought you just dipped into the water and reaped the benefits?”

“This is just an ancillary pond. The number of benefits is limited. Simply put, the Abyssal Pond can stay activated for three days at most, and you will be able to enter a day before the others. What you can accomplish in that time is up to you. I suggest you work hard until then, finishing up your pathways so nothing holds you back. You can only attempt an awakening so often. This is your sole opportunity before our mission begins,” Tavza said as she stood up.

“Ultimately, this is only a way to patch up a missing part of your heritage. If you want to fully delve into the gift your ancestor left you, you have to return to the origin. Even we have only unearthed some of the marvels of the Abyssal Lake after all these years. With your bloodline, you might be able to find something uniquely suited to you.”

Zac’s eyes followed Tavza as she left the room, leaving him alone with his thoughts.

While he might not know about all the other parts, he still agreed with what Tavza said about preparing for the Abyssal Pond. He couldn’t risk his pathways becoming a bottleneck, preventing him from taking full advantage of the opportunity. There was just one thing he had to do before secluding himself again. He left the room shortly after Tavza and inwardly groaned when two new Kavriel attendants waited outside, each a beauty even among the fine-chiseled Draugr.

Thankfully, they seemed to have learned their lesson from Kasina, and they only made discrete offers of visiting scenic spots before leading him to the Kavriel Clan’s repository. Zac kept his face impassive as he fought the desire in his heart while scanning the almost endless list of items. He’d thought his Contribution Stores were well stocked—that felt like a joke now.

This was what real foundations looked like, and this fortune was only the local stock of a frontier province. It was nothing compared to what waited in the Abyssal Shores. The best schemes were those where your target knew they were being manipulated and could do nothing but jump into the trap. Zac did what he could to rein in his greed as he scanned the list.

Soon, four boxes had been delivered to Zac.

“I need these sent back to my homeworld,” Zac said. “It’s about time I send another message anyway. Can you take me to the closest teleporter?”

“That’s—” The two Kavriel daughters hesitated as they looked at each other. They clearly received instructions as their smiles soon returned. “This way, Master Umbri’Zi.”

Zac was taken to a teleporter, making no attempt to escape back home. Instead, he placed the boxes onto the array one by one, along with an Information Crystal containing a short message and his pretend codeword. He also had one of the two girls deliver a message to Calrin before returning to his cultivation chamber, which had been cleaned and had its incense replaced in his absence.

Everything dealt with, Zac returned to the cultivation tree inside the Kavriel Clan’s private forest. Five days should be more than enough to finish up his pathways and prepare himself for the pond.

Back on Earth, Zac grunted as he left his cave in the depths of the mountain. He looked at the necklace around his neck, gently smiling as he ran his thumb across its surface.

“It’s time.”
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Zac had made great progress on his Evolutionary Precursor pathways, even if his private cultivation grounds weren’t at the level of what his other body enjoyed over in Kavista. Thankfully, the biggest factors in redrawing pathways were mental persistence, a strong constitution, and pain tolerance, something he had in spades.

The monthly meeting was right around the corner, and there were a lot of things Zac wanted to have sorted out before. He emerged from the cave in the depths of Demon Island. When the Teleportation Array didn’t show his compound as a possible destination, Zac remained calm. He’d assumed that might happen, and used a backup teleporter in a hidden corner of his private forest.

Soon, he was back in his compound, where a chaotic scene awaited him.

“Young master! Be careful; the house just collapsed,” Triv said, fussing back and forth in front of the ruins that were once his teleportation hub.

“Nothing to worry about.” Zac smiled as he began clearing the rubble.

It only took a minute to find three of the boxes. The last one was embedded deep in the ground, having pushed through the teleportation platform and the building’s foundations due to its immense weight. He stowed them in a spare Spatial Ring before turning to the ghost.

“I’m heading to the island,” Zac said. “Make sure no one interrupts me.”

“Ah, of course. The puppets who have finished their upgrades have already been sent over to clear out the waters,” Triv said. “This matter was an oversight of mine. I will upgrade all facilities to match your grade posthaste.”

Zac nodded before flashing away, soon appearing on a small, flat island in the middle of nowhere. Waves crashed against rock in greeting of his arrival. The island almost looked like the obsidian finger of an enormous entity jutting out of the ocean. A dense haze of aquamarine mist covered the whole area, a result of the surrounding waters being a sea of death.

He could vaguely sense a few powerful auras deep in the waters. Some were his puppets forming a defensive perimeter, while others were undead aquatic Beast Kings. There were a few carcasses floating on the waters, yet the beasts were clearly unwilling to move too far away.

It wasn’t hard to understand why—the place teemed with the Dao of Death, possibly only surpassed by his Cultivation Cave and a few select regions on Elysium—a perfect place for Alea to take her next step.

Zac grew nauseated just being in this place, and his Void Varja Constitution furiously rebuffed the Death trying to creep into his body. Of course, his human body could withstand much harsher environments than this with its multiple layers of defense. And it was a small price to pay to help Alea break through.

The island wasn’t very large, so it only took him a few minutes to reach Triv’s arrangements in the middle of the island, where the energy was at its densest.

‘I thought you’d leave me with your undead body,’ Alea’s voice echoed in his mind as Zac transformed [Love’s Bond] into its coffin form.

“It’s off-world dealing with some matters. I didn’t want to keep you waiting,” Zac explained as piles of Death and Conflict-attuned materials appeared around the central gathering array.

Finally, he took out the four inscribed boxes and placed them in front of the coffin, along with something from his own stockpiles. “Will these work?”

Exquisite auras spread through the region when he opened their lids one by one. Two barely had any aura of Death or Conflict, rather emanating powerful spiritual fluctuations. They were rare Natural Treasures that could raise the spiritual strength of a Tool Spirit, though they could also be used on contracted beasts to slowly improve their souls.

The third box contained three crystals that emitted an intensely powerful Dao of Death, and Zac’s hand withered from just opening its lid. They weren’t something that had been born in the depths of a Miasma Crystal mine, but rather something sent over from the Abyssal Shores. They were actual treasures harvested from the Abyssal Shores called [Blackwater Gems]. The crystals were normally used by Draugr to refine their bloodlines and likely sent to the Kavriel Clan to serve as a motivational tool for their young.

The fourth box held the broken fragment of a shield, and it was this item that collapsed his teleportation house. It had once been a part of a Peak D-grade defensive Spirit Tool—breaking had damaged its spirituality. A talented blacksmith managed to salvage this piece, turning it into a top-tier material that could technically be considered Early D-grade.

It was the equivalent of the refined bones Kruta had given him as thanks for the Indomitable seal. It was for this reason Zac picked up the item in the Kavriel Clan rather than any other spiritual metals of similar quality.

The more he worked on his pathways, the better he understood just how interlinked his two new classes were. One side was almost the inversion of the other. An outsider was unlikely to spot any connection between the two sets of pathways, whereas Zac could see the echoes of his unique Cosmic Core everywhere.

That realization filled him with hope, and it seemed like the key to fusing his bodies back to one in the future. It also made him put even more weight on the aspect of balance between his two sides, which included his Spirit Tools. Their upgrades had been quite random thus far, eating whatever Zac stumbled onto. That had been fine then. Now, Zac needed a plan if he wanted to bring them with him to the peak.

Alea was better off, while Verun had very unimpressive origins. Even Alea had been crafted with a mishmash of items he’d poured out of his Spatial Ring, mostly things he wouldn’t give a second look at today. He needed to treat their evolutions as an opportunity to fix these imperfections. It was also an opportunity to tune the weapons with his path and with each other, which should raise their potential and make future upgrades easier.

The fifth box was an item Zac picked up inside the Perennial Vastness, resembling the figurine of a metal heart. And while it didn’t move, it released powerful waves of Conflict like a heartbeat. Zac had already gathered most of what he needed for Alea and Verun’s breakthroughs, but he wanted to add at least a few more precious items. Luckily, he’d found more than he needed in the Kavriel Repository, saving him from having to buy anything from the Limited Merit Exchange.

Just like the [Warstone] became the Nucleus of his Cosmic Core, so would the metal heart become the core of [Love’s Bond]. The other half would be the [Blackwater Gems], balancing Death and Conflict.

“These are perfect,” Alea said as her projection emerged from the coffin. “I have more than what I need now.”

“Then I’ll leave you to it. I’ll make sure nothing interrupts you. Don’t go crazy this time,” Zac grinned, his smile strained.

“Don’t worry. I’m ready. You’ll be surprised.” Alea smiled gently as she touched his cheek. “I will follow you to the end.”

“Don’t waste your energy on me,” Zac urged. “Focus on your breakthrough.”

Zac retreated to a safe distance, and it didn’t take long before the process started. Fate gathered as the sky darkened. Yet nothing happened for the next hour, at least nothing Zac could see. Alea was unmoving in the middle of the treasure trove while the sky occasionally rumbled with forbidding power.

Alea was doing something inside, using the final vestiges of the [Divine Investiture Array] to facilitate her entry into the D-grade. Finally, the next step began as dense runes appeared all over the coffin. They weren’t the System’s gold but the familiar grey and black matching his Inexorable Daos.

The coffin lid swung wide open, and the Spirit Tool became a veritable black hole as everything around her was sucked in at once. The rumble above ramped up to a crashing fury, and crackling thunder spread far and wide. Zac looked up at the churning sky, and a small seed of fear flickered in the depths of his heart.

Thankfully, the Heavens weren’t here for him today, even if he wouldn’t have minded taking a blast or two if it could lessen Alea’s pressure. They both knew her breakthrough wouldn’t be a walk in the park, yet she’d looked calm and confident.

Having made some discrete inquiries with the people in the Perennial Vastness, Zac understood the reason for [Love’s Bond]’s powerful tribulation during her last breakthrough. The culprit was Alea herself rather than the Daos or materials that went into it. A living being’s soul becoming a Tool Spirit could be seen as cheating death, a shortcut to gaining immortality.

Tool Spirits didn’t grow old, as they technically weren’t alive. Certainly, most Tool Spirits grew insane over the endless years, and even beasts were considered short-lived compared to them. Lova had said that even false immortality came at a steep price, and these tribulations were one aspect of that.

It was yet another reason to figure out how to bring Alea back to life. Zac still hadn’t found any solutions to that problem. The only method he kept hearing about was the conventional one, where the Tool Spirit gained such a powerful spirituality it became indistinguishable from a cultivator. Like Brazla, only not crazy.

That wasn’t a real solution. In such a scenario, Alea would still be an unorthodox Tool Spirit, subject to Heaven’s ire. He had to keep looking. For now, Zac could only help her through the ranks, strengthening her soul as much as possible along the way.

The coffin rose into the air as three golden runes appeared around it, and Zac recognized a pattern from the [Divine Investiture Array]. They were complex beyond compare, and seeing them gave Zac some assurance against the force gathering above. The first bolt soon descended, a two-meter-wide purple pillar of unfettered fury.

Zac breathed in relief, sensing that the punishment was far less intense than his own. Hopefully, that meant the terrifying red lightning wouldn’t make an appearance. Dense shrouds of darkness poured out of the coffin, forming a protective cocoon like last time. The first lightning bolt struck, replacing his vision with a blinding light.

Zac rapidly blinked and found [Love’s Bond] still floating in the air, albeit scorched and slightly crooked. A sphere of crackling lightning surrounded the coffin, having replaced the protective domain. Zac frowned at the scene, sensing that the Tribulation Lightning had dug deep into the materials, and he felt pain being transmitted to him. Zac could also sense the lightning being consumed and turned into the catalyst for Alea’s breakthrough.

She really had picked up some of his bad habits.

It wasn’t solely her own accomplishment, though. One of the three golden runes was gone, and Zac guessed the System had transformed some of the Tribulation Lightning into useful energy. A clap of thunder shook the whole island, and the obsidian ground was showered in purple as the next bolt formed.

A second cocoon formed around the coffin, this one even denser than the previous one. Zac could even sense the energy signatures from some of the materials that had been swallowed, though none matched the five supreme items. Perhaps Alea saved those for the final bolt?

The protective shell was accompanied by her chains this time. They rose toward the sky, forming a complex seal Zac didn’t recognize. One of the golden runes superimposed on the chains just as the bolt struck, and a shockwave forced Zac to step back. The tribulation passed, yet Zac’s worry only grew deeper. The beautiful coffin had been significantly disfigured, looking like something partially melted in a fire.

The scene was definitely not what he’d expected after the previous breakthrough. She had passed that one with flying colors, only getting slightly toasted by the experience. Zac found solace in the fact Alea’s spirit was still in decent shape despite the torrential amounts of lightning raging within her. But the real danger had yet to arrive.

Tremendous pressure from above shook the whole island as the final bolt gathered. Streaks of red appeared after all, gathering in the heart of the purple. The final punishment would be on a different level altogether, yet Alea didn’t form a third barrier. Zac looked on with horror and anticipation as the twisted coffin lid shattered, becoming dense clouds of abyssal Death. From within, a familiar yet foreign figure emerged.

Alea’s projection looked like a dark goddess of war, decked in exquisite armor as she turned her deathly eyes to the churning clouds above. Her beautiful horns were like black spears, sharpened to a point that could puncture the sky.

Her appearance was different from Brazla’s. The Tool Spirit of his Dao Repository often wore armor—more like a hollow display of grandeur. Meanwhile, there was an incredible force contained within Alea’s form—a hero’s aura further augmented by the top-tier treasures that had gone into her breakthrough.

Her aura was completely different from the one she had while alive. There were still hints of the poisonous path she’d tread, and it had been rolled into the superseding concept of Death, just like his Seed of Rot eventually become the Branch of the Pale Seal. And in the heart of it all was a seed of utter darkness—Oblivion painted in the hue of the Abyss.

Zac wouldn’t have been too surprised if that was all there was to it. His companion wasn’t just exuding an aura of Death, but also one of intractable ruthlessness you could only nurture from the Peak of Conflict. Sure, the plan had always been to infuse more Conflict-based materials for her breakthrough, he just hadn’t expected Alea to gain such an aura on her own.

Normally, the Tool Spirit’s nature followed the material that made up the Spirit Tool, just like how Verun’s appearance had changed a few times over the years. Changing the spirit’s alignment was possible, so long as you were careful not to overdo it. You couldn’t just force-feed the Tool Spirit with the Daos you wanted it to have. You needed to slowly move it in the direction you wanted while using materials that wouldn’t clash with the current make-up of the equipment.

Alea hadn’t yet fused the materials for her breakthrough. They had only been transformed into an intangible state ready for absorption, which meant Alea nurtured this aura of war on her own. Had she managed to cultivate a Dao of Conflict without telling him? Was such a thing even possible in her current state?

The Heavens didn’t wait for Zac to digest the situation. A huge swirl had already formed in the sky, its center an angry ball of red. It looked like an eye wrought from the cosmos, glaring down at Alea’s defiant form. The bolt was already descending, yet Alea wasn’t done.

The molten remains of the coffin shattered, turning into a cloud of darkness so dense it felt like a black hole. Most of it gathered in Alea’s hand, taking a form closely resembling [Black Death]. The rest created a series of chains, each seemingly filled with enough power to seal the Heavens themselves.

Alea pointed her axe at the incoming pillar of destruction while the chains formed a defensive net, perfectly echoing Zac’s understanding of his Inexorable Stance. It was almost like looking at his mirror, and Zac’s heart clenched at the scene. She must have been observing all those years he’d explored his path, toiling away in secret to walk in step. Giving up her path to follow his.

The memories he’d been shown when Alea transformed into [Love’s Bond] came crashing back, and the words she’d said just before starting her breakthrough took on a new meaning. The truth he had shut his eyes to for so long couldn’t be ignored any longer. While he looked for ways to turn Alea back into her original form, she sought ways to become a true Tool Spirit uniquely suited for him.

If he found a way to turn her back, would she even take it?
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A finger of pure lightning pushed out of the dark clouds, intent to squash the bug intent on defying the natural order. Meanwhile, Alea radiated an aura of conviction, the swirling energies around her so familiar they might as well have been Zac’s own. She was like a celestial general, and the world answered her call.

Alea had been drawing large amounts of energy from the Gathering Arrays since the process started, and it was still nothing compared to the torrential current that rushed out of the ground to bolster her domain. The Heavens descended and the Earth rose to meet it. Zac found himself pushed over a hundred meters back as a pillar of purple light purified the whole region of Death.

The third bolt’s momentum appeared unstoppable, pushing through the layers of Death like they were made of paper. Alea didn’t back down. The chains stabbed into the pillar as it closed in, each siphoning some of its force before disintegrating. The accumulated lightning was simply too much. It continued, barely weakened.

Then, everything stopped as Zac felt the familiar seal on reality in a small pocket around the demoness.

“Wh—” Zac exhaled with shock, in disbelief that Alea dared to activate [Fate’s Predestination] on the Tribulation Lightning.

Zac felt a tearing pain through his link. Her expression remained a stony mask of determination. The axe containing her body’s core and the new materials’ essence turned into a blur, the sole source of movement in a frozen reality. It ripped into the Tribulation Lightning just before it broke free.

A large scar had been carved into the purple pillar, and the angry red in its center was gone. However, the bulk of the tribulation remained, submerging Alea in a sea of lightning. The last thing Zac saw before she was swallowed whole was [Black Death] melting while Alea curled into a fetal position. Then, the connection was gone, leaving Zac caught between despair and hope.

Zac’s nails dug into his palms as he deliberated whether he should force his way inside or trust Alea’s capabilities. The Heavens didn’t make things easy for him. It was like a purple sun had been born, a sun made from lightning and fury. Its boundless energy overwhelmed Zac’s attempts to see or sense what was happening inside.

He ultimately chose to stay put, even though each second felt like an eternity. Thankfully, the lightning sphere began shrinking. Part of it dispersed as the clouds above parted—some of the lightning was clearly consumed by something within. The situation inside was soon exposed, and Zac breathed out in relief.

Alea was gone, and there was no sign of the coffin reforming. Instead, there was a two-meter-tall crystal covered in the same runes that he briefly spotted across the coffin’s surface before. Alea had taken a similar shape the last time she broke through, meaning she had begun the next step of the process. Lingering arcs of lightning sizzled across the cocoon as it descended, releasing unstable fluctuations surpassing those of the E-grade.

Zac didn’t care so much about the strength of the aura as the fact there were spiritual fluctuations at all. It meant Alea was alive, even if Zac temporarily couldn’t sense her presence in his mind. Everything else was secondary. Zac took a moment to calm down while waiting for Alea to settle and the tribulation clouds to fully disperse.

There was no Toll of Hegemony accompanying [Love’s Bond]’s evolution. The only proof Alea was no longer in the E-grade was the aura she exuded. Then again, she wasn’t quite in the D-grade either. Not yet, anyway. Alea’s breakthrough would create a similar effect, though the order of things was different with Spirit Tools.

Alea had absorbed the necessary materials, and the Tribulation Lightning acted the part of a furnace. Right now, Alea should be fast at work integrating the new materials into her body. Normally, a blacksmith would manage this process, but the [Divine Investiture Array] made that unnecessary. A skilled craftsman could still speed up the upgrade, Zac just wasn’t comfortable handing Alea to some Kavista artisan.

Evolutions normally didn’t take things as far as Alea had, completely disintegrating their old form to rebuild everything from the ground up. Zac had experienced the same thing when evolving his [Void Vajra Sublimation], and he knew just how dangerous it was. The slightest hesitation or weakness and your soul would scatter before it could drag your body back together.

Zac waited another hour for the lingering lightning to disperse and Alea’s fluctuating aura to stabilize before walking over. He placed his hand on the smooth surface, trying to reconnect with his companion. Eventually, he found a weak consciousness brush against his.

“Are you okay?” Zac quickly asked. “That appearance⁠—”

‘I told you, it’s a surprise. Two years,’ Alea whispered before Zac felt her consciousness retreat into the crystal’s depths.

Zac sighed and picked up the cocoon, carefully carrying it to the teleportation array. He wasn’t about to leave Alea here, even with the puppets standing guard. There wasn’t much point either, considering the ambient energy was greatly weakened. He transported the crystal to his cultivation cave, where he placed Alea in the heart of the Death-attuned side.

He’d hoped to ask her about her transformation and the fact she’d hidden so much from him, but it would have to wait. Two years was longer than he’d expected, likely a consequence of her taking things so far. Then again, it wasn’t a big deal. He already had a solution that wouldn’t leave him unarmed until the final stretch of the war—the Temporal Chambers in the Merit Exchange. Putting only Alea inside one of those chambers wasn’t cost-effective.

As long as he provided enough resources, he could also fit [Verun’s Bite]. Letting them evolve next to each other might come with some unexpected benefits, such as harmonizing better with their new affinities. Verun would be enlightened to the Evolutionary Path by contrasting it to the Inexorable nature of [Love’s Bond], and vice versa. Such a plan would need someone to feed them and push them out of the temporal field when they were about to finish their breakthrough.

In a perfect world, Zac would do it himself. He wouldn’t have minded a few years to work on his skills and shore up his foundations. It wasn’t meant to be. He could still feel the lingering mark of cheating the River of Time so much over the past decades. Entering another temporal space so soon would come with severe repercussions. Instead, he’d let one of his followers use the opportunity in return for managing his weapons.

Getting the chamber and a volunteer was easy, it was the lacking key materials for [Verun’s Bite] that were the issue. There hadn’t been anything suitable inside the Kavriel repository. Even if the Undead Empire had Life-attuned treasures, they definitely wouldn’t give any to Zac with the current circumstances. Even the Spiritual Treasures had contained at least some hints of Death, making them unsuitable for the primal axe.

Zac could get the stuff he needed from the Merit Exchange along with the Temporal Chamber, and he’d already calculated the items he wanted would cost him 70,350 merit. If possible, Zac wanted to avoid spending what little merit he had, letting him use it on things he couldn’t get any other way. And as luck would have it, he had a good idea of how to get the other things he needed.

The Allbright Empire and other peak factions had initially only treated him cordially because of his connection with the Undead Empire and the potential he represented. That had all changed after the war broke out. The whole sector was screaming for his Cosmic Vessels, making him a key player in the war. In other words, it was time to renegotiate the old contracts, reaping some benefits along the way.

“How are things?” Zac asked as he stepped into Calrin’s offices on the top floor of the Thayer Consortia.

The little Sky Gnome was still trapped in Kavista with his Draugr half, but the chairman’s position couldn’t be left empty at such a critical time.

“I’m trying to keep things under control… Calrin’s expertise and personal connections are a large part of what keeps operations running smoothly,” Vikram sighed.

Zac inwardly laughed as he sat down on a sofa. His human liaison and Calrin constantly bickered like an old couple when working together—they clearly missed each other. Calrin had similarly fussed about Vikram during their short exchanges in the Kavriel province.

“I’m sure you’re doing fine,” Zac said. “Don’t worry. He’ll be back in a week or two.”

“We should manage until then.” Vikram nodded. “How may I help you?”

“I need a better understanding of the ship sales. Or rather, the orders and where they come from.”

“Most major coalitions have standing orders where they’ll take anything they can get their hands on,” Vikram said. “These orders offer 60% to 70% more than our original pricing. We also have hundreds of individual orders from various factions, some of them for over five times the price.”

Zac had expected as much and nodded for Vikram to continue.

“We have already switched our sales to consist almost solely of the Sunstreak, with a few Starflash and Farsight. Production of all other models have essentially halted,” Vikram explained.

The Starflash was the mid-range destroyer Ogras had, while the Farsight was the speedy scouting vessel. Both were good options if your goal was to send a small squad of elites to a neighboring planet and conquer two for the price of one. As expected, the Sunstreak was the most popular version, simply because it was both the cheapest and quickest to manufacture.

It was a smaller raider vessel that could house roughly 800 men. While it didn’t have the sustainable flight speeds of the other two ships, it came with a burst function that would provide a momentary eruption of velocity. It also had a few powerful weapons that could hit hard and fast before running away—perfect for striking a Town Protection Array when launching a blitz attack.

“What’s the situation with our agreement with the Allbright Empire?” Zac asked.

“They have benefitted greatly by signing such a large deal right out the gate,” Vikram said.

Zac grunted in agreement. The Allbright Empire had essentially signed that agreement under coercion rather than from actual need, allowing Zac to secure a steady stream of money over the past years. Now, that agreement had turned into a goldmine. That was about to change.

“It’s still running out in two months?” Zac asked to confirm.

“Yes,” Vikram said. “They have contacted us repeatedly since the war began to negotiate a new contract. We’ve avoided the matter, believing it better to wait for your instructions before making any decisions. This is not only a matter of revenue.”

Vikram was right. If Zac wanted to maximize profits, he’d just sell a bunch of Sunstreaks to whoever paid the highest. Except, he already had more money than he could spend, while the ships could bring other benefits such as connections and rare materials. Selling the ships for a lower price to the established factions was preferable if it meant getting his hands on strategic resources.

There were also the matters of putting the ships where they could best help Zecia and his quest to upgrade his shipyard.

“Perfect,” Zac said. “Send a message to the Allbright Empire. Tell them a representative is visiting in an hour.”

Not much later, a familiar face stepped into the office. It was Zakarith Azh’Rodum, and seeing the little demoness filled Zac with nostalgia. She was one of the first demons he spoke with. They’d met just after the chaotic events surrounding the [Fruit of Ascension] and Clan Azh’Rezak’s subsequent withdrawal. He’d temporarily kidnapped Zakarith and her father to get some answers.

Since then, she’d risen through the ranks, and was today one of the top officials in charge of procurement and equipment for the Atwood Army. It turned out her doe-eyed look and diminutive frame hid a skilled and unyielding negotiator, and Vikram believed she was the best person to send on this mission.

“Emperor Atwood,” Zakarith exclaimed when she spotted Zac. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Zac nodded in satisfaction upon sensing her stable aura and demeanor. He’d been worried she’d lose her composure if sent out alone and was glad to find she had matured over the past years just like everyone else.

“Good to see you,” Zac said, jumping into the matter without preamble. “I have a mission for you, if you’re up to it.”

“Whatever I can do to help,” Zakarith said.

An hour later, the demoness stepped onto the teleporter, beginning her journey toward the Red Sector. Zac would have liked to come along, it was simply too risky after seeing the names on the ladder. The Allbright Empire held three positions in the top 100 on the Early D-grade ladder, with Pretty Peak appearing in the 73rd spot.

Three names weren’t anything special for such a powerful faction. The problem was that one of the three was Ventus Kalavan appearing on the 29th. In other words, the Radiant Temple group Ventus mentioned was staying with the Allbright Empire, adding an unpredictable variable that made him leery of visiting in person. His identity was already sensitive before, and anyone with eyes and a brain would suspect he was a sealbearer after seeing him appear at the top of the ladder.

He even suspected Helian Ailo, the current 7th rank holder on the global ladder, belonged to the Radiant Temple. If there were such a powerful local, Zac would have heard of him already. A similar situation could be seen with the Dravorak Dynasty housing individuals from the Havarok Empire, including the all-too-familiar name of Ykrodas Havarok.

Zac smiled, wondering what expression the princeling had after seeing the name Arcaz Umbri’Zi appearing on the ladder. Their encounter should have left quite the impression on Ykrodas, with Zac being filled with the power of Chaos as he executed Uona Noz’Valadir right in front of him and his men.

He had no idea how the Havarok Dynasty caught onto the scent of the Left Imperial Palace, but he was certain that was why they’d showed up. The presence of these people complicated things, and Zac would be like a pig presenting himself for the slaughter if he joined Zakarith on her journey to the Red Zone. The Havarok, especially, had ample reasons to hate him based on his surname alone. The war between the Umbri’Zi Clan and the Havarok Empire still raged as far as Zac knew.

Sending only Zakarith was risky, and she hadn’t even blinked when he explained the dangers. She’d said the soldiers put their lives on the line every day, so how could she back down from something like this?

Zac spent another hour with Vikram until a notification told him it was time to go. A few minutes later, he stepped into a large office in a secured wing of the government building. The office was his own, though he barely spent any time there. It was perpetually empty, yet a figure was standing by the windows.

“You’re back!” Emily exclaimed, turning into a blur that crashed into his chest.

“I’ve missed you,” Zac said with a smile as he embraced his disciple. “I hear you’ve become a pillar for Earth while I was gone. I’m so proud of you.”

A slight blush appeared on Emily’s face as she dug deeper into his chest.

“And yet you blew my score out of the water the second you returned. Twice,” she murmured before looking up at Zac. “What’s going on? Is that why you wanted to see me privately before the meeting?”

“Let’s sit.” Zac sighed, and he spent the next minutes going over the situation.

“So, half of you is over in the Undead Empire scamming those rich kids?” Emily giggled.

“Something like that,” Zac laughed. “I have to be a bit shameless to get my hands on materials. It’s rough out there. Even my little disciple beat me to Hegemony.”

“How could something like a Cosmic Core hold me back?” Emily grinned. “Besides, my path is much more straightforward than yours.”

“Is there anything you need?” Zac asked.

“I’m fine,” Emily said. “I have everything I need between your Contribution Exchange and the Merit Store. I don’t want to keep relying on your help to progress. True strength needs to be earned. I’ve learned that the hard way.”

“You’ve really grown up. I feel like a parent sending their kid off to college,” Zac said with a shake of his head. “Don’t try to carry everything on your shoulders. Everyone needs help now and then.”

“I know,” Emily said. “I could say the same to you.”

They spent the next hour catching up. Zac shared some of the stories he could still remember from the Perennial Vastness, while Emily detailed her war exploits.

“You’ve taken down two D-grade worlds now?” Zac said. “That’s great.”

“Honestly, I could have doubled that number. Thing is, the harder we push, the more people will die,” Emily said. “It seems impossible to strike the right balance. Each victory is paid for in blood, but it leaves the survivors stronger. The Dao comes alive in our camps after every finished campaign. People are evolving their Seeds and Fragments left and right, while others use merit or conquered resources to progress.”

Zac agreed. You both wanted to push to strengthen your force and hold back to keep your subordinates safe. It turned out that Rhubat’s lead wasn’t due to personal strength, it was rather a difference in mentality between Zhix and Humans. None had fought harder than Rhubat’s Second Battalion, and none had seen as heavy losses. Rhubat was pushing the Zhix hard, hoping it’d let them better adapt to their new reality. As for those who died, it was simply weakness leaving the hives.

He still wasn’t sure how he should go about completing his Campaign Mission or how he should act in the long-term. He wanted to conquer as many planets as possible to maximize Personal and Faction Merit. He had to wonder if that was something he could ask of his army. He’d have to be blind not to realize that his population couldn’t keep up with his pace, but he also didn’t want to adopt Tavza’s approach, where he spent most of his time back on Earth.

Luckily, it looked like Emily had an idea.
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“I wanted to run something by you before the meeting,” Emily said when the silence grew heavy. “I’ve been talking to my subordinates, and more than a few wish we’d transition from our slow-paced and defensive tactics to more aggressive ones. They feel this war is their chance to rise and are willing to put their lives on the line, whether it’s for the sake of Earth or their cultivation.”

“What do you propose, then?”

“I want to separate our operations into defensive and offensive battalions. Those who wish to push into Kan’Tanu territory and accrue merit can sign up for the elite offensive squads. We’d only take the strongest ones. The others will remain in the regular armies, mostly focusing on defense. The System won’t allow you to stall for more than two weeks. The work around is that the defensive can progress through the worlds as slowly as they’re allowed, keeping casualties at a minimum.”

“Essentially a complete reorganization of the army?” Zac commented.

“Our soldiers have all fought multiple engagements. Our methods and equipment are mostly the same across battalions, and our cooperation has matured. If we’re careful, we should be able to rearrange our army without creating too much confusion. The safety will be higher in the defensive battalions, especially if we can upgrade our arrays and siege weapons. We can lower our standards a bit and accept some of the volunteers early to fill up our ranks.”

Zac felt the proposal was promising, yet many questions remained unanswered. “Would we even be able to gather enough people to man those kinds of elite squads?”

“You’d be surprised. If you manage to get your hands on the supplies we need, we’ll be able to open up at least two new battlefronts and convert two of our old ones into offensive armies.”

“That many?” Zac said with shock.

“Well, at least a third of them would be Zhix,” Emily said with a wry smile. “But people are finally waking up to the realities of our world. Wealth, status, longevity, freedom; you need strength if you want any of them. And with every battle, our warriors’ Dao Hearts grow stronger. Death no longer scares them, living like a coward and giving up their path does.”

Zac sighed, recalling his talk with Catheya years ago, just before he entered the City of Ancients. He’d hesitated about letting his subordinates start an incursion, and Catheya convinced him to agree. Cultivation was an individual journey where you searched for the truth of the cosmos, the meaning of life, and their purpose in this vast universe. No matter what drove people to ascend the ranks, it wasn’t Zac’s place to say they couldn’t go after their dreams.

At least not until their pursuit clashed with Zac’s, at which point one would walk away stronger while the other became fertilizer.

Zac nodded, his heart steady, even though his decision likely meant over a million additional deaths over the coming years. “I’ll support you. I want to see a proposal for the reorganization as soon as possible.”

By then, the meeting was just around the corner, and they made their way to the hall. Outside, many familiar faces were already waiting, ranging from the demons who first joined his factions to the inhabitants of the research base. There were also some Zac didn’t recognize, including an Ishiate tinkerer, rugged veterans who must have joined through the recruitment station in the Red Sector, and a slew of humans who likely represented the latest generation of elites.

People stood clumped together, discussing various matters in low voices. The lobby quieted when Zac approached. A few wanted to approach him, holding themselves back. The meeting hall had clearly taken a lot of inspiration from the House Chamber of the old United States, where the Speaker’s chair had been replaced by something more resembling a throne.

Behind his seat was an enormous insignia of the Atwood Empire, expertly crafted with high-grade materials—slightly ostentatious that Zan didn’t mind. It even exuded a powerful aura, filling the room with a warlike atmosphere. It matched the times they lived in, and the setup was nothing compared to some of the throne rooms out there.

Half the seats were already occupied, and Zac estimated around two hundred representatives would be present. All the races under his rule were represented, even the werewolf tribe, and Zac spotted a few figures he hadn’t seen since the Integration. For example, there was Willow, the Ishiate shaman he’d met during the New World Government’s auction. The Marshall clan also had two representatives, Henry and Mark, a general who advised Thea during her campaign against the undead empire. Thomas, their new elite warrior who shouldered Thea’s old role, was likely off fighting in one of the battlefronts.

The room rapidly filled after Zac’s arrival, and Zac began the meeting without any preamble.

“It’s good to see so many familiar faces.” Zac smiled as he looked around the room from his seat. “I know everyone is anxious to return to their duties, so I will make this as brief as possible.

“First thing’s first, the elephant in the room: the two new additions to the contribution ladder. Some here knew the truth, while others might have had some suspicions. Now that things have reached this point, there’s no point in keeping things under wraps. Until recently, Arcaz and I were the same person, and my ability to swap between forms was my hidden ace.”

Most of the founding members of his faction took the news in stride, having known about it for decades. Others had suspected as much, considering the trail of clues which led to that conclusion. Only a few were shocked by the revelation, especially the natives of Ensolus. They hadn’t been there for Earth’s Integration, when Zac and “Mr. Black” took out one incursion after another, never at the same time. They hadn’t seen anything wrong with both names appearing on the ladder.

“My cover story has now become the truth,” Zac continued. “I encountered a problem when breaking through to Hegemony. My Cosmic Core couldn’t hold both Life and Death. I always knew that might happen, so I prepared a few backup plans. I ended up splitting my body and soul in two. The result was two versions of me being born. Neither is the real me; both are. I guess you could consider us twins.

“Nothing will change from this, except that the Atwood Empire now has two rulers. For convenience’s sake, my Draugr twin has chosen to adopt his cover name as his real one, and he’s now in the Kavriel Province negotiating a deal for resources. We’ve already gotten word the negotiations were a success, and we now have direct access to a smithy specialized in siege weaponry. He’ll return in a week or two.”

“Ah, Emperor Atwood, is he… Are we—” Carva, one of the Raun spectrals, spoke up, breaking the silence gripping the room.

“No,” Zac said decisively. “Even if he’s Draugr, he still shares all my memories. He’s a native of this planet and has no plan to give up on it for the Undead Empire. We will continue down the path we’ve already set upon—a neutral force at the crossroads between Life and Death. Any questions on this?”

As expected, no one spoke up right away. Who’d dare to dig into his secrets to satiate their curiosity? Neither would anyone go against his decisions. Zac rarely got involved in managing his empire, yet remained its unilateral ruler. The room’s design might have given the meeting a veneer of democracy, but the Atwood Empire ultimately wasn’t one.

“Access to more weaponry is huge,” Ilvere said. “Our stockpiles have been holding us back, and the recent attack proved our products aren’t infallible. I just worry whether we’ll be able to use them effectively. We don’t have many undead Siege Engineers.”

“The items are only usable with Miasma, so we’ll have to accelerate our training,” Zac said. “The idea is not to rely solely on this source. Hours ago, I sent Zakarith Azh’Rhodum to the Allbright Empire to renegotiate our agreements regarding my Cosmic Vessels. Part of my request is for the Allbright Dynasty to provide a similar connection. We’ll hopefully have an answer soon.”

The news was openly welcomed, and the atmosphere shifted in the room, with many eyes gaining a calculative gleam. Better equipment meant fewer losses and more merit. Especially so when the resources were provided to the armies free of charge, to a certain degree.

The Atwood Army had already set up a contribution-style model for the battalions. Most of the resources harvested after a victory would enter Zac’s coffers to fuel the war efforts and pay pensions to the families of the fallen, with 20% remaining within the battalion. Some would become individual bonuses, while the rest entered the battalion’s private funds to purchase whatever they needed.

Zac saw that the atmosphere was just right, so he struck while the iron was hot.

“On that note, I have some other news. Emily.”

Emily nodded and began explaining her vision for the Atwood Army’s reorganization. It was clear she’d already run the idea by some of the other battalion leaders, who joined the discussion that sprouted.

“What you say makes sense. Elites aren’t born in the training fields,” Ra’Klid agreed. “Only, this strategy carries the risk of hollowing out the strength of the regular armies. Without elites to shore up the ranks, any surprise might lead to a quick defeat and disastrous losses.”

“Part of that problem will be resolved through upgrading our defensive equipment,” Emily said. “With stronger fortifications, our common armies can hold on longer until backup arrives. Secondly, we will ensure each standard army has a core of elites. We will rotate these guardians if too few talents wish to take on these assignments on a permanent basis.

“The same is true for the leaders,” Joanna added. “Each of us will have to hold down the fort for some periods. We can use that time to consolidate any gains or inspirations we’ve had.”

“Forcing such a comprehensive overhaul in a short duration is bound to create disorder,” Henry Marshall offered, and the general to his side nodded in agreement.

“Disorder means death on the battlefield,” Mark said. “A shake-up of this magnitude would be implemented over years in the olden days. We’d plan and analyze, arrange war games and training to perfect our cooperation, and refine the strategy.”

“I am aware this kind of reorganization will create chaos,” Zac said. “It still needs to be done in the quickest timeframe possible. This first year is critical, whether it’s for the faction as a whole or for our elites hoping to seize opportunities in the Limited Exchange. The Kan’Tanu is pushing hard, and we need to hone ourselves into a force having what it takes to reach the other side of this struggle.”

“We have reason to believe the war will have multiple stages,” Vilari added. “It’s a reasonable assumption that the better we perform in the first stretch, the better we’ll be treated as the war heats up.”

Zac agreed with that assessment. The reason for the war was the same as why Earth was integrated, to raise more warriors. Those who performed would be rewarded, while those who played it safe were discarded for lacking potential and drive.

“I want to see at least one elite army within ten days and for the whole army to be reorganized within the month. Start planning your campaigns accordingly.”

A few grimaced at the tight schedule, refraining from offering rebuttals. Only one camp that had sat silently until now finally stirred.

“Warmaster, when you say you want one army ready in advance, does that mean you’re taking over a battalion?” Rhubat asked.

“No. I am opening a new battlefield. I haven’t decided whether Arcaz or I will lead it yet. It will become our first spear stabbing into the depths of the Zurbor Sector. It will aim to conquer one neutral world a day, and at most, five days for the outer worlds in the other sector,” Zac said as an aura of blood and conquest leaked from his body.

“I’m aware opening new battlefields will increase casualties and stretch our remaining battalions. Remember that this is war, and the kid gloves must come off. To counter the price of our offense, I want to accelerate recruitment by at least 50%. No faction or region will be allowed to sit on the sidelines while the rest of us bleed. Those who shirk their duty will be conscripted. Deserters will be punished.”

“Good!” Rhubat rumbled, slapping their massive hand on the table as a bloodthirsty aura to match Zac’s radiated from its hulking body. “This is the way! These unclean ones are the instigators of this conflict, and backing down or hiding will not solve anything. There is no war without sacrifice, no important cause without a price. Yet we must fight. The Zhix Hives stand behind this proposal. We shall embark on our second crusade!”

A storm of dense killing intent exploded from the Zhix sitting around Rhubat, and Zac’s brows rose slightly as he felt fate shift around the insectoids. Be it the Anointed or the normal-sized citizens, they seemed incredibly excited about Rhubat’s declaration. In their first crusade, they’d fought for millennia to rid themselves of the Dominators. They finally seized a hard-fought victory, only to find themselves without purpose.

Not everyone shared the Zhix’s enthusiasm, though quite a few welcomed the change. The emperor had made his will clear, so the discussion shifted to implementation. Zac didn’t participate much, opting to listen to get a deeper understanding of the Atwood Army’s operations and the general state of things.

Normally, the meetings lasted an hour before people rushed back to their respective battlefronts. This time, four hours later, people emerged. A few lingered, wanting to catch up with Zac or propose various ideas. They saw the meeting as a rare opportunity, considering Zac was almost always either in seclusion or off-world.

Zac reined in his desire to get back to his cultivation. He couldn’t just dump all responsibilities on his subordinates. Besides, his Draugr body was still fast at work, redrawing pathways and preparing to upgrade the next skill.

Little Bolt, one of the first mercenaries who enlisted with the help of Emily, approached Zac. The Recruitment Station neighboring the Million Gates Territory that Little Bolt helped run had expanded a lot since Zac left, and the number of applicants was increasing every day. There were over a hundred people over there responsible for investigating and testing. Little Bolt himself had later moved on to a leadership role and liaison between Wandering Cultivators and the Atwood Empire back on Earth.

“You want to become an official citizen?” Zac said thoughtfully.

“Many of us do,” Little Bolt said. “It’s not just about the safety and wealth the Atwood Empire provides while the rest of Zecia is burning. You’d have to be blind not to see the potential of Lord’s faction. Our futures would be far brighter staying on permanently rather than as temporary mercenaries.”

“We understand nothing comes for free. We are simply hoping a route to citizenship could be implemented,” the unfamiliar woman next to him added. “To give us something to work toward.”

Nothing was stopping Zac from setting something up. As a Baron of a D-grade force, he had multiple ways to deal with that matter. For one, he could award ten people citizenship every year without any prerequisites, and he could hire a few external elders using the System’s contracts. He could also give out Decree quests or appoint someone else to do so.

Only, awarding citizenship came with certain risks. Most Wandering Cultivators no longer wore the prison bracers that prevented them from teleporting off-world. Anyone cleared for duty had the bracer taken off since they’d have exploded the moment they stepped onto the battlefronts otherwise.

There had been a few deserters already, people who teleported home instead of to Ensolus when they used the Nexus Hub. It was a very rare thing, and not just because the fee was more than the accumulated wealth of most of these people. Little Bolt wasn’t exaggerating, the conditions in the Atwood Empire were far better than most places, especially the dangerous Red Zone.

That wasn’t a big problem since his undead forces weren’t a big secret anymore. If the deserters were citizens, it could certainly become one. They’d be able to go back and forth from Earth, and quite a few forces would be eager to enlist someone with that kind of access. Despite being unable to bring anyone with them to Earth, they could become spies or wreak havoc in other ways.

Then again, it might be fine with proper safeguards on resources and checkpoints at the Nexus Hubs.

“You should know I’m not much of a hands-on leader,” Zac said. “I will discuss the matter with the others. It’s not impossible to tie citizenship to wartime merit, though it remains to be seen what levels are suitable.”

Little Bolt quickly nodded. “Of course. I know I’m not the most objective speaker in these matters, but I believe the people we’ve recruited over the past year are reliable. Many dreamt of a place to call home long before the war. It’s just, such opportunities aren’t easily come by within the ancient empires—every inch is already claimed by one clan or another. If we get the opportunity, we and our descendants will work hard for the Atwood Empire.”

Zac nodded, and the two left with a bow. They were soon replaced by the Raun Spectrals, who discretely revisited the topic of the Undead Empire and Arcaz Umbri’Zi. After everyone had gotten their chance to speak, Zac moved to a smaller meeting room.

There were a few people he needed to speak with in private, and the first was Rhubat.
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It had been years since Zac met Rhubat in person. Decades, if Zac included his time in the Temporal Chambers. Zac had been busy with his cultivation, while Rhubat had rushed back to the hives after returning with Ogras. They’d been so eager to discuss their recent findings with the other Anointed that Zac only managed to exchange brief messages before he set off to the Perennial Vastness. A meeting was long overdue.

“Warmaster, you asked for me?” Rhubat said.

“I did,” Zac said as he sat down. “It looks like the Zhix welcomed my shake-up.”

“I’m sorry to have used you for my purposes,” Rhubat said with a small bow. “The Dominators had a greater impact on our society than we realized. Ten years of peace among all hives is unprecedented, and many have felt lost without something to train our spears on. I once hoped Zhix would never have to enter another crusade, yet it became our path to salvation.”

“It’s fine,” Zac said. “If anything, I’m hoping your mentality will influence the rest of my people. Unfortunately, that’s difficult when the Zhix warriors are almost solely concentrated to the second and seventh battalions.”

“That’s why you wanted to see me. You wish to split up our forces.”

“It’s part of it,” Zac said. “The Zhix are performing beyond reproach, but I’ll be blunt. Your people forming an autonomous enclave within my empire is a problem waiting to happen. You and I won’t always be around, and I fear leaving things unsettled will lead to a conflict that neither side wants. What if the third crusade is the one against the Atwood Empire?”

War was a time when heroes rose to prominence, and Zac’s instincts told him to nip this problem in the bud. Rhubat was like a shining sun to the hives. The Anointed before him might become the unwilling figurehead of an uprising if the Hives decided they shouldn’t have to take orders from Port Atwood any longer.

That was doubly true considering what he’d brought back from the Perennial Vastness.

“I understand,” Rhubat sighed. “Yet another reminder we’re holding onto a life from a bygone Era.”

“I know the Zhix have a troublesome past with the Dominators. You should also understand I’m not some tyrant interested in forcing my beliefs onto your race or interfering with your lives. I’m not asking the Zhix to relinquish their connection to their hives. I just want them to recognize they’re part of a bigger picture, and I hope you’ll use this reorganization to better integrate your people. The hives will follow as long as the Anointed and respected warriors lead the way.”

Rhubat peered into Zac’s eyes for a few seconds. “I thought I’d get closer to you after breaking through, yet I feel there’s a towering mountain before me. Strength is truth, and I will work harder on integrating our kin. However, the Zhix are no one’s slaves. We follow you, and as you say, we will not always be around. Whoever picks up your mantle must prove their capability and sincerity to the hives.”

Zac thought it over. “I agree. Sincerity is a two-way street. On that note, I have something for you. It might help you deal with some of your kin’s issues.”

The five insectoid species he’d approached inside the Perennial Vastness had outright refused to shed any light on their cultivation system. And it was clear insectoids generally shared the Zhix’s xenophobia, to the point they shunned the Primal Council and any other group of beastkin. Even then, it wasn’t difficult to gather some general information on insectoid societies and various species of insect beasts.

Two of the insectoids had decided to target him after his inquiries, which left Zac with a few communal cultivation manuals and unique resources. The insectoids hadn’t even cared about sealing their techniques since they were custom-made for their species. Still, they should be useful as a reference for the Zhix. It was clear that cultivation was possible for societies such as the Zhix. There were a few terrifying forces out there, and the A-grade insectoid empires were some of the most feared factions in the Multiverse.

For one, their members were fiercely loyal, with the whole population willing to fight to the death for the hive. Secondly, at least half of all insectoid species had unique Kings or Queens at the top, or a ruling caste like the Anointed. The solitary leaders, especially, were powerful even among Supremacies, bolstered by unprecedented amounts of faith energy.

This was what Zac feared the Zhix would adopt, considering such a cultivation system was bound to cause trouble for Earth. How could the object of the Zhix’s faith be subordinate to the Atwood Empire?

“Faith,” Rhubat muttered after scanning the information for a few minutes. “I see now.”

“It seems to be the most common path,” Zac said. “With the communal nature of insectoid species, the standard path of cultivation doesn’t really work. Only those born with an individualistic mindset, like Ibtep, follow the conventional route. The rest cultivate through faith.”

“And the stronger the source of faith, the stronger the population,” Rhubat concluded. “I see why you’re worried, Warmaster. You need not be. This is the path of the Dominators. I cannot accept the Zhix consecrating me or any other leader as a god. I would only replace the chains of old with new ones.”

“The Dao of Faith is one of the Seventeen Dao Peaks, and it’s not limited to the consecration of a leader. It’s just that this method has proven most effective for many similar species,” Zac offered. “You can have faith in things, concepts, or even your ancestors. These routes have different challenges that need to be overcome. And not all insectoids rely on faith; there’s more on that topic in the missives.”

Rhubat took a breath before standing up, bowing deeply at Zac. “Warmaster, thank you for this. I cannot speak for the future. While I am around, the Zhix will not betray your trust. You have given me much to think about.”

“Just one more thing,” Zac said. “Do you or Ibtep need any assistance with your Campaign mission?”

“Mine will be finished soon enough. I simply need to kill five more D-grade battalion commanders in singular battle,” Rhubat said, then their face turned odd. “As for Ibtep… They might need some assistance.”

The Anointed left a few minutes later, at which point Zac’s face matched Rhubat’s. He’d already heard Ibtep was the second Zhix to reach Hegemony, but Zac hadn’t known the class they’d picked was called Grub Knight. It was a weird half-martial pet class that differed from Verana’s Beast Tamer archetype.

Instead of having multiple pets fighting for you, Ibtep formed temporary connections with their grubs, connections which were only active when he rode them. In return, mount and knight would strengthen each other, forming a stronger whole. The problem was that Ibtep’s interest leaned toward raising tasty treats or worms that could be used as workers. Until now, he hadn’t reared a single beast bred for war.

That on its own wasn’t a problem. Issue arose because Ibtep’s quest needed their mounts to accrue a combined 15,000 merit, a difficult task for worms whose only strong feature was their taste. Rhubat had encouraged Ibtep to raise deadlier critters, and the result wasn’t great.

Ibtep tried their best, even enlisting the Tal-Eladar’s help, only the years of selective breeding were proving a difficult problem to overcome. Ibtep had intentionally bred out any aggression and other features that were a hindrance for workers. With time and resources limited, Rhubat feared Ibtep wouldn’t figure out a solution to their mission in time.

Zac could hopefully expedite things by providing resources and acquiring powerful worms off-world. At the same time, Zac wasn’t sure it was the right move. The inheritance was based on fate, and Ibtep had never been a fighter. Pushing him down the martial path might not be the correct solution to dealing with this matter. He’d have to have a talk with the worm rancher to figure out a plan when he had time.

He spent another hour catching up with the core members of his faction, handing out unique treasures he’d picked up along the way while exploring the Perennial Vastness. Vilari’s assessment also proved correct. There were only a few local Hegemons, for now. More than ten people were approaching the point where they could attempt their breakthrough.

One person hadn’t seen as much improvement as the others. Zac inwardly sighed when Sap Trang stepped into the room, his eyes darting around like a child called into the principal’s office. If Zac had felt the winds of fate pushing the Zhix forward, it was almost the opposite with this old fisherman.

Zac couldn’t feel a hint of fate on Sap. The odds of the man reaching Peak E-grade were slim even if provided the necessary resources. Sap also hadn’t been present at the meeting, even if he was qualified, no matter if you considered his status as a founding member of the empire or an Admiral of the Atwood Navy.

“I’m sorry,” Sap eventually said as he sat down. “I abused my status⁠—”

“It’s fine,” Zac said. “You could say you were my first human follower, and you were instrumental in the formation of the Atwood Empire. I won’t pressure you if you don’t wish to register for the war. Besides, your job has never been more important, and no one is better suited.”

“It’s mostly Little Bau,” Sap said with a crooked smile.

“Still,” Zac said. “The number of Aquatic Beast Kings far surpasses those on land, and we must maintain order while so many of our warriors are off-world.”

Most worlds had vast swathes claimed by Beasts, turning those areas into Danger Zones for cultivators. Earth wasn’t any different. Between how costly and dangerous it was to clear them out, cleansing the oceans was almost impossible. Whether you considered its size or the fact that the beasts outnumbered humans by hundreds to one.

Keeping wild regions was also intentional. It gave the factions somewhere to temper their warriors without waging wars against their neighbors. The best resources also only grew in the wild, often with beast guardians creating a symbiotic relationship with the treasures. You settled the issue by creating a perimeter, and the Beast Kings were usually smart enough to honor the borders in times of peace.

But if they stepped out of line, people like Sap Trang and his Kraken needed to be there to push them back before they invaded cities or underwater resources. If not for the hard work of the Atwood Navy, the archipelago would have already become an unlivable Danger Zone considering how energy-dense the region was.

“I’ll do my best for as long as possible.”

“What’s going on?” Zac asked with a frown, sensing hidden meaning in Sap’s words. “Are you okay?”

“It’s hard to explain.” Sap Trang sighed. “I might be a child in the eyes of the powerful beings out there, but I’m old. My joints don’t ache like they used to, but there is a weariness I didn’t feel during those first months of the Integration. Perhaps it’s because I relaxed after finding my grandson safe and sound. Perhaps it’s because I received the gift of Cosmic Energy too late in life. Either case, the feeling only grew stronger after I avoided the Incursion. Now, I can tell I’ve reached the end.”

“You’re not⁠—”

“I’m not ready to enter the cycle of reincarnation just yet.” Sap Trang smiled. “I fear I won’t be able to keep up with Little Bau much longer, and I don’t want to become an anchor holding him back. I’m thinking about passing on the link to my great-grandson in the future. Liem’s only eight, and his affinity with water is far greater than mine or his father’s. And Bau already sees him as family.”

“I understand,” Zac sighed. “Let me know if there’s anything you need.”

The old fisherman left soon after to resume his vigil. Meeting Sap dampened Zac’s mood, and he didn’t stay much longer. The news of the army shake-up had spread by the time he emerged from the government building, and Zac heard quite a few pedestrians discuss the matter as he walked to the closest teleporter.

Emily’s analysis was already proving accurate; the response was quite positive. He even heard a few cultivators mentioning they would apply for a transfer, though their auras clearly indicated there was no way they’d get accepted. Of course, this was the capital, which was mostly populated by the core members of his faction and their families. The sentiment was likely different on the mainland.

Zac soon returned to his cave, where he spent the next day in seclusion, working tirelessly to prepare for the Abyssal Pond and the war. The only times he moved from his prayer mat was to occasionally check in on Alea, even though her situation seemed to have completely stabilized. The large crystal still looked like it wanted to swallow all light as it siphoned off the Death in the cave.

Finally, Zac got the message he’d been waiting for: Zakarith had finished the first round of negotiations. She’d accomplished her job splendidly and sent back a list of preliminary terms for Zac’s approval. The exact details would take longer to iron out, and going over the abridged terms indicated things would go the way he’d hoped.

The Allbright Empire was clearly worried about him turning to the highest bidder now that the old agreement was reaching term. It wasn’t just about the portability either. It was their most valuable feature, and they added a lot of value on the frontlines. The Creators’ advanced weapon systems had proven surprisingly effective, considering they had already destroyed hundreds of enemy vessels before the real war even started.

As such, the Allbright Empire was desperate to expand its fleet before the Kan’Tanu’s main army reached its defensive perimeter. They had been more than willing to accept Zac’s terms, though that was partly because he’d held back quite a bit. Apart from increasing the purchase price by 60%, the agreement mostly mirrored the benefits he’d gotten from the Undead Empire.

The first was exclusive access to three ventures: a smithy, a Formation Guild specializing in wartime arrays, and an alchemist clan. These three covered all the needs of his armies. If he later managed to free Boje, he could use that connection to get special items for his elite battalions. That part appeared more daunting by the day. Zac truthfully wasn’t confident he’d win in his duel with Kator. He’d heard some shocking rumors from his attendants in Kavista, and they hadn’t decided on what kind of handicap he’d get.

Since he couldn’t rely on connecting with the Zethaya Clan, Zac opted to add an alchemist to his demands. He could probably have pushed for even more, but the thought of extorting the faction standing at the forefront of this conflict left a bad taste in Zac’s mouth. There was also some truth to what Toss and the others said about fate. Even if you ignored the Left Imperial Palace, there were direct implications for his faction.

What if he went too far with his spending, and the System upgraded the rating of his forces? It might mean his E-grade battlefronts suddenly found themselves pitted against armies of Hegemons. There was no way good equipment was enough to make up for a difference in grade when it came to common soldiers, and the losses would be catastrophic.

Besides, he needed the Allbright Empire just like they needed him, even if they didn’t know it. Selling ships to the Allbright Dynasty was the best way to ensure his ships saw combat, letting him progress his shipyard quest quicker.

Still, Zac had used the situation to get a few benefits for himself. He reviewed the attached list of rare materials and sent a response. Just over an hour later, two Valkyries dropped off a couple of boxes in his compound. A hungry roar echoed in Zac’s mind when he picked them up, confirming his choice was correct. Verun absolutely wanted the items sealed inside.

Not all of them contained treasures, though. One held a rare formation similar to a Core Formation Array, aimed at beastcrafted Spirit Tools. Better yet, its patterns indicated it came from the System itself, perhaps from a quest reward like how Zac got the [Divine Investiture Array]. The original owner probably opted to sell or trade the thing to the Allbright Dynasty rather than using it themselves.

Zac hadn’t expected the Allbright Clan to have such a good item, nor that they would voluntarily offer it as a greeting gift before the negotiations even started. It saved Zac a trip to the Big Axe Coliseum, which had similar facilities and skilled blacksmiths.

“Are you ready, buddy?” Zac smiled as his old companion appeared in his hand, and an exhilarated howl answered when he dragged his finger across the mottled surface of its edge.

Zac was full of excitement as he walked toward the teleporter. In less than a day, he would get to see the evolved form of his two companions.
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Similar preparations like those for Alea were arranged, and Zac stepped onto another private island at the archipelago’s edge. It was one of the few pure, Life-attuned hotspots hadn’t been turned into spiritual farms reserved for his private use. Zac installed the [Primordial Awakening Array] inside a valley at the island’s heart before taking out the mounds of treasure he’d prepared.

The refined bones he’d gotten from Kruta were one of the core items, and they held the Dao of Conflict to match his path. Joining them were the two Life-attuned treasures he’d gotten from the Allbright Empire, of which one would elevate Verun’s spirit while the other was an extremely durable stone.

The last box wasn’t a material for the upgrade itself, but rather for a step that came before. It was a peak-quality [Primal Series Harmonization Array] and resembled a small stone altar. It was a very common array sold by multiple local Formation Clans, not a special array from the System. Zac already had a few before entering the Perennial Vastness, but this one was of better quality.

The Primal Series was one of the more common types of rewarded equipment, at least in the Zecia Sector. And while Verun could barely be compared to a common good sold all over, it still carried some of the same issues. This array was designed to alleviate some of the problems before evolving it.

Verun’s main source of nourishment had always been blood from the beasts he’d slain over the years. Each infusion left a small mark on the Tool Spirit, further refining its bestial spirituality. This diet allowed for quick and cheap growth through the first grades, which was perfect for the average frontier cultivator. After all, you only needed to hunt random beasts or buy blood at a discount, and your weapon would grow stronger.

The drawback of this path was that its potential was incredibly limited. Zac understood the concept very well, thanks to his study of [Cosmic Forge]. Too many clashing bloodlines had entered his axe, taking up space while providing little use. The [Primal Series Harmonization Array] was essentially a press, condensing all the energies the weapon had absorbed. The good ones even managed to fuse some of them, like turning coal into diamonds.

And the more space was left, the more room there was to grow.

Zac deftly set up everything in no time. Peak Quality Beast Crystals had already been slotted into the array to power the process, and Zac placed his companion onto its surface after taking a calming breath. He’d gone over the next step for years to ensure nothing went wrong.

There was no way he’d be satisfied with the improvement from this array alone. It was one thing if the System had crafted it—those products came with a quality guarantee—but this was an array crafted by one of the resident Formation Masters of the Allbright Empire. More importantly, the array only condensed and fused the essences. It didn’t improve them or remove the unsuitable pieces.

Luckily, Zac had just the thing to vastly improve the result—[Cosmic Extraction]. Zac couldn’t do what the array did, though he could complement the process by removing the most troublesome bits during the fusion. He’d already perfected the method on spare axes while practicing crafting.

The altar hummed to life, and the inscribed runes released a bloody glimmer. After ten minutes, the runes on [Verun’s Bite]’s handle also lit up, creating veinlike golden streaks across the weapon that pulsated as if from a heartbeat. Zac felt Verun’s pain as the array set its spirituality ablaze. The Tool Spirit didn’t resist.

It took an hour for the altar to fully agitate and untangle the bloodlines inside the weapon, and the axe was veritably vibrating atop the array by that point. That was Zac’s cue, so he engraved a small seal with his Omnitool at a certain spot of the axehead. Hiding in that location was a blob of energy that completely clashed with the weapon’s nature—it reeked of death and decay, a remnant from one of the bloodlines Zac let it absorb before deciding it should become a true Life-attuned weapon.

It couldn’t be called a whole essence like those he infused with [Cosmic Infusion]. It was barely a fragment of one, a small snippet of discord. It was lucky since he couldn’t use the standard extraction method while the [Primal Series Harmonization Array] was running. Instead, he’d created a small peephole with the seal, letting him drag the piece out like removing a splinter.

An unstable vacuum was left in its wake, and a streak of blood shot out of the axe. The situation didn’t get a chance to worsen before a tremendous pulse pushed down on the bloodlines. Zac erased the seal and moved on after confirming the extraction was successful, this time targeting a piece clearly coming from the adolescent dragon in the Tower of Eternity.

The dragon’s blood was responsible for a significant portion of Verun’s nature, and its extremely high-end bloodline was an important reason [Verun’s Bite]’s potential had skyrocketed upon entering E-grade. That didn’t mean every aspect of the dragon’s bloodline was suitable going forward. The bloodline purity and bestial ferocity that could be considered part of the Peak of Conflict were perfect. There were also snippets holding the Dao of Fire, and those pieces had become a disturbance to the fusion of Conflict and Life, and similar whispers of unsuitable Daos could be seen everywhere.

The situation wasn’t all that bad, though. The precious treasures he’d fed Verun over the years had flushed out much of the clashing attunements, and [Cosmic Forge] allowed him to remove even more. Besides, this was just the beginning. Zac would retune [Verun’s Bite] properly when his accomplishments in [Essence Fusion] were deep enough. This was just a way to ensure his axe could keep up until then.

Zac spent the next twenty minutes removing as many unsuitable essences and bloodlines as he could while the altar condensed the remainders. The forceful extraction led to the accumulated bloodlines inside the weapon decreasing, evidenced by the pools of acrid blood covering Zac and the surroundings. Zac wouldn’t let Verun face its tribulation with an incomplete bloodline, and had prepared suitable replacements.

The first of which was his own blood.

Zac dragged his thumb against Verun’s edge, and drops of golden blood were sucked into the weapon. He’d focused the vitality of his Void Vajra Constitution into four droplets and infused them with his Daos, creating an incredibly nourishing replacement for his weapon. His bloodlines and Constitutions were still considered E-grade, they were just at the very limit of the grade. The infusion left him woozy, though nothing some rest and a pile of Beast King meat couldn’t fix.

Next, a coffin emanating temporal ripples appeared next to him, and Zac calmly turned to the person inside. Uona Noz’Valadir had acted high and mighty when alive, treating him and the other trial takers as playthings. Today, she’d been reduced to nothing but a material for Verun’s growth. The blood still flowing through her body had always attracted the Tool Spirit, and it would get to eat its fill today.

Actually, Uona’s fate wasn’t unique among Eternal Clan members. The haughty vampires looked down on all other species, considering them as food for their Blood Path. Ironically, it turned out that their blood was considered a valuable resource, especially their so-called Heart Blood, which contained the essence of their path. It was useful in various ways, from alchemy and smithing to nourishing beasts.

It was the true reason many joined the Buddhist Sangha in their crusade against the Eternal Clan. Vampires with pure bloodlines and high talent, such as Uona, were extremely valuable, and that wasn’t even considering the startling changes her corpse had seen over the years. A series of unlikely coincidences had created something unique, which was exactly how many treasures were born.

Uona had been marked by Chaos and struck by Heavenly Lightning, all while carrying a powerful source of high-quality blood. Zac was responsible for the first two and guessed the blood came from the Eternal Clan Monarch who Alvod Jondir killed. Today, half of Uona’s body was completely withered, emitting an air of Death and even Oblivion.

The other half possessed a vibrancy that no undead being should have, making her appear more alive than when she actually lived. Even her skin had gained a golden hue. Uona had essentially undergone a similar transformation as the Chaos Motes in his body, where Chaos had fused with her Eternal Clan heritage and then split into Life and Death.

Zac had already fed Verun a few drops of the Life-attuned half, and it elicited such a strong reaction he’d decided to seal the corpse inside a temporal coffin until today. Unfortunately, Alea had no interest in the other half, though it would likely see use in other ways. Its energy was simply too attuned to him not to take advantage.

Verun howled with glee, hunger overcoming pain as it greedily drank the refined blood, absorbing everything in no time. The quality of his and Uona’s blood far surpassed the random bloodlines Verun had absorbed over the years, and the lesser essences were forced to give way to the newcomers. Zac had never felt more in tune with the weapon than now, and he could feel the excitement mirrored in Verun.

The runes atop the altar died down after another ten minutes when they failed to further condense the bloodlines. Zac moved [Verun’s Bite] to the [Primordial Awakening Array], and the upgrade process began.

Unlike Alea’s turbulent ascension, the piles of materials didn’t get sucked into [Verun’s Bite] at once. Zac fed the array one item after another, based on which item Verun desired the most. The bones entered first, followed by the other top-tier materials from the Allbright Empire and Perennial Vastness. With every material that entered the array, a new set of golden runes appeared on the axe.

The axe was completely covered when just 20% of the materials had been absorbed, and Zac sensed Verun wasn’t satiated. He kept pushing items into the array, looking on with interest as new layers of golden runes gradually formed a cocoon around the axe. Eventually, Zac felt fullness from his mental link just as he was about to take out some of his spare materials.

The upgrade array cracked as the shimmering ball released a powerful pulse, and Zac backed away while [Verun’s Bite] rose into the air. He could tell that his part in the process was over. Although no ominous clouds were forming above his head, fate still gathered around his weapon. Then, a flash of gold appeared out of nowhere, striking [Verun’s Bite].

The golden bolt shared almost no similarities with the Tribulation Lightning of the Old Heavens, except that they were made of lightning. Zac couldn’t sense any anger or aura of extermination. There was only indifference, like a god looking down at the world. The System wasn’t out to harm, but it also wouldn’t care if [Verun’s Bite] failed its test.

This was the first time Zac saw a trial of the Heavenly Path since breaking through to E-grade. [Verun’s Bite] differed from [Love’s Bond] in that it was an Orthodox Spirit Tool in every sense of the word. The weapon was provided by the System, and they’d followed the conventional evolution path. The only difference between [Verun’s Bite] and normal primal series axes was the shocking number of opportunities it had encountered thanks to being bound to Zac.

It wasn’t even on the Boundless Path like Zac. His Daos were kept separate so he could walk the path of Pure Life. Verun was the sum of the materials that had gone into its creation, becoming a Life-Conflict dual-affinity Spirit Tool, similar to a Mixed-meaning Dao.

Tribulations within the Heavenly Path were generally considered easier. That didn’t mean the System would just hand out things for free. You needed to prove yourself worthy, just like how Zac had endured two Tribulations when entering E-grade. Similarly, the bolt contained incredible force, and a storm was kicked up inside the valley. Zac sensed complex fluctuations inside the lightning, which triggered both his Soul and Dao Heart.

The trial of Hegemony was essentially all three tribulations of the E-grade baked into one and cranked to eleven. Every aspect needed to be up to par, and the demands on Tool Spirits weren’t any different. The weapon had to be nurtured with good enough materials to withstand the energies of a Cosmic Core. Its spirituality also had to be strong enough not to break when faced with the Daos of their wielders or enemies.

Finally, their Heart had to be strong enough if they wanted to follow their companion on their journey toward the peak. The former aspects mostly depended on treasures and opportunities, while the latter was nurtured through the bond between wielder and tool.

A defiant roar reverberated through the valley, drowning out all other sounds. The runes across the axe’s surface burned with unfettered power, and one after another sank into the axe. Not a wisp of the golden lightning was released into the wild. Having passed the first bolt, it became perfected energy. The second bolt arrived without warning, its intensity more than double the previous one. Thousands of runes appeared around the axe upon collision and were dragged into [Verun’s Bite].

Zac felt Verun’s struggle, his mind full of defiant roars. He could feel the two bolts locked within the axe, turning its own body into a furnace. The pain didn’t subside, but the energy eventually stabilized.

Fate gathered for one final salvo. This time, Verun emerged in person, standing guard over its corporeal form while roaring at the sky. Its mane almost appeared to be on fire as it danced in the wind, the fur releasing intense red and golden lights.

The final bolt emerged from the void, and Zac smiled upon seeing Verun swallowing it whole before retreating into its axe. The process had felt calm and controlled from beginning to end. Compared to Alea’s breakthrough, it had been. Still, the overbearing display at the end could only fool a bystander. Zac could feel just how much pain Verun was in as it struggled to refine the tribulation.

Ultimately, Verun more than possessed the qualifications to take the next step, whether you looked at quality, spirituality, or Dao Heart. The remaining golden runes across the axe didn’t sink in, they released a stronger radiance. Soon, the light congealed into a huge pallasite made from steel and gold. Just like Alea, Verun had passed the tribulation and was now incorporating the new materials.

In contrast to Alea’s breakthrough, Zac still felt his connection to Verun. The Tool Spirit was exhausted but in high spirits. Zac still retracted his presence, letting his companion focus on breaking through.

There was no need to wait for Verun to stabilize, so he moved the pallasite to his Cultivation Cave. Zac spent the next day cultivating, making sure no surprises popped up with either of his Tool Spirits. Thankfully, everything was in order, and both were steadily absorbing the ambient energies to fuel the fusion. Zac nodded and left his cave, passing a series of barriers rather than taking the teleporter and emerged in the complex tunnel system of his mountain.

It only took a few minutes to reach the secluded valley hidden between the mountains. A confusing mix of Life and Death danced around him, partly due to his cultivation chamber right below. He’d once considered developing this region into a premium cultivation space, if not for the chaotic atmosphere making that almost impossible.

A few mansions were hanging from the slopes of the four mountains around him, though they all faced outward. This region had been turned into yet another private domain of his, though it hadn’t seen much use.

Zac walked through the valley until he reached the withered Tree of Ascension. It had long since lost all its leaves, and it was difficult to tell whether it was still alive.

“It might still make it. There’s a stubborn seed of spirituality that refuses to let go.”

Zac looked over, nodding at Vilari as she appeared from the mists.

“Perhaps. It’s been through a lot—being poisoned, ripped apart to provide materials, and now this environment. It’s really unlucky,” Zac said with a shake of his head. “Are you ready?”

“I’ve memorized your notes and the missives,” Vilari said. “There shouldn’t be any issues.”

“Good,” Zac said and took out a small box. “I’ll be relying on you then.”


27
DEATH’S DUALITY


The box in Zac’s hands held a golden array flag rippling with Temporal Energy. Just holding it exacerbated his disconnect with the River of Time, and he backed away some distance after placing it down. A powerful suction soon dragged vast amounts of ambient energy toward the Array Flag, and a shimmering sphere five meters wide became visible.

It was a Temporal Chamber he’d just bought from the closest Limited Exchange, this one a two-year version costing 35,000 Merit. Since it hadn’t been filled with energy like the one Zac got from Reyna, it would need to absorb the ambient energy for half a day before it could be used. Even then, one would have to bring a lot of crystals to ensure you didn’t run out of energy and waste your time inside the temporal bubble.

“Are you staying?” Vilari asked after a few minutes had passed.

“I’ll be back before it’s finished charging,” Zac said. “I won’t be much company after you enter, but I’ll be by your side.”

“It will be a comfort just having you here,” Vilari smiled.

It hadn’t taken much deliberation before Zac picked Vilari to look after his Spirit Tools. He could trust her with his life, and her powerful soul would let her better sense the situation within the two cocoons. Furthermore, she was not yet ready to enter Hegemony, which was actually a good thing. Zac couldn’t ask someone busy with their core formation to ensure the cocoons had enough energy. Breaking through was difficult enough without having to focus on side tasks.

Vilari could still benefit a lot from the Time Chamber, considering her focus on Soul Cultivation. Not even her extraordinary bloodline could let her keep the same pace as conventional cultivators. Two extra years should translate into significant progress with her Soul, partly dealing with that drawback. That way, she’d be able to break through as soon as she found the next piece of the Anima Court Seal.

Zac left the valley, spending the next ten hours making preparations. When he returned to Vilari, he used Vivi to carry the two cocoons and gingerly put them down before taking out yet another box and handing it to Vilari.

“Here.”

She curiously opened its lid, and an eruption of immense Mental Energy poured out while the whole valley lit up with emerald splendor. Vilari’s eyes widened in surprise.

“A Moss Crystal? I thought the moon refused to give up more of these?”

“I flew over and made an offer Mossy couldn’t refuse.” Zac grinned.

Actually, the trade went surprisingly well. Mossy had initially been angry by the ‘betrayal’ upon realizing Zac had fully absorbed his Moss Crystals without being impacted by the hidden soul sliver within. To which Zac had pointed out there shouldn’t have been a trap inside anyway. From there, it turned into a straightforward transaction of benefits.

“Be careful. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s another seed of sentience hidden in this thing,” Zac reminded. “And seeing how smart Mossy is getting, it might be trickier to deal with than what I encountered.”

“We’re lucky Emerald Eye remains in E-grade,” Vilari commented. “Such a large soul might be able to reach Earth if it reached the limits of Hegemony.”

Zac nodded in agreement. He was making a deal with the devil by providing Mossy with treasures. At the end of the day, he needed the Moss Crystals if he wanted his soul to keep up with his other cultivation. There was also the matter of rebuilding his Thousand Lights Avatar, which required vast amounts of Mental Energy. He’d gotten another one for himself during his quick trip to the moss-covered moon, though it seemed Mossy wouldn’t be able to form any more in the short run.

The two talked a few more minutes before Vilari walked into the bubble, the two cocoons floating behind her. The dense haze of energy filling the Temporal Chamber turned their forms into a blur, and Zac’s heart thumped as the Temporal Energies rose over the next several minutes. Still, Zac tried to look encouraging rather than worried, remembering Vilari would be staring at the same expression for two years.

A powerful pulse was followed by a rapid-fire series of events. The dense haze inside the Temporal Chamber instantly disappeared as Verun’s pallasite soared toward one side of the valley. The crystal was covered in cracks and releasing extremely powerful fluctuations, and all the Life-attuned energy in the valley was dragged toward it like a comet’s tail.

Zac didn’t even have time to blink before the obsidian crystal flew in the opposite direction. The Mentalist also emerged, but Zac refocused on his Spirit Tools after confirming she was fine.

The pallasite was the first to crumble, and an earth-shattering roar was followed by a pulse of utter ferocity. Zac felt it cover the whole valley and surround the mountain range. His Communication Crystal was already vibrating, which was no surprise. There was no way this phenomenon couldn’t be sensed from Azh’Rodum. Judging by the intensity, they might even feel it back in Port Atwood.

He ignored the messages, looking at the sky with a smile. The toll was not as large as his own, though it did stretch almost twenty-five miles in each direction. As far as Spirit Tools went, that should be considered passing with flying colors. In the heart of it all, Verun floated, its length more than two hundred meters.

The Tool Spirit had undergone yet another transformation inside the pallasite. In the beginning, Verun had been brown, followed by black with red streaks after absorbing the dragon’s blood. Later, it also gained golden patterns after increasing its affinity to Life. Today, Verun’s fur was a light steely grey. The red-and-gold patterns remained and had grown even denser than before. Its mane, especially, was filled with thick golden bristles with roots of sanguine red.

Otherwise, it looked similar to before, a primordial hyena with an oversized maw. Each tooth was now the size of a building, yet sharp enough to make space groan in protest. One interesting addition was that Verun had a rune on its forehead, a complex pattern of steel and gold. It resembled some of the evolutionary blueprints he’d created while searching for answers, while adding new concepts of its own. Zac couldn’t be certain, but it seemed to generate some sort of domain.

Another apparition followed on the heels of Verun’s appearance, this one even more familiar. It was Alea, looking almost exactly like she did when resisting her tribulation. Her aura was significantly more condensed, though, even with her size almost a match to Verun’s.

A second toll spread far and wide, not clashing with the first. They superimposed as they covered almost the same area, and the storms inside the valley calmed rather than grew agitated. Zac savored the atmosphere, his smile growing wider as his two companions showed off. The Tool Spirits looked back at him, and he could feel their spiritual links grow stronger.

It felt like pure water finally returning to dried-out riverbeds, and he was whole once more.

The apparitions only stayed for a while longer before they shrunk into two lights, one gold and one black. The lights shot toward him, and Zac soon held a necklace in one hand and an axe in the other. Zac could tell both Verun and Alea were in good form.

[Verun’s Bite] hadn’t changed as much as the apparition. It still had a wooden handle, though its weathered brown color had shifted toward a golden-red hue. The axe head was still made from bone, and the teeth for counterbalance remained. As expected, the golden patterns had grown more exquisite, and Zac felt like he was looking at small divine rivers running toward the gleaming edge.

Surprisingly, the five sanguine runes on the handle were all gone, replaced by two golden runes, one of which was the original one that let Verun fight by his side. Going from five to two runes gave Zac pause, and he briefly wondered if his pre-evolution adjustments had damaged its core. A brief, wordless exchange with Verun confirmed he didn’t have anything to worry about.

The old abilities, if you could call them that, had simply been integrated to become standard features of the Spirit Tool. Instead, the weapon had gained a true skill, something closer to the earth-shattering abilities [Love’s Bond] had possessed since he first got it.

This, unfortunately, wasn’t the time or place to try it out. Zac turned to the necklace, a sense of premonition filling him upon seeing that the miniature coffin was replaced by a round pendant. Its motif was a mix of Alea and her flowing hair and an axe. He gingerly put it on, ignoring the cold Death radiating from its black metal. Zac was about to question Alea on her choices, only to sigh and shake his head when he felt her consciousness brush against his.

‘I’m glad you’re okay.’

‘I didn’t expect the Heavens to get quite that angry, but it worked out nicely,’ Alea giggled. ‘Come on, activate me.’

Zac wryly smiled and infused some energy into the pendant, which turned into a wave of darkness that ran down his right arm. Zac’s mind was filled with the roar of thousands of chains rattling, like a convoy of bound dead ambling forward in the underworld. The impression only lasted a moment before Zac felt solid metal and a comfortable weight in his hand.

[Black Death] had retained most of its appearance, just like [Verun’s Bite], except for a few small details. It had been utterly black before and was now a charcoal grey with pitch-black markings to mirror Verun’s gold. A singular rune was also at the top of the handle, clearly a skill like those on [Verun’s Bite].

‘Can’t call me [Black Death] anymore. How about [Alea’s Kiss]?’ Alea suggested.

‘No way,’ Zac rejected without hesitation.

‘No, I guess that’s no good. It would make me seem like a frivolous woman if I went around kissing everything that came your way. [Death’s Duality]?’

‘Fine,’ Zac absentmindedly agreed, his attention was mostly on the other changes to [Love’s Bond].

Upon seeing the necklace’s new appearance, he’d already suspected Alea would surprise him. And as it indicated, the Coffin form of [Love’s Bond] was gone entirely. Like that, both of the Spirit Tool’s original configurations were gone.

Replacing the coffin was a plate armor made from the same material as the axe. The same pitch-black markings holding the Death and even a hint of Oblivion formed a mysterious pattern moving toward runes of distilled truth. The only part that differed from the rest was a black engraving of Alea that covered his heart. It looked just like her, and was clearly not just decorative. Zac could tell it was a skill like the rune on the handle.

The armor only covered part of his body. A sturdy breastplate protected his heart and lungs, and the armor continued down his right arm. Zac’s midsection, left shoulder, and neck were left fully exposed, but not even a blade of grass could get through the covered sections. Thankfully, Zac didn’t even notice the armor, and he felt no resistance or restriction when twisting his torso or swinging his arm around. The plates were perfectly adapted to his physique, and there had to be some magic at play since Zac couldn’t even hear a creak when moving around.

Though the coffin was gone, Alea had saved the chains. They now emerged from six vortices on his backplate, three running down his shoulders along his spine. A seventh chain emerged just below his elbow, forming an additional layer of protection for his right arm before attaching to the bottom of [Death’s Duality].

Zac held one of the chains, a small frown marring his face. The new form was powerful and full of potential, yet it left Zac with a sour feeling. Carrying the coffin on his back had been a reminder and a promise. And with the coffin gone, it felt like he’d broken the oath he’d sworn at this exact location years ago.

‘I never liked having you carry around that coffin,’ Alea muttered as the chains wound around him in an embrace. ‘It made you sad, and it served no purpose anyway. My old body was gone by the time I became [Love’s Bond], so it became nothing but a container of guilt. I like this form much better. This way, no one will be closer to your heart than me.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Zac asked. ‘I could⁠—’

“You could have what?” Alea huffed as her projection emerged from the engraving on his breastplate. “Talked me out of it? Tried to prepare a body in secret when I don’t want one? No, you’re too stubborn, so I took matters into my own hands. If you want to help me, help me finish my transition. That way, I won’t have to suffer such painful tribulations while following you.”

“…Fine,” Zac sighed. “If you ever change your mind, just tell me.”

“I know, and I love you for that.” Alea winked before turning to Vilari. “Thank you for your help in there. Those Spiritual Fluctuations were actually very useful for us.”

“You’re welcome.” Vilari smiled.

“You know, you’re not bad,” Alea thoughtfully said. “Good looks, good talent, good temperament. You’d make a virtuous wife. How about snatching this guy up before it’s too late?”

Vilari’s eyes widened in shock, her trademark calm cracking. “I⁠—”

“She’s just messing around.” Zac sighed.

“Am I?” Alea said with a raised brow. “Catheya’s not bad, she’s merely caught up in all the politics. How can she manage your house like that?”

“I don’t need you to act matchmaker,” Zac said with a roll of his eyes. “Believe it or not, I’m doing quite well on my own. Since you have so much energy, explain your new form. Are you able to stay like this longer now?”

“I guess, but there’s not much point.” Alea hummed as she floated around. “It’s still a drain on my spirit, and I don’t have any combat ability like Verun. Besides, this isn’t really my true form any longer. It’s like if you turned into a cloud of dust. It might work, though it’s not natural. As for my new form, isn’t it self-explanatory? You could barely consider me a War Regalia, even if I’m missing most of the features. Try it out—infuse some energy into me.”

Zac followed Alea’s instructions, and the black patterns released a dark gas that trickled over his body like a slow-moving waterfall. The smoke was decently corrosive, but more importantly, it seemed to have a defensive effect. He curiously picked up a nearby stone with telekinesis and hurled it toward himself.

With the stone’s speed, it would punch right through a Middle E-grade cultivator, yet Zac didn’t feel a thing when it met the dark shroud. The mist temporarily hardened at the collision spot, turning into an impassable wall. Zac whistled when the stone shattered, and the mist returned to its original form, only slightly weakened.

The shroud feature was surprisingly durable, and it barely cost him any Miasma. Its shifting nature even acted as a form of distraction. Veteran warriors could use the slightest movement or shift in weight to predict their opponent’s next move. The haze around his right arm, in particular, would make those predictions much harder.

The feature wasn’t without its problems. The shroud was densest over his armored parts and the sections right below. Meanwhile, his legs were only partially covered, while his head and left arm remained fully exposed. Compared to the [Ossuary Bulkwark], the barrier wasn’t as comprehensive or reliable.

“Each upgrade should cover a bit more and hopefully add new features. By the time I reach Late D-grade, I’ll be wrapped all around you,” Alea said with a mischievous grin.

“And at peak?” Zac curiously asked.

“I’m not sure,” Alea said. “I guess we’ll find out together. Well, that’s it for me.”

“Your soul’s wounded?” Zac fussed. “Do you need to enter seclusion?”

“Stopping that bolt did a number on me,” Alea said with a pained smile. “But no, I’m mostly fine. Though I wouldn’t say no if you fed me some tasty spiritual materials.”

“Actually, I have something right now,” Zac said, taking out a small vial.

It was the [Wreathstar Nectar] Iz gave him. He ended up not needing to use them when entering Hegemony as he'd initially planned. Zac didn’t know if it was his month of unconsciousness, the effect of the Perennial Vastness, or something related to his Technocrat Origin. Either way, he felt his body and foundations as stable as bedrock upon waking up. It was even part of the reason he could make such rapid progress on his pathways.

Zac released one drop on [Black Death] and another on [Verun’s Bite]. The mysterious liquid entered the weapons without issue, and even Zac could feel the mysterious energies wash over Alea and Verun. Alea returned to her necklace form, but when Zac tried to stow [Verun’s Bite], it resisted, and turned into a simple bone ring on his right thumb.

“You wanted to hang around like Alea?” Zac asked and laughed upon hearing an affirmative roar in his mind. “That’s fine.”

Zac turned to Vilari. “Thank you for your help. How did things go on your end?”

“I’m the one who should thank you.” Vilari smiled, having overcome the embarrassment from before. “I saved decades of work on my soul, and two years of seclusion gave me the time to explore some ideas I’ve had for skills and my blueprint. I’ll be ready to evolve as soon as I get the next piece.”

“Good,” Zac said. “I’ll talk to you later.”

Zac returned to his cultivation cave after sending Alea to Kavista. The environment there was much better for stabilizing her foundation, and he wanted to bring her to the Abyssal Pond. Who knew? It might provide her with an opportunity as well. Having dealt with all short-term matters, Zac shut out the outside world.

The next time he emerged from seclusion, it would finally be time to stare into the Abyss.
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A gentle chime indicated it was about time, and Zac opened his eyes. The medicinal haze around him was incredibly dense, having found nothing to fix since yesterday and left accumulating inside the sacred tree.

He was ready.

The work on his pathways finished two days ago. The general circuit was fully upgraded, both as Human and Draugr. Most cultivators wouldn’t believe their ears upon hearing a mortal finishing everything in under a week. Then again, Zac wasn’t a mortal in the conventional sense.

The only parts that didn’t quite match his Classes were a few small sections surrounding some of his skills and empty skill slots. He hadn’t figured out all the details yet on how he wanted to move forward with his skills, so he’d left those snippets in an open-ended state to more easily adapt later on. Those small sections wouldn’t affect his fighting ability, at least not while the skills remained E-grade.

Zac had accrued dozens of skills between his classes, and not all were as straightforward to deal with as [Deathmark]. First, there were his ancillary skills, such as [Cosmic Gaze] and [Spiritual Anchor]. Both were useful—neither was tuned to his path. After matching his pathways to his classes, they barely worked anymore. He had similar issues with some of his active skills, such as [Innate Ward], [Undying Mark], and [Abyssal Phase].

Then, there were the ones he no longer used. For example, there were [Conformation of Supremacy] and [Gorehew]. Over the years, he’d picked up many of these skills to shore up his weaknesses, and it was high time he did something about it.

Having outdated and unsuitable skills wasn’t a huge problem in the lower grades since the energy levels or Daos involved weren’t enough to cause a disturbance. The problem would become increasingly noticeable as time passed.

A chain was only as strong as its weakest link, and these unsuitable Skill Fractals were currently weaknesses in his pathways. They were like cholesterol clogging up his spiritual arteries, lowering his already unimpressive energy transmission. It slowed activation times and weakened persistent skills, such as [Primal Edict], since the fractal didn’t get as much energy as it should.

The Skill Fractals even created disharmony within your body, like a few instruments playing out of tune in an orchestra. For cultivators, it was like having a fly buzzing in their ears when meditating on their Daos. That wasn’t really a problem for Zac, who didn’t meditate, but that didn’t mean he could ignore the issue.

The whole point of a Class was that it attuned your body to your path—the System handing out Skills was just an added bonus. The real magic was the pathways themselves and how they transformed normal energy into something uniquely suited to activating your skills. Before the System, cultivators had to manually refine their energy before launching spells, which was obviously way harder.

Unrelated skills were based on concepts that had nothing to do with your path, yet they remained connected to your pathways. In other words, they distorted the signal, which became increasingly noticeable as you progressed through the grades. The added detail to fractals at each grade was a consequence of higher-grade skills requiring more specific energy, and having an Arcane Class magnified that.

That was why cultivators generally avoided filling their skill slots with random abilities even after reaching a bottleneck—some even closed their empty skill slots permanently to improve their energy flow. Zac had always followed this way of doing things, though he only found out why later.

Right now, the downside wasn’t too bad. The power he’d gained from entering Hegemony more than made up for the reduced efficiency, and the disharmony they created wasn’t to the point they’d make skills randomly fail. Still, it was a problem that needed to be solved, and the sooner, the better. Some skills would be upgraded and altered to suit his path, while others would be replaced or discarded entirely.

Luckily, not all his skills were this arduous to deal with. He still didn’t know how to evolve [Pillar of Desolation], yet the skill was perfectly attuned to him. The only downside of letting it stay in E-grade was that his ultimate skill wouldn’t be strong enough to deal with troublesome enemies. With other skills, he had already come up with a solution, and he’d taken the opportunity to upgrade a few more while waiting for the Abyssal Pond to be readied.

[D] Evolutionary Edge - Proficiency: Early. The struggle of the wild hones the sharpest edge. Upgradeable.

[D] Indomitable - Proficiency: Early. The will of the underworld is intractable, undeterred by the screams of the bound. Upgradeable.

The Soul Defense skill on his undead side barely required any adjustment. He’d simply made some alterations that would let him bolster its effect with both Daos of his Inexorable Path. Before, it only gained durability from his Branch of the Pale Seal. Now, it would also push back with the help of the Branch of the War Axe, strengthening the defenses further while having the chance of eliciting a backlash on spiritual attacks.

[Nature’s Edge] had seen a larger overhaul, even more so than [Deathmark]. Over the past years, Zac had thought long and hard about what role his old staple skill should have. [Chop] had added lethality, reach, and durability during a time when his equipment was low-quality, and he dealt with enemies a few at a time. Today, he barely used [Nature’s Edge] to empower his weapon, mostly because of the huge strides he’d made with his technique.

There was no point in forming a fractal blade when infighting any longer. If anything, a meter-long blade placed in front of your weapon made infighting more cumbersome. Not only that, [Verun’s Bite] was already so sharp and durable it was better to let the axe itself strike the enemies than to use an intangible blade. That was doubly true now that Verun had become a D-grade Spirit Tool.

Meanwhile, releasing fractal blades at ranged targets was only somewhat effective. It was easier for Zac to just flash into melee range and unleash [Nature’s Edge]’s area blast instead. As a result, his staple skill had been reduced to an omnidirectional burst attack he used to deal with weaker targets, while occasionally becoming the activation vehicle for [Rapturous Divide].

Zac had cross-referenced his old skills, multiple Skill Crystals, and books on patterns to find a solution. He wanted the skill to regain its usefulness as a repeatable attack he could use to empower his combat style. Hopefully, the alterations had let him accomplish just that.

There were a few more skills Zac was ready to fix right away, but there was no way he’d split his attention when entering the Abyssal Pond. He even let his human side enter a Void State as his Draugr half exited the cultivation chamber. A graceful woman waited outside, and Zac was surprised to see she was a Late-stage Hegemon.

“Young master, I’m Selesa Kavriel. I’m here to lead you to the Abyssal Pond,” Selesa said with a graceful curtsy. “If you please.”

“Thank you,” Zac said, and they made their way to the closest teleporter.

Zac's expectations for the Abyssal Pond to be close by were subverted as Selesa led him through a relay of almost a dozen arrays before reaching their destination. Judging by the closed-off chambers and the mounting pressure, Zac guessed they were moving underground. Far underground, toward the source of the immense energies that fueled Kavista and the Kavriel Clan’s ancestral home. Even he found it slightly difficult to bear the pressure, and he realized why they hadn’t sent someone from the younger generation to guide him.

The depth of C-grade continents was innumerable times greater than planets, though that didn’t necessarily mean they held sprawling underworlds like the one on Earth. There were undoubtedly subterranean biotopes the size of whole worlds and cave systems you could spend decades exploring. Nevertheless, the deeper regions of continents were rarely visited because of how dangerous it was in the depths.

For one, the pressure would mount until even Monarchs found it difficult to endure. Long before that, there were incredibly dangerous energy pulses that could rip cultivators to shreds. These currents moved too fast to dodge, and they contained such vast amounts of energy that it was impossible to set up man-made protections. They were the source of the rich environment above, but also what kept cultivators from searching the rich depths.

Certainly, there would always be people willing to take the risk when there were benefits involved. There was a type of daring explorer who made a living striking at the deeper regions, hoping to find pockets where the pulses never passed for one reason or another. Those spots had a chance of hidden Holy Lands and could hold Natural Treasures that had been growing in secret for millennia.

Zac once asked why people didn’t dig into the continents from below since that’s where the treasures hid, only to find out it was impossible. True continents weren’t like the world disks of the Twilight Ocean, where you could see both the surface and underside. In reality, C-grade continents and above didn’t actually have an underbelly, which was something Zac still had a hard time wrapping his head around.

“This way, my lord,” Selesa said when they’d finished their jumps.

Unlike the previous rooms that had been without exits, this one held a singular door guarded by two peak Hegemons. They slightly bowed at Zac and opened the door as he approached. Behind was a short corridor leading into a surprisingly luxurious lounge area. Zac felt like he’d arrived at a five-star spa, a feeling that was reinforced as he walked up to a large window. There was a shimmering lake just below, along with an actual beach.

Had the Kavriel Clan built a resort in the depths of the continent?

“Is this it?” Zac hesitated, looking at the shimmering waters with suspicion.

The lake was clearly special, except it resembled a watered-down version of Be’Zi’s cultivation ground more than the Abyssal Lake of his vision. The waters were a radiant aquamarine rather than the oppressive black that swallowed all light. Besides, the lake was immense, to the point Zac couldn’t see its end. There was simply no way this was the Abyssal Pond.

Selesa smiled. “No, this is the Deepmist Lake, a private cultivation ground of the Kavriel Clan. The Abyssal Pond is farther down. I do not have the qualifications to go there. I’ve been told Mistress An’Azol will lead you the rest of the way.”

“Even further down?” Zac muttered. “Aren’t you worried the pond will get dragged into a⁠—”

Zac’s words got caught in his throat, his eyes widening with realization. Energy pulses, beasts, and unbearable pressure weren’t the only dangers of delving into the depths of the continents. The farther you went, the greater the pressure, until not even space could endure. After reaching a certain point, the underground would make the spatial turbulence inside the Research Base seem mild.

Most of the fractures were just that—spatial rifts that were only good for ripping you apart. However, a few led to Mystic Realms attracted by the immense gravitational forces of the C-grade continent. Those pathways were highly sought-after resources that factions like the Kavriel Clan could spend a fortune stabilizing and moving to a safer location.

Supposedly, a few tears could even lead to the mysterious lower planes, though those were supposed to be incredibly rare and highly unstable.

Was that how Tavza and Laz Tem’Zul connected this remote corner of the Multiverse with the Abyssal Lake? If so, what exactly was the Abyssal Lake? Could the Abyss be a lower plane in the depths of reality, while the shores were simply a gateway to the prime realities? Almost like how a crack had led the Ra’Lashar Goblins to the Lost Plane, which was actually the inner dimension of an Eternal Heritage?

Selesa didn’t answer his question, though her smile indicated he was on the right track. The attendant led him to the shores, where they waited for a few minutes until the waters rippled.

“You’re here,” Tavza said as she emerged from the waters. “Your energy is flowing naturally. Are you ready?”

“As ready as I can be,” Zac said.

“Follow me, then.”

Tavza turned back into the waters, and Zac followed. The Deepmist Lake was cool to the touch and filled with immense accumulations of Death. Zac wasn’t even sure it was made from water. It seemed more like the liquified energy of the Twilight Ocean, though this one wasn’t sullied by Life.

Zac had no trouble piercing through the waters with his power of flight. His still proved to not be up to Tavza’s standard. She waved her hand, and Zac was pulled over before a pitch-black creature surrounded them. Zac couldn’t exactly tell what it looked like from within, but it seemed to be either an eel or an aquatic dragon. Either case, it was incredibly fast, transporting them dozens of times faster than Zac’s peak swimming speed.

“Most who live by the Abyssal Lake have similar abilities,” Tavza explained when Zac looked at her curiously. “It wouldn’t be inaccurate to call us an aquatic race, and high affinity to Ice and Water is quite common among our kin.”

“I guess,” Zac said as he looked around. “I didn’t expect the pond to be down here. Can you explain what’s going on?”

“I overheard your exchange,” Tavza said. “It’s as you believe. The Abyssal Lake is more than a special region. It’s most likely a unique plane.”

“Most likely?” Zac said, looking at Tavza with confusion. “You don’t know?”

“Reality sometimes resists the clear-cut definitions we create to rationalize our understanding of the cosmos,” Tavza said. “The Abyssal Lake shares some characteristics with the lower planes, and also differs in a few critical aspects.

“For example, we can temporarily connect with the Abyssal Lake by seizing and retuning a spatial bridge. This indicates the true lake is located somewhere down there. Unfortunately, neither Draugr nor anyone else has ever found it when scouring the planes. The only way to get there is the Abyssal Shores, or these pathways opened by using a beacon connected to the lake.

“The Abyssal Lake seems to lack any connection to the Inverse Peak, and neither does our race show any particular talent for this Dao. It’s also impossible to form contracts of summoning or exchange with the creatures living in the lake, like how summoners and warlocks connect with other planes. Really, your guess is as good as mine.”

Zac thoughtfully nodded as he looked at the increasingly dark depths of the lake. He should have expected the lake wasn’t as simple as a physical object. To think it was hidden so well that not even the Supremacies had figured out where it was.

“You’re happy?” Tavza said with a raised brow.

“Ah?” Zac only then realized he’d been smiling. “It’s kind of interesting, isn’t it? The Multiverse is so old, and there are beings who have been around for billions of years. You’d expect every nook and cranny to have been explored by now, yet the cosmos is still filled with mysteries we can’t make heads or tails of. Who knows how many more places like the Abyssal Lake there are?”

“It’s true,” Tavza said. “Most of our reality remains uncharted, and word of new discoveries in the Eternal Storm reach our ears every year. There are even things within integrated space that have baffled people for eons. Take the Omnilord’s Trial, for example.”

“The what?”

“Throughout recorded history, since before the System even, there have been sightings of an ancient castle appearing out of nowhere. Sometimes it’s in the middle of the Multiverse Heartlands. Sometimes it’s in the depths of the Eternal Storm. There are even records of it appearing in the Lower Planes.

“It appears for exactly 37 days before disappearing. During that time, its gates are open for anyone below the C-grade. Not even Supremacies can force their way inside. Once, a Throne tried and was rebuffed.”

“It’s an Eternal Heritage then?” Zac surmised.

“No,” Tavza said with a shake of her head. “It should be something of this Era, even if the Dao it emits is unusual. The problem is, no one knows who this Omnilord is. We only know what the plaque outside tells us. The Omnilord has left ‘The Key to the Future’ for his fated inheritor, and it’s waiting in the heart of the castle.”

“What’s the key to the future?”

“Who knows?” Tavza shrugged. “And that’s my point; there is usually a reason why mysteries remain a mystery to this day. Out of the billions of geniuses who have entered the Omnilord’s Trial, not one was ever seen again.”

“What a party pooper,” Zac muttered, but his spirits lifted as he saw a barrier ahead.

Tavza’s creature flew through the barrier, and Zac felt a powerful spatial ripple pass through his body before his senses were overwhelmed. Death, darkness, stillness. Home.

“We’re here,” Tavza said as they stepped out of a spatial portal, her words entirely superfluous.

Zac could feel it with every fiber of his being, and his eyes instinctively homed in on the source of the feeling. The gateway to the Abyss.
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The call of the Abyss momentarily overwhelmed all thoughts and impressions, and Zac’s eyes were glued to the distant black spot in the ground. It took him a couple of seconds to recover, at which point he finally took in the rest of the scene.

The subterranean cave the portal at the bottom of the Deepmist Lake led them to was just under a mile across, yet the pond was no more than a few dozen meters wide. The rest was occupied by a massive array surrounding the abyssal waters. The pond resembled a small pupil in a gargantuan eye, and looking into it filled Zac with a sense of belonging.

The pitch-black water was absolutely still, making it look more like an opaque pane of glass than liquid. However, the fluctuations of Death it released rose and fell, resembling waves reaching land. The pond was hundreds of meters away and contained by barriers to not lose its efficacy, yet Zac’s body screamed at him to enter. If the energy leak filled him with such desire, what about the real thing?

The Abyssal Energy’s attraction to his bloodline was almost unbearable, but it wasn’t the only thing that drew Zac in. The truths themselves were incredibly fascinating. He’d always sensed the Abyssal Energy in his bloodline visions. Seeing the Abyssal Pond in person let him understand its Dao better. Zac was certain the aura of the Abyss was an expression of Pure Death, yet it was quite different from his own.

It felt endless, like Death had become the heavens and absorbed all other Dao. With every fluctuation, Zac felt like he’d sensed a new Dao hidden beneath the surface, only to find it yet another expression of Death. His own Dao felt small and fragile, like something that could only grow in a sterile environment. Zac shook his head and stabilized his heart. There was no point in comparing himself and his Dao Branches to a mysterious region that not even Supremacies could unravel.

He turned to the surrounding array, and just a brief inspection left him with vertigo rather than answers. The array’s complexity was far beyond what he could possibly hope to decipher with his innate comprehension or [Primal Polyglot]. It must have been erected by the Draugr Monarchs and was possibly the first C-grade Array he’d ever seen in person.

The array formed a star-shaped pattern around the pond, and 108 densely engraved stone pillars were placed inside. Curiously, the pillars were hollow and contained streams of aquamarine water. Judging by the energy fluctuations, the lake above was continuously feeding the array vast amounts of water and energy.

No wonder the lake hadn’t seemed very impressive despite its location or status as a hidden resource. Zac almost felt bad for the Kavriel Clan. Tavza had essentially turned one of their major cultivation grounds into a battery for the Abyssal Pond. Judging by the energy involved, it would likely be a long time before this place fully recovered. At least they’d get to enjoy some of the benefits.

Outside the array, there were already a few hundred people waiting. All of them were Draugr, with most being of the young generation by the looks of it. There were even two Peak E-grade cultivators who could only stay in this environment through the protection of their elders.

“So many?” Zac commented. “Going to get cramped in that little pond.”

“Only five will actually enter,” Tavza explained as she led him over. “The rest will only meditate in the array eyes. It’s not a replacement for the real thing, but it’s still a valuable opportunity for someone on the frontier. These are all talented seeds from across the continent. For some, this might be the first step in a series of encounters that will remold their fate.”

Zac nodded. Getting the ball rolling was often the most difficult step when you wanted to rise beyond the norm. You needed a catalyst that gave you the strength to keep pushing, just like Zac’s early windfall of Titles had let him steamroll the incursions.

At the front of the group stood five Draugr Monarchs, three of which seemed to be members of the Kavriel Clan. The other two were, unsurprisingly, Enis and Laz.

“What does young master think of our youngsters?” one of the Kavriel Monarchs said with a smile, giving Zac the impression of a kindly grandpa.

He was anything but. The old man was Tassar Kavriel, a High Monarch and one of Zecia’s true overlords.

“It’s not without reason the Kavriel Clan has stood strong in Zecia for so long. You have so many talents,” Zac said politely.

Zac was just playing nice. Even so, his compliment was by no means an exaggeration. Every single cultivator here had incredibly solid auras, and they’d easily become one of the central figures if placed in the Atwood Army.

Just as Zac looked at them, so did the elites of the Kavriel Province look back at him. Some were curious, while others shone with gratitude. His presence was an important reason this place had been set up. A few couldn’t hide their jealousy, nor the challenge in their eyes. Clearly, they felt they deserved better treatment based on their talents and contributions than being forced to sit on the sidelines.

Still, no one spoke up—who’d dare cause a scene with Tavza and the Monarchs present?

“They’re decent enough.” Tassar smiled. “They can’t compare to Lord Umbri’Zi. This old man was shocked upon learning of some of your deeds. You’re a true paragon of your generation. I hope you can look after these children in the future.”

“Uh, sure,” Zac slowly nodded before turning to Laz Tem’Zul.

“What do you think?” Laz said. “You can feel it, no?”

“It’s amazing,” Zac said. “My cells are screaming for me to jump in.”

“I can imagine. Your bloodline is right at the threshold of awakening after consuming the [Essence of the Abyss]. Don’t worry, everything is in order, and the connection will fully stabilize in two hours.”

“So, what am I supposed to do?” Zac said, looking at Tavza with a raised brow. “The [Abyssal Revolutions] method you gave me only lets me control my Bloodline Nodes. It doesn’t do anything for awakenings or bloodline refinement.”

Zac had gotten the general Bloodline Method even before entering the Perennial Vastness. Its limited use meant he never bothered to practice it. [Bloodline Resonance] had already let him connect with his Draugr Nodes just fine, and his Heart Cultivation had improved his control even further. Besides, he was extra skeptical about practicing any technique provided by Tavza after his experience with [Essence of the Abyss].

“You don’t need any method at this stage,” Tavza said. “You are coming home, just connect with your origin and accept as much of the Abyss as possible. After you’ve awakened, we can provide the method to solidify your bloodline and push it toward the next awakening.”

“As much as possible? Can an awakening be good or bad?”

“The first step is the awakening, which is just the beginning. Those with great talent and fate can skip some steps.

“Generally, our bloodlines can be awakened up to five times,” Laz clarified. “We call the stages Return, Strand, Shallows, Midnight, and Depths. Each stage has the conventional Early to Peak stages. Most will awaken to Early Return, and skipping a few of the minor thresholds is possible if your bloodline is pure enough.”

“I see,” Zac said. “What do you mean by ‘generally five awakenings’? Are there more?”

“There is a sixth and final stage called True Abyss,” Tavza said. “It’s only been reached by our Abyssal Princes on a few occasions. Four times, to be exact, where each one was a member of the upper bloodlines. Those awakenings ushered in an age of prosperity for our kin.”

“Is the current⁠—”

“No,” Tavza said with a shake of her head. “The last True Abyssal Prince emerged sixteen generations ago.”

Zac nodded in understanding. Six stages, where one was considered a longshot even for Supremacies, might seem worse than the nine layers of the [Boundless Vajra Sublimation]. More levels didn’t translate into higher potential. Zac had seen some extremely unimpressive methods with over fifty layers, where the nigh-impossible final layer barely provided the benefits of a minor breakthrough of a good method.

“Many of our bloodlines remain incomplete or impure. Reaching the upper layers was already difficult in the olden days, and it’s only gotten harder.” Laz sighed. “More than half of the elites sent to the Abyssal Shores find themselves stuck at the peak of the Return Stage. Undergoing a second awakening will give you a chance at permanent residence. Entering the Shallows in one’s lifetime will make you a core member of our race.”

Zac asked a few more practical questions, finding it quite straightforward. He only needed to submerge himself and dive until the pressure and energy became too much. Spatial fluctuations meant the opportunity was over, and he needed to get out unless he wanted to get dragged into the lower plane. It turned out the pond itself was separated from the real lake, and he should under no circumstance enter the real thing. The depths of this pond didn’t lead to the shore but rather some random uncharted spot of the Abyss.

“I think I got it,” Zac said. “Jump inside, harmonize, and swallow as much energy as possible. Sounds easy enough.”

“Be careful not to overdo it,” Laz said, urging caution for the third time over the past few minutes. “If you take on too much, you will no longer harmonize with the Abyssal Lake. You will become the lake. Every day, the Abyssal Lake claims some of its sons and daughters this way. Never forget your sense of self. You are of the Abyss, you are not the Abyss.”

The next two hours felt like an eternity, and the call of the Abyssal Pond only grew more alluring. Even then, Zac could tell with certainty when the connection was complete. He shot to his feet, eyes already on the array’s center. The pond looked the same, but it suddenly felt bottomless, far eclipsing the Twilight Chasm or the feeling he got when peering into a Draugr’s eyes.

“Go ahead,” Laz said with a smile when Zac looked over for confirmation. “Remember, the Abyss is endless—we are not. You need to be alive to enjoy the benefits it provides.”

Zac nodded in thanks and set out. He followed the pre-arranged path through the complex array, studiously avoiding the immense energies that raged on both sides. Even he would find it difficult to survive inside the sea of Miasma that kept the pond stable.

It only took a few breaths to pass the barriers and reach the pond, at which point the beckoning call was almost unbearable. The ichor in his veins felt like fire as it coursed through his body while his cells greedily swallowed the mysterious energy wafting from the still waters. It effortlessly melded with his cells, like it had always been part of him.

It took all of Zac’s self-control not to jump straight in then and there. Instead, he first dipped his finger, confirming nothing was wrong. In fact, it felt wonderful. His presence naturally spread through the waters, and the Abyss welcomed his arrival. He felt boundless power waiting below, like a corner of the Heavens hid from the universe that could only be unearthed by the children of Draug.

Zac took a shuddering breath as he removed his necklace, carefully submerging a corner into the waters.

‘It’s fine. Great, even,’ a content hum echoed in his mind. ‘And I can fly away if it becomes too much, so don’t worry about me.’

Zac smiled and transformed the Spirit Tool into its armor form. Normal treasures would easily get corroded by the Abyssal Lake, so he’d already replaced his Spatial Ring with one made from proper materials. He couldn’t do the same with [Love’s Bond], and there was no way she’d survive the environment in the depths.

Luckily, it looked like the surface was fine, and Zac laughed when Alea’s six chains emerged from the breastplate and dipped into the waters. The scene made him picture Alea dipping her feet in a hot spring, enjoying the warmth. Seeing everything was fine, Zac finally gave in to his craving.

He flew to the center of the pool and submerged himself, his descent only creating the smallest ripple. Soon, the aquamarine light of the ambient Miasma was gone, replaced by utter darkness. Yet it wasn’t the hostile gloom of Tavza’s domain nor the restrictive darkness Eoz had broken through in his visions. It was warm, welcoming. It was home. Zac almost groaned in pleasure as the Abyss spread through his body, but a discordant change ruined the experience.

The annoyance only lasted a moment before Zac resumed his descent. The wave of weakness that suddenly spread through his body wasn’t a trap. It was him losing his connection with his other body. He’d already suspected that might happen after learning how mysterious the Abyssal Lake really was. Zac even felt it might be for the best. This way, there would be no outside distractions. Besides, if his connection couldn’t be maintained, then it was highly unlikely the Monarchs outside would be able to spy on his actions.

Deeper and deeper he went into the heart of darkness. Boundless warmth poured into his body, gently burrowing into his cells to bestow the gift of the dark waters. And something from the depths of his being stirred, rising to meet the call of the Abyss. Tavza had told him to harmonize with the lake, but was there even any need? There was no sense of separation, only communion, as it became unclear where his body ended, and the Abyss began.

Zac let his consciousness spread into the darkness like a root network moving through the soil in search of sustenance. The farther he expanded, the greater the amount of Abyssal Energy poured into his body, and the faster he moved toward a higher state of existence. Zac remembered Laz’s warning and never let that final wall of separation between the self and the Abyss get infringed upon.

His strong Dao Heart and experience with the [Void Vajra Sublimation] quickly proved to be a huge asset. He was like a small island in an endless sea. The crashing waves of the Abyss tried to drag him under. He resisted the pull as his claim on the surroundings expanded. Zac had only been inside the waters for a few moments, and he could already sense an intangible shackle within his body.

The moment it shattered, the true power of his Draugr heritage would be his.

It became clear that some parts of the Abyss felt more intimate than others. Perhaps Eoz had been born from one aspect of the Abyss, while the other branches had their own regions. Or perhaps it was simply that some regions of the Abyssal Lake were a better match to his Branch of the Pale Seal and his Inexorable Path, just like the maze in the Gates of Reincarnation.

Either case, Zac followed the sense of belonging as he swam toward the energy-rich depths. The pressure was enough to crush an E-grade cultivator, but it was nothing to him. Even if his Eoz bloodline had yet to fully awaken, it provided a natural resistance to the detriments of the Abyssal Lake. He could tell that his human body would already have been forced to turn back, and he hadn’t even begun to utilize his Hidden Nodes to endure.

The surroundings grew increasingly compatible, and vast amounts of seemingly tailormade Abyssal Energy entered his body. It was intoxicating.

Zac eventually stopped his descent, not just due to his approaching the limits of what his body and Dao Heart could withstand, he could sense an intangible film not that far below his current location.

It was no doubt the gate to the true Abyssal Lake, the place Laz warned him of. If he crossed that line, there was no coming back. He’d find himself in some unknown corner of the Abyssal Lake with no way to tell where the exit was. Draugr or not, that wasn’t something an Early D-grade cultivator could survive, considering even Eoz had been forced to struggle to escape the depths.

Still, this was good enough. He’d managed to get farther than Laz expected, reaching the very edge of the Abyssal Pond. The Abyssal Energies were more than five times denser than at the surface, and the truths they held felt more complete. It should only be a matter of time before he absorbed enough to awaken.

Only, a troubled frown appeared on Zac’s face as the hours passed. It was as though the vortices in his cells were completely insatiable. No matter how much of the Abyss he swallowed, he was unable to gather enough momentum to break the chain sealing his bloodline. Almost as though he were leaking, where a good chunk of what he accepted into his body was stolen before it could integrate with his Eoz bloodline. Naturally, his body hadn’t sprung an actual leak, though Zac would have preferred such a simple problem.

A leak could be plugged, but what was Zac supposed to do when the culprit was his Void Emperor bloodline?
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Zac guessed he shouldn’t have been surprised that the truths of the Abyssal Lake could become nourishment for his original bloodline, even if his cells rarely competed for the energy entering his body. The Abyssal Lake held a unique approach to the Dao of Death that seemed to go beyond his understanding of Dao. Zac wouldn’t even be surprised if the Void of Death could be found in the lake’s depth, where its Dao of Death reached the extremity.

What should he do? Let alone awakening multiple stages like Tavza mentioned, Zac wasn’t sure he’d even be able to break the first shackle as things stood. And going by the absorption rate, Zac suspected that his Void Emperor bloodline wouldn’t be satiated even after drinking its fill for the whole three days.

After all, he’d absorbed half a mountain when awakening the Void Emperor bloodline to the F-grade. The amount of energy required at his current level was no doubt monstrous. Besides, did he even dare push for a breakthrough for his Void Emperor bloodline in here? There was no way the people above wouldn’t realize there was something wrong if he unleashed the true vortices of his bloodline.

No, it was too early, and the timing wasn’t right. Zac dispelled the worry and impatience before the feelings became a crack in his heart that the Abyss could exploit. Instead, he focused on increasing his rate of absorption. It would increase the risk of taking on more than his body and mind could handle, and might let him keep more for himself.

New spiritual tendrils full of hunger spread through the waters, some of them inching ever closer to the pond’s edge. As the roots neared the barrier, the quantity and quality exponentially improved. Even the insatiable vortices in his cells found it difficult to keep up, and a primal force started to build within him.

It worked. Just a few more hours and the accumulation would be enough to break the shackle holding him back. The influx of pure Abyssal Energy didn’t come without a price. The call of the Abyss was deafening, threatening to overwhelm his spiritual and psychological defenses. He tried to hold onto his Void Self, but he could tell the pure energies right by the spatial film were more than he could sustainably handle.

Zac was unsure what to do. If he backed down, his cells would siphon off what he’d managed to accumulate. There would be repercussions from staying on, and not only the risk of being absorbed by the Abyssal Lake. The truths entering his body were too lofty, too complete. He’d encountered this situation a few times before, like in the hidden valley of the Twilight Chasm.

How could such a setup compare to the truths hidden in the Abyss? If not for his Void Heart, his path would have already broken.

Zac chose to retreat and find another solution, when something other than Abyssal Energy was suddenly transmitted through the spiritual tendrils closest to the edge. It felt more like a spiritual thread that tried to connect with him from the other side of the film. The tendril gave Zac the same odd sensation as when he first met with Tavza, where the line between him and his bloodline blurred. Zac felt like he was looking down at a mirror, except the one looking back at him was Eoz.

It was as though his adoptive ancestor had left his essence in the Abyss, unable to cross the threshold and enter the Abyssal Pond. It frustrated Zac, like he was receiving an incredibly important message but couldn’t make out the words. The connection might even be the key to his current predicament. What were the diluted truths of the Abyssal Pond in the face of Eoz?

Zac still held himself back, his desire for power and answers fighting with the rational voice urging caution. He could just let it go. He’d only entered the Abyssal Pond three hours ago and hadn’t exhausted all his options yet. The energies near the film were dense enough for him to awaken. He just needed to strike the right balance to not get overwhelmed.

The whisper might also be a trap of the Abyssal Lake, an attempt to recover one of its lost children just as they were about to back away. And even if the call was real, that there really was a piece of Eoz left in the Abyssal Lake, was there any need to take the risk right now? It wasn’t too late to search for the message when visiting the Abyssal Shores.

Despite the risks and rational objections, more roots inched closer to the intangible divider between pond and lake. If there was one thing that Zac knew with utmost certainty, it was that there was no such thing as certainty. When had things ever gone according to plan for him? What guarantee was there that he’d ever get to visit the Abyssal Shores? Depending on how things panned out inside the Left Imperial Palace, he might even become a fugitive of the Undead Empire.

Zac knew he was about to do something most would consider monumentally stupid, but that was cultivation. Those who reached the top had all made similar choices during their ascent. Only those taking risks others wouldn’t were qualified to aim for the peak. Besides, Laz only warned him against swimming into the Abyssal Lake. He never said anything about sending in a single tendril.

A probing string of Zac’s spirit inched through the divide, and time shattered like a mirror.
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“Go on.” Eoz smiled as he added the finishing touches to the guiding pattern. “Follow what the elders taught you. Claim your birthright, do not ask for more. The Abyss is already kind enough to return some of what we left behind. Remember that we came from darkness while our eyes are illuminated by the stars.”

Fear and uncertainty were written on the young boy’s face, but his lips thinned with determination as he nodded in understanding. He added the closing dot of the final rune himself on his forehead, then turned toward the lake. The boy bowed and was rewarded with silence. Eoz looked at the unmoving waters with sorrow, the crashing waves a distant memory.

“Grandpa, why do Elosis and the others have to awaken their bloodline so early?” a young woman whispered as she watched her brother disappear into the lake. “It’s so dangerous. Why can’t they wait like I did?”

“The stars are shifting,” Eoz murmured, as much to himself as to his distant descendant.

Even he could feel it now, the boundless darkness Mez had warned of for so long. It would consume the stars, leaving desolation in its wake. They’d sought answers in the depths, a path for their kin. Even the Abyss would have to retreat when faced with that Heavenrending calamity.

It was not yet time. Fate was still gathering in the deep, and that thing was not ready to emerge. You only had one chance when striking at the Terminus, so you had to pick the right moment. Eoz could sense he would have long since returned to the darkness by the time the stars aligned. He didn’t much care.

The will buried in the inky waters ultimately wasn’t his. He was more concerned about the children surviving the calamity. His gaze turned to the boy who had stopped a few meters down, already struggling to take in the gift of the Abyss under the guidance of the runes—a pity. The price of their choice became more apparent every generation.

Suddenly, Eoz’s eyes widened as realities converged. It was back, that feeling. The calm waters rippled before him, and it was clear the others couldn’t hear the whisper of providence. It was hidden even from the stars as it stretched from beyond the Abyss.

“Grandpa, what’s wrong!” the young woman exclaimed when Eoz stood up.

“Your brother’s fine,” Eoz said, but his eyes weren’t on his little descendant.

Or perhaps they were.

“I guess I’ll be a bit selfish this time,” Eoz muttered.

Purpose roared and stars flickered as Eoz walked toward the center of the lake, each step adding to his momentum. By the time he reached his destination, only ruins were left in his wake, a scar on the Heavens themselves. The laws pushed against his desire—he wouldn’t relent. Not today. Cracks appeared on his hand as he pushed it down on the rippling waters, ignoring the churning clouds gathering above.

“Hope.”
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A small tremor in his territory shattered the tranquility, prompting Aewo An’Azol to open his eyes. He stepped through space, appearing atop the Stargaze Spire. The lake stretched in front of him, endless and bottomless. How many times had he looked upon the gentle waves by now? He could barely remember the way his heart had stirred in the earlier years. The memories had almost been fully consumed by helplessness and stagnation.

For so long, he’d been determined to leave a mark behind, to raise the prestige of their race and open up a brighter future for the next generations. Alas, his contribution could be considered middling at best. At least his kin hadn’t declined under his watch. Still, he’d resigned himself to never surpass the role of a guardian bound to pass on the torch rather than ignite a bonfire.

Yet, in the blink of an eye, a series of events had turned everything on its head.

The stars had grown unpredictable, and not even his pupil could predict how the wind would blow. Aewo could almost feel the sense of mystery and wonder that filled his heart in his younger days. The stars were shifting, with every day holding the possibility of change. It was that very feeling that had awoken him. Only, no matter how he looked, he couldn’t find the source of the change.

Was he fooling himself? Had he become so desperate in his autumn days that he made up patterns in the stars? Was it perhaps time for him to seal himself? The Shores couldn’t be led by someone with an unstable territory in these critical times.

His gaze shifted from the endless black to the sprawling city on its coast. Both, yet neither, were home. Even a faction such as the Abyssal Shores was fettered by the Law of Impermanence and time’s unrelenting march. The outer city had undergone multiple cycles of growth and decay during his life, and it was barely recognizable to him any longer. Those ancient memories were but figments of his imagination upon observing the foreign streets filled with unfamiliar faces.

Not even the structures by the shore were quite as he remembered them from his younger days. The proud sons and daughters who’d held court in those mansions, leading their race toward glory and defeat, were gone. They had been reduced to names in dusty tomes, if even that. A few only lived on in his memory, soon to be fully erased. Others were still remembered and missed, but it was only a matter of time.

Asira Cer’Zal had been a shining beacon, the first Abyssal Lord from the Lower Bloodlines for five generations. She’d raised the whole race’s prestige while reigniting the clans’ drive. Today, her ancestral mansion showed the mark of decline. Thousands of generations had tried to recreate Asira’s miracle, yet they only had three Autarchs to their name.

Aewo peered through the layers of restrictions to gaze upon the consecrated statue in Cer’Zal’s inner sanctum. Asira had already sealed herself when he built his ladder to Heaven. He still remembered the immortal will she released when she left on her final journey. It was only six million years later he was shown her obelisk in the depths, having joined the others around the seal.

He turned to the distant palace where his kin lived, and the familiar bloodline fluctuations failed to extricate him from his sense of disconnect. He couldn’t even remember the last time he visited the graves of his three daughters. Through the endless eons, even the bond of fatherhood faded. Thousands of generations had come and gone since he laid Ilisia to rest, with his attendants changing between every seclusion.

What was he holding on to?

A ripple dragged him out of his thoughts, and he turned to the person who had appeared atop the peak. His dour mood was washed away upon seeing her arrival, and not only because she was an anchor in this unfamiliar age. Ysil only left her observatory at critical times, which meant…

“Teacher,” Ysil Ur’Mez greeted, turning toward the lake.

“You too?”

“Time diverted, ancient will,” Ysil muttered as one star after another descended from the sky, each one dwarfing the city below.

The Abyssal Shores began to decay as it was drowned in Abyssal Fate. Aewo shielded and restored the Celestial Plateau with a wave of his sleeve.

“Can you bring it forth?”

“I need teacher’s help.”

Aewo nodded, and a shroud of darkness spread from the tower, forming a seal the size of the Abyssal Lake. The lake rippled when the brand touched its surface, and a slow swirl emerged in the water’s center. Endless starlight fell on the whirlpool, and both looked on with rapt attention as a breach was forced in the River of Time.

Ysil gasped as infinite power spread through the Abyssal Shores, and even the stars paled when faced with its splendor.

“It’s him,” Aewo said with a ragged breath, a storm of emotions filling his heart. “Even now…”

“Hope,” Ur’Mez whispered. “Teacher, what do you think?”

“How can we look the other way when the Vanguard has made his will clear?” Aewo sighed.

“It’ll be difficult reaching the boy. Even if we help, the effect won’t be very good. And we don’t even know if he can bear it. It might ruin our undertaking.”

“Trust the ancestor,” Aewo said. “If it fails, we will simply have to find another path. And if not us, then our descendants.”

“You’re right.”

The world-spanning seal shuddered before a duplicate made from Abyssal water rose from the lake, making it appear as though a tidal wave was about to consume the whole plateau. Meanwhile, the suns turned into billions of streams, forming a band of Fate around the two seals. Innumerable Draugr had already emerged from the waters and buildings, fearfully looking at the display. No one dared to so much as breathe out of fear of disrupting whatever was happening.

For a brief moment, an impossibly large hand appeared between the seals, stabilized by the band of starlight. It was gone the next, and both Aewo’s and Ysil’s arrays soon sank into the rippling waters to begin their journey. Soon, it was as though nothing had happened, yet millions of gazes were trained at the shores. Aewo could understand why.

Even if only he and Ysil had seen the hand, it was impossible for them to completely mask its aura. For a moment, the mark of a True Abyssal Lord had leaked onto the shores. No, something beyond that. Something that might have been lost forever, never to return. The aura of one of the Three Guardian Ancestors.

“This…” Ysil gasped as she looked at the children below.

Aewo didn’t need the bloodline of Mez to understand what she meant. Those who lived at the shores were all blessed with great fate, yet he’d never seen a storm like the one sweeping through the districts. Even those who had exhausted their potential suddenly burned with purpose as they fervently gazed upon the lake. Lord Eoz forcing his way to this timeline had overturned the natural order, and there was no telling what would come of it.

A smile appeared on Aewo’s face as he stepped through space and returned to his chambers. Perhaps he had some more to give.
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“What do you think?” Laz asked as they looked at the distant pond.

“Awakening should be a foregone conclusion,” Tavza said. “I’m more worried about what kind of storm he’ll call forth.”

“He’s a troublemaker, but this is the Abyssal Lake,” Laz said. “He’s just a drop in an endless ocean. What waves can he⁠—”

Laz didn’t get any further as a deep rumble rocked the cave.

“Activate the bedrock stabilizers!” Tassar Kavriel shouted. “How can there be an earthquake? What the hell are our scouts doing!”

“It’s not a tremor or tide,” Tavza sighed as she felt a familiar presence—that of her ancestor. “Chaos has arrived.”

Meanwhile, the still surface of the lake rippled as it rose. Fate was unraveling, time was twisting, and the Abyss was coming alive. A sense of loss filled Tavza’s heart as the cave filled with Abyssal Energy. She’d somewhat looked forward to seeing Arcaz Umbri’Zi in action. Now she almost wished she hadn’t. As the crashing waves of the Abyss rushed closer, she couldn’t help but look back at her life.

What was she doing?
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Zac gasped as he found himself back in his body, his mind a confused mess. Witnessing the monstrous power contained within Eoz’s body was almost enough to destroy his mind. The Draugr Progenitor’s hand, especially, beggared comprehension. It was like a corner of the Heavens taken physical form, holding the limits of Dao. Its splendor had pushed everything aside, subverting reality and bending it to his will.

The scene itself wasn’t the only thing that left him reeling. It had felt too real. Had that really been a Bloodline Vision?

For a moment, it almost felt like he’d been connected with Eoz the same way he was with his human half, though the other side was so powerful it’d overwhelmed Zac’s sense of self. Still, it hadn’t felt like he’d been shown a vision of Eoz by the shores. He had lived it, and the powerful eruption of Temporal Chaos just before his mind was overwhelmed strongly indicated this idea was more than a wild theory.

Was something like this even possible? Could he really connect with Eoz when separated by billions of years? Or was it just his mind making sense of the impartment?

Eoz had been aware his race was about to face an extinction event, though only Zac knew the System’s birth was the cause. A million years was normally not a very long time for a Supremacy, but it was essentially a death sentence when you removed all energy and Dao. Doubly so for the Undead, who relied on Miasma to survive. Zecia couldn’t even sustain a thousand Monarchs, or a single Autarch for that matter. Zac could only imagine how much energy a Supremacy used daily to power their territories.

It wouldn’t be weird if Eoz had opted to leave behind something in the Abyssal Lake, intended for whatever descendant that would one day return. This inheritance was triggered when he touched the true Abyssal Lake with his mental thread, and the powerful intent left behind had been enough to distort Zac’s mind.

It was the most rational explanation, yet Zac wasn’t convinced. His guts told him he’d become part of a temporal paradox made possible by Eoz’s unfathomable power.

He’d taken advantage of his identity as a descendant of the lost branch of Eoz for years, but actually being connected to the founding progenitor left Zac reeling. What if he disapproved of Zac’s way of going about things? Would he reach into the future once more and slap him to death?

There was no time to untangle this mess. He’d already realized the film between lake and pond had been breached, and torrential amounts of pristine Abyssal Energy surged from the depths. It was far beyond what he could possibly endure, so Zac decisively chose to cut his losses and run for his life.

He was too late.

The Abyss exerted an inescapable pull, and Zac found himself dragged toward the divider. Zac panicked, feeling the bottomless chasm waiting below. If he let himself get pulled down, it was game over. The only solace was that the rapidly accumulating Abyssal Energies would erase his mind long before he was crushed.

Zac didn’t care if the Monarchs above somehow spied on him. He activated [Void Zone] to give himself a fighting chance against the grip of the Abyss. Except, how could an E-grade Bloodline Talent match up to the Abyssal Lake? The nullification zone didn’t even get the chance to deploy before it was destroyed. Yet Zac lost a third of his accumulated Void Energy in that fraction of a second.

Not even his hidden ace could get him out of this mess, and Zac despaired upon finding his skills unusable because of the immense energies storming his body. Yet Zac didn’t give up, and he furiously swam against the current, his Hidden Nodes burning with purpose to give him power. In his desperation, it almost felt like [Adamance of Eoz] held an inexhaustible font of strength.

His bloodline burned as he fought back, and Zac was elated to find that his desperation increased his resistance against the surrounding Abyssal Energy. Sadly, it was only a small comfort considering he was still being flooded by unbearable amounts of Abyssal Energy. His cells and [Void Heart] were already overrun, and he found it increasingly difficult to hold onto his send of self.

The tug of war only lasted a few seconds before Zac sensed another terrifying surge below. It wasn’t that the Abyssal Lake had come charging with redoubled efforts—not only, anyway. He could sense the incoming blob of Abyssal Energy was of unbelievable purity, and there was something else mixed within. Three presences, two of which were familiar to him.

Eoz and Azol.

The third presence held the echoes of fate and the stars, which undoubtedly meant the third upper bloodline was represented too. Zac didn’t get to inspect the incoming thing more closely before something burrowed into his body, pushing all the Abyssal Energy away. Zac shuddered in relief, knowing just how close he’d been to getting overwhelmed.

Zac soon felt the presence of Eoz burning in his chest, spreading through every part of him. Mysterious lines were drawn on his skin with its power. They were similar to the patterns he drew on himself when practicing [Void Vajra Sublimation], except their appearance made Zac think of the young boy he’d seen in the vision.

He could tell the pattern covering his body was far more complex than the young boy’s, and its effect was immediate. The pull from the Abyss was gone, as though the surging currents had split to form a sealed pocket. A pocket that was continuously dragging in Abyssal Energy perfectly in tune with his body.

It didn’t take long to figure out the source was the mysterious patterns. It had adopted a far more direct approach than Zac’s from before. He’d slowly searched for the optimal section of the Abyssal Pond to better harmonize, while the pattern directly drew over what he needed and pushed away everything else. The energy density had already increased manifold after he breached the film. Now it was at least only energy perfect for the bloodline of Eoz.

That didn’t mean he was safe.

The overwhelming amounts of Abyssal Energy being dragged into his body by the runes had become a tribulation no less deadly than the one that almost done him in during his ascent to Hegemony. The vortices in his cells were soon overrun, drenched in a darkness deeper than black. Every part of him was broken down and reformed. Not even his soul was spared when the Abyss flooded his deathly Soul Spiral with monstrous amounts of energy and truth.

The pain was so bad, Zac’s mind tried to shut down as a protective measure—staunchly, he held on. Because his instincts told him this was an opportunity to receive a gift from Eoz, he just needed to survive. He wasn’t exactly sure why the actual inheritance had taken a while to appear after the Bloodline Vision, but the current situation was clearly related.

He didn’t believe Eoz was out to hurt him. The impartment might have been miscalibrated after being sent through time or left dormant in the Abyssal Lake for so long. With every second he endured, he felt himself moving closer to a mysterious rebirth. The vortices in his cells gradually became solid, looking like miniature copies of the Abyssal Pond.

They retained the voracious pull of his Void Emperor bloodline while also emitting the bottomless darkness of the Abyssal Lake. It was like two pictures were overlapping, moving closer and closer to perfection. Then, just like when the Abyssal Pond fully awakened, the ponds in his cells suddenly gave off a far more tangible aura.

The intangible chain snapped, and the whole pond shook as his body exerted a tremendous pull that almost overwhelmed the runes on his body. An oppressive darkness within him was rapidly growing, exuding the suffocating intractability of death. Zac didn’t get the chance to celebrate his breakthrough or register the changes happening because it had triggered something else.

Flowers of truth sprouted in the fertile soil of his awakened bloodline. For a moment, Zac found it difficult to make sense of the fragmented storm of impressions squeezing into his mind. He saw a large number of scenes shrouded in darkness, from enormous castles to broken weapons of war that shocked him to his very core. There was the mysterious obelisk from the previous Bloodline Vision and a harrowing call from within.

Zac even saw a few fragmented scenes from above the surface. Two godlike Draugr standing atop a spire almost as tall as the Tower of Eternity, one wielding Fate and the other the Underworld. Around them was an almost endless city weighed down by eons of stagnation. Other fragments weren’t scenes or memories at all. They were insights into the Abyss, pieces of a puzzle leading to something extraordinary. It all gelled into a singular whole when his body had drunk Its fill, and it all surged into his Soul Aperture.

It was like the truth of the Abyss had been laid bare, filling Zac with boundless comprehension and understanding. Zac vaguely realized that Eoz had given him a similar opportunity as Yrial, a Dao impartment. Eoz’s gift wasn’t forceful. It wasn’t trying to lead Zac down someone else’s path. It freely let him look at the whole tapestry of Abyss without being overwhelmed. Allowing him to enter a mysterious state of absolute clarity and stability.

Zac was overwhelmed by the generosity. Yrial had already explained the price of these kinds of impartments, and this was a complete, perfected Dao. Something like this could have harmed Eoz’s foundations, especially if he forced it through the River of Time. Zac would never let such a gift go to waste, and he searched for the parts of the tapestry that rang true with his path.

Even a small corner of Eoz’s Grand Dao could illuminate his own path, saving him decades of hard work. Zac even felt that the more of the tapestry he comprehended, the better his body harmonized with his bloodline. His physical body was incredibly distant when faced with the immensity of Eoz’s Dao, and he could vaguely sense his body had begun a second round of absorption. It was now rapidly advancing toward the next stage.

Time lost all meaning. Then a spatial shake startled him awake. Zac was filled with a sense of loss when the Grand Dao dispersed and became one with the Abyssal Lake. Just as Zac was about to lose the connection, a powerful voice echoed in his mind.

‘Child, I don’t know how you came to be or how our fates crossed. Some of the mysteries of the Abyss elude us to this day.

‘I can tell my branch is not represented among the stars in your age. That’s the natural order. Impermanence is law for all subjugated by the Terminus Seals.

‘Your Heaven is foreign to me, and much of what I know is no longer relevant. But sensing my kin from within the Abyssal Lake was a precious gift in troubling times, so I tried to return the favor.

‘There is no need to look to the past for direction. Perhaps it’s for the best if our names are forgotten. We never wanted our identities to become shackles for our descendants or for the lake to become their prison. We rose from the depths in search of something more. Our origin can give context, it cannot lead the way.

‘Remember, the essence of my bloodline is purpose. I originally thought my calling could be found beyond the stars at the limits of power… I only ever really found true purpose in our descendants. The answers that eluded me until then suddenly became clear. Power for power’s sake is hollow. Only when fighting for something greater than yourself can you excavate the true power hidden within your personal Abyss.’

It was Eoz, and each of his words was infused with endless meaning, surpassing the tapestry Zac had been observing for the past days. When Eoz finished, his presence was gone, and the clarity gone with him. Zac’s memory of the tapestry immediately grew blurry, and was surprised to find Eoz’s parting words condensed into a sealed impartment much like his [Cosmic Forge].

Unfortunately, it seemed completely inert, not providing Zac with any clues to its contents. Zac shook his head, knowing he couldn’t be greedy. He was still in a muddled state, and the huge amounts of energy around him made it difficult to sense the situation within his body. In the end, Zac had made off like a bandit. Even if the seed turned out to be nothing, he’d gained far more than he could possibly have anticipated.

But you had to be alive to enjoy the results of your harvest. Zac’s danger sense indicated in no uncertain terms that he didn’t have much time. The spatial fluctuations grew more chaotic by the second, and he was lucky if he had one minute before the inky waters were dragged back into the Abyss. He wouldn’t be surprised if his meddling with the barrier made the pond’s closing far more unpredictable.

Zac burned with urgency as he began swimming toward the surface, only now realizing he could actually see. The oppressive darkness was still there. His Draugr vision shifted, providing him a unique advantage in these inky waters. His sight was still nowhere near as clear as in his Bloodline Visions, but it let him maneuver much easier. Perhaps it got better with every stage you awakened.

The Abyssal Lake was unwilling to let him go now that Eoz’s protection vanished. A sense of déjà vu flooded him as he forced his way upward. The experience was just like his first Bloodline Vision when Eoz emerged from the depths. Determination and conviction burned in Zac’s chest, filling him with limitless power and intractability.

Those carrying Eoz’s bloodline couldn’t be bound or stopped. Like Zac, Eoz was always forging ahead, breaking through any resistance. The ichor in Zac’s veins burned, allowing him to drastically increase his speed. The pull on him was even greater than before the impartment, yet it only felt like a small inconvenience.

The chaos around him grew worse, and Zac said a silent prayer for the other Draugr inside the waters. He tried scanning the surroundings in case he could help someone out, but he couldn’t see a single one. Perhaps his actions had made the others leery of stepping inside.

Zac’s all-out effort shot him out of the waters like a rocket, where a confusing storm of impressions greeted him. And it wasn’t just the link to his human body being restored. Even more so, it was his own experience. He’d undergone a dramatic transformation inside the pond.

He first put aside the memories from his human half to focus on the most pressing matters. The situation inside his body wasn’t the only one that had drastically changed. A chaotic scene greeted his return, with the whole cave on the brink of collapse. The huge array around the pond had been flooded, and the mark of the Abyss had replaced everything else. Even now, he found himself standing up to his knees in Abyssal Water.

They were quickly receding at least, and the connection with the Abyssal Lake broke a moment later. The Abyssal Pond had become rootless with the connection lost. Zac guessed it would retain its efficacy for a few days, though the Abyssal Energy wouldn’t be replenished. Zac didn’t care about that. He was more worried about something else, and he wildly looked around.

Zac breathed out in relief upon seeing his axe embedded in the ceiling, with six chains dangling toward the pond. Alea would definitely have been in the splash zone if the Abyssal Pond erupted. Thankfully it looked like she’d retreated in time.

‘Are you okay?’ Zac asked as he flew up and extracted [Love’s Bond]. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t expect things to go out of control.’

Zac shuddered at the thought of Alea being submerged by the Abyssal Waters. He knew all too well how dangerous that was. Even worse, she could have been dragged into the depths, and there was no way he’d been able to find her if that happened.

‘Well, I did. Isn’t that always the case with you? I knew you were up to no good the second I felt the ripples on the surface.’ Alea laughed. ‘I’m fine. I’ll have to focus on digesting all these energies and impressions for a while. The pond spat out quite a lot of it.’

Alea then cut the connection and returned to her necklace form. Zac could tell she hadn’t entered a slumber as she did between their talks in the E-grade. It was more like she’d secluded herself to focus on her cultivation. Calling on her would be like someone barging into his cultivation cave while he was in the middle of a cultivation session.

Besides, Alea wasn’t the only one in urgent need of digesting their insights. Zac didn’t bother with the group of Draugr approaching as he flew down to one of the dry spots, where he threw out an isolation array. He’d been given a small window of opportunity, and fate was urging him on.

Everything was in place for him to take the next step. It was time to form his first Late-stage Dao Branch.


32
AWAKENING


Zac’s previous breakthrough took place shortly before entering the Perennial Vastness. He’d found the answers to Death after walking through the maze of Life inside the hidden level of the Gates of Reincarnation. At that time, he’d based the insights on balance, which helped him harmonize his Life and Death-attuned branches.

The breakthrough direction wasn’t shaped by the Limited Trial. It was the natural conclusion to years of studying balance and duality for his blueprint. Since then, he’d spent the better part of a decade fighting and exploring inside the Perennial Vastness. And while normal cultivators couldn’t connect with the Dao inside a temporal chamber, that had never been Zac’s method of communing with the Heavens.

He’d slowly accumulated, shoring up his understanding of his Daos through battle, where his technique paved the path and his experiences provided context. He’d only missed a spark to turn his years of struggle into truth, and he got it right after returning to Earth. His short encounter with the ill-fated swordsman had shaken his mind awake.

His death had given Zac a deeper understanding of inexorability, and by extension, his Branches of the War Axe and Pale Seal. Zac thought he’d have to continue his search for answers on the battlefield for a while longer, but Eoz provided what he needed and more.

The aspect of Death Zac was about to incorporate slightly deviated from the original script. Such was cultivation. There was no need to close himself off to the universe just because he’d gained Arcane classes and formulated a path. He was still young, still learning. You must adapt upon realizing your understanding was flawed or at least incomplete. That was the only way you’d reach the peak.

Zac’s eyes had been opened to a new facet of inexorability upon feeling Eoz’s will and conviction while submerged in the pure Abyssal Energy. One that both resonated with his path and helped him better fuse it with his Draugr bloodline. Adamance, Conviction, and Immutability—weren’t these all expressions of his Inexorable Path?

Fearlessly advancing, rendering any resistance moot. Take in the Heavens, make them your own, and let your enemies’ Fate become nourishment for yours. Death could be either finality or progress, and he was the judge of who would be sent to the Abyss and who’d continue their journey.

Zac only needed a single Dao Treasure to trigger the breakthrough. His Soul Aperture was still overflowing with energy from the pond, to the point the breakthrough would help alleviate the pressure on his Soul Spiral. A river of truth and comprehension poured into his mind, and Zac froze the spiral as he ushered the energy into the Dao Apparition in its center.

It didn’t take long before Zac felt a soft pop in his mind like he’d pierced an invisible membrane blocking his connection to the Heavens. A surge of power followed in its wake, and Zac smiled upon realizing how smoothly the waves of Death coursed through his body. The past week had only let him make some preliminary arrangements for restoring his [Thousand Lights Avatar], yet his Dao moved almost as unhindered as when he’d had a fully-formed spiritual body.

Many years had passed since he’d been as comfortable as he currently felt, and Zac couldn’t help but stretch and move around inside his isolation array. The feeling reminded him of his breakthroughs inside the Orom World, where the Tribulation Lightning had cleansed his body of the immense amounts of toxins he’d accumulated with the [Celestial Clay].

It was at that point he understood something surprising. [Million Faces] had been deactivated by the storm of Abyssal Energy, yet his hair remained the same steely grey he used to hide his human ancestry. His face had reverted from his Arcaz persona, though it didn’t quite look like Zachary Atwood either. His basic features were still there, having taken on a significant amount of Eoz’s appearance upon his bloodline awakening. Altogether, he looked much better, though he still lacked that touch of Dao that imparted an otherworldly beauty.

Having his appearance improved was nice, but it didn’t matter much. There were still far more interesting things brewing inside his body, not to mention his bloodline. Just as Zac was about to open his Status Screen and inspect his gains, a slight cough made him look over. The whole Draugr retinue was waiting for him outside, and the Monarchs could obviously see through his low-grade isolation array.

Zac felt a pang of worry upon seeing their scrunched-up expressions and the scattered lines on everyone’s exposed skin. The runes were clearly the same thing he’d been covered in, except some only had one or two sigils that weren’t even connected. It was like they’d been hit by a nomological spill-over.

Tavza’s pattern was far more exquisite than the others, covering most of her face like a tribal tattoo. He couldn’t grasp its meaning, even with the clarity of his breakthrough. The only thing he could discern was that it remained incomplete, lacking a few critical pieces to reach perfection.

Zac glanced at the mayhem around him. The Abyssal Water had fully retreated, and water from the Deepmist Lake was pouring down from cracks in the ceiling. The cave would probably collapse soon enough unless it was reinforced. Zac took a stabilizing breath before stepping outside, knowing he’d have to be a bit shameless once more.

“Sorry, I felt inspiration coming on,” Zac said. “I didn’t expect the trial to wrap up in such a destructive way. Thank the Heavens everyone got out in one piece.”

He’d hoped to diffuse the palpable tension, but he inwardly groaned when he saw his words had the opposite effect. The young elites suddenly looked like they wanted to skin him alive, while the Monarchs donned complex expressions. Only then did Zac notice a critical detail from the fusion of his two sets of memories.

He’d been fully occupied with the impartment while in the lake, and he’d opted to immediately break through upon exiting. Now that he was going through his human body’s experiences, he realized that not even a day had passed since he entered the Abyssal Pond. It wasn’t that the others had escaped in time, it was that they didn’t even get the chance to enter before the connection broke—or rather, when he broke it.

Of course, he wasn’t about to admit that.

“I guess forcing a connection on the Frontier was harder than we thought.” Zac coughed. It was clear no one bought his excuse.

“Son of Chaos,” Tavza muttered while Laz helplessly shook his head.

The next second, a screen appeared in front of him. Zac mutely watched the recording, seeing how the Abyssal Pond exploded, destroying most of the Array Pillars in one go. It was almost like the Abyss had opened its maw, trying to consume everything. Worse, Zac could clearly feel the mark of Eoz within the raging tsunami. There was no way the Monarchs hadn’t realized the source of the commotion.

Just when it looked like the Draugr group would be swallowed, two magic circles appeared above the pond. They stabilized the surging waters, resulting in a small lake that covered most of the broken array. The ambient energy was shocking even at its shores, eclipsing what Zac encountered in the shallows of the pond. The problem was that more than 90% of it was tuned to the Branch of Eoz, making it unsuitable for these Zi Branch members.

They must have waited for the pond to return to normal, only to see it lose the connection two days early.

“Hey, you can’t blame that one on me,” Zac said, staunchly sticking to his guns. “I’ve never seen those magic circles before.”

That was only a half-truth. Zac might never have seen those particular arrays before, but he recognized the aura they exuded. They came from Azol and Mez, just like the auras he’d sensed in the depths.

Just like the things still waiting in his body, currently surrounding [Gorehew] and [Abyssal Phase].

The line of deathly starlight encircling [Gorehew] had an ethereal aura of Fate and Death, marking it as the work of Ur’Mez. The other was almost indistinguishable from the Abyssal Lake, similar to Tavza’s bloodline ability. Zac had noticed the odd arrays and the pure Abyssal Energy they kept sealed the moment he emerged from the pond. He didn’t dare act hastily.

After all, these were things likely left by Supremacies. He didn’t want to narrowly survive the Abyssal Pond only to blow himself up an hour later.

“I get the feeling you often find yourself in this position,” Tavza sighed, glancing at Laz.

“Don’t worry. I can tell your awakening was a rousing success. So what if it caused some waves?” Laz smiled, not caring in the slightest about the state of the cave or the Kavriel youngsters. “Master Kavriel, let’s talk.”

“Come with me,” Tavza said, glancing at the young warriors. “The rest of you, stay here. It’s not what we hoped for, but the lingering energy in the pond is still quite beneficial for the unawakened. Focus on the patterns. They’ll help you find the way.”

“I feel bad,” Zac muttered as Tavza led him out of the Deepmist Lake.

“I thought it had nothing to do with you?” Tavza said with a raised brow.

Zac could only laugh in response. They both knew the truth.

“You don’t need to worry,” Tavza continued. “Those half-blood descendants severely overestimated the benefits they could draw from the Abyssal Pond. There’s a reason we only invite the elites of our race to the Abyssal Lake. Being marked by the Ancestral Runes will let them purify their mottled bloodlines more than the original arrangement. It might even provide unexpected long-term benefits.”

“Why didn’t you mention these things?” Zac asked as he looked down at his hands. “Like you said, they helped a lot.”

The patterns on his body were slowly fading. Zac wasn’t too worried, though. He’d already memorized every detail of it and could easily redraw them like he did when practicing the [Void Vajra Sublimation].

“I didn’t mention it because there was no point. Only someone who’s reached the True Abyss Realm can extrapolate a whole circuit. Our most talented warriors can occasionally figure out small sections, though few ever have the chance,” Tavza said, her pitch-black eyes speaking volumes as she looked at him. “The circuit on your body should be the first complete set of Ancestral Runes since Ter’Ael Zan’Azol was alive.”

“Oh,” Zac weakly muttered, studiously looking away.

They traveled in silence as they made their way to the teleporter, each occupied with their own thoughts. Zac’s mind was still a mess. There was so much to untangle, and he began by checking out his Status Screen.

Name: Zachary Atwood

Level: 155

Class: [D-Arcane] Inexorable Apostle

Race: [D] Draugr – Void Emperor (Corrupted)

Alignment: [Zecia] Atwood Empire – Baron of Conquest

Titles: […] Runic Progenitor, Grand Achievement, Arcane Ascension, Pathbound Core, Peakmender

Limited Titles: Tower of Eternity Sector All-Star – 14th, Equanimity, Big Axe Gladiator, The Final Twilight – 1st, Gates of Rebirth

Dao: Branch of the War Axe – Middle, Branch of the Kalpataru – Middle, Branch of the Pale Seal – Late

Core: [D] Inexorable Core

Strength: 68,129 [Increase: 204%. Efficiency: 451%]

Dexterity: 25,902 [Increase: 156%. Efficiency: 300%]

Endurance: 56,490 [Increase: 185%. Efficiency: 472%]

Vitality: 39,287 [Increase: 178%. Efficiency: 450%]

Intelligence: 7,262 [Increase: 135%. Efficiency: 300%]

Wisdom: 14,237 [Increase: 137%. Efficiency: 315%]

Luck: 982 [Increase: 164%. Efficiency: 367%]

Free Points: 0

Nexus Coins: [D] 7,645,946

Zac looked at the numbers with awe. He’d already made a huge leap in power upon reaching Hegemony, and now his attributes had increased another 25% in one swoop. It was significantly more than he’d expected, especially after confirming he hadn’t gained any new titles. Zac began by focusing on the line listing his Daos, and the details of his upgraded Dao Branch came into view.

[Branch of the Pale Seal (Late): All attributes +50, Strength +1750, Endurance +9000, Vitality +2750, Wisdom +1150. Effectiveness of Endurance +25%]

There weren’t any real surprises to the evolved branch. The only thing of note was that his Strength and Wisdom had slightly more than doubled at the cost of Endurance and Vitality. The +50 to Intelligence had also been removed, leaving him a bit stronger and also dumber. Just how he liked it.

Altogether, the branch provided 15,000 Raw Attributes, a significant amount in the Early D-grade. Still, Zac only stayed on the Dao Screen for a second, as he was much more eager to see the more exciting change.

Bloodline: [E - Corrupted] Void Emperor, [D] Children of Draug – Eoz

Talent: Force of the Void – 19%, Void Zone

Bloodline Nodes: [E]Void Heart, [E] Spiritual Void, [E] Purity of the Void

Nodes: [D] Adamance of Eoz, [D] Conviction of Eoz, [D] Immutability of Eoz, [D] Alpha Link, [D] Omega Link

Constitution: [Death] Branch of Eoz (Early Shallows): Base Attributes +250, Strength +1250, Endurance +2250, Luck +25, All Attributes +10%, Strength +5%, Endurance +10%. Effect of Strength +5%, Effect of Endurance +10%.

Zac looked blankly at the screen, repeatedly reading the long string of boosts to ensure he didn’t see things wrong. He’d already been able to tell he should have passed the Return stage entirely and was shocked to find he’d also skipped the Strand. Early Shallows was the first step of the third awakening, and enough to make you a core member of the Draugr race, according to Laz.

The benefits didn’t disappoint either. Zac thought forming a Late Branch would be the biggest attribute gain, and it paled compared to his Draugr bloodline boost. Having an Early Shallows Bloodline provided more flat attributes than a Middle Dao Branch. It even provided 25 Luck and 10% to all attributes, making it one of his largest individual sources of Luck.

Not to mention, this wasn’t even the real benefit of awakening your bloodline. Each stage you unlocked normally increased your Dao Affinities, with the major threshold providing a significant improvement. The reason any Draugr reaching Shallows became a core member wasn’t because of a few extra Attribute Points. It was because their inborn advantage gave them a decent chance of reaching Monarchy and possibly beyond.

All from submerging in some lake water for a day—a poignant reminder that not all races were born equal in the Multiverse.

And the huge attribute bomb wasn’t the only thing new on his Bloodline Screen. His awakened bloodline wasn’t visible on the main Status Screen, but it had been added next to his Void Emperor bloodline, which was an interesting tidbit. Then there was the big news. All three of his Draugr Hidden Nodes had been upgraded to D-grade in one swoop. Even his [Force of the Void] had recovered to 19%.

Zac was slightly surprised he hadn’t gained a single level after being drowned in such immense amounts of energy, until he found the reason why. The pathways in his Cosmic Core had become quite uneven. The paths holding Death and Void of Death were greatly filled in, and those made for Conflict had seen a noticeable improvement.

In contrast, the parts with Life hadn’t gained an inch, which wasn’t surprising considering the energy source. No wonder he’d felt so lopsided when upgrading his Dao. Zac sensed he could have evolved his Branch of the Pale Seal once more if he wanted, opting to hold himself back.

He needed to digest and stabilize his foundations before breaking through again. Secondly, there was a sense of imbalance between his two halves. It wasn’t just his Daos and core, either. It was like every aspect of Death now eclipsed his attainments into Life. Zac could tell it would become a problem if he exacerbated this disparity, especially his core, which depended on balance.

His human body back on Earth was already cramming Life Attuned Core-awakening Pills into his mouth to remedy the situation. Zac estimated he’d be able to gain at least 6 or 7 levels by the time he’d return to equilibrium. Not even the top-tier pills he’d prepared would be able to take him that far. He’d have to supplement the rest with Kill Energy on the battlefield.

Soon, Tavza had escorted him through the gauntlet of relays and returned to his Cultivation Tree. She didn’t have to say anything, Zac knew what she was waiting for. He only hesitated a moment before he chose to come clean.

“I felt him,” Zac said. “I felt Eoz in the Abyss. It was almost like he reached through the River of Time to help me. I think your ancestor helped out somehow. Do you think⁠—”

“I don’t have the answers you’re looking for,” Tavza sighed. “The Abyss sometimes shows us things when we delve too far, but what you said might have happened. I sensed the mark of Eoz within the pond, far beyond what you’d expect in this time period. This all is far beyond what I expected.

“However, I do know this. Not even our Supremacies can freely stretch through the Abyss as we saw today. You should fully understand our relationship with the Abyss by now, and the incredible dangers that lurk in its depths. Be it Lord Eoz himself or our Abyssal Lord; they’ve all paid a heavy price to assist you today. I hope you won’t do anything to betray that trust.”
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SINCERITY AND RECIPROCITY


Zac fully understood Tavza wasn’t lying when saying that today’s assistance hadn’t come without a price. Zac still wasn’t sure if Eoz really had reached through the River of Time to impart his knowledge, similar to the Technocrat Codex. Zac had also felt the fury of the Heavens in the vision and how the universe itself was trying to resist Eoz’s actions.

The two Supremacies of the Draugr race must have sensed Eoz’s actions and realized the connection would have difficulty reaching Zac on its own. Maybe it was because moving something through time was difficult enough. Maybe it was because the lake had been moved, and Zac was located at the frontier. Either case, the Abyss was a place not even Progenitors like Eoz could walk unhindered.

Zac wasn’t sure how to feel about the situation. Two generations of Draugr Supremacies had assisted him, and the benefits he’d reaped were simply obscene. Bloodline, Dao, and possibly Skill. There was also the mysterious seed in his Soul Aperture which might bring even more benefits down the road.

Sure, the assistance from the current generation of Abyssal Princes might have been provided with certain considerations. They knew he’d never felt any real belonging to his kin and might have used this opportunity to pull him closer. Except there was no proof beyond the fact that Supremacies rarely made a move unless absolutely necessary.

It wasn’t laziness. Their very existence was simply a constant struggle against the Heavens. The higher you climbed, the greater the suppression you’d face. It wasn’t just a matter of Tribulations. Monarchs had to absorb vast amounts of energy just to maintain their inner world. On the frontier, that translated into a constant need for treasures.

Meanwhile, Autarchs wouldn’t willingly stay in these god-forsaken regions, as the sparse Energy and Dao were directly harmful. Zac had heard that the Autarchs of smaller factions, like the Radiant Temple, generally stayed in special dimensions or Ancient Realms to lessen the burden on themselves and their factions.

Zac could only imagine the cost of a Supremacy going all out. The current-day Abyssal Lords clearly had great hopes for him, to the point Zac suspected it wasn’t as simple as just restoring a lost branch. Perhaps the three ancestors left behind certain treasures or techniques that required all three upper bloodlines to work.

In contrast, Zac felt true sincerity from Eoz. The Draugr Progenitor had even indicated he didn’t want Zac to carry the burden of his ancestry, that Zac didn’t owe anything to his bloodline. Eoz also seemed to have a different attitude to Abyssal Lake than the Draugr of the present. He’d left its embrace to search for something more, only to find his descendants were born incomplete without returning to the origin.

So, what should he do?

Zac’s body might have become immune to Karmic Entanglement after breaking through, but he wasn’t an ingrate. Just turning his back on Eoz would leave a blemish on his Dao Heart, even if the impartment was freely given. He’d been given so much, Zac didn’t know if he wanted to extricate himself from the debt even if he could.

It wouldn’t hurt to treat the Abyssal Shores with greater sincerity and help out if possible.

“I’m aware the gift I’ve received today is significant,” Zac said. “I’ll try to reciprocate, but I’m ultimately just a D-grade cultivator. We both know that people like us are just pawns at best, and I refuse to become a cog in someone else’s struggle.”

“If you know that much, you should understand it’s rarely up to us whether we participate,” Tavza countered. “The actions today have surely been noticed, and it won’t be long before my ancestor’s sacrifice is connected to you. I suggest you return to your home world sooner rather than later. The stakes have increased, leaving everything in flux.”

“Will you even let me?”

“Containing the rumors for a few days is the limit. Tassar Kavriel should be loyal to the shores, though some of the younger might have their own ideas. With fate gathering here in Zecia, they might see this as an opportunity to rise.”

So that was why Tavza wanted the young to stay and practice by the Abyssal Pond. It was a way for her to enforce an information lockdown. The lush environment of Kavista suddenly felt oppressive, with dangers hiding in every corner. He’d thought he managed to navigate a solution with the Undead Empire, but it was clear the events held broader implications.

“My go-ahead is insufficient to authorize your return. Hopefully, Kator won’t have any objections,” Tavza continued as she took out a Spatial Ring. “The promised method and some cultivation resources. You should know you won’t be able to make much headway on your bloodline with these things.

“I can tell you’ve entered the Shallows, and it’s almost impossible to progress outside the lake at that stage. Using our Bloodline Methods simply isn’t time effective outside the lake itself.”

Zac nodded as he accepted the ring. Such was the Law of Balance. Pure-blooded Draugr living in the Abyssal Shores were guaranteed at least one bloodline awakening through access to the lake, and real talents managed to awaken multiple times. Without that resource, it was incredibly difficult to progress.

Death-attuned materials could barely help, and even treasures from the Abyss like the [Darkwater Gemstones] weren’t a replacement for the real thing. That was why [Essence of the Abyss] was such a valuable treasure. Few other things could mimic direct contact with the Abyssal Lake.

“It might be for the best. Sprinting ahead without digesting your gains will leave unstable foundations.”

“Thank you,” Zac said. “You’ve been a huge help during my stay.”

“Please remember that the next time you’re about to wreak havoc,” Tavza said, showcasing a rare smile. “I wouldn’t mind a heads-up.”

The Azol successor left Zac alone with his thoughts. He glanced at the ring and found it contained one hundred [Darkwater Gemstones] and a few plants from the Abyssal Lake. There was also a set of Information Crystals, but Zac only briefly scanned the methods before putting the matter aside.

Something was brewing in his body that couldn’t be put off any longer. The Skill Fractals had already started to twist and untangle under the influence of the foreign energies. The good news was that it didn’t seem to be a bad thing. The skills were evolving on their own, following the concepts they were being showered in.

Nevertheless, Zac couldn’t sit by when his skills were being reforged, even if the result would be good. He needed to provide input, aligning them with his path and ensuring they meshed well with his combat style.

Zac retreated into his cultivation chamber, where a new type of incense was already burning. He could feel it had a similar effect as the drops he got from Iz, though not nearly at the same level. Zac let the medicinal smoke nourish his body while focusing on the mutating skills. And the longer Zac observed, the more he realized things weren’t quite as they seemed.

The mysterious bands wrapped around his Skill Fractals looked like they’d been formed by Mez and Azol, alongside a shadow of Eoz within. It was transforming their truths, harmonizing them with his body and Daos. It was almost like Eoz had sensed the two present-day Supremacies and repurposed some of their energy. There was a lesson in there.

Zac soon understood what he needed to do, and his Inexorable Dao Mold emerged from within the Soul Spiral. It had long reached a soft limit based on his Daos and soul strength and had barely progressed over the past year. Being showered in Abyssal Energy seemed to have strengthened it even further. Zac infused Mental Energy and Dao into the mold, ensuring his newly upgraded Branch of the Pale Seal didn’t overwhelm his Branch of the War Axe.

Thankfully, Zac had ample experience with one of his Daos being stronger than the others, though it was usually his Dao of Conflict that evolved first.

A complex braid of truth emerged from the mold. Zac didn’t directly send it toward the Skill Fractals, channeling his Dao through his Pathways instead. The braid subtly changed under the influence of his Class Pathways before passing through each band of foreign energy. Each circuit swallowed a good chunk of his Mental Energy, and Zac readily provided more from his mold.

It didn’t take long before he saw results. Until now, the mutation of his skills had been passive due to the incredibly high-tier truths surrounding them. Now that they were powered with his Dao, the formations hummed to life, and the process drastically sped up.

The two skills were being reborn with speed and precision far eclipsing what Zac could accomplish on his own, even when using the assisting arrays. It was a joint effort. Zac set the course, Azol and Mez provided the unique energies of their branches, while Eoz became a bridge that made outside influences part of Zac’s path. In fact, Zac found both Ur’Mez’s and An’Azol’s comprehension complementary to his own as marks of their branches appeared on the fractals.

Mez’s talents were related to divination and fate, just like how his Inexorable Path held his desire to control his destiny. This aspect was being added to [Gorehew], and Zac couldn’t wait to see the result. Similarly, the unfathomable depths of the Abyss were infused into [Abyssal Phase], moving it toward something that could be mistaken for a bloodline talent. His movement skill’s name and flavor text had almost felt like a mockery since learning of the true Abyss. Zac expected it would soon live up to the real thing.

The process was extremely smooth, as though the arrays were sentient, understanding his will perfectly. It only took six hours for his skills to be reformed and another thirty minutes to redraw the connection between pathways and Skill Fractals. For better or worse, the foreign energies were completely gone when Zac was finished, leaving only the dormant seed behind. The new Skill Fractals were pitch-black, almost resembling scars on his pathways.

However, he could feel their complex patterns and exquisite balance, knowing his two bought skills had gone from something he’d picked up in a Frontier Repository to proper Peak-quality D-grade skills. Zac eagerly opened his Skill Screen to check out the result.

[D] Fatehew - Proficiency: Early. The butcher’s blade of the inky depths, sealing providence and reaping lives. Upgradeable.

[D] Abyssal Drive - Proficiency: Early. Become the Abyss. Bring them into your embrace. Upgradeable.

[Gorehew] had become [Fatehew]. Zac didn’t recognize half the patterns on the skill fractal, though the flavor text and the parts he did understand indicated it would have roughly the same role as before. Interestingly, the flavor text of [Abyssal Phase], now called [Abyssal Drive], hadn’t changed when upgraded, even if more than 60% of its fractals had been replaced.

Looking at the two skills filled him with far greater confidence for the upcoming battles. He’d already upgraded his mental defenses and [Deathmark]. By adding a movement skill and a general offensive skill, he had a basic kit of everything he needed. The only thing he wouldn’t mind adding to his repertoire was a powerful finisher, but his stacks of talismans could temporarily take on that role.

Better yet, the reformation of [Gorehew] and [Abyssal Phase] gave him something beyond the skills themselves. Just as he’d expected, a lesson was hidden within the opportunity. Zac had already touched on the matter when upgrading his Dao Branch, and seeing the upgraded Skill Fractals drove home the point.

His view on cultivation had become too narrow.

He’d spent decades building his path, shoring up his theoretical foundations, understanding of the Dao, and inventing a suitable blueprint. The hard work had been rewarded with two matching Arcane Classes and foundations as stable as bedrock. He’d narrowed his scope too much, afraid to paint even an inch outside his self-imposed lines.

This hyper-focused approach made him forget an important aspect. The Dao wasn’t static packages of truth that had to be categorized one way or another. You needed to be the conductor, not a vessel for the Dao. If he just walked straight ahead in the direction his Daos were currently pointing, ignoring everything around him, was it even cultivation?

Take the Seals and the Thrones, for example. The Dao Peaks were whatever they said it was, and massive wars had been waged over the direction of Dao.

Zac was obviously not there yet. There was no reason for him to completely shield himself from any outside influence either. The key was making the influence your own, something subordinate to your path. For example, his understanding of fate was nothing when faced with the Ur’Mez Clan, yet he’d benefitted greatly from incorporating some of their heritage into [Fatehew].

The same was true for how his Dao had Incorporated some aspects of his bloodline. It didn’t mean the scope of his Branch of the Pale Seal had grown more scattered. It meant he’d made the truths of the Abyss a supportive aspect of the Pale Seal. Theoretically, he could push this theory to the very limits, where all Daos under the Heavens became an aspect of Death. Zac even suspected that was how the Abyss operated.

Zac’s revelation didn’t mean his previous method was a mistake. He wouldn’t have managed to enter Hegemony if he hadn’t taken full control over his path and its interlocking parts. You could even say his shift in perspective was part of the natural cycle. A cultivator would undergo periods of integration where they accepted new concepts and impressions. Then, they would condense these things into something uniquely suited to them while discarding what was useless.

An endless cycle of expansion and reduction, each moving your path closer to perfection.

Focusing on his skills had been a welcome distraction. Now that it was dealt with, there wasn’t much else to do but wait. He hadn’t heard back from Tavza during the whole skill reformation process, and Zac started to worry after another hour had passed. What if they really didn’t let him go because of what happened in the Abyssal Pond?

Zac thought it unlikely, though it was impossible to tell what conflicting interests clashed in the shadows with a faction like the Undead Empire. Then, he finally felt a presence in his lobby, and he walked outside.

“We feared something had gone wrong upon hearing you left the pond after a day. I guess I was worried for nothing.”

“I have too much on my plate to swim around for days on end,” Zac said with a smile upon seeing who arrived.

“You know, it’s not easy to get to see you,” Pavina said with a shake of her head. “Still the same, so consumed with cultivation. Don’t forget to slow down now and then.”

“I wouldn’t mind a vacation—who will tell the System?” Zac laughed. “What brings you⁠—”

Zac didn’t get any further before he was filled with a sense of deadly crisis. His body moved on instinct, [Death’s Duality] already swinging toward Pavina before he’d digested what was happening. The silver edge rebuffed a small sword, but it was already moving toward his throat with redoubled speed.

The overbearing pressure brought Zac back to the duels in the Orom World, and he could feel Pavina’s attacks were influenced by far deeper truths this time. It was as though every strike of hers was imbued with Death incarnate, and anything they targeted was doomed to be consumed. It was completely different from the surface technique she used years ago.

Zac hadn’t fought in his Draugr form for months, but his Inexorable Stance came as naturally as breathing. Better yet, his awakened bloodline had turned him into a perfect vessel for his path, where Death and even Conflict were the natural state of his body.

The lobby echoed with the clattering of chains as they formed a web of mayhem. They moved with far greater speed and agility than before, to the point Zac couldn’t control them at their max pace without losing his hold. Soon, Pavina was surrounded by chains while Zac fought to lock her down from the front.

The contained battlefield hadn’t become a hindrance to Zac’s technique. On the contrary, the ceilings and walls let the chains change their trajectory faster and in unpredictable ways while restricting Pavina’s options. The Monarch was like a fickle wind, impossible to contain.

She avoided his attempts at containment with ease, seemingly everywhere in the room at once. Her blade went for his eyes one moment, only to be striking at his spine the next. There was real lethal intent between every strike, and the pressure only mounted as the seconds passed. Zac didn’t mind—he even welcomed the challenge. It was only possible to find your limits when fighting powerful opponents.

And there was so much power waiting to be unearthed.
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The feeling of pushing beyond one’s previous limits was addictive. Accounting for his increased attributes was one thing. He could tell just how much his body had improved from his bloodline awakening. The racial benefits of a Draugr constitution had seen marked improvements.

Durability and energy flow had drastically improved. It even felt like his body had added a hidden multiplier on his Attribute Pool. His arms swung harder than they should have, and his feet moved quicker than should be possible. Even his mind seemed to have become sturdier. Zac could truly understand why the Abyssal Shores valued those who’d entered the Shallows so much.

Their bodies became almost perfect for cultivation, especially if you included the significant improvements to affinities.

All other worries disappeared as Zac readily followed Pavina toward the end of the road. The lobby was soon unable to bear the pressure and shattered, but they didn’t pause for a second. The battle continued midair, where his chains formed a spherical domain of utter destruction.

Zac’s intractable army of Death forged ahead, and Pavina met Zac’s advance with furious destruction. Her Death was one of force and violence rather than Zac’s suffocating grip. She kept adding new techniques to her style she’d never used before. Zac smoothly adapted, having added decades of experience to his Techniques since they last met, fighting in every conceivable environment.

The fundamental concept behind his Inexorable Stance was containment, where he’d dismantle the enemy’s attacks and limit their options. The chains would almost become puppet strings, leading his opponent toward their inevitable doom. If the enemy managed to break his pattern and disrupt the rhythm, he’d be back at square one.

Thankfully, visiting environments based on all seventeen peaks had shown the path forward. The more he experienced, the more adaptable he’d become. By the time Zac could smoothly counter whatever his opponent threw his way, no matter their path or what Daos they practiced, his technique would be perfected. Zac understood he wouldn’t reach that point by Late-stage Integration or even the Peak. It would take millennia, perhaps even longer, to reach such a feat.

Fighting Pavina was at least a step in the right direction and an opportunity on its own. How many got the chance to test their understanding against the blade of a Monarch?

A second spike-like sword appeared in Pavina’s off-hand when Zac got close to finding an opening, and her fighting style turned even more aggressive. Zac still didn’t lose his composure. Pavina’s resistance was no different than fighting against the ocean’s waves. Even if she pushed them back, they would always return. Erosion was Death, and Death was inexorable.

The whirling chains shrank their domain while Zac’s swings grew more sublime. Pavina fought like she had three heads and six arms, and each clash left shockwaves instilled with enough force and Dao to leave scars on the ancient trees around them. Soon, they reached an impasse where neither could retreat or advance.

“Not bad,” Pavina laughed. “But this alone isn’t enough to deal with Kator. Let’s kick it up a notch.”

Suddenly, Zac felt as though he’d been thrown into a gravity well. Pavina looked the same, and she hadn’t unlocked more of her Daos or attributes. Yet, Zac felt as though he were staring up at a towering god. There was an intangible pressure where Zac’s very essence was suppressed by a higher state of existence, something that a sturdy body and high Strength could shake off.

It wasn’t just him being affected, either. Reluctant groans and creaks echoed through the forest as the stout trunks bent like they were enduring immense pressure. Zac was left reeling by the suppression and barely managed to block her next strike. He moved his axe just in time, feeling like he’d been struck by a collapsing star.

Zac’s bones groaned from the collision before he crashed into the ground, then he shot back into the sky with an explosion. Excitement gleamed in Zac’s eyes at what she’d done.

Pavina had added the power of her Inner World to her technique. It was undoubtedly just a sliver, yet the difference in pressure was more tangible than when Zac fought an opponent with a Dao Branch the first time. It was no wonder that Monarchy was considered one of the great watersheds within cultivation, where it was almost impossible for D-grade Cultivators to put up a fight.

The leap of strength between E-grade and Hegemony wasn’t nearly as pronounced, and you had to get your hands on things like War Regalia and D-grade skills if you wanted to bully people with your levels. That wasn’t the case at C-grade, where every strike and every skill was imbued with the power of a world. How could a lower-grade cultivator compete against that?

Their sparring session had been mostly even until now, where both used their own means to fight for an advantage. On occasion, Zac would be in the lead, only to have it wrenched back by Pavina in unexpected ways. Now, that was out the window, and Zac was about to be swallowed by an avalanche.

Something within his body roared with defiance, and boundless force pushed back. It wasn’t his Void Emperor bloodline or its Hidden Nodes. [Void Heart] was still in a comatose state after overindulging on Abyssal Energy, and [Purity of the Void] couldn’t help with this kind of problem.

The Ichor and Miasma in his body had almost ground to a halt when it suddenly roared back to life as [Adamance of Eoz] spread a shroud of darkness through his body. The effect was immediate and overwhelming. It barely felt like it was Miasma coursing through his Pathways any longer. It more resembled Abyssal Energy, and it completely ignored the outside pressure.

Pavina’s Inner World proved incapable of hampering its progress. Zac’s personal Abyss welcomed and consumed any force exerted upon him, like a stone dropped into a bottomless lake. He’d only been able to fight at 70% after Pavina’s C-grade abilities were unleashed, not counting his turbid energy flow, which would have made Skill Activation nigh-impossible. Now, he was back at 95%.

Zac could tell the strengthening effect of his Miasma had at least doubled. Zac wasn’t even sure he’d need defensive skills against most E-grade cultivators beyond this point. Between his body’s comprehensive upgrades and [Adamance of Eoz], his skin would become impregnable armor as long as he channeled his energy.

Clashing with pure technique didn’t give him a chance to observe the changes to his evolved [Immutability of Eoz], and Zac was disappointed to find that [Conviction of Eoz] hadn’t seen much improvement. The effect was still there, allowing him to push beyond his body’s natural limits. Actually, he could take it even further with his upgraded constitution, but that was more a benefit of his awakened bloodline than the node itself. Zac could extract slightly more potential for the same amount of strain, except the improvement was only by a few percent—nowhere near the significant change to [Adamance of Eoz].

Was it related to purpose? Simply sparring with Pavina wasn’t enough to bring out most of the node. It might also be a matter of scaling. His F-grade boosting skills had started to lose efficiency by the time he reached Middle E-grade, as they could not multiply such a massive attribute pool. Perhaps the upgrade to [Conviction of Eoz] simply let him continue to use its effect into the D-grade by only slightly improving it.

Zac guessed he shouldn’t complain either way. After reaching Early Shallows, Zac could boost his combat power by over 20% without any downside. That was like having a Berserking Treasure permanently active, and it could be pushed even further when he had his back against the wall. And while the cost of Vigor was greater, his body’s stores had more than tripled. He’d have to eat a small mountain of food after a fight to replenish, but he should be able to use his Hidden Nodes much longer without worrying about starvation.

His bloodline wasn’t enough to seize an advantage. It only let him resist the pressure of Pavina’s Inner World. And even if he did, Pavina would increase her strength some more. Zac felt this was a good stopping point, since he didn’t want to show all his cards to Kator, who would undoubtedly get his hands on a recording of this sparring session. Then, Zac suddenly had an idea.

“Mind if I try something?”

Pavina grinned. “Go ahead. Show me what you got.”

Zac nodded, and streams of Miasma entered his newly formed skill. The response, or lack thereof, almost made him lose focus. [Fatehew] didn’t activate, seemingly only half-filled even if it didn’t accept any more Death-attuned Energy. Zac was confused for a few seconds before realizing what was missing.

A stream of dense Mental Energy emerged from his Soul Aperture, filling the missing sections of the fractal. Swirls of Darkness surrounded [Death’s Duality] and his chains, looking like small streams of pure Abyssal Waters. It was as if the whole forest had grown dimmer, the sounds of their ongoing exchange muted.

Pavina’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. Zac wouldn’t give her the time to analyze the skill. He unleashed a forceful swing aimed at her neck, giving her no choice but to parry with one of her swords. She clearly used more strength than before, and her weapon wasn’t even pushed back when [Death’s Duality] slammed into it with enough force to make the nearby trees quiver.

The Monarch’s plan to transition the parry into a ruthless jab had to be canceled when an intangible blade passed right through her sword, continuing unimpeded toward her neck.

A soft sheen covered her neck at the last moment, and Zac felt himself lose some Mental Energy. [Fatehew] wasn’t a continuous skill, but only one of the swirls surrounding the axe had been lost. Zac summoned a new one easily enough, though its appearance made him frown. Going by his impression of the skill, it should have grown a bit darker, yet it looked exactly the same.

The two exchanged a few more attacks before coming to a stop. It was like the surrounding trees released a collective sigh of relief as their shaking crowns calmed down.

“A very interesting skill,” Pavina nodded. “A Weapon Imbuement Skill requiring mental defenses to block a physical attack. And it even targets your Dao Heart.”

The most noticeable change of [Fatehew] was how it no longer produced a large, jagged blade. The old skill had suffered from the same downsides as [Nature’s Edge]—there wasn’t much point in forming a three-meter blade in front of his axe. It would be in the way during a melee like when he fought Pavina just now, and he had skills like [Deathmark] for large-scale destruction.

The solution he’d picked for [Nature’s Edge] was to transform it into a skill that directly imbued the weapon itself rather than form a blade. His melee strikes would gain additional effects that would synergize with his technique. He already had [Blighted Cut] on his undead side for a similar purpose, though its effect wasn’t quite up to par.

Zac’s original plan had been to adjust [Blighted Cut] to better suit his combat style, except something about Mez’s Bloodline made him feel [Gorehew] could take on that role even better. He didn’t quite know what to do with his old skill after the sudden change of plans. Zac figured he could turn it into a chain-exclusive skill that focused more on restriction than the corrosive effect.

“I’m sure it’s nothing compared to the great things you’ve created over the years,” Zac said, remembering Pavina’s fondness for blatant flattery. “How was the effect?”

As expected, a gratified smile spread across Pavina’s face as they landed on the ground.

“My accomplishments are nothing much,” Pavina said with fake modesty. “I could tell something was different about the Weapon Imbuement the moment you activated it. The effect only became clear after our weapons collided, suddenly feeling like I had no hope of victory, and became magnified when the spiritual blade passed through my weapon.

“The pressure on my Dao Heart won’t make much difference in a sparring session, though it should be very useful in real life-and-death situations. Even veterans will have some doubts and fears, and this skill can amplify those thoughts. The more pressure you apply, the stronger the influence will become.

“As for the soul aspect, I doubt it’s enough to cause grievous wounds unless the target has a significant weakness in their spiritual defenses. It’s still very suited to you. I’ve yet to meet any other infighter foolish enough to cultivate their soul.”

Zac grinned, not minding the backhanded compliment. Pavina had always been conflicted over his focus on his soul. He had his reasons to persist on this path, and had long felt his powerful soul was underutilized. As luck would have it, upgrading [Gorehew] had finally given him the opportunity to make use of his powerful soul and vast Mental Energy reserves.

As Pavina said, the intangible blade made from Mental Energy wouldn’t be able to kill a Hegemon. At best, it’d deal surface wounds that would accumulate into something incapacitating during a prolonged battle. However, the soul blade would exhaust some of his enemy’s Mental Energy. At least, it should have.

“Did the blade siphon some of your Mental Energy?” Zac asked.

“Well, no,” Pavina smiled. “That’s because my Inner World’s pull is greater than yours. I doubt too many Hegemons can take those hits without sacrificing a chunk.”

Zac nodded in relief. He’d been worried his skill was faulty. [Fatehew] was supposed to grow slightly stronger each time he successfully destroyed some of his opponent’s Mental Energy—an inheritance from the skill’s predecessor. In return, the skill would cost more and more to activate.

That was a trade-off Zac was more than willing to take. Even if he spent more than twice what he exhausted, he’d still come out way ahead against everyone except Mentalists. An exhausted mind would make mistakes, and mistakes lead to death.

“It’s amazing how much you’ve improved since we last met,” Pavina said as she stowed her weapons. “You need to get used to fighting in the air, though. High-grade battlefields are generally divided into layers, with D-grade cultivators battling above. That way, you can prevent your soldiers from being caught in the crossfire. And if you manage to push back the enemy Hegemons, you can unleash devastation on their backlines.”

“I’m working on updating my technique. Flying takes some getting used to, though.” Zac smiled.

“It’s fine. You just broke through.” Pavina shrugged. “Besides, most of the Kan’Tanu are pretty trashy from what I’ve heard, and normal Heart Curses should only be a mild inconvenience to you now that you’ve awakened. You’ll be able to figure things out on the battlefields.”

“I’m guessing you didn’t just come over to ambush me?” Zac said, seeing the opportunity to broach the most pressing matter.

“I was sent here to test you out and take you to the teleporter.”

“I can leave?” Zac asked to confirm.

“Of course. We need you to start working on that quest of yours. Who knows how many hoops the System will have you jump through to optimize your chances inside the inheritance.”

Zac inwardly breathed out in relief, and they set course for the Nexus Hub he first arrived in. Pavina didn’t teleport him over, allowing them to use that time to catch up. He was surprised to find that Commander Kaldor had entered the Orom willingly to investigate its suspicious actions.

To think the huge fish had used its captives to fuel some Fate-based array searching for the Left Imperial Palace. The thought almost made Zac laugh, seeing how he and Iz ruined eons of work. It didn’t particularly help him in any way, but it still felt good to hear the Voidcatcher’s scheme had been ruined. Zac couldn’t even imagine how many people on the frontier had died because of its actions.

“So, what do you think?” Zac said. “About my duel in four weeks?”

“Uh, work hard on your cultivation, alright?”

Zac grimaced upon seeing Pavina’s weak smile and darting eyes. That bad, huh?
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“Kator is incredibly powerful,” Pavina sighed upon seeing Zac’s look. “I wouldn’t last ten seconds if we were the same grade. A few lucky Reavers are born with special bones that provide unique and incredible abilities. They call them Miracle Bones because that’s what they enable. Only one out of thousands of purebloods gets one. Getting two is a blessing from the Heavens. Kator has four that I know of.”

Zac grunted noncommittally, taking the news in stride. It wasn’t that he underestimated those Miracle Bones—he wouldn’t be surprised if they were even stronger than Hidden Nodes or Specialty cores. That was simply how things worked. Anyone who could dominate a whole generation, especially of a powerful faction like the Izh’Rak Reavers, was bound to have something to fall back on.

It could be inborn advantages, advantages gained through unique opportunities, or more likely both.

“Do you know the rules?” Zac asked. “Not much point if we use skills and our full strength. He’s right at the threshold of entering Late Hegemony.”

“We have training arrays similar to the dueling platforms back in the Orom World. Kator’s effective attributes will be reduced to roughly your level, and his Daos will see similar restrictions. You’ll duel as we did now, using only your inborn advantages and technique to decide a victor.”

“Really?” Zac said with a raised brow. “That seems surprisingly generous coming from that guy.”

“He’s pretty arrogant and wants to succeed where Commander Kaldor failed,” Pavina laughed. “But if you fight like you did today, my money’s on my little boss. He’s also been debriefed on your battle with the commander, so he’ll be ready for that weird trick you used. You might want to think of other roads to victory.”

The weird trick she mentioned was no doubt [Void Zone], which he’d been forced to briefly use when Kaldor began cheating. His claim that it was a Draugr bloodline talent wouldn’t fool anyone, especially not a discerning warrior like Kaldor. Even if Zac belonged to one of the lost branches whose abilities were only mentioned in ancient tomes, you’d have to be blind to mistake his Void abilities for something linked to the Abyss.

The two soon appeared at the inner square, where a familiar figure awaited him. He looked haggard, like he’d endured seven taxing years since they last met. His visage lit up upon seeing Zac, though the cherubic little face soon scrunched up in a scowl.

“How did things go?” Zac asked with a smile.

“You wretch!” Calrin wheezed with a low volume. “How could you just leave me here for a week? Throwing me to the wolves.”

“You sometimes have to take risks for profits,” Zac coughed. “Is everything in order with the manufacturer?”

“It should have been,” Calrin said with annoyance. “Our contract with Brightglaive Munitions was finalized two days ago, except they won’t release the wares.”

“What’s going on?” Zac said, turning to Pavina.

“No idea,” Pavina said. “Ah, here they come.”

One by one, the representatives from the two camps appeared out of thin air. Zac wasn’t surprised everyone was seeing him off. He did get a bad feeling upon seeing the slight frown on Tavza’s face.

“Running back home so soon? You’re not reneging on our deal, are you?” Kator laughed.

“Aren’t those my words?” Zac countered. “I hear our purchases are being held in limbo?”

“So they are.” Kator nodded, turning to a gate in the distance, where two Revenants soon emerged. “You have been running wild on the empire’s dime for a while now, and we don’t have anything to show for it beyond non-binding promises and second-grade information. It’s about time we implemented some oversight to our investment.”

“You want me to bring spies back home?” Zac said with a displeased frown, though he was inwardly relieved.

He was already acting under the assumption that the Undead Empire was observing his every move, so having two shadows following him around wouldn’t change much. It would have been much trickier to deal with excuses to keep him in Kavista.

“Rebellious as ever,” Kator snickered. “I simply want to ensure that the resources we provide are used efficiently and for their intended purpose. Remember, our support is contingent on you progressing your quest as Arcaz Umbri’Zi.”

‘There are indeed clauses in our contract that can halt delivery of products,’ Calrin’s voice echoed in Zac’s mind. ‘I tried to get rid of it, they simply wouldn’t budge on that one. An imperial command can divert all resources meant for us to their own war machine.’

“I want you to have finished the conquest part of your quest within two months,” Kator continued. “As for the sealbearer, we’ll provide one if fate fails you.”

“And if I can’t conquer nine worlds within the timeframe?”

“Then you’re simply too incompetent and sending War Machines to you is a waste of resources.” Kator shrugged.

Zac kept up his indignant appearance while inwardly relaxing. Nine worlds in two months was roughly one successful conquest a week. It was a tough schedule, but he had multiple ways to lessen the burden, from his Cosmic Vessels to his other body working in tandem.

“The liaisons are not just there to keep an eye on things,” Laz interjected upon seeing the atmosphere grow tense. “We handpicked Serzo and Petrus because of their experience and expertise. Your faction is young and lacking in some aspects. You could benefit from some outside feedback.”

“Serzo is a follower I brought. He’s a veteran who accumulated great merit in our war with the Havarok Empire,” Enis Umbri’Zi elaborated. “He was tasked with getting newly realigned worlds up and running, and he should have insights that can benefit your budding society.”

Zac nodded in thanks, knowing Enis was telling him this to make clear his allegiance.

“Petrus was raised in the White Sky Phalanx, giving him ample insights into how to run a well-oiled war machine,” Toss said. “Efficiency is critical when you can’t steamroll your enemy. A few adjustments here and there can lower expenditures and casualties by a surprising degree. Stretched across the duration of the war, it might be the difference between victory and defeat.”

“You’re right. Thank you all for your help until now. I’ll keep working hard on my end,” Zac said with a bow.

“Be careful. Fate is stirring,” Tavza said.

“I will. The same goes for you.” Zac glanced at the two Early D-grade Revenants. “Let’s go.”

“Remember, your life is most important,” Laz fussed. “Don’t overextend yourself in search of quick progress. These Kan’Tanu have some troublesome elites, and there are outsiders searching for seals on their side as well.”

Zac, Calrin, and his two new ‘advisors’ soon stepped out from a Teleportation Array by the Nexus Hub of Port Atwood. The Sky Gnome didn’t even say goodbye before sprinting toward the safety of his office, his stubby legs showcasing amazing speed. Zac smiled as he heard Calrin grumble under his breath until he exited the range of his Soul Sense.

He turned to the two liaisons, who curiously looked around. “Welcome to the Atwood Empire. I’ll do my best to accommodate your needs during your stay. But if I find you’re snooping around where you shouldn’t or harm my citizens, there’ll be consequences.”

“Master Umbri’Zi, you don’t need to worry,” Serzo smiled. “While we are here to ensure the resources provided are used properly, we’ve no interest in causing trouble. I hope you can see us as assets. As the lords said, we both have some experience that could prove useful.”

“I’m not foolish enough to jump into the matters between you young masters,” Petrus added. “I’m here to do my job and keep my head down. I’ve already familiarized myself with the first batch of equipment that’ll be sent over momentarily. If you want further advice, I will do my best to provide it. If not, I’ll stay out of the way.”

Zac nodded and led them out after setting them up with guest tokens that would let Zac’s people track their movements. In return, they worked as credentials, providing access to teleporters and various regions depending on their grade.

“Let’s go; we’re expected,” Zac said after sending a couple of messages through his communicator.

“Where to?” Serzo asked.

“We’ve been setting up an elite army to quickly rack up merit and conquests,” Zac explained. “I’m hoping it’ll be up and running within a few days. Any input you can provide to make that happen is appreciated.”

He’d been impatient since returning from his first visit to the battlefronts, be it from reading the daily reports or seeing his position on the Ranking board being overtaken. His two spots had already been pushed down a peg by Helian Ailo. The fact that the global ladders didn’t list people’s actual merit meant it was impossible to tell whether he was about to lose another position. It constantly felt like he had people breathing down his neck.

The three made their way toward the government building, their appearance barely making any waves among Port Atwood’s pedestrians.

“It’s quite novel,” Serzo said as he glanced at a Revenant and Ishiate walking side by side. “I hear your planet became this way after the realignment failed midway?”

“That’s part of it,” Zac nodded. “I’m guessing it was also a gift by the System because of my condition.”

“I would have expected greater resistance to our kin,” Petrus commented. “I’ve participated in two Incursions myself. We’re always sent to the thick of it, leading to massive casualties among the natives.”

“There’s been some problems, but we’re working on it,” Zac said, glancing at the two advisors. “You should probably refrain from advertising that you’re from the empire, though. People might not be as accepting of imperial undead as my own people.”

They soon reached their destination, where Zac’s other body and a few of his generals waited. The two Revenants surreptitiously inspected Zac’s human form, and he knew these two wouldn’t find anything amiss. The group moved to a private meeting room by the Command Center, immediately getting into it.

“These two gentlemen are Petrus and Serzo, the representatives I mentioned in the message,” Draugr Zac said.

Human Zac slowly nodded. “Welcome. I’m sure Arcaz has told you all you need to know. Let’s get started. I’ve mostly been in seclusion, so Ilvere will catch you all up to speed.”

“Ahem,” Ilvere said. “We’re slightly ahead of schedule, and everything should be arranged within two days. We’re still vetting members and adapting our setup based on the new Blazing Comet equipment.”

“What’s that?” Petrus asked. “What about the Brightglaive Munitions?”

“I negotiated another deal while Arcaz met with you guys,” human Zac explained. “Blazing Comet is a weapon series provided by the Allbright Empire. It’s roughly equivalent to your Moonglaive series.”

“Lord Atwood’s social circle is indeed wide,” Serzo smiled.

“It was mostly a matter of having a decent production line of Cosmic Vessels,” Zac shrugged. “Now we have two sources of equipment, one for each half of the empire. This way, we won’t be as restricted when configuring our armies.”

“The matter of your integrated armies is one of the things we were instructed to broach,” Petrus said. “We recommend separating your armies into Life and Death. It’s simply more practical.”

“We understand that you wish to integrate your people, but you should be aware it comes with certain practical challenges,” Serzo added. “When the Undead Empire enters a neutral battleground, there’s a 30% chance it’ll be Death-attuned. It’s an accommodation by the System to slightly level the playing field.

“With an integrated army, I assume these odds will get lowered, and your undead warriors will generally find themselves at a disadvantage.”

“It’s not just about the battleground itself either,” Petrus said. “You all fought the Kavriel Province during your Integration, so you should understand our fundamental strategy. We have the means to convert any battleground to suit our needs. The terraforming will act as a weapon while allowing our soldiers to fight at full strength. Such a strategy doesn’t work if half your army is made up of Dreamers.”

“You’re right; the need for different environments is a thorny issue,” Ilvere nodded. “Only, our undead population is far smaller than our living one. We simply can’t field proper undead armies as things currently stand. Instead, we have developed methods to create mobile and contained pockets of Miasma on any battlefield.”

“It’s also a matter of the Atwood Empire’s path,” Draugr Zac added. “We’re ultimately a Life-Death faction, and I think blindly copying the Undead Empire’s methods will harm us in the long run. I’d rather work toward a method uniquely designed for us that’ll turn what you call a disadvantage into a weapon our enemies will have difficulties adapting to.”

“True, strategies using both Miasma and Cosmic Energy have unique advantages,” Petrus nodded. “War Arrays can be strong against one but weak against the other. The White Sky Phalanx has experimented with adding Dreamer units before. We ultimately found it more convenient and efficient to focus on what we’re good at, while you have more to gain from developing this path.”

“We’ve had preliminary success with some strategies. If we can’t make it work in larger engagements, we’ll revisit the topic,” Draugr Zac said before turning to Ilvere. “Who’s coming with me?”

With the demands from the Undead Empire, it had become clear that his Draugr half had to take charge of the first battalion. Besides, his Draugr half was simply stronger after the recent gains. It wouldn’t hurt having that extra assurance on the frontlines while they were figuring things out. Meanwhile, his human side could keep working on his cultivation.

“We’ve decided to use the Second Battlefront for the new unit and split its current soldiers among the other twelve,” Ilvere said. “Rhubat will stay stepping down to become your second-in-command.”

Ultimately, they’d decided against opening a fourteenth Battlefront. It would add undue pressure during the restructuring. Zac would instead wait until the second elite battalion was set up in a few weeks before taking that step. This solution also solved the issue he’d broached with Rhubat, spreading the Zhix squads among the other battlefronts in hopes it’d help with their integration.

“We’ve also transferred Carva, Janos, Mondrik Ashtos, and Ciru Volor. Joanna Thompson and Carl Elrod will lead independent bounty-hunting units. Mark Marshall and Jarmon will oversee the Navy. The other commanders will stay on their current assignment, integrating the next wave of recruits.”

Zac nodded. It turned out that the challenge wasn’t getting enough people to sign up but that almost every elite and commander wanted to join the new elite squad. He couldn’t put all his Sealbearers and core personnel in the same squad, leaving the other fronts exposed, so Ilvere had picked a few from each race. The others would get a chance later through rotations or by joining human Zac’s army.

The meeting continued for another few hours, and Zac was happy that the newcomers didn’t cause any trouble. Both provided valuable insights, especially with Petrus, who better understood Brightglaive Munitions’ equipment. There was a difference between making plans based on spec sheets and practical knowledge.

The promised equipment arrived by the time the meeting adjourned, and Draugr Zac joined the elite army for a series of war games to get used to the new arrays while sorting out the kinks in their cooperation. His human half had already returned to his cultivation cave to absorb Life-attuned energy and ponder on his Evolutionary Path.

The benefit of having harmonized his two classes and Daos was already becoming apparent. It allowed him to retool some of the ideas and concepts he’d encountered in the Abyssal Pond for his other side. It couldn’t fully replace the need for inspiration into the concept of Evolution or Life, but it helped shore up his foundations and figure out a direction of study.

Three days passed, and everything was finally in place. The battalion, though ready to be fielded, was still rough around the edges. Zac called for departure, and it only took an hour before the whole army stood in front of the second Battlefront Array.

Rhubat and Carva were off dealing with the reset and reactivation of the Battlefront Array, leaving Zac standing atop a stage with his other commanders behind him, his Abyssal aura towering over the area. Zac quelled the pangs of guilt as he looked out across the sea of faces.

These people had all volunteered, and their bloody auras left no room for interpretation. They walked the martial path just like himself, all with blood and grime under their nails. They were the best fighters his empire could field, and they were just as eager as he. Zac slowly floated into the air, his growing killing intent enough to silence whispers in the huge crowd.

“I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors already. I am Zachary Atwood, or Arcaz Umbri’Zi, depending on how you look at it,” Zac said, his voice carrying far and wide. “I won’t waste your time with empty speeches or talks about righteousness or glory. This is war. Right and wrong don’t matter. The invaders want what’s ours, and it’s kill or be killed.

“I am not satisfied with passively defending. I will strike back with everything I have and turn their aggression into fodder for my path. Since you volunteered to join, I assume you feel the same way. Our goal is simple. We’ll strike fast, and we’ll strike hard—one conquest per week, where we take everything they have before we disappear.

“During my travels off-world, I encountered an ancient storm where Life and Death coexisted. The two elements had formed something far deadlier than either could on their own. The locals simply called the region ‘the Calamity.’

“That’s the kind of power and ferocity we need to survive these desperate times. We need to become a force of nature, unpredictable and unstoppable,” Zac said, his killing intent spreading farther and farther out. “We’ll secure Life through Death and destruction, seize our future with our own hands. And should we fall, it’ll only be after we’ve made these Kan’Tanu invaders pay a price they’ll never forget.”

The huge pillar behind him lit up to punctuate his words, radiating a sinister light. It didn’t feel like a gateway leading to glory, but rather a portal to hell. Yet none of the soldiers wavered, and though none uttered a word, Zac could feel their auras surging. Soon, hundreds of thousands of streaks of killing intent rose to join Zac’s own, forming a huge storm of violence.

Zac nodded in satisfaction at the scene.

“Welcome to the Calamity Company.”
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Acrid smoke and an overcast sky greeted Zac as he stepped out from the battlefront teleporter, surrounded by his generals and commanders. While view was unfamiliar, the blue prompt appearing before him was not.

[Second Battlefront of the Atwood Empire. No assigned leader.]

[De-facto leader of Atwood Empire detected, designation qualified for leadership. Assign yourself leader?]

Rhubat had wrapped up their previous campaign two days ago before resetting it, allowing Zac to enter without spending any more Faction Merit.

“Yes,” Zac said.

[Leadership assumed. Due to individual Evaluation and Contribution, awarded role as Battlefront Commander.]

[General assignment: Conquer neutral battlefront. Merit awarded after successful conquest, depending on individual contribution. NOTE: Capturing resource points does not increase contribution.]

[Fated Flamebearer: Destroyed battlements 1.5x merit. Killed or captured enemies above 1st Grade Sergeant, 1.5x merit. Conquer enemy base 1-2x merit depending on individual performance or leadership. NOTE: This world is insufficient to advance campaign quest.]

Zac skimmed the prompts, seeing they were mostly the same as the two previous times he’d stepped onto the battlefield. The most important distinction was that he’d been designated leader, and not just for the Calamity Company. Being assigned commander let Zac breathe out in relief. It meant he could enact the optimal strategy for the upcoming campaign.

Petrus and Serzo had provided a lot of practical information over the past three days, one of which was how the System arranged the war and leadership role. The Kavriel Province had an almost uncountable number of battlefronts, and they’d already figured out all the ins and outs of the System’s rules. For example, only battlefields with standout leaders had Battlefront Commanders.

The previous battlefronts in the Atwood Empire didn’t have any. The assigned leaders were captains who wouldn’t have the authority to order the other factions around. Meanwhile, a Battlefront Commander had authority over anyone stepping onto the battlefield, be it your faction or the others. It was definitely a role you wanted for yourself and dreaded an outsider would get. Zac hadn’t been certain whether he could get it because of his unique designation.

Being a Battlefront Commander didn’t mean you had to stay in the commander’s tent. Zac opened a special war interface, arranging official positions for Rhubat and the others. He left some slots open in case any of his temporary allies showed promise.

There were still only his own people stepping onto the alien world, but the nearby platforms indicated this campaign would consist of three parties. It usually wouldn’t take more than a couple of minutes before the System found some people to matchmake you with. There was no telling who’d step through those teleporters, though the fact that he’d already been awarded Battlefield Commander rank indicated they wouldn’t be too strong.

Zac ultimately didn’t care what kind of people showed up. The Calamity Company was never meant to depend on allies. His people had the strength and resources to deal with the enemy alone. If they received assistance, then great. Zac didn’t mind sharing some of the spoils so long as the outsiders pulled their weight. And if troublemakers or people shirking their duty appeared… His newfound role had various ways to deal with that.

Rhubat, Carva, and Janos smoothly took over the administrative duties while Zac turned to inspect the battlefield. The world they’d been sent to was Early D-grade, though the energy wasn’t nearly as dense as back on Earth. It even felt hollow, like the planet was leaking spirituality. It wasn’t hard to guess why. They’d appeared in the middle of an endless war torn city, with the Battlefront Arrays placed on a huge square.

Everything around them was in ruins. Whole city blocks had been leveled by supersized towers falling on them, and scars hundreds of meters deep leaked chaotic energies. Only a few structures remained standing, their burned-out husks reaching hundreds of meters into the air like jagged teeth. Zac even spotted two mountain-like castles in the distance, though they seemed to have been hit the hardest.

Whatever happened on this planet didn’t take place long ago. Buildings still burned, which was the source of the thick haze that irritated Zac’s eyes. Zac could even sense resentment and Death from every direction, even if he couldn’t see any bodies or signs of life. Neither could Zac tell where the enemy camp was located. The scouting units led by Carva were already pouring into the various pathways, using various means to conceal their presence.

Simple battlements blocked some of the nearby streets, and were a far cry from the sturdy walls he’d seen on the two previous battlefields. Zac’s engineers carried whole fortresses in their spatial rings, which they could set up in short order. He wasn’t worried about safety but rather the confusing environment. And he wasn’t the only one.

“Urban warfare,” Mark Marshall grunted as he approached Zac. “It’s better now that people can fly and zip about like superheroes—still a pain in the ass regardless.”

Zac nodded at his commander. He hadn’t had much contact with Mark, but he was a former fighter pilot and high-ranking general of the old world. He was fifty-five by the time the Integration arrived, and didn’t look much older than Zac after reaching Peak E-grade. He was one of the most important talents of the Marshall Clan in the post-Thea age, though his skillset wasn’t purely martial.

He was among the first to enter Zac’s Navy, and he’d been training with Cosmic Vessels for years already. He wasn’t at the level of some of the pilots they’d recruited from the Million Gates Territory, but he made for a perfect admiral when considering his allegiances and military experience.

“This should be a conquered planet that’s been repurposed into a neutral battleground,” Petrus said as he walked over.

The Revenant had been attached to the Calamity Company, while Serzo had chosen to tour Elysium. Spy or not, he had over two hundred years of experience as a member of one of the Multiverse’s greatest armies.

“The Kan’Tanu likely destroyed whatever faction the planet belonged to and harvested the people and resources before leaving. We already know that large-scale human sacrifices are needed to breed their curses,” Petrus said.

“How do you know it’s not just a random battlefront the System has conjured or moved over?” Mark asked curiously.

The Revenant looked around for a moment, taking out something that looked like a telescope. He pointed it in a certain direction of dense smoke. Zac didn’t get the chance to ask what the Revenant was up to before he sensed a familiar aura—the malevolent energy of the Kan’Tanu Heart Curses.

“It’s just a few miles away,” Petrus explained as he realigned the telescope. “There’s another spot there. The source should be Cursed Grounds, semi-sentient spots of the Kan’Tanu corruption. They aren’t as dangerous as the real curses, but they can last for weeks outside a host, longer if they get something to feed on.”

The Revenant shook his head and stowed the gadget. “If Death-attuned worlds are the empire’s home ground, then this can be considered the cultists’.”

“I bet it’s cheaper for the System to parcel such a world into a few dozen battlefronts than transporting worlds from other dimensions,” Zac muttered as he looked around.

Both the Atwood Army and the Undead Empire had thoroughly explored these neutral battlegrounds, and none were proper planets. They were by no means small. You’d eventually reach a spatial barrier if you traveled far enough. You also couldn’t enter space from these things since the void waited outside.

“These rare types of battlefronts should become more common as the war progresses,” Petrus said. “I think the System only repurposes these fallen worlds when deemed unsalvageable.”

“Is it possible we can find locals among the ruins?”

“It’s possible,” Petrus nodded. “They are not considered allies, though. We have awakened quite a few survivors without any issues.”

Zac understood what Petrus meant. You normally couldn’t just kill fellow Zecians on the battlefield. At the least, it would come with penalties to your merit. You could also become branded a wartime traitor by the System, which put a huge bounty on your head. However, it looked like the citizen of fallen worlds didn’t enjoy those protections.

“What do you two suggest?” Zac asked.

“Shock and awe,” Mark said. “The less time we give the enemy to entrench themselves, the better. This environment heavily favors the Kan’Tanu. If we wait too long, the ruins will be covered in Heart Curse booby traps.”

“The human is right,” Petrus said. “Fighting in this environment puts more focus on individual strength and squad cooperation than raw numbers, which is advantageous to your elite army. In return, it’s more complicated than normal battles where you can advance in one big group. It’s good practice for cleaning out real capitals, but your army needs more basic experience before taking on complicated tasks. I suggest you storm their location and use your new toys to create a standard battlefield.”

“How about I zip over and deal with the enemy leaders while the soldiers catch up?” Zac ventured.

“Lord Kator has tried that before to save time,” Petrus said with a shake of his head. “An impregnable barrier will appear if you try to attack the enemy base too early.”

“He’s right, Warmaster,” Rhubat rumbled. “I once tried the same thing. The Heavens call for outright war and prevent any shortcuts.”

“I guess it wouldn’t be much of a war if you could send powerful assassins to take out generals the moment you arrived.” Zac shrugged. “How long is the grace period?”

“One moment,” Petrus said as he took out another item.

This one was more familiar to Zac. It was a long-range scanner, a simpler variant of what was installed in all Cosmic Vessels.

“This battlefront is quite large,” Petrus muttered as he fiddled with the item. “The higher the grade and the larger the area, the longer the grace period. I’d guess six hours for this one.”

“Then we’ll do as you suggest,” Zac said. “I want to move as soon as our scouts find the enemy. I’ll go check out the others.”

The first of the two teleporters was already gathering power, which meant their first ally was about to emerge. Zac was accompanied by Joanna, and he felt his silent prayers for useful allies were answered as a stream of Corpselords emerged.

They were all over four meters tall, crafted by heavily relying on some sort of bearlike beastkin by the looks of it. Zac guessed some Lich Clan or Coalition had gotten their hands on a large enough batch to create a cohesive Corpselord Clan. It was far better than putting bodies together at random. For one, it saved a lot of time, and also helped the Corpselords reproduce independently. The more similar the genealogical makeup of two Corpselords, the better the odds of conceiving. If they were too different, it was simply impossible.

The leader in the front, a towering beast over six meters tall and at the peak of Early D-grade, looked relieved upon seeing Zac. Then, his head turned in confusion as he took in the diverse army gathering across the square.

“Uh, my lord,” the Corpselord bowed. “I am Hor Husko of the Husko Clan, a subsidiary of the Santomar Crypts.”

Zac didn’t recognize the names at all. He guessed it was some random faction in the Kavriel Province. The province was far more than just the two C-grade continents they controlled. In fact, the Kavriel Province was the largest faction in the sector, only trumped in size and population by two semi-cohesive alliances.

“I’m Arcaz Umbri’Zi,” Zac said and flashed a token he’d been given during his stay in Kavista. “It’s good to have you here. I’m taking charge of this battlefront. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Lord Umbri’Zi!” Hor blurted and bowed again, this time far deeper. “Of course, my lord. Anything you require. Just treat our army as your own.”

Zac’s powerful soul let him sense the storm beneath the Corpselord’s calm and respectful expression. Zac couldn’t decipher what emotions the fluctuations represented like Vilari, but it wasn’t difficult to guess what was running through his head. Hor was excited since meeting someone as connected as Zac was a huge opportunity. Simultaneously, he was probably worried for his men, considering their huge gap in status.

“Ready yourselves,” Zac said. “We plan on forcing our way through this battlefront as quickly as possible. Our goal is to finish this conquest within a week. Don’t worry. I’m not looking to use you or the other allies as sacrificial pawns. We have the resources to deal with this alone if need be.”

“Be at ease, my lord. The Husko Clan will not let you down. We don’t have much, but we’re strong and sturdy,” Hor said. “If it’s alright with the lord, I’ll immediately coordinate our forces.”

Zac waved over Rhubat as he added Hor as an official commander. “Make an inventory and find a slot for our friends here.”

“It will be done, Warmaster,” Rhubat nodded as the Anointed and Corpselord shared a measuring look.

Hor was confused why a pureblood Draugr was working with various races of Dreamers, but he knew better than to question the situation. Zac nodded at the Corpselord before turning to the third and final teleporter.

Things didn’t go as smoothly this time around. A wholly unimpressive human faction appeared, clearly shocked to run into such a wide array of undead. Their leader was an aged Hegemon whose strength was already in decline, and the old man seemed more concerned about not getting killed or turned than coordinating the war effort. He was more than happy to stay behind to “guard the base.” Zac left them to their own devices and had a few people stay behind to ensure they didn’t cause any trouble.

Forty minutes later, they got word back from the scouts. They’d spotted movement. Twenty minutes later, they had a good enough idea of what direction the Kan’Tanu base was located to make a decision.

“We’re setting out,” Zac said, and four streams of warriors poured through all major pathways leading west.

The largest stream was shrouded in smoke even denser than the burning wreckage. It was produced by heavily armored combat liches carrying large braziers hanging from chains in one hand and scepters in the other. They looked like unholy Paladins and made up every twentieth row in the stream.

They were the battlefield support providing protection and Miasma, and every undead squad would have at least one of these clerics. The braziers were a form of Miasma generators, whose small size would normally make them less effective than normal Unholy Beacons. However, between the Liches’ empowerment and the high-quality incense burning within, they released far more Miasma into the surroundings than the standard beacons he’d encountered during the Incursion.

Within the train of deathly smoke, Zac felt the diverse auras of the soldiers harmonize into ten thousand units. Similar scenes occurred across the other divisions, with innumerable War Arrays activated simultaneously. For a moment, Zac almost saw four deadly spears pointed in the direction of the Kan’Tanu camp, and he got goosebumps from the power they exuded.

Their whole army hadn’t even passed through the teleporter yet, but six hundred thousand warriors would be more than enough unless their enemy proved unusually powerful. If you looked at individual skills, these people were the best of the best. The same could be said of their equipment, and Zac doubted there’d be more than 50 Early D-grade armies that were outfitted so extravagantly.

Hundreds of army engineers ran ahead to remove any rubble or other roadblocks, while the rest stayed by the lumbering line of huge contraptions by the tail-end of his army. It was the War Machines being pushed forward, gliding just over the ground by using the same form of arrays as E-grade Flying Treasures.

These restricted battlegrounds didn’t have the type of environment that supported that form of flight. Knowing this, the siege equipment came installed with backup systems that enabled flight at the cost of more energy. It would have been more convenient to carry the things in Spatial Rings, if not for the D-grade War Machines having similar issues as Cosmic Vessels.

It wasn’t as bad as standard vessels that couldn’t be put inside a Spatial Treasure, except for a few models. Still, the stowable equipment they’d gotten their hands on required Array Masters to dismantle certain sections and then put them back together during deployment. A veteran Array Master would need thirty minutes, and only a handful of Zac’s people were at such a level.

It had taken roughly two hours to activate the line-up rolling behind him during their exercises, which was way too slow when they didn’t know what to expect. It was much more convenient to spend some extra money and roll the things along. Doing so exposed the expensive equipment to ambushes, requiring them to have multiple measures in place. They even had half a million Corpselords to help, and their hulking frames formed a natural wall around the equipment.

The Calamity Company intractably moved forward, undeterred by the tricky environment. The chaotic scars covering the city were suppressed, and bridges were placed over them. Even the patches of Cursed Ground were dealt with through furious bursts of violent purification.

Zac finally got the call he’d been waiting for an hour in. Carva had located the enemy base and sent back a rough path. He couldn’t wait any longer, and he turned to Joanna who eagerly looked back. It was time to launch some special operations.

“Let’s go.”
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“Display intent,” Janos muttered just as Zac was about to call out his order.

“The Kan’Tanu are not fools,” Rhubat said. “The unholy ones will sense our approach soon enough. An army this size cannot go unnoticed, even in this chaotic environment. Our lines stretch for miles. Warmaster’s plan to push them back early might make them expend more resources on defenses, but it should reduce the surprises.”

Zac agreed. He wasn’t worried about any walls or defensive barriers the Kan’Tanu could erect in a couple of hours. He was more worried about the Kan’Tanu setting up kill zones with Heart Curses, and it seemed preferable to drive the enemy back to their base before they could booby-trap the whole city. The order was given, and twenty thousand of their fastest warriors split off from the seemingly endless line of warriors.

They separated into groups of six to ten before spreading out, forming an impassable net in front of the army. Only the occasional scout would be able to pass through their perimeter unnoticed, and the squads moved close enough to easily reinforce each other in case of larger fights. If the Kan’Tanu wanted to sneak around and hit their base or siege machines from behind, they’d have to take a huge detour.

Zac joined Joanna’s special unit, which solely consisted of Valkyries. They rushed through the crumbling city with speed far exceeding what the main army could sustain, their eyes peeled for points of interest and enemies.

Moving through a region of Cosmic Energy as Draugr did nothing to slow Zac down. Having awakened his bloodline to Early Shallows drastically improved his resistance to the ambient energy, and the effect was further bolstered by his upgraded [Adamance of Eoz]. His Void Emperor bloodline and Void Vajra Constitution had already made him extremely resilient, and this pushed it a step further.

Even the chaotic and unstable energies seeping from the planetary wounds were rebuffed before penetrating his skin. As things stood, Zac believed he could even temporarily withstand the Remnant’s pulses of Creation and Oblivion without nullifying them with the opposing Dao.

Their group saw nothing but desolation for ten minutes until Zac spotted a weak hint of life hiding far up in a ruin with his Draugr vision. It wasn’t one of their own, which meant it was either a civilian or Kan’Tanu scout. Considering the utter lack of survivors until now, Zac leaned toward the latter.

His guess was quickly proven right. The scout had somehow realized he’d been exposed even though a thick wall of smoke separated their groups. He turned tail by jumping toward a neighboring building, heading toward the Kan’Tanu camp. The movement caused some ripples, then his aura almost disappeared the next moment. That wasn’t enough to elude the eyes of Zac or his followers.

“Enemy,” a Valkyrie alerted, and Joanna and three more spear maidens turned into blurs as they activated their Movement Skills.

Zac was even faster. A shroud of utter darkness swallowed the world as time seemingly ground to a halt. Even the Dexterity-focused Valkyries appeared like mortals when Zac passed them by, turning into a streak of darkness shooting straight for the fleeing scout. Zac felt like he’d come home as he whizzed between crumbling buildings toward his target.

The change of perception was one of his favorite aspects of the new-and-improved [Abyssal Drive]. Before, the movement skill had reduced the world into a monochrome of Life and Death. Now, the skill better lived up to its name, as it almost felt like he’d summoned the Abyssal Lake.

The change wasn’t just cosmetic, either. One of the biggest weaknesses of the old skill, beyond the long activation time, was its inability to pass through turbulent energy. That downside had almost gotten him killed in the Twilight Chasm. On multiple occasions he’d been forced to deactivate the skill before he was ripped to shreds. As Zac continued to progress, the environments he operated inside would only grow more dangerous.

This shortcoming was one of the main issues he’d wanted to fix while workshopping upgrades, and the Abyssal Pond had provided the perfect opportunity. The movement skill combined the resilience of Eoz with Azol’s connection to the Abyss. The Abyss followed him wherever he went in his current state, turning hostile environments into his home field.

Some experimentation confirmed the movement skill didn’t actually suppress the surrounding energies. It was more like he had one foot in reality and one foot inside his personal Abyss, reducing the effect of chaotic energies and even attacks. It was slightly reminiscent of the [Stone of Hope] he’d used to alleviate the damage when opening nodes in the E-grade.

Such a useful addition was probably enough to elevate his movement skill to Peak quality, though there was one aspect Zac liked even better.

The scout was quite agile, yet ultimately only a Late E-grade cultivator. Zac rapidly closed in until he sensed the scout was within reach. The scout froze, just enough to miss his step and crash into a wall. That delay was all Zac needed. He appeared by the scout the next moment, grabbing him by the neck.

A weak pang of danger made Zac cut the man in two, destroying the Heart Curse just as it was about to explode. Zac had hoped to interrogate him to see if any elites were among their ranks, but the curse had realized its host was doomed. Joanna and the others caught up a second later, looking at the gory display with a mix of awe and disappointment.

It was a shame with the scout. The skill’s efficacy still left Zac satisfied though. Anyone entering the range of [Abyssal Drive] could be dragged into the Abyss, though the effect was nowhere near the level of Tavza’s domain. It only lasted a moment, and only much weaker cultivators would have their senses completely sealed for the duration. The elites he’d tried it on could still function to varying degrees.

Vilari wasn’t impacted at all, but most would have their perception and reaction reduced. Although it didn’t sound like much, it could mean the difference between life and death when every advantage counted. The skill wasn’t just useful for attacking, either. His pursuer would momentarily have their vision obscured when he was forced to run for his life.

“His equipment is old, and he’s wearing self-bought parts. He shouldn’t be from one of the Kan’Tanu’s regular armies but rather a local militia. I guess that’s fair, considering they got such a suitable environment,” Joanna commented before looking at Zac with a raised brow. “You promised.”

“I know, I know,” Zac said with an embarrassed smile. “Just got caught up in it. I won’t meddle unless necessary.”

One of the requests put forth by his commanders was that he keep his head down during the neutral battlefields. Part of that was to not clue the enemy in on a powerful ranker leading the enemy faction, which might lead to reinforcements or outsiders waiting beyond the neutral zones.

Most importantly, his people needed practical experience to improve their teamwork. A few days of practice was nowhere near enough to perfect the Calamity Company’s operations. The best solution was to practice on these contained battlefields where he could step in if necessary.

Taking out the scout didn’t slow their group, and they weren’t the only ones that had found prey. The unstable energies acted like a natural dampener. Zac remained unbothered, able to still sense contained eruptions of Dao and Energy to both his sides.

Their group spotted a small Kan’Tanu squad a moment later, and they were dealt with almost as quickly as the scout, even with him staying back.

Joanna descended on them like a crashing meteor using an offensive movement skill. Three of the warslaves were dead before they realized what’d hit them, each having a hole punctured through head and stomach. The others tried to flee, but the Valkyries had been through this dance before. The soldiers only managed to get a dozen steps before being struck down one way or another.

The Kan’Tanu seemed to have realized their enemies were running down their base, but that didn’t mean their soldiers were called back. Showcasing their signature ruthlessness, the Kan’Tanu sent out more people in larger suicide squads. Their job was not to stop the advance, it was to sacrifice themselves to slow down the Calamity Company while taking out a few soldiers in bursts of mutual destruction.

It didn’t change anything. The advance squads fused into larger groups to deal with the human traps, and the small flashes of energy were replaced by loud eruptions of outright battle. Half an hour passed this way, and Zac estimated they’d already killed well over 100,000 Kan’Tanu defenders. The thought almost left Zac breathless.

One hundred thousand casualties weren’t much compared to some historic wars back home. This was just a minor clash on a preliminary battlefield. When you considered these numbers in the scope of the whole sector, the daily loss of life was almost incomprehensible. Thankfully, they had only lost a few hundred soldiers, most of them to Heart Curses and Cursed Ground rather than the sacrificial warslaves themselves.

The environment grew increasingly rough, and soon they found hints of the Kan’Tanu taint on almost every building. It almost looked like a sinister sibling to Mossy had taken hold over the city district, with black pulsating tendrils covering walls and ceilings. Every so often, a spike would detach from the walls to strike at a nearby target. No wonder Petrus had called this a Kan’Tanu home-field advantage.

Suddenly, a spiritual fluctuation was followed by Carva rising from the ground.

“My lord, it’s just up ahead,” she said.

“Good job,” Zac said as they moved to a greater vantage.

They were still a dozen miles from their destination, but a noticeable lack of smoke gave him a clear view of the enemy’s Battlefront Arrays. The Kan’Tanu’s starting location was similar to theirs—a huge square over a mile wide. In their case, they had dug in, completely transforming the region. The surrounding buildings had been leveled to make way for a large, sturdy wall, and Zac noted they had only cleared out the surrounding mile.

That was the killing field, and beyond was a solid band of intensely tainted buildings. A dense layer of throbbing sin had suffocated all flames, creating a natural disaster zone separating them and their target. Zac had never seen such a huge swathe of cursed energy before, and the scene left him hesitant.

“What do you think?”

“It’s odd,” Joanna muttered. “Their soldiers don’t seem well trained or well equipped, but they have far more of these tendrils than we usually encounter. There’s no way this is just something that had been left on the battlefront. The barrier is still actively growing.”

“That stuff has to be grown somewhere,” Tamira commented. “Maybe these guys are from a curse production world, so they have a lot of this stuff lying around?”

“Either that, or they’re hiding their strength,” Joanna said.

Zac’s gaze swept across the region, unable to find any hints of danger or fate gathering. It might be a trap, but Zac had never felt as confident in his instincts. After all, he’d made some improvements in this regard over the past few days. He even had a new title to show for it.

[Destined: Reach 1,000 Luck while in D-grade. Reward: Effect of Luck +7%.]

The above-expected results in the Abyssal Pond had given him 99 Luck, putting him right at the threshold of breaking one thousand. The surprise boon prompted him to spend 50,000 of his starting Merit on a D-grade Luck Attribute fruit, pushing him past the 1,000-mark threshold.

Even with the fruit costing twice as much as the normal ones, it was still a huge bargain. Normally, Luck-attributed fruits could run you up hundreds of times more. Even then, Zac had noted that they didn’t sell as well as he’d expected. Then again, most would choose tangible powerups rather than something as elusive as Luck when your life was on the line every day. And only Zac had the massive multipliers that drastically increased the effect of each Luck Fruit.

Hopefully, it’d make his campaigns more fortuitous, letting them avoid the deadlier targets for the time being. He’d also moved the [Lucky Beads] to his Draugr form, which left him with an extreme sensitivity to danger. Zac believed he’d be able to sense it if there was a hidden elite with a strong fate among the Kan’Tanu.

Seeing the enemy furiously work on shoring up their defenses filled Zac with impatience, and he reminded himself that there was no point in attacking just yet. The grace period would last another three hours, and they’d just be wasting their energy on nothing. At least their fast sortie had accomplished its goal. The Kan’Tanu didn’t dare send out more troops from their protective bubble, turning them into sitting ducks as the advance squads formed a perimeter around the square.

Zac almost felt bad for the cultists, knowing the Battlefront Teleporters were sealed during the grace period. They could send more people through, but none could leave. Then again, it was for the best. They’d have to fight these Kan’Tanu sooner or later. The bigger bite they could take out of the enemy lines on each neutral battlefield, the fewer defenders would remain when they reached the real world.

The bulk of the army caught up an hour later. Multiple city blocks were leveled, letting the army gather. The scene was similar to the sea of faces Zac faced before, though the atmosphere was different. It was somber, subdued, like the calm before the storm.

Zac sighed before turning to Ciru Volor and nodding. The stone turtle scurried away, and three hundred War Machines were rolled to the front lines, forming a mile-wide line parallel to the distant square.

The machines, if you could call them that, looked like ten-meter-tall glass spheres covered in a mesh of white metal, each holding a miniature star. Zac could sense the oppressive heat from within, even with the powerful isolation of the white runes. They came from the Blazing Comet Constellations and were one of the models that couldn’t be stored.

Zac was ready to intercept an attack from a distance, even if he doubted the Kan’Tanu’s machines could reach that far. If anything, they wanted the Kan’Tanu to emerge from their turtle shell and target the dangerous-looking contraptions. The Kan’Tanu knew better than that.

Almost two hours passed in oppressive silence, at which point he got a nod from Rhubat. It was time.

“Launch.”

The runes atop the hundreds of spheres lit up in nigh-perfect sync, and even Zac’s heart palpitated upon seeing the tide of Stellar Flames that rolled forward. The scene slightly resembled the talisman he’d used during his first battle, but how could a single talisman compare to the combined might of one hundred D-grade War Machines? The fury unleashed was blinding and all-consuming, filling Zac’s field of vision.

The whole realm shook from the onslaught, and burning scars in space formed a trail behind the advancing apocalypse. The buildings caught in the conflagration simply disintegrated as the wave advanced, leaving a burning glass-like surface in its wake. Leveling ruins barely weakened the opening salvo, and it continued right into the band of condensed Cursed Ground. A piercing screech echoed through the district as a massive tangle erupted to meet the incoming wave.

Almost a third of Zac’s soldiers paled by the spiritual shockwave. Thankfully, it wasn’t strong enough to cause any real harm at this distance, instead proving that the suspicious moat wasn’t ordinary. If they’d tried to enter and cleanse that wall the normal way, they’d definitely have taken a hit. It was an important reminder that quantity could make up for quality. Even Zac would find himself in deep trouble if hit by the wall of fire he’d unleashed, and most of his elites would have had a hard time surviving inside that massive tangle.

Stellar wrath clashed with millions of profane tendrils, and the stars emerged victorious. Some elements were better than others at dealing with Heart Curses and Cursed Grounds, and both Lightning and Flames had proven effective at dealing with the sinister energy.

A deafening sound resembling the wail of millions of anguished souls was released from the towering wall of smoldering tangles, but deep, rhythmic thumps from large drums the Corpselords had brought dispelled some of the effects. Zac’s heartbeat sped up at the sound, and he itched for battle.

“Advance!” Rhubat roared, their voice amplified by the ground to sound like the call of a Mountain God.

The clamor of war drowned out the roaring flames. A sea of warriors stepped onto the still-smoldering pane of glass, their rising killing intent holding the promise of a storm—a storm of violence about to come down on the Kan’Tanu.
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WEALTH ADVANTAGE


Zac gazed down at the backs of the advancing soldiers, their silhouettes illuminated by the still-smoldering flames ahead. In an odd way, the endless lines of cultivators stretching across the horizon made him calmer rather than more anxious. The suffering and death of war were turned into something abstract when individuals became cogs in such a vast machine.

The stars inside the spherical War Machines had greatly dimmed after unleashing their power, and the contraptions were rolled back to give way for other tools. One model looked like a statue of a masked goddess holding a large glaive. It radiated powerful waves of Death, and a thousand-meter-long turquoise half-moon appeared in front of the statue like a ghastly rainbow that seemed to be constantly collapsing into itself in a cyclic swirl of monstrous energies.

The hundreds of gargantuan glaives acted like a protective cover for the advancing army below and quickly showed their value. Tens of thousands of pitch-black spears, each over twenty meters across, pierced through the smoke curtain and continued toward the advancing soldiers of the Calamity Company. The whole horizon was blotted out in no time, and even Zac felt some pressure upon feeling the innumerable spears flying in his direction.

It was a purely physical attack and a cheaper alternative to using proper War Machines. Most likely, these things had all been manually hurled by the stronger warslaves to thin out the approaching army. The spears lit up with simple runes to add weight and piercing ability, but they were dragged to the deathly rainbows like moths to the flame. And like the moths, they were incinerated upon touch.

The enormous glaives contained an intractable pull similar to Zac’s skillset, dragging everything into the cyclic swirl of destruction. An ashy snowfall falling toward the ground was all that remained, joining the soot and smoke of the battlefield.

The Volor stone turtle gave the call, and a third set of War Machines appeared out of nowhere. The contraptions looked like traditional cannons, though their barrels were wider and shorter than what you’d expect. It was roughly as tall as a man and five meters long, with a payload that took up almost half the barrel.

The cannons looked barbaric and crude, but they worked. Thousands of thunderous explosions erupted as the runes across the barrels flashed with burning light. Cannonballs the size of wrecking balls soared through the air above their army, each shuddering with barely contained energy. The bombs continued into the haze, and it felt like the world held its breath in anticipation.

Then, a deafening explosion overwhelmed all other sounds, its intensity so great Zac felt he’d been punched in the ears. The ground heaved, and a massive shockwave swept the dense smoke and lingering flames away. The Kan’Tanu fortress was once more exposed, and its hastily erected defenses teetered on the brink of collapse.

Its protective cover of cursed thorns had been shorn off by the unrelenting flames of the Calamity Company’s opening salvo, and the concussive explosion following in its wake had reached the very foundations of the array-reinforced walls. The array still worked, even with the deep fissures across its foundations indicating that most of the embedded Array Flags must have been damaged.

Zac nodded in appreciation in the direction of Ciru, who returned a slightly manic grin. The [Godslayer Cannons] were homemade wares of the Atwood Empire, a joint effort between the Ishiate and clan Volor, and the former’s mad penchant for destruction had stirred the berserker hearts hiding in the depths of the usually taciturn gemlings. The cannons didn’t quite live up to their name as Late to Peak E-grade War Machines. Still, their destructive capabilities were nothing to scoff at when you had the money to craft high-quality bombs.

Ciru gave the call, and half the deathly statues raised their weapons in an act of undisguised aggression. Their summoned glaives shot forward as they rose into the air, the whistling air sounding like the wails of lost souls. The conjured blades seemingly moved slow at first because of their size, but they approached the Kan’Tanu compound with shocking speed.

The cultists desperately fired more spears and a blinding number of skills to prevent another strike at their barrier. It was all sucked into the voracious swirl within the glaives. Most were overwhelmed and destabilized, a few endured. They looked like ghastly spires reaching for the sky on their final approach before they fell onto the barrier with the force of a falling meteor.

The shield released a blinding light as the Kan’Tanu Array Masters saw no recourse but to activate some fallback measure. It proved futile.

The shield crumbled when the eleventh glaive struck, and piercing screams echoed across the battlefield as tens of thousands of Kan’Tanu warslaves died from the fallout. The Kan’Tanu didn’t even have time to react before a fourth set of machines lit up behind Zac. They were thirty meters tall and looked more like traditional Array Towers. They had been transported in a lying position, and had been erected some time ago.

Zac only had ten of these beasts. Each created a huge shimmering array far above the Kan’Tanu base. It almost looked like they were portals from another world, and hundreds of burning meteors were soon unleashed. The scene reminded Zac of the special event he encountered with Vai on the Ramsi Wall, where a huge vortex had spat out stones filled with truth.

The magmatic boulders kept coming, and the Kan’Tanu base was transformed into Armageddon with their main barrier down. A storm of counter-attacks flew up from the ground, but the arrays were simply too far into the air. Only other War Machines or Hegemons could deal with them, and it didn’t look like these Kan’Tanu had any to spare.

The meteor shower could last over an hour so long as Zac supplied the towers with enough Cosmic Crystals, and they put immense pressure on the soldiers below. The Kan’Tanu couldn’t escape, nor could they stay, so they chose the only option remaining. They advanced.

A swarm of desperate soldiers poured through the broken battlement, madly rushing toward the Calamity Company’s frontlines. A second round fired from the [Godslayer Cannons] caused untold destruction, but there were millions of warslaves. The distance was huge, but the cultists were all E-grade and desperate. Soon, the unstable swarm of Kan’Tanu slammed into the Calamity Company’s far more ordered frontlines, making the cannons useless.

“That’s my cue,” Joanna said, and she set off with a squad of thirty headhunters.

The air rippled around them, and Zac noted they’d almost become invisible to the warriors as they crossed the chaotic battlefield. The Valkyries had used a War Array that hid their presence. Their method probably wouldn’t work against an alert scout in normal circumstances, but the battlefield had become a perfect cover.

Smoke, flames, radiant skills, and chaotic energies rendered the Valkyries practically invisible, letting them move toward the Kan’Tanu backlines in search of leaders. The warslaves had lost any semblance of order in their desperation to get out of meteor showers and cannon fire. Zac couldn’t let the Kan’Tanu leaders get their men in line: the more unorganized the enemy, the fewer casualties on his side.

Zac gave it some thought before he flashed forward, leaving his dais and following in Joanna’s wake. He’d already donned his cowl and bracer to hide his presence, allowing him to move through the Kan’Tanu soldiers like a specter. Occasionally, he’d swing his axe and a body would crumble. Zac was gone before the body hit the ground, letting his actions go largely unnoticed.

There was a subtle symmetry hidden in the out-of-control battlefield. The chaotic mix of energies and Daos congealed into something unifying. An aspect of Conflict, born from the flames of war. It was nowhere near the pristine tapestry of Grand Dao he’d witnessed inside the Abyssal Pond, but rather something coarse, rugged, and unstable.

Then again, perhaps that was the nature of Conflict. It was embodied by the sooty soldiers desperately unleashing everything in their arsenal for a chance at survival. Or at least to cause as much death as possible before they met their demise, a final act of defiance. It was completely different from the tidiness of a duel or the war games they’d practiced.

Zac soon caught up with Joanna’s group, who’d found a group of commanders hiding behind a piece of rubble. The cultists who'd been trying to set up a command array were forced to jump out of harm’s way when the Valkyries descended like a pack of hungry wolves. Joanna’s ferocity was shocking, and she didn’t care that the group had two Hegemons.

Then again, she didn’t need to. She was nowhere near Zac’s level when he was at her stage, but these Hegemons were nothing special. Joanna managed to hold down both on her own while the Valkyries tore through the weaker cultists. However, a golden streak pierced through the clouds just as they were about to collapse on the two desperate captains.

It was like a golden laser that had found a narrow gap through the confusing battlefield, and it pierced one of the Hegemons’ heads before he had a chance to react. The other cultist was shocked by the sudden turnaround, though the Valkyries seemed to have anticipated it. Three spears destroyed the fallen D-grade cultivator’s torso before his Heart Curse could erupt, while Joanna finished off the survivor with a storm of jabs.

“That jerk is stealing merit,” Joanna said with exasperation when Zac walked over.

Zac smiled as he glanced in the direction of a distant skyscraper. He couldn’t even spot the attacker at this distance, though it wasn’t difficult to tell the arrow came from Carl Elrod. He was already famous for using his bow like a sniper rifle to pick out elites hidden among the crowd. The archer was the fourth native to become a Hegemon, and his Sealbearer-quest and designation were similar to Joanna’s.

The more Zac learned about Carl, the more impressed he became. They hadn’t exchanged more than a few dozen words, and he was always off somewhere when Zac appeared. Still, Carl had performed his due diligence after becoming a sealbearer. Surprisingly, the archer was among the earliest humans to join Port Atwood, but it wasn’t from one of the standard recruitment drives.

He’d operated independently close to one of the first Incursions Zac closed, using sneak attacks and ambushes to take out invaders and free enslaved humans. After the incursion was closed, Carl chose to join his army, where he’d performed valiantly in every engagement they’d encountered. His ascent had been slow and steady, going from a decent talent who couldn’t quite make Earth’s ladder, into a top powerhouse of his empire.

Becoming a sealbearer was like adding rocket fuel to the unassuming archer’s path, and he’d quickly advanced into Hegemony. With the energy of a Cosmic Core to power his skills and bow, his range and lethality had become simply terrifying. He was like a humanoid War Machine, one who could freely move about while avoiding detection.

“We have to move,” Joanna said, and they blended into the chaotic battle before they could be swarmed.

Zac followed the Valkyries for the next thirty minutes like an intern shadowing their instructor. His hands itched for action, knowing it wasn't meant to be. In fifteen minutes, the Calamity Company completely overwhelmed the uncoordinated assault of the fleeing Kan’Tanu. Morale was already low, and order completely crumbled with all the leaders being hunted down by Joanna and other elites.

Many tried to flee into the ruins, but the engineers hadn’t been idle either. Massive energy walls cut off most escape paths, and soldiers were already waiting in the gaps. Zac stood atop the crumbling wall, shaking his head at the scene. The situation was lopsided from the start and had now turned into a downright slaughter.

The warriors of the Atwood Empire kept order, shrinking the circle. The battle was all but over, leaving just the warslaves to be dealt with—each one carried a bomb in their chest. A single stab was all that was needed for a promising elite of his faction to get infected. The curse was a death sentence for the living, and having a cure didn’t mean it was safe for his undead soldiers. The cursed tangles could still cause a whole lot of damage even if the host could resist its possession.

Zac saw no reason to observe the grisly clean-up, so he walked toward the three Battlefront Arrays. Ten minutes later, Zac received a notification that the campaign was over. The slaughter was still going on outside. He guessed the situation had reached a point where the System didn’t deem it an active battlefield anymore.

As expected, Zac only received a pittance for his temporary mission, not even fifty merit. The Atwood Empire fared slightly better, and even they only got 107 Faction Merit for the decisive victory. As expected, not even the D-grade Neutral Battlefronts were worth much.

Zac sensed powerful auras approaching. Rhubat and Joanna radiated a bloody aura, but they only had surface wounds a common healing pill would deal with.

“Good job. How’s the situation?”

“No surprises, except for a few managing to flee into the ruins,” Rhubat said. “We have sent hunting squads to deal with them.”

It was a necessary ruthlessness, not even sparing the deserters. They couldn’t have Kan’Tanu running around. It was almost a day until they could advance, and having desperate cultists hiding in the shadows was an unacceptable variable.

The thought of being forced to wait so long until they could advance filled Zac with impatience, and he began fiddling with the new features that had been unlocked after being declared the victor.

“So expensive,” Zac said as he looked at the prompt provided by the conquered Battlefront Array, prompting the Anointed to look down in confusion.

“There’s little point in unsealing the teleporter early,” Rhubat agreed after Zac shared the screen. “At least not for a standard engagement like this.”

“We could use the downtime anyway,” Joanna added. “We need to go over the result and make adjustments. Besides, we must have spent thousands of D-grade Nexus Coins in this blitz. This place looks run-down… there should be some resources hiding somewhere. I’ve never heard of a battlefront being completely barren. We might be able to recoup some of our expenses.”

Zac nodded in agreement. Their War Machines allowed them to overwhelm the enemy by coughing up a fortune. Not even the Calamity Company was meant to act this exorbitantly. Most Early D-grade armies only had a few as a hidden reserve, and were unwilling to them in a normal engagement. Many, like the Kan’Tanu divisions they’d fought, had none.

What could they do? They needed to get used to the equipment, even if it burned money.

“Carva, can you come over?” Zac said into a Communication Crystal, and the spectral appeared within a minute.

“I’m here, my lord.”

“If the Kan’Tanu missed something when they sacked this city, it’s most likely hiding underground,” Zac said as he took out an [Automatic Map] and marked a few spots. “Beyond the castles, check these locations. I felt something different over there. Coordinate with the hunting groups in case you run into the stragglers.”

“If there are underground vaults, we’ll find them,” Carva assured before leading tens of thousands of spectrals into the ruins.

“I guess I’ll join in,” Joanna said. “I think we got all the Hegemons, but you never know.”

Zac considered going out himself, seeing if his massive pile of Luck could lead him to some treasure. A deep thump threw those plans out the window, and Zac’s eyes widened in realization. He turned to the Anointed next to him, whose energy antennae had clearly picked up something was happening within Zac’s body.

“Could you make sure no one disturbs me for the next couple of hours?”

“I will guard the surroundings myself.”

“Thank you,” Zac said, flashing over to a secluded corner of the former Kan’Tanu fortress.

He threw out a block that expanded into a small square house. It was a mobile cultivation chamber that looked like a tent of sorts. This particular model was quite expensive, coming installed with both isolation and defensive capabilities. Zac didn’t particularly expect a surprise attack. It was more about not being interrupted. Zac entered and nodded in satisfaction when a thick stone dome enclosed the building. Outside, Rhubat sat down atop the newly-formed mound like a stalwart guardian.

Zac retracted his Soul Sense and turned his vision inward. The source of the disturbance was unsurprisingly [Void Heart]. The Hidden Node had been unresponsive since his dip in the Abyssal Pond, but it had finally woken up. Each beat grew deeper than the last, and Zac’s eyes glimmered as he felt a shadow of the Abyss spread through the body. Most things entering the Void were returned as normal energy. There were also special circumstances like the Heavenly Lightning.

He couldn’t wait to see what would come from swallowing the purest waters of the Abyss.
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UNEQUAL EXCHANGE


Zac didn’t have to wait long before the Hidden Node in his chest began dumping vast amounts of energy into his body. [Void Heart] had returned something that was both familiar and foreign. The aura of the Abyss was still there, yet it wasn’t holding the Dao of Death. It had all been stripped away, turned into amorphous energy that was neither attuned nor unattuned.

One moment, Zac was looking at something similar to the universal Kill Energy that the system used. The next, he felt like he was looking at inverted Abyssal Energy holding Void of Death instead of Dao of Death. It refused to be categorized, though Zac could tell it was incredibly dense. Just the first thump released enough energy to overload your average Peak E-grade cultivator, yet Zac could sense vast quantities were still stored within [Void Heart]. It would take half an hour for the Hidden Node to release it all.

Interestingly, Zac found that the Hidden Node released equal amounts of energy to both his bodies in an impressive quantum feat Zac couldn’t begin to comprehend. Manually taking control of [Void Heart] with his Heart Cultivation let him shift the distribution until one body got nine parts to the other’s one. Being unable to completely plug the Hidden Node in either wasn’t a problem, but it was worth remembering when around the prying eyes of the Undead Monarchs.

Despite the energy’s impressive density, Zac was slightly disappointed after seeing it. He’d hoped a special source like the Abyssal Lake would produce something equally unique. There was no point in crying over spilled milk, though. And if he didn’t do something soon, the energy would start leaking from his bodies.

The refined energy should improve his cultivation more than the Life-attuned D-grade Core Nurturing Pills he’d used over the past days, and it came without pill toxicity or risk of forming a resistance. Zac corralled it into his Specialty Cores from both bodies, the infusion resulting in an uncanny split-vision. The refined Abyssal Energy entered the Specialty Core’s quantum aperture in two states, just like how the pathways in his Cosmic Core simultaneously existed as Dao and Void of Dao.

The energy smoothly reinforced the pathways, and Zac was happy to see the refined energy even work on the parts of Life and Void of Life despite its clear Abyssal aura. It really was like Kill Energy in that regard. The effect was quite pronounced, too. He’d already reached level 156 by relying on the pills, but that was because he was somewhat close to the threshold from the beginning. The refined Abyssal Energy could potentially take him all the way to level 157, a cultivation speed that could only be called monstrous in the D-grade.

However, Zac urgently stopped the infusion upon seeing that his Draugr heritage finally stirred. The swirls in his cells came alive, and it felt like an intangible darkness spread through his body. He was becoming a humanoid lake of dark water, except something was wrong. The deepening darkness didn’t lead to the Abyss.

Zac sensed hints of the ancient aura of his Void Emperor bloodline in the depths of the pond-like swirls in his cells.

Zac still wasn’t sure how his situation worked. Truthfully, he hadn’t expected a second bloodline to appear on his Status Screen after his dip in the Abyssal Pond. Having multiple bloodlines really shouldn’t be a thing. You either inherited a bloodline or formed one through special encounters or reaching a high enough grade. If you had multiple competing within your body, they’d either fuse into something new, or one would push out the others.

Therefore, Zac had always assumed it’d look like his human side after awakening his Draugr heritage. He’d get a Branch of Eoz “Constitution” while his Void Emperor inheritance remained predominant. The fact that his Children of Draug bloodline didn’t appear by his Race on his main Status Screen didn’t help, either.

He was entering uncharted territory, and there was only one way to figure out how things worked. Strictly speaking, if the option were between feeding his insatiable Void Emperor bloodline or progressing his Cosmic Core, he’d pick his core. The energy demands for upgrading his mysterious bloodline weren’t of this world, and his E-grade [Void Heart] didn’t have the capacity to even move the needle.

Zac diverted as much of the refined energy as he could into his Draugr form, feeding it into everything from bones to surface skin to gauge the reaction. The value of the information he could glean from the situation easily surpassed that of gaining a level, especially considering that the golden swirls in his human form were completely uninterested in the energy.

Innumerable streaks were absorbed, and the feedback was one he’d seen many times before. The energy dragged into the vortices was sent to the inaccessible Void where he’d never see it again. Yet Zac persisted. He hoped for a similar situation as the one in the Abyssal Pond, where he could progress his Eoz bloodline as long as he first stuffed his primary one.

After five minutes, the response he’d prayed for finally arrived, though not in the way he’d expected. The vortices continued to swallow everything Zac imparted, but it was no longer a one-way street. Ancient force appeared out of nowhere, reeking of Death and power. It definitely wasn’t Abyssal Energy, yet it naturally blended with the Abyssal darkness in his cells.

His Children of Draug bloodline was progressing, and not by a small amount.

Zac’s real hearts were beating in pace with [Void Heart] as he excitedly watched the deathly vortices expand and grow darker. He knew how difficult it was to improve one’s Draugr bloodline outside the Abyssal Lake, so this was a rare opportunity. Though unlikely, he might actually break through again just days after reaching Early Shallows.

The prospect of breaking through wasn’t the source of his excitement, though. The twice-refined energy that was seamlessly fusing with every part of his body didn’t even have a hint of the Abyss remaining. It exuded the primordial aura he could sense upon activating skills with Void Energy, though marked by an unmistakable hint of Death. Almost like the refined energy had been exchanged for the Vigor of a long-dead powerful beast which improved his Eoz bloodline.

Did that mean other energies refined by [Void Heart] and his cells could do the same?

The implications were staggering. The universe was full of treasures cultivators disregarded because of their unstable energies, which were perfect fuel for his Void Emperor Node. For example, he’d bought Beast Cores for a pittance and used them to speed up his leveling. That method had somewhat taken a backseat as the energy demands per level increased, but what if he could use the same method to advance his bloodline?

If his assumption was right, it meant he’d found a unique way to progress without locking himself to the Abyssal Shores, which seemed to be a dream of his adopted ancestor. Like Karz in his visions, he’d be turning trash into treasure.

His Hidden Node released energy for another twenty minutes, and his body didn’t let a single sliver of it go. The Void continued to return that ancient force for a while longer. There wasn’t much for Zac to do at that point, so he tried to better understand the process within his body. It proved easier said than done, and Zac absolutely couldn’t find the source of the energy or the process of how it was converted.

The depths of his cells were a veritable endless expanse. His Mental Energy threads were lost inside long before they could find anything. Zac shifted his attention, trying to better understand the process itself. He’d missed what happened to his body during his day in the Abyssal Pond because of the epiphany and was only left with the result.

Zac didn’t glean anything special except for his cells slightly expanding without taking up more physical space. He did, however, sense something else—a mysterious resonance was forming now that his body was in an agitated state. Zac didn’t know why the intangible sensation made him think of something like a Skill Fractal, except it was blurry and indistinct.

The hidden font of Vigor eventually ran dry, and the feeling of progress instantly stopped. As expected, the energy wasn’t enough to let him break through again. Each stage of Shallows required significant refinement of your body, and Zac suspected his unique constitution had increased the energy requirements involved.

As for the intangible sensation, Zac believed it was more than just a representation of the mysterious power fusing with his body. Was it perhaps a Bloodline Talent? Each awakening was supposed to have a high chance of unlocking a Bloodline Talent, especially if you had a pure bloodline. Zac’s bloodline was supposedly as pure as they came, yet he hadn’t seen a hint of any Eoz Bloodline Talent.

He’d figured it was linked to his inability to find any more Eoz Hidden Nodes beyond the first three, that his other bloodline had blocked them somehow. Perhaps there was yet a chance to awaken a talent at least. In other good news, Zac could also confirm that his bloodline hadn’t reached its limits after its third awakening, though that wasn’t much of a surprise considering his connection to Eoz himself.

What stymied the elites by the Abyssal Shores wasn’t access to the lake or Abyssal Energy. If you lived in the Draugr Holy Land, you could go for a dip whenever you wanted. The problem was that everyone had ceilings on how much their bodies could take in. The cap could be raised by practicing Bloodline Methods, but inborn talent was the biggest indicator of how far you could go.

Zac had found nothing holding him back in this regard, and he even felt a slight hunger from his body after the feast. Zac was happy to oblige, and a Death-attuned Beast Core appeared in his hand. A raging storm of untamable energy poured into his body, and the previously wan [Void Heart] perked up with newfound enthusiasm.

The node spat out a few bursts of refined energy a couple of minutes later, and Zac almost screamed with excitement upon seeing the familiar process start anew. The refined core only produced a few strings of meager Vigor, proving his idea feasible. Zac burned with anticipation as he took out another item, this one a Death-attuned Natural Treasure holding far more exquisite truths than the Beast Core.

Two hours of experimentation gave Zac a much better grasp of his options. For one, the source material had to hold the Dao of Death to benefit his bloodline, even if [Void Heart] seemingly removed it. The closer its energy signature was to Abyssal Energy, the better it would work. Furthermore, its grade had to reach a certain stage.

E-grade materials were useless, and even Early D-grade Beast Cores barely made a difference. He’d probably have to chow down on cores for centuries just to improve his bloodline a minor stage. Not even the best Natural Treasures he’d absorbed came close to the Abyssal Water.

Zac, unfortunately, failed to recreate the effect in his human body. Only his Draugr side could improve his Draugr bloodline, even if its benefits were fully transferred over. Neither could his Void Vajra Constitution take advantage of Life-attuned items similarly. He did discover that his efficacy improved slightly if feeding [Void Heart] Life-attuned Beast Cores just before practicing the fourth layer of the [Void Vajra Sublimation]. The effect was limited for the costs involved.

It was a disappointment, when his Void Vajra Constitution was severely lagging behind. His Minor Sublimation could, at best, be compared to Middle or Late Strand, a whole awakening below his Draugr half. Perhaps he could add this type of feature to the Fifth Layer of his Body Tempering Manual, using the phenomenon on his Draugr half as a template.

That was a matter for the future. Zac barely managed to rework the fourth layer inside the Perennial Vastness, using a large amount of time and resources to force a series of epiphanies. He hadn’t even begun his work on the fifth. The original version was simply too esoteric, and Zac suspected he’d need an Earthly Dao of Life before even properly understanding it, let alone rewriting it.

Zac stopped taking out treasures after getting a basic understanding. There was a time and place for everything. If anything, his Draugr bloodline was already too overpowering. Right now, Zac needed to use every tool available to catch up on his Life-attuned side, so [Void Heart] was better used to supplement Life. That didn’t mean his Draugr half had nothing to spend time on. There were still sixteen hours until they could open a portal to the next battleground, and Zac planned on using that time to upgrade a skill.

Dealing with something as fragile as Skill Fractals in the middle of a battlefield was foolhardy at best, but over two hours had passed since they routed the Kan’Tanu. His headhunters would have dealt with the deserters by this point, and he was surrounded by over a million soldiers. He was confident as he took out a large bowl—the very same one he’d used in Kavista. It might have been part of the Sacred Tree’s cave, Zac just hadn’t felt too bad lifting it on the way out.

The accompanying platform thumped onto the ground, and a Skill Fractal soon sank into the bowl’s shimmering waters. There were multiple skills that could be upgraded for a quick boost to his combat strength, but there was one skill that took precedence—[Armament Mastery]. D-grade was the final level of the guiding skill and key to improving his odds against Kator in a month.

He wanted to upgrade his two mastery skills as soon as possible and use the battlefield to integrate their teachings before the duel. The Mastery Skill Fractals were among the simpler ones between his two Classes, and the upgrade smoothly proceeded. The only issue came from his Arcane Pathways, which wasn’t too happy about the unattuned skills.

It was only a small issue since all mastery skills were quite flexible. He was probably better off removing the fractals after reaching Peak D-grade and incorporating all their teachings. Technically, he could have infused the skill with the Branches of Pale Seal and War Axe to push them closer to his Inexorable path, but Zac had opted to keep the skills unattuned.

He didn’t want to use the Mastery Skills as a shortcut, he would rather take their basic teachings and integrate the pertinent parts with his Technique. His goal wasn’t just to master the Integration Stage, he also wanted to push his Technique far beyond that level. To accomplish that, he needed to be in control of the direction his stances should take.

With everything dealt with, Zac stowed his mobile camp and cut an opening through the dome. Rhubat was still sitting atop it in silent meditation, and clumps of Zhix warriors were resting in the area. They all stirred when Zac emerged, then calmed upon realizing it wasn’t an enemy.

“Anything?”

“Everything is in order,” Rhubat said after jumping down from the earthen dome.

“Alright, let’s gather the captains.”

A small war council was held where they went over the battle. They all agreed the result was very good for their first battle. They’d taken out an army of millions, yet they’d only suffered 20,000 casualties, of which a fifth were deaths. Even Petrus had difficulties pinpointing glaring mistakes, partly because they had crushed the enemy with money.

If there was one thing to complain about, it was the efficiency of their expenditures. With the amount of money they’d spent, one could argue that they should have been able to bury the enemies in the rubble before the battle turned into a melee.

Four thousand deaths to the Kan’Tanu’s millions didn’t sound like much, but the whole Calamity Company would be dead and buried in a year if they sustained such losses in every offense. The whole reason he’d rerouted almost all of his Cosmic Vessel earnings into the War Arrays was to avoid that exact scenario.

The battlefield cleanup finished during their meeting, and a soldier delivered the tally. Zac read the report, feeling a bit helpless upon seeing that the battlefield liches had only managed to scrounge together 13,000 Kan’Tanu bodies that could become Revenants. It was roughly half a percent conversion rate. And considering the source, definitely not enough to replace the talented elites they’d lost.

So much for increasing their manpower as the war progressed.
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It took a moment for Zac to come to grips with the numbers. The War Machines hadn’t left a single body intact, but the biggest culprit, by far, was the Heart Curses. The only way you could get an intact body from the Kan’Tanu was if you destroyed the Heart Curse before or simultaneously as the opponent, while neither damaging the heart nor head. Such a feat was easier said than done when only a fraction of his soldiers walked the popular body-preserving paths of the Undead Empire.

Certainly, they got a huge influx of body parts for raising Corpselords. Unfortunately, the lack of torsos and heads was a problem. They couldn’t exactly raise undead tangles of legs and arms in a morbid replication of the Void Beast called the Collector. Besides, his faction’s foundation in Corpse-stitching was still quite shallow. Sewing together leftover parts of these unremarkable Kan’Tanu warslaves was barely worth the effort.

Whatever they raised this way was extremely unlikely to become a cultivator, and even reaching E-grade was an almost insurmountable task. Still, Elysium needed normal non-combat citizens, and they would at least be able to raise some decent Corpselords and Revenants.

The vast majority of the Kan’Tanu would be buried, though it wasn’t exactly an act of benevolence. It was because of a suggestion from Serzo. He’d provided a specific array that would gradually remove the resentment from the corpses, and he urged Zac to create massive burial grounds at specific spots on Elysium. Corpses were natural generators of Death, and the burial grounds would refine the Dao of Death that covered the continent.

Serzo had always done the same on newly realigned worlds. At the very least, it created pockets of elevated energy. And if his people kept racking up bodies at this pace, they could birth new Nexus Veins or possibly even create Holy Lands for cultivation. The Kan’Tanu would literally become fertilizer for Elysium’s cultivation. It was macabre, but Zac felt it among the nicer things he’d done with the corpses of his enemies since stepping onto this path.

The scouts and treasure hunters returned an hour before the teleporter activated.

“Anything?” Zac asked Joanna and Carva.

“Not much,” Joanna sighed. “We did discover a few hidden vaults of the previous inhabitants, nothing too impressive. Our returns barely reach 200 D-grade Nexus Coins and another 50 for the harvested gear. It’s almost impossible to unload low-quality equipment nowadays, though. The whole sector’s flooded with the stuff.”

Zac grunted in understanding. 250 D-grade Nexus Coins was nothing to him, and it didn’t even cover the opening salvo of his assault. Still, it would be quite the haul for normal Early D-grade forces for a few days’ work. If an army only used Late and Peak E-grade siege weaponry, they could likely finish a battle of this type for less than 100 D-grade Nexus Coins.

Certainly, such a battle could take weeks, depending on the enemy’s resilience, and the loss in manpower would be far greater than what the Calamity Company suffered. Still, weaker D-grade forces could steadily extract wealth from the neutral battlefronts and make much more money than relying on their traditional channels. And there was always the small chance of stumbling onto a real treasure trove.

For example, Zac had heard that the Azh’Rezak Clan had been doing quite well for themselves since the war began. Ogras’ old family didn’t have a very impressive heritage and were dirt-poor. That didn’t mean their strength was hollow. The clan had eked out a living selling themselves as mercenaries since their founding, and their elders and regular armies were battle-hardened veterans, one and all.

He kept constant watch on the small faction in case a bout of bad luck placed them against a dangerous enemy. If things went awry, he’d zip over and at least save Ogras’ grandfather.

Minutes passed, and the last warriors emerged from seclusion, some with excited expressions. Zac could tell there hadn’t been that many breakthroughs this time. It was no wonder considering how they utterly steamrolled the enemy. Zac eventually walked over to the Battlefront Array with the others.

“Everything is ready, Warmaster.”

“I recommend bringing both the outsiders,” Petrus said. “The Dreamers are fearful of death, but that’s a strength on its own. Their soldiers had already built four walls around our base before they were called over.”

“Better that than dismissing them and being stuck with some nuisance,” Zac agreed. “So, what are our options?”

“Left for an easy conquest, center for potential merit,” Petrus said. “As we suspected, the Central Array leads toward a world with sacrificial farms. The farms are considered strategic resources and destroying them provides significant Faction Merit in addition to damaging an important facility. But those worlds are always heavily guarded. The other two lead to random worlds at the edge of their sector.”

Zac hesitated a moment then shook his head. “There’ll be time to strike at such targets later. Besides, picking that direction on the first victory gives them too much time to prepare.”

“Indeed,” Petrus said. “There’ll be time to harvest merit later. For now, focus on working out all kinks.”

After winning a neutral battlefront, Zac could activate any of the three Kan’Tanu Battlefront Arrays. You could even split your army and activate multiple Battlefronts if you were confident in yourself and your allies, though that meant fighting at a numerical disadvantage. Whichever you picked would lead you toward the faction that emerged through the teleporter.

The targeted faction would remain, while the other two groups of cultists would likely be swapped out for other worlds. This way, you could pick the Kan’Tanu world you wanted to conquer.

There was always a risk that the System would throw a wrench in your plans, teleporting you toward another world than the one you picked. It was a safeguard against people always playing it safe, and it seemed to trigger more often the more you stalled and avoided dangers.

The Kan’Tanu could also reset their battlefront using Faction Merit to avoid further battles. When faced with a powerful army like the Calamity Company, they would definitely do so if they had any merit remaining. Some would wait until the last minute in hopes their enemy would be sent somewhere else, while others immediately forfeited to save on Faction Merit.

In those cases, you’d also be sent somewhere else at random. If lucky, you could skip neutral battlefronts. The only safeguard for defenders was that foreign armies could never show up on your world out of nowhere. You had to lose at least one battle before facing an actual invasion.

That didn’t mean you’d always be matched against a weakling when appearing on a random Kan’Tanu world. It wasn’t that uncommon a strategy to intentionally back down so you could deal with your enemy on your home turf. Ultimately, only the most powerful factions had the strength and resources to conquer a whole world with a size-restricted army. Most gave up after reaping some harvest on the neutral fronts or performed a quick raid in the Kan’Tanu sector before returning home.

The various options and strategies available created a dynamic scenario where the System kept you on your toes. Zac could only play the odds and avoid some dangers, such as picking another Battlefront Array than the one leading toward the curse farms.

Zac looked back at the square of people, including the two outsider factions who filled the flanks. The soldiers looked more motivated than before their first engagement, especially the outsider forces. Even if the Corpselords had lost more combatants than the Calamity Company, their casualties were likely lower than normal.

And with such monstrous momentum, it was almost a given that the campaign would end with a decisive victory even in the hostile sector. And even if they only got a small chunk of the awarded merit, it was likely more than they’d make in a month or two by resetting neutral battlefronts over and over.

It was worth remembering that Faction Merit meant different things for different factions. For the Atwood Empire, it was a way to improve its long-term potential. For weaker forces, it was a crucial lifeline that would let them prevent having their planet overrun at least once.

“Let’s go,” Zac said, and the array lit up. “Same strategy as last time.”

The next three conquests went like the first, even with Zac scaling back on their use of D-grade War Machines after every engagement. By the third fight, their casualties decreased at half the expenditure. Still, Zac was bleeding money at a shocking rate. A normal D-grade faction would go bankrupt within the week, though his shipyard was still generating revenue more than three times the expenditures.

Thank the Heavens for the renegotiated contract. Without the bump in price, he’d be losing money by the time he set up the second elite army if you included the cost of the other twelve battlefronts.

As promised, Zac mostly stayed his hand, only slightly putting his thumb on the scale while moving through the battlefields. Seeing deaths all around him hurt, but he could only harden his heart. He channeled his complex emotions into purpose, and was almost ready to explode by the time they found themselves in front of the final array that’d finally lead them to a proper Kan’Tanu world.

“The training wheels are off now that we’re stepping onto their soil,” Joanna reminded. “The System will only offer protection for an hour, and anything can wait on the other side. It will be booby-trapped if nothing else.”

“I understand,” Zac said as he cracked his neck. “I’ll make my move if it looks bad. It’s about time I earned my keep.”

“We should be able to handle it, so try to hide until we’ve found the World Lord. With how we’ve bulldozed through the neutral zones, there’s a high chance our target has forfeited. The only way they stay on is if they don’t have enough Faction Merit to avoid us.”

This was the upside of possibly being sent to a random world. You didn’t know what you were dealing with, and neither did your enemy. The Kan’Tanu wouldn’t have any idea their enemy came with an almost incomprehensible number of arrays and siege machines. And since the World Lord always had a decent bounty on his head, you didn’t want to give him any reason to run off-world before you could scramble space and seal the planet.

The teleporter activated, but Zac didn’t take the lead. A mixed group of Bearkin Corpselords, advance guards, and engineers made up the vanguard. Zac snuck inside after ten minutes, hidden among a squad of Revenants and using every tool in his repertoire to hide his strength. As usual, he was greeted by a prompt upon stepping onto the new world.

[General assignment: Conquer Kerkos VI. Merit awarded after successful conquest, depending on individual contribution. NOTE: Capturing capitals, resource points, strategic resources and structures increases awarded Faction Merit. Killing or capturing World Lord increases awarded Faction Merit.]

[Fated Flamebearer: Kill or capture World Lord, 2.5x merit. Conquer World Capital, 2.5x merit. Kill or capture Outer Court Sealbearers, 25,000 merit (repeatable). Kill or capture Left Imperial Palace Flamebearer, 250,000 merit (repeatable).]

Both general and designation quests looked quite different. The general assignment was far more generous, awarding Faction Merit for all kinds of things. The thoughts of Faction Merit were thrown out the window upon seeing his Flamebearer quest. Kill Outer Court Sealbearers? Left Imperial Palace Flamebearers? And they were repeatable?

Zac calmed himself after briefly having thought he’d fill out his seal early. There was simply no way there were multiple sealbearers on this world. It was most likely a special bounty he’d get on every Kan’Tanu world as part of his identity as Zecia’s Flamebearer. Nothing else was a surprise, so he closed the prompt to inspect where they’d ended up.

The skies were a shimmering orange and pink, like a summer sunset on old Earth. Large birds leisurely glided about far up in the sky, and Zac even spotted floating islands in the distance. You generally didn’t see such things on D-grade worlds, but Zac could tell the planet had a decently strong affinity to metal. Was the whole world perhaps a large magnet, holding the islands aloft?

The scene was beautiful, and it was hard to reconcile the skyline with a world controlled by an unorthodox cult using human sacrifice and Heart Curses. Of course, the gauntlet waiting for them outside the protective bubble was a poignant reminder this wasn’t some vacation. A towering wall was rising with speed visible to the naked eye, surrounding a sea of cultists waiting for them.

A killing field of Cursed Ground acted like a moat, pushing right up against the golden barrier. Beyond was an enormous gathering of Kan’Tanu soldiers at least five times the size of his combined army. They didn’t come empty-handed, either. Zac spotted three types of War Machines surrounding their location, one model radiating energy that clearly was in the D-grade. They were even erecting a huge metal cage to seal the whole battlefront.

As Joanna expected, these people weren’t the same as they’d fought until now. The Kan’Tanu sector was mostly human, with distinct differences between regions. These defenders had a grey, almost steely hue to their skin, and many had purple irises. They were also better equipped than the world they’d targeted, though Zac noted they didn’t wear the special liveries of the seven Kan’Tanu Chapters.

The Kan’Tanu Sector was ruled by one sect that was separated into units for logistics. Each chapter was a branch of the cult and the equivalent of a Zecian top-tier empire. The whole sector was cleanly split between these even chapters, and most planets had no real connection to their overlords beyond providing bodies and resources.

Zac guessed this was a world with decent mineral deposits thanks to its affinity, which generated some wealth and warranted slightly stronger defensive measures than normal worlds. However, the Ambient Energy was noticeably lower than in both his worlds. The planet couldn’t be too valuable, mostly holding large quantities of low-grade metals.

Judging by the line-up, these invaders must have opted for a decisive attack while they had their enemy gathered in one place. Their retreat was possibly even intentional to set up this kind of siege. The appearance of undead and other unfamiliar races had clearly thrown a wrench in their plans, with many hesitant and fearful looks among the frontline soldiers.

The minutes passed, and the hastily-erected fort filled with veteran soldiers. Meanwhile, new warriors were constantly joining the already massive Kan’Tanu ranks from two directions, likely the closest teleportation arrays. More War Arrays were erected, and Zac frowned upon seeing their opposition grow fiercer.

Neither side called for an attack. There was no way the Kan’Tanu could break through the System’s protections, and Zac had no reason to call for an early strike. They’d essentially entered an arms race, a fight the Calamity Company would win any day of the week. Meanwhile, if they started shooting at the Kan’Tanu from within the golden barrier, the System would see it as the Atwood Empire forfeiting the protections.

Zac observed the enemy ranks from a slightly obscured spot next to a [Godslayer Cannon], trying to gauge the winds of fate to pinpoint elites and potential dangers. When ten minutes remained on the grace period, he spotted something by one of the larger constructs behind the Kan’Tanu’s rearguard—a newcomer.

He didn’t appear special, and it was impossible to gauge his strength at this distance. Neither did he have any particular swirl of fate around him which would denote a powerful elite. And yet, it almost looked like he was glowing to Zac’s vision, a metallic sheen that Zac instinctively knew wasn’t something the warrior was doing himself.

Could it be?

‘How do you normally find the enemy World Lord?’ Zac asked through a Command Array.

‘They’re generally the strongest person. You can also ask any random civilian on the street. Most commoners don’t have Heart Curses, so they spill everything the moment they’re faced with a whole army,’ Joanna answered. ‘We’ve always had a name and description by the time we reached the World Capital.’

Zac inquired with a few more, and even Rhubat, who had killed two World Lords, said the same thing. Neither had any special means to track down the leaders, but Zac was certain. That glowing man, it was him—the World Lord of Kerkos VI. He must have joined the ambush upon learning the enemy weren’t the ones they’d been expecting. If things went well, they’d stay and reap some merit. If the enemy proved too tough a nut to crack, he’d sneak back to the World Capital or perhaps even off-world.

How could Zac let him go now that he’d served himself up on a silver platter? Four days he’d held himself back. Four days, he’d watched some of his empire’s most promising warriors fall so that the army could find its way.

No longer.
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“Are you certain, Warmaster?” Rhubat asked.

“I trust my instincts.”

“Do you require assistance?”

“No.” Zac smiled. “Just don’t shoot me with your cannons after opening the path.”

“The death of a World Lord triggers a global prompt,” Joanna reminded. “It always weakens their resolve. Triggering it within a minute might break the army entirely. Many will run to the hills or hide deep in the forests while we sack the planet, rather than throwing their life away for a fallen leader.”

“I’ll try to get it done quickly,” Zac agreed.

“Then let’s get the show started,” Joanna said while Rhubat sent out a series of commands.

There were still a few minutes remaining on the grace period, but they didn’t want to give the World Lord a chance to return home after assessing the situation. As one, the spherical War Machines atop their podiums unleashed a pulse of fire that rippled toward the surrounding army. The [Godslayer Cannons] erupted soon after, their deadly payload using the inferno as a cover.

The soldiers of Kerkos VI weren’t slow on the uptake. Their defensive barrier was already active, and there was almost no delay when they returned fire. Twelve high-intensity beams tore through the curtain of flames with speed far surpassing their cannons, hitting the Calamity Company’s defensive barrier from every direction. The barrier buckled, and Zac’s eyes widened upon seeing that it almost collapsed.

Thankfully, the combined effort of thousands of Array Masters and a secondary array let them endure the attack. The lasers lingered for a few seconds before winking out, and that blinding power had undoubtedly seared itself on more than a few retinas. It wasn’t easy to condense so much energy into a beam no wider than a head, and was much more effective at dealing with powerful enemies and protective arrays.

The source was the tall, far off D-grade Array Towers, and Zac could tell they were of even higher quality than his own War Machines. The World Lord must have leveraged the accumulated riches of his attuned planet to procure these things as a hidden ace. No wonder they’d chosen this kind of strategy—most factions would have had their barriers shredded by that kind of attack.

As expected, a conventional salvo similar to the Calamity Company’s cannons followed in the wake of the lasers, their attacks reaching the barrier in front of Zac just as the Ishiate-made bombs crashed into the enemy’s metallic cage. Utter mayhem followed, and it looked like thousands of suns had ignited around them. Zac felt the heat and pressure from within the rippling barrier, and his soldiers atop his wall-walk were forced to hunker down behind the crenelation.

The Kan’Tanu were throwing everything but the kitchen sink at them, desperate to force their way through the harried barrier. Metallic spikes hundreds of meters long shot toward them, and some Cursed Tangles even managed to survive the flaming inferno. It glommed onto the wall, siphoning the energy that kept it running. Warriors and purifiers were already on the move, creating an apocalyptic scene beneath the wall with skills and state-provided talismans.

Meanwhile, the engineers were fighting fire with fire, and a second bomb had already been pushed into the red-hot barrels of the [Godslayer Cannons]. The battle had only progressed for a few seconds, yet the unleashed firepower was far beyond what they’d seen on the neutral battlefronts. The three-mile-wide no man’s land had turned into something more volatile and unpredictable than the Calamity, and Zac began doubting his plan of forcing his way through.

No, wasn’t it for this exact kind of scenario he’d upgraded [Abyssal Drive]?

Zac waited, observing the heated exchange with rapt attention. Thankfully, the terrifying beams couldn’t fire again in short order, much like his stellar flamethrowers. And while those towers trumped the Calamity Company’s peak offensive strength, Zac’s other War Machines were clearly much stronger than the Kan’Tanu’s. The [Godslayer Cannons]’s bombs were slamming into the steel cage repeatedly, the explosions holding all kinds of Daos.

The Ishiate had invented over twenty different explosives for their favorite weapon of mass destruction, and they were trying to figure out which worked best against the incredibly stable barrier of the Kan’Tanu. The more attacks it endured, the more it seemed like a proper Town Defense array that drew upon the strength of the world itself.

“Prototype 4!” Ciru roared in the distance, and the engineers swarmed over the steaming cannons to make adjustments.

Hundreds of stoneturtles ensconced the War Machines in something that looked like blobs of mercury. Judging by the billowing clouds of steam they released, it was a way to expel the accumulated heat and energies within. It only took a few seconds to make the necessary adjustments, and fifty cannons fired simultaneously.

Zac sensed the energy within. It was similar to the [Void Bombs] he’d occasionally relied on during the Integration. Spatial materials were expensive, which meant his lead engineer was determined to open up a path for him. Zac readied himself as Miasma entered his movement skill.

Then, the bombs struck the barrier. Their explosions contributed nothing to the cacophony of the battlefield, their visual display overwhelming everything else. Fifty cracks in space formed a vertical line on the Kan’Tanu’s grey barrier. The scene only lasted a moment before space buckled, and a spatial tear hundreds of meters across dragged a huge chunk of the Kan’Tanu’s wall and thousands of their men into the Void.

The cultists desperately fired back, suppressing the dimensional wound with raw firepower. The whole region heaved, yet Zac knew this was his chance. Finally, the chaotic energies and blinding lights subsided to the point he could vaguely see the opposing side.

The spatial tear had been forcibly crushed, leaving that section of the wall gone entirely. Kan’Tanu Array Masters rushed to plug the gap with a new barrier but met resistance when trying to form across the unstable patch of space. It was covered in cracks and fissures from the get-go, a remnant of the spatial scar.

The Array Masters were already mending the damage, but a small breach was all Zac needed. The world turned dark, and hundreds of thousands of attacks froze in place like he’d stepped out of time. Zac pierced through the incinerated Cursed Ground, narrowly avoiding surviving tangles, errant attacks, and regions holding deadly energy accumulations.

The dimensional film was incredibly fragile after the previous chaos, and Zac could tell it was teetering on the brink of collapse again. The darkness of the Abyss temporarily provided Zac passage through the aftershocks. Not safe passage, certainly, just stable enough that his upgraded movement skill wasn’t forcibly deactivated. Zac shot through one of the barrier gaps like a streak of darkness, moving with such speed that the few on the frontlines who noticed him had no chance to intercept.

Suddenly, he was flying right above the heads of the bulk of the cultist army, getting an ariel view of the endless numbers of E-grade cultivators realizing what was happening. It felt like a million eyes were suddenly on him, and the warriors lit up within the Abyss as they began rotating Cosmic Energy. Zac activated the blinding feature of his skill, ignoring the significant drain of impacting so many cultivators.

He found a group of warriors that looked like a subsidiary command unit and deactivated [Abyssal Drive] right in the thick of it. A gleaming edge shimmering with death tore through the captains, the force of Zac’s swing and Daos so overwhelming they generated devastating wind blades that killed even more. Zac barely had time to emerge from the puff of darkness before another wave of gloom exploded from his body.

The cultists weren’t fools, and the backlines were already spreading out after witnessing the Calamity Company’s firepower. This way, they’d avoid whole clumps of warriors being taken out before they could do anything. Unfortunately for them, scale was the main goal when Zac upgraded his corrosive Domain Skill.

The ominous clouds covered a mile in every direction with terrifying speed, like an ancient plague descended on the unorthodox sinners. It swallowed a huge swathe of the Kan’Tanu army before they even had a chance to figure out where their target disappeared to. A storm of Kill Energy flooded his body when the weaker warriors were almost instantly taken out by the corrosion.

Even if E-grade cultivators barely provided any Kill Energy, the sheer quantity of deaths let Zac steadily reinforce his Cosmic Core with freakish speed. If he could keep up this rate of carnage, he’d probably reach the limits of Early D-grade within a few months. Something like this was only possible for overwhelmingly powerful Hegemons, though. Even Middle Hegemons would normally be risking their lives when placing themselves in the middle of millions of enemies, and those who could rarely be bothered.

Risking your life for months on end to save a couple of decades of meditation wasn’t worth it for most Hegemons, and there was the issue of fell Karma and resentment to consider. Wanton slaughter of people in the lower grades was like overindulging on leveling pills. Only, instead of Pill Toxins, you were left with Heart Demons and resentment hiding within your body, which was even harder to eliminate.

Large-scale massacres of significantly weaker cultivators also turned the System against you, like with the Great Redeemer. Thankfully, the war greatly reduced the effect of these downsides. After all, the System couldn’t punish you for participating in a conflict it arranged. It was fine for now, but Zac would have to be careful about targeting E-grade cultivators by the time he reached Middle Hegemony.

The continuous influx of Kill Energy was a welcome bonus, but Zac didn’t forget his main goal. His body melded with the shroud around him as he reactivated his movement skill. Zac still couldn’t activate other skills while running [Abyssal Drive], but most active skills wouldn’t deactivate after he entered his spectral state. [Deathmark] was no different, and it even provided cover as Zac resumed his mad dash toward his target.

Order had completely crumbled within his deadly domain. Hundreds of Kan’Tanu died from friendly fire when their companions desperately released their skills to force back the corrosive mist. It was like the haze was attracted to its targets, especially those who fought the hardest. The veterans caught within the attack fared better, grouping up to create safe pockets void of corrosion.

Unfortunately for them, that meant they became the unwitting targets for the true terror of [Deathmark].

They emerged from the shadows without making a sound, and even some of the veterans didn’t notice anything amiss before it was too late. The commotion of the still-ongoing exchange of firepower behind him was deafening, so Zac sensed rather than heard a thousand soft rustles from his surroundings. The next second, a new surge of Kill Energy entered Zac’s body. And it only kept going.

The Specters looked very similar to before: part-skeleton, part-ghost, wielding brutal axes wrought from the dense shrouds from which they came. The only noticeable difference was that they each contained more than ten times the energy, making them stronger and sturdier than their E-grade counterparts. Their auras were also far more attuned to the mist, making them even harder to notice.

Most spectral warriors had killed their targets with their attack, with a few being rebuffed after leaving a corrosive mark. With their first targets down, they emotionlessly continued toward their next victims, showing surprising battle instinct. When possible, they retreated into the corrosive mist to deliver surprise strikes. Only when faced with groups of warriors did they fiercely fight back, completely uncaring about their safety. If anything, they welcomed outcomes of mutual destruction.

Less than 100 of his temporary subordinates were destroyed by the E-grade cultists before they could accomplish their goal. Zac was eager to see their performance after reforming, but he had already reached the edge of the corrosive haze. The connection with his skill cut off as he shot out from the churning cloud with the speed of a bullet, at which point he’d crossed most of the army.

That didn’t mean the skill dissipated. Zac had infused a good chunk of his Miasma into the cloud, and it would keep running until its energy was expended. The nightmare for those caught within had only begun, especially considering that every soldier who managed to escape meant more wraiths and corrosion for those who remained.

The World Lord had realized he’d been exposed. Unsurprising considering Zac was making a beeline toward him. Thankfully, the display of [Deathmark] wasn’t enough to make him back away. One hundred exquisitely equipped warriors had appeared out of nowhere, forming an empowering War Array as they prepared for battle.

Their auras harmonized, and the World Lord pointed a deep-purple sword toward Zac. At this point, Zac realized his target was a Middle Hegemon, and not one at the beginning of the stage. Zac should have expected as much, considering Kerkos VI was an Attuned Early D-grade world. Yet Zac wasn’t worried—he welcomed the challenge.

Powerful Middle Hegemons had been his limit before evolving, with Late-stage Hegemons or Beast Kings being simply too powerful. Anyone who’d reached that far into Hegemony had very solid foundations compared to the Early stage D-grade cultivators who’d barely squeezed into the grade.

A powerful magnetic storm formed a barrier between Zac and the World Lord, its size even eclipsing Zac’s [Deathmark]. The domain swallowed thousands of Kan’Tanu reservists, yet the World Lord didn’t seem to care. Space filled with an endless number of miniature metallic shards, each releasing sharp pulses into their surroundings.

The effect formed a domain that not even [Abyssal Drive] could nullify, and Zac painful pricks bloomed all across his body as he pushed inside. Even his speed was drastically reduced, and the dense Dao of Metal surrounding him made it seem as though he was digging through a solid sheet of steel. The whole planet may as well have been trying to seal his movements with an incredible magnetic pull. Zac had hoped to force his way through the domain, but the delay made him return to his normal form.

A scream of danger greeted his return to the corporeal. Zac felt like he was staring down the barrel of a gun. By this point, he knew to trust his gut and activated multiple skills at once. His stature doubled as a dark chain wound around his exposed left arm in a mimicry of the upgraded [Love’s Bond]. Meanwhile, Alea’s backplate was covered by the judge’s mantle from [Arbiter of the Abyss].

Four small skeletons also appeared behind him, along with the protective rune beneath his feet. Zac had [Profane Exponent]’s new mage skeleton empower its companion with redirecting powers, prompting a dark swirl above Zac’s head.

Only then did Zac feel somewhat safe as he forged ahead. He didn’t have to wait long to encounter the source of his unease. A streak of sinister red shot right at him, just not from the direction of his target. It rather came from the side, containing a familiar monstrous force.

Zac had witnessed the strength of the D-grade Array Towers firsthand and knew he wasn’t sturdy enough to take such a condensed attack head-on. There was no reason to. Repulsion and redirection worked together from his two defensive skills, and the beam reluctantly had its trajectory altered. Zac wanted to turn it toward the World Lord, but he only managed to nudge it in the general direction of another Array Tower.

A streak of searing red passed right in front of him. Zac didn’t even have the chance to breathe out in relief when a huge sword pushed through the storm.

Zac was just an ant when faced with the blade. He saw no reason to back down from a physical attack, even if the magnetic field empowered it. Dark swirls appeared on [Death’s Duality] as Zac defied the gravitational pull and flew into the sky, the muscles in his arm bunching up as he unleashed a barbarous swing at the incoming blade.

The collision of blades was like a nuclear warhead going off, releasing erratic torrents of opposing Daos. Zac was punched back on the ground, his landing creating a huge crater in the incredibly dense metallic soil. Bones creaked, and Zac knew he’d come out the victor of that exchange. He hadn’t been able to absorb the rebound, but he remained mostly unscathed.

In contrast, huge cracks covered the sword, while the metallic domain had destabilized. The magnetic pull on him was drastically lessened, and he spotted his target only a few hundred meters away. The source of the attack was a six-armed metallic giant conjured by the World Lord and his elite guard—one of its arms had shattered after the exchange. It still released a fierce aura, and the weapons in its remaining hands were ready for war.

But so was Zac.


42
A PINK SKY


Their eyes met, and Zac’s murderous intent was reflected in the World Lord’s. Zac rushed out of the crater, making no attempt to hide his goals as death rose from the ground. He had activated [Fields of Despair] to improve his sight and levy its debuff on his targets. Zac doubted an E-grade skill could retain its full efficacy on Middle Hegemons wielding Dao Branches, though he’d already confirmed it could remove the full 10%, up to 2,500, on Early Hegemons.

Death fought with Metal as the magnetic domain recovered, and Metal came out ahead. It wasn’t enough to forcibly deactivate his skill, and the protective rune of [Profane Exponents], along with his Eoz Nodes, let him shrug off much of the remaining suppression. Still, it reminded him he needed to upgrade [Fields of Despair] sooner rather than later. Its use had lessened since he gained his Soul Sense, remaining as a fundamental skill that allowed him to nudge a battle in his favor.

The ground shook from thousands of projectiles shooting out from the ground, all aimed at Zac. Some were rune-covered stalactites of steel-infused stone; others were fully-formed weapons of part-energy and part-metal. The most numerous were raw metal shards dragged from the ground, most no larger than bullets, that shot toward him with incredible speed.

It was like the maw of a subterranean beast had broken through the ground to gobble him up. Two more huge swords were also descending from above, sealing the route in the air. The metallic giant stabbed an unbelievably large pike right toward him, and its sharp edge filled most of Zac’s vision in no time. The situation grew more hectic when a sanguine laser pierced his domain from the side. The beam moving like a supersized blade, searing the air in an arc while cutting off his escape.

The trap had been sprung, and Zac was under fire from every direction. There wasn’t even a ripple in Zac’s heart as he forged ahead. The core tenet of the Inexorable Stance was a relentless advance, where everything put in your way was nothing but a feeble attempt to delay the inevitable.

The Miasma in his body churned while the chains of [Love’s Bond] formed an impenetrable web around him. The varied attacks coming from the ground were clearly conjured by the elite guard, and the chains were more than enough to deal with them. Zac almost felt as though the chains had a mind of their own as they destroyed or rebuffed anything within twenty meters.

In a sense, they did.

The advantage of [Love’s Bond]’s evolution went beyond a new form and increased durability. The materials making up the Spirit Tool were finally in tune with his technique. More importantly, Alea had joined him on his Inexorable Path. Zac barely had to divert any attention for the six chains to form the complex patterns that let them rebuff hundreds of projectiles. Only the small shards managed to pass through the curtain, unable to even break through the repulsion domain of [Arbiter of the Abyss].

The chains didn’t possess the raw strength to rebuff the enormous blades descending from above, but they didn’t need to. Five orbs of utter darkness appeared behind Zac, forcing the Pygmy Skeletons to move to the ground. The wails of the underworld joined the clamor, the source of the anguished screams a dense haze dripping from [Death’s Duality].

It almost looked like you could glimpse a dark purgatory through the swirling mist, and looking at the scene too long would leave lacerations on your soul. Zac swung his axe, and the mist thickened into the skull of [Desperation’s End]. The skill had seen significant changes when Zac improved it to peak proficiency, much like how the wooden hand of [Arcadia’s Judgment] grew more impressive.

By now, the skull was twice the size from when it was early proficiency, and covered in dense scars like it’d seen a thousand wars. They formed a complex pattern reminiscent of the primordial runes on the Stele of Conflict. The only exception was a deep crack right in the skull’s glabella, like a sword had pierced its forehead, exposing an oppressive darkness within. The scar resembled a devilish third eye, staring right at the incoming spear.

The skull moved with blinding speed, and three of the meter-wide spheres teleported to its side to take up the role of stalwart guardians. Each skill upgrade had added another restrictive orb, and reaching Peak-mastery had done away with the framework wings entirely. Zac believed they’d been necessary to refine and control the orbs in the lower stages, but his strength and Dao were enough to skip the training wheels by the time he mastered the skill.

Runes radiating Death and Conflict appeared on the orbs, and the Magnetic Domain was utterly incapable of withstanding their pressure. Any projectiles around the skull froze in place, and the skill’s latent cutting force shredded the ones conjured by E-grade cultivators.

The last two orbs behind Zac flickered and appeared by the descending swords. Not even the enormous blades could break free from [Desperation’s End]’s seal. Zac sensed the orbs could only contain the attacks for a short moment, which was more than enough.

The scarred skull had destroyed everything it passed by, forming a safe passage void of even the Magnetic Domain. He increased his pace, avoiding the incoming laser. There was no need to expend energy to divert it again. The beam was already destabilizing, and the Array Tower would have to stop the attack. If not, it would explode, likely taking a large number of Kan’Tanu with it.

That left only the spear, and it wasn’t long for the world. The scarred skull opened its maw and released its deadly contents. The blade shot forward, leaving spatial fractures in its wake. The wails from the underworld reached a crescendo, and Zac saw through [Fields of Despair] that even some of the elite guards lost their composure and recoiled.

Spear and edge met with no struggle for supremacy. The spear was cut clean through despite its imbuement of an Early Dao Branch and a War Array. It only found success in the sense that it had exhausted a good chunk of the energy within [Desperation’s End]. After all, it was only an E-grade skill contending with a proper D-grade skill.

If it was before, the edge would have reached a point of destabilization after ripping apart the sky-scraper-sized spear. Today, the combination of his upgraded [Adamance of Eoz] and Cosmic Core made his skill roughly twice as durable. The fact that his Daos decidedly trumped the World Lord’s also played a large role. The attack retained enough power in the tank to forge ahead, growing in size.

A sound resembling a screech played in reverse indicated the orbs holding back the descending swords had reached their limits. The skill’s exhaustion was enough to let the blades break through, and they crashed down toward Zac. Zac had already closed half the distance between himself and his target, arriving within the range of the supersized swords.

The blades dug into the ground, creating an enormous chasm at Zac’s previous location. Zac was only hit by the resulting shockwave. It felt like he’d been punched in the back of his head, and used the force to increase his speed and keep up with his still-advancing attack.

The elite guard tried to stop the final approach of [Desperation’s End], but the black orbs paved a path. Ten guards were shredded, before the World Lord broke apart the edge with a swing of his sword. Half of it shattered, letting the leader avoid damage, while the other half slammed into the metal giant, pushing it back and interrupting a follow-up strike.

The War Array was temporarily destabilized after having a dozen of its controllers killed, and there was nothing between Zac and his target. The steel giant loomed above, its size having become a weakness at melee range. It was time to finish things. However, Zac only had time to take a few steps before the ground exploded.

Zac initially thought it was more of the metallic projectiles, then his eyes widened when a curtain of writhing red filled his vision. It was a Heart Curse trap that moved like lightning to contain him. Zac was certain it hadn’t been planted after he’d activated [Fields of Despair], which meant the World Lord had made preparations in the short window Zac was dealing with the first laser and falling sword.

In contrast to most Heart Curses, this one was a bright red, and color wasn’t the only thing it had in common with blood. The tangles were more liquid than solid, and a dispersive swing of Zac’s axe had no effect. The shockwave only created a thin gash in the wall. The bisected tangle almost had a mind of its own and actively fused back together, somehow absorbing the force.

Bloody tendrils pierced toward him, but Zac didn’t jump back or try to go around. The collapsing laser beam had almost caught up, having expanded to the width of a mighty redwood tree as the Array Tower failed to contain the energy. Stopping to avoid the bloody curse meant stepping into the beam, and Zac wasn’t certain he’d be able to block even this unfocused laser.

Of course, there was no reason to stop.

Zac kept running, unleashing a herculean punch at the bloody wall with his left hand. A hole was forced into the sanguine Heart Curse, and Zac rushed straight through. Much of the cursed liquid spattered across his body. He didn’t care. What should have been a calamity didn’t even slow him down, with [Void Heart], [Immutability of Eoz], and [Purity of the Void] fighting to be first in line to rip apart the cursed intent the moment it entered his body.

The bloody mesh was followed by a more standard tangle of heart curses unleashed by the guard, though it was imbued with the Dao of Metal. It resembled a maelstrom leading to hell, full of sinewy spikes and sharp edges that radiated murder. Zac was like an enraged bull, and his axe carved a path. Another set of cursed tendrils managed to find their way into his body, fairing no better than the ones before.

The two sets of superimposed curses would have been a death sentence for most. Even Draugr, such as the Kavriel Descendants, would have had trouble dealing with the situation. The weaker ones would have died, and even the elites would find themselves severely weakened by the deadly parasites rampaging through their body.

Zac suspected the Kan’Tanu had arranged everything with the Heart Curses in mind. The giant, the storm of attacks, and the laser from behind. They were all designed to waste the tricks up Zac’s sleeve and expose him to the curses. After that, they’d only need to finish the job while their target was attacked from within.

Unfortunately for the World Lord, he wasn’t dealing with a normal Draugr. His gambit had zero effect, and it let Zac get even closer without so much as a flesh wound. If the ruler of Kerkos VI wanted to use his Array Towers again, he’d also be targeting himself. More importantly, the Kan’Tanu group was about to enter [Arbiter of the Abyss]’s sphere of influence.

It was just in time, as Zac could finally see a familiar hesitation creep into the World Lord’s eyes—the growing realization that he’d kicked an iron plate. Zac only needed him to hesitate a bit longer, so he let his aura fluctuate erratically while trying to look like he was enduring soul-rending agony.

He even strained his body to make pitch-black tendrils cover his pallid face, though it was just his ichor moving through his veins while pushing [Conviction of Eoz]. It was easy to mistake the scene for the Heart Curse trying to wrest control over his body in the heat of the moment.

The World Lord gritted his teeth and channeled his vast stores of Cosmic Energy. Meanwhile, the auras of the guards exploded with brutality as their sizes doubled. They had entered a berserking state, with chaotic auras and thick black veins pulsating across their engorged bodies. It was almost like they were trying to show him what the real deal looked like.

The guards had gained a temporary boost close to a small realm. The six Early Hegemons approached Middle Hegemony, and the Peak E-grade guards suddenly felt like powerful Half-step cultivators. Altogether, their strength had likely increased by around 50%. It was significantly more than his [Arcadian Crusade], and Zac sincerely doubted this was a peak-quality method. The repercussions would undoubtedly be dire for using their Heart Curses like that.

Zac was ready to enter a fierce melee, and the swirls of intractable darkness from [Fatehew] had already appeared on his axe. But Zac suddenly swore in realization and urgently upped his pace. It had looked like the World Lord was preparing for a life-and-death brawl just now. Except, while his deathsworn took a step forward, he took a step back. Zac’s feigned weakness had been met with feigned determination.

A storm of attacks blocked his vision, and blood rained as the agitated Heart Curses broke through the cultists’ bodies to join the assault. Zac felt some anxiety upon sensing the World Lord’s escape just as he was about to enter the reach of his taunting ability. He quickly calmed down. The sudden shift was not enough to change anything.

He’d mostly relied on brute force on his crusade through the Kan’Tanu army until he reached his target. His movements subtly shifted while the swirling chains resumed their complex dance. He had fully entered his Inexorable Stance. Incoming attacks were snuffed out like flickering candles in the wind, and the rattling links went from defense to offense as they pounced on the cultist blockade.

The black chains were everywhere at once, targeting vitals and sealing movements. The Kan’Tanu had lost much of their rationality from triggering their Heart Curses, with an almost bestial instinct allowing them to dodge and counter with great responsiveness. To an outsider, it might have looked like they countered Zac’s technique, but it was the opposite.

Their instinctual movements made his technique even more effective, and it felt like his chains truly had become puppet strings attached to the cultists as he manipulated them to open a path. The squad leaders desperately tried to use their bodies and curses to block the way, only to suddenly freeze and let Zac flash through. The reality became apparent a moment later as four of the Kan’Tanu Hegemons collapsed into chunks of flesh and viscera, having been cut apart by lightning-quick swings while his chains diverted their attention.

D-grade Cultivators who forcibly raised their grade through pills or sacrifice weren’t much different than E-grade cultivators to the current Zac. They didn’t have the foundations to leverage their grade and only became slightly stronger elites.

Breaking through the empowered defensive line proved effortless, but it had delayed Zac. Long enough for the World Lord to create more distance. Zac knew his fears had come true upon seeing that the World Lord’s body was rapidly turning into streaks of light as he held up a runic feather—an escape treasure.

The leader was incredibly decisive, using a rare lifesaving treasure rather than a movement skill to create more distance. Judging by the intensity of the fluctuations of space and wind, it wouldn’t just move him to another part of Kerkos VI. It was like his [Flashfire Flourish], having the ability to pierce at least one dimensional layer.

Zac felt like time moved in slow motion as he urgently tried to close the gap. More and more of the World Lord’s body was transformed into an intangible streak, and Zac could feel how a vortex was opening behind him. Zac’s target would be dragged inside in a moment, and Zac wasn’t like Iz. He didn’t have some unfathomable method to piggyback on someone else’s treasure. At best, he might be able to enter the vortex with [Abyssal Drive], but who knew where that’d leave him?

A surefire way to counter his escape was to activate [Pillar of Desolation] with Void Energy. The deathly river could seal space, and only the best escape treasures would be able to elude it. Although the wealth of this random World Lord had surprised Zac, he doubted he had such a good thing on hand. Zac didn’t want to expose an ace like that on his very first battle.

Instead, he chose to trust in his other skills.

Zac precisely calculated the distance and threw forward his left arm the moment he was within range. The World Lord was mostly through the vortex by that point. The sound of the punctured air was followed by a chain shooting into the vortex with such speed that it left small cracks in space. Zac tugged, and a ghastly smile spread across his face as a resonance was followed by a horrified shriek. A disoriented and forcibly materialized Hegemon was yanked out of the dimensional tunnel.

The last thing he ever saw was a pink sky and a black edge.


43
CLEAN SWEEP


[World Lord of Kerkos VI killed. Kerkos VI considered neutral for two weeks.]

Zac breathed out in relief upon seeing the prompt, its message further confirmed by the huge surge of Kill Energy entering his body. He was confident in his skills, but there were all kinds of odd techniques and counters out there. The World Lord might have had a cloning method that let him swap out targets at the last second or possess a means of survival even with an axe through his head. Thankfully, it really was his target lying on the ground before him, his body ravaged by forcibly materializing and being dragged back through the one-way vortex.

The World Lord escaping their planet during the invasion would make things harder for the defenders, while the Calamity Company wouldn't benefit nearly as much as if they’d managed to kill him. The System mostly considered it a tactical retreat rather than a surrender or defeat. For one, there wouldn’t be any prompts, and some of the more critical features of the War System wouldn’t trigger right away.

The Kan’Tanu obviously didn’t want their leaders to run. They also weren’t madmen who required all their men to fight to the death—such treatment was reserved for the lower castes and the warslaves. In contrast, the cultists greatly valued their elites and leaders. Depending on how connected this Hegemon was, he might just face some light punishment by his superiors before being reassigned.

He even had a chance of getting his world back, considering most invaders retreated after sacking the world. Only the larger factions dared hold onto planets in the foreign sector, having their own powerhouses to shore up the defenses in case a Kan’Tanu elite was sent to reclaim it.

The pull had shattered the spectral chain of his skill, but [Arbiter of the Abyss] was still running. This wasn’t anything new—like [Vanguard of Undeath], it could be maintained indefinitely as long as he had the energy to spare.

There was one interesting aspect that differed from when he first got the skill. The currently unresponsive chain around his left arm was slowly filling with energy. He’d be able to trap another elite with a spectral link in thirty seconds or so.

[Arbiter of the Abyss] was the last skill to be upgraded to E-grade. The complexity of [Vanguard of Undeath] and his hesitance of direction had delayed him for years. He’d only taken the step inside the mysterious temple where he got the second piece of his seal. By the time he entered the Perennial Vastness, he’d barely used it in an actual fight. Like his other skills, it had been elevated to Peak-mastery long ago.

The first two upgrades hadn’t changed anything, merely making the directional domain stronger while allowing the chain to move significantly faster. The chain itself was key to making the most of the skill, yet it had been a bit slow before. He’d essentially been forced to use trickery and misdirection to mark his targets and summon the spectral chain that multiplied the taunting effect.

The taunt itself hadn’t gotten any stronger at Peak-mastery, but it was already very impressive, like the battle just now showed. Instead, it pushed the chain’s speed to its limits and could now move far quicker than even Alea’s upgraded chains. Most importantly, the upgrade made it rechargeable. The spectral chain could still only last for ten seconds after deployment, but it would now charge up another chain after a minute.

It was perfect for a protracted battle where Zac roved through the army in search of leaders. He’d take out one, and the charge would be ready by the time he reached his next target. He could even alternate between targeting the armies and leaders by using [Deathmark] or [Arbiter of the Abyss] while the other was on cooldown.

This time, Zac doubted he’d get the chance, though. He could feel how the air went out of the sprawling Kan’Tanu army after the proclamation spread through the ranks. It was like the whole battlefield had frozen, where most cultists tried to compute how their leader had fallen just a couple of minutes after the fight started. The only ones who didn’t seem to care were the death guard behind him.

Their Heart Curses were going out of control, and they’d lost the last of their rationality upon seeing their leader fall. They ignored the prompt as they pounced on Zac. He doubted they were even able to read in their current state, and not just because the writhing tendrils had emerged from many of their eye sockets.

The steel giant had disappeared after its summoner died, and the berserkers, with their feral instincts and ineffective curses, had no chance to withstand Zac’s refined technique. The guard was cut down in seconds, leaving Zac alone in a field of Death. The next group of cultists was miles away. Everyone closer had either been killed by the metallic storm or the lasers. He could see more than a few cultists glance in his direction, none attempted to rouse a response.

The world becoming neutral was a huge blow to any attempts at turning things around. For one, it was almost impossible to get any more reinforcements even if the World Lord had recalled the warriors from Kerkos VI’s other battlefronts. It wasn’t that the planet’s teleporters had been blocked. The features most factions relied on in the System Era required the planet to actually be assigned to someone.

For instance, Zac’s administrators had adjusted the Teleportation Arrays in his empire to work dependent on an individual’s rank and role. His soldiers could teleport to war bases they were assigned to, where civilians could not. Without these settings, people could only access arrays in their private list of teleporters. For most people, this was only their hometown and possibly a few neighboring cities.

The world becoming neutral removed that option. Any reinforcements would have to travel the conventional ways or rely on others with teleportation access, just like Zac had used the Marshall Clan to clean out the incursions. Ferrying a whole army that way was easier said than done.

The same was true for any off-world Kan’Tanu. They couldn’t use their sect’s credentials to teleport over. Only those with Kerkos VI on their list could come over, though Zac planned on jamming the Nexus Hubs before word spread.

There were various problems facing the locals beyond the matter of the teleporters. Whoever took over the role as leader of the planet’s capital would be able to use the defenses already there, but they wouldn’t have access to the town shop. Who’d even want to take on such a hopeless role, and who’d be foolish enough to follow them?

The Kan’Tanu were reeling from the prompt, whereas the Calamity Company had been waiting for this moment. The statues hidden behind the walls were activated, and twenty Miasmic glaives rose toward the sky. The Kan’Tanu’s iron cage had been battered well beyond the initial breach while Zac dealt with the leader, and seeing the terrifying glaives was the straw that broke the camel’s back.

The army unraveled like Joanna had guessed, beginning with the vast number of reservists in the back lines. They ran for their lives, leaving the front lines to fend for themselves. The elites and leaders weren’t much better off. With every additional deserter, it became harder to maintain control. The frontlines, who faced the miasmic blades head on, were desperate to escape, even if it meant cutting a path through their compatriots.

Zac shook his head at seeing how quickly things fell apart. It really drove home that this planet wasn’t some hidden base of Kan’Tanu elites. It was simply richer than the average Early D-grade world at the edge of the Zurbor Sector. The World Lord should have kept his head down and leveraged his resources for steady victories in the neutral battlefronts. Getting his hands on the powerful Array Towers had made him greedy.

Speaking of, it would be a shame to leave such good things for the Kan’Tanu.

Three hours later, the situation had stabilized. The battle took longer than necessary since they’d opted to turtle up behind their protective barrier. There was no point in sending your soldiers into the meatgrinder when you could pepper the Kan’Tanu with cannons from a safe vantage. They even had cheaper munitions for this very purpose.

Only when they’d taken out all the frontline arrays and broken the defensive line did the soldiers of the Calamity Company flood out from their fortified position, and even the staunch of heart cultists panicked by that point. Millions of Kan’Tanu had fallen, and even more had run for the hills. Hunting down the escapees wasn’t worth the time or effort, and they chose to stabilize their position instead.

Their losses were minimal, but it had proven harder than expected to capture the valuable Array Towers. It turned out they had self-destruction switches held by their controllers, and seven of the twelve towers had blown up before they could be secured. Zac managed to kill the Array Masters in one, Carl sniped another, while they were simply lucky with the last three. Their controllers had opted to flee without blowing up the towers.

The towers had since been defused, and Zac hoped for good news.

“Moving these towers comes with some risk,” Ciru said. “They need to be dismantled, and the wrong method will lead to a critical failure.”

As Zac expected, the D-grade Array Towers weren’t mobile. They’d been set up over a month ago, according to their investigations, and their purpose was solely to trap unwitting enemies. This was the third time the World Lord of Kerkos VI had tried this scheme. He’d mostly sent reservists and dissidents into the neutral battlefronts, sacrificing them while lowering the guards of his enemies.

Zac almost felt like the System had taken offense to the shameless tactic and sent the Atwood Empire his way.

“Is there anything we can do to decrease the risk?”

“Getting the schematics would help,” Ciru said. “We can also figure out some things by studying the rubble of the broken ones.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Zac said, though he wasn’t hopeful.

It was highly unlikely a native had created these towers. Most likely, they’d been bought and shipped over by a local Array Master division. And while everyone technically was part of the same faction in the Zurbor Sector, there was no way the sellers would supply the schematics of their wares. Even unified regions generally had standard economies for most of the population.

Zac returned to the command center within the temporary fort. It looked like a simplified version of the large battleroom back in Port Atwood, with screens and arrays displaying all kinds of data. Instead of the large map displaying the war progress across the Zecia Sector, there was a holographic depiction of Kerkos VI in the middle.

Just like the map on Earth, it was something provided by the System. This one wasn’t free, though. The map was generated by one of the cheaper purchases in the Merit Exchange, the Early D-grade [Elite War Mapper]. It was a one-time purchase of 10,000 Faction Merit and something Zac had chosen to splurge on for his Elite Divisions.

There was also a standard War Mapper for sale for only a tenth of the price, but it lacked the critical feature that made Zac spring for the upgraded version. This map came with over two-dozen markings, all shining with different intensities. Each was a location that would award Faction Merit, and the intensity indicated the amount.

They would have discovered many of these locations by simply asking any random prisoner. Many of the best resources were often hidden and hoarded by a local faction or the World Lord themselves. Nothing could escape the System’s gaze, and Zac expected the mapper to have paid for itself within two months.

The most radiant light was unsurprisingly the planet’s capital, situated on the opposite side of the world. It would take over a month to travel there by foot, and nine days using flying treasures. Zac obviously wouldn’t wait that long, which was why there were twenty enormous metal cubes unfurling into Cosmic Vessels outside.

Zac had set a goal of one week for every campaign during the council, and that number wasn’t picked at random. The neutral battlefronts would take two to four days, depending on your luck. Adding two days to unfurl their Cosmic Vessels and another two to package them, and you had a week.

You’d also need a day or two to extract all the planet’s value and merit, but you weren’t always this unlucky with spawning locations. The World Lord of Kerkos VI had picked the battlefront farthest from the capital for his ambushes, which meant most invading forces would be pressed to reach the capital and return within the two-week span of relative safety.

Other times, you’d find the capital within walking distance. The capitals usually held the densest accumulation of citizens, which meant a few of the planet’s Battlefront Arrays would be placed nearby. Those times, you could skip the Cosmic Vessels and finish the campaign a few days early. Few worlds were like Earth, where Port Atwood had a much smaller population than many of the cities on Pangea. His archipelago only had one on an island neighboring Port Atwood, which had become Battlefront One.

Skipping the Cosmic Vessels meant fewer resources would be harvested, but they were after merit rather than materials. And that was mostly accrued through the capital and the rare strategic locations such as curse farms. Everything else was a bonus.

“Have you found any targets for those guys?” Zac asked Joanna.

“There are two promising mining towns within three days’ journey,” Joanna said. “Both are within the top twenty richest deposits, and there are several well-off families there. Even with the best stuff smuggled or hidden away, they should be able to extract a few hundred D-grade Nexus Coins.”

“Alright, give them the coordinates,” Zac said. “Remind them of our rules for sacking cities and have some observers join them.”

“We’ll keep an eye out,” Joanna said.

“Found anything else?” Zac asked.

“I think we’ve figured out how that guy could afford such good toys,” Petrus snorted. “That guy you split apart has extracted the cores in half of the mines.”

“What?” Zac said with surprise. “He’s cutting off his revenue stream for some quick merit?”

Spiritual Mines weren’t like those of old Earth. In a sense, mining was closer to farming than the simple extraction of resources. With a core present, more spiritual metals would grow over time, just like how new crystals sprouted in his mines on Demon Island.

Any spiritual mine would have a Nexus Vein beneath, which wasn’t considered the core. It was rather the Natural Treasures that had been born in their depths. The vein provided the energy and unique treasures that elevated the environment to birth better materials. Zac still remembered how the cave surrounding the [Mind’s Eye Agate] was crammed full of Supreme-quality Twilight Crystals.

If you removed the Treasures, the mine would degrade into something that only produced low-quality materials—essentially killing the goose that laid the eggs. If you were adventuring like Zac was in the Twilight Chasm, you wouldn’t care. Any proper leader would leave the Natural Treasures inside their mines. You’d do everything in your power to nurture them and bolster their effect on the surroundings.

To think the World Lord had extracted the lifeblood of his world. Zac could have understood it if he was facing destruction, but the planet was seemingly doing fine even before.

“The lord wasn’t a local,” Petrus explained. “He was sent over at the start of the war according to our investigations. I guess he had connections with an Array Clan and hatched a scheme to rack up merit. He likely didn’t care about harming the resources at all. He’d be long gone before it became a problem. And in chaotic times like these, who’s keeping track? He could point his fingers at us if it ever became a problem.”

“Can’t believe he’s pawned off our reward,” Zac muttered. “Well, there should still be a lot of good stuff remaining.”

“What’s your next move?” Petrus asked.

“Thirty hours after the ships are up and running, I want everything the World Lord hadn’t gotten his hands on yet. Make it a competition. Those who extract the most wealth and merit will get a bonus,” Zac said. “I’m joining the group heading to the capital.”

“And then?”

“And then we go again. The next campaign starts in six days,” Zac said as he turned toward the exit. “Welcome to our new normal.”


44
A CHANCE TO RISE


The attendants had long since been sent out, leaving only Pavina and Kator within the necropolis. Their unmoving postures were a stark contrast to the chaotic scene playing in front of them. The Abyssal Pond had just exploded, threatening to drown the whole cave. The events moved at an accelerated pace, yet not a single detail escaped his visual bones.

“No wonder they fought so hard to keep this information contained,” Kator muttered as the recording neared its end. “I can’t believe he blew up the Abyssal Pond. His reputation as a troublemaker isn’t for nothing. Yet he actually used one of those lowly treasures to evolve his Dao Branch. I guess he really is a mortal—I was sure he was messing with the measurements somehow.”

“He’s a weird one all around,” Pavina agreed, appearing thoughtful. “Why would his bloodline awakening create such a stir? He seemed fine when we sparred.”

“Who knows?” Kator shrugged, when he suddenly felt a slight vibration in his bones. “Oh, I think we’re about to find out.”

Kator stopped the recording and turned toward the center of the room. Toss stepped through a slit in space, a starry sky barely visible behind him.

“Commander,” Pavina said with a bow.

“Welcome back. Any luck?” Kator asked.

“I managed to reach them,” Toss said. “Replay that for me.”

Kator felt his sinews tighten with annoyance. He complied after rolling his shoulder to indicate his displeasure at having the order subverted. Toss was in his right to be curious, but the chain of command couldn’t be forgotten. Especially considering the extent to which his mission had been micromanaged from the command crypts in the depths of the White Sky Gorge. Rank trumps fate, they said. The irony was palpable, considering his mission.

A deep rumble from within the commander indicated his answer depended on the recorded scene, and Kator chose to drop the matter. It ultimately wasn’t a worthwhile battle, and Kator was too curious about the findings to further delay the meeting. He was tired of hearing the same excuses from that decrepit half-blood Draugr, that outside influence had damaged or blocked the connection to the Heartlands.

Since when was it so easy to damage the imperial channels? Not even the Heavenly Seal on the sector had put any restrictions beyond limiting the transportation of people and equipment.

The captured scenes were played a second time, at which point Kator nodded for his guardian to share his findings.

“Our suspicions were correct. The events in the pond and the communication blockade were related. But the implications are even greater than we thought,” Toss said.

Kator’s frontalis muscles shuddered with annoyance. This old bastard savored every moment he was in command, like the attention was the marrow broth of a True Dragon. He couldn’t be clearer he felt his babysitting task beneath him. If not for his mission, he’d likely have run headlong into the Million Gates Territory to wreak havoc and become a blazing star of the war. Kator controlled his body to not give any hints of his inner thoughts. He was getting ample practice in that regard lately.

“Almost a week ago, a phenomenon covering the whole Abyssal Lake appeared,” Toss continued after the pregnant pause. “The Abyssal Shores sealed itself off to contain the rumors, but how can something like that go unnoticed?”

“A phenomenon?” Pavina exclaimed. “Arcaz managed to stir the lake all the way from the frontier?”

“Perhaps,” Toss grunted. “I fear it’s not as simple as that. The phenomenon wasn’t something naturally generated by the lake. Both the Abyssal Lords sacrificed some of their territories to aid the brat’s awakening. The Azol guardian in particular unleashed immense power.”

“What!” Kator exclaimed. “The Azol can draw longevity from the lake, so he should be able to live for a few million more years. Aren’t our strategists saying his Dao Heart is on the verge of collapse? He’s lived too long and has lost his purpose. If he damages an already unstable territory…”

“On the surface, it looks like the shores sacrificed millions of years of protection to save a D-grade cultivator a few years of progress,” Toss said. “If there wasn’t something else at play, who’d make such a gamble? Even if the boy returns, it’s a long shot he’ll be able to restore the line of Eoz. The other two branches have always teetered on the brink of extinction—they at least have a few thousand members.”

“So there’s something else at play,” Kator muttered, his gaze shifting to the frozen image of Arcaz Umbri’Zi. “What other secrets are you hiding?”

“He might not be aware of the situation,” Pavina offered.

“It’s possible only the Abyssal Lords know the true value of this boy,” Toss agreed. “They’ve always been guarding the secrets of the depths with their lives. I doubt even the Primo knows the full story of what’s hiding down there. Rather than restoring a branch, the child’s blood might be the key to restoring something they’ve lost.”

“What instructions do the generals have?” Kator said, tilting his head. “What about our approach?”

Toss didn’t immediately answer, first turning to Pavina. The Revenant hesitated before shaking her head. “I guess I should check the status on the battlefronts.”

Once Pavina had left, Kator said, “She likes the kid, but she’s a soldier. She won’t jeopardize her mission over personal sentiments.”

“True, but what I’m about to say is too sensitive. It cannot be allowed to reach any ears,” Toss said, using the ancestral language of bones and sinew instead of his conventional voice. “For now, the orders are to maintain the course. Be advised, leaders are worried. This is an unwelcome variable in an already chaotic time. An informal meeting has been called between the Phalanxes, the Hiveminds, and the Eternal Court.”

“Then my acting might become reality after all?” Kator laughed while fury burned in his heart.

“It’s possible,” Toss acceded. “The Karma might need to be harvested early.”

Years of observation and data collection had led to a simple conclusion, one that kept being reinforced as time progressed—Zachary Atwood, or Arcaz Umbri’Zi, was the fulcrum of providence for the upcoming trial. Piggybacking on his fate was bound to be one of the most effective methods to achieve something within the Left Imperial Palace.

Another inevitable conclusion was that forming such a bridge of fate the conventional way was doomed to fail. Whether it was analyzing Arcaz’s personality and actions or the Karma between him and Commander Kaldor, the conclusions were the same. While Arcaz remembered favors, it wasn’t enough to form strong Karmic bonds.

There were multiple layers of isolation between him and his surroundings, both brought by his paranoia and yet unidentified means. Arcaz was undoubtedly holding onto so many secrets that he’d never be able to form a true bond of brotherhood, at least not with an outsider like Kator. Arcaz’s connection with the Undead Empire was strictly utilitarian, and not even the Draugr could get more than a foot through the door. What was that kind of shallow fate worth in the grand scheme of things?

That was fine with Kator—he had no interest in bonding with the brat. He didn’t mind the boy’s greedy nature and unfettered ambition. If anything, it was almost like looking in a mirror, except Arcaz wasn’t fettered by the chains of command. That realization only reinforced the futility of camaraderie. The same mountain couldn’t contain two tigers.

Kator hadn’t minded overly much when the strategists devised another method to forcibly form a bridge of fate. If building a bridge of friendship was out of the question, why not animosity? Destiny would draw them together for a clash at the finish line. It forced him to act like a two-bit villain, but it was clearly effective.

Kator almost laughed upon remembering those blaring eyes, and his bones itched for the upcoming match. The duel wasn’t something planned by the strategists. Smacking the kid around would be a fun bonus for all his hard work. His motto had always been if you couldn’t find a way to enjoy the orders you’ve been given, you might as well go off on your own.

Who knew? If Kator knocked the little Draugr ancestor around enough, he might spit out some good luck.

Yet Kator knew the situation wasn’t good. The Phalanx had their thoughts and schemes; he was just a tool to further their positions. Heaven’s providence wasn’t so easily seized. Setting himself up as a foil to that walking calamity was bound to lead to cosmic retribution. What did the generals care if he was sacrificed so long as the Phalanx accomplished their goal?

Wasn’t that why they’d sent over that Revenant woman and why Toss spoke softly like a courtesan when that Draugr was around? They were focusing all the resentment on him, turning him into a sacrificial pawn. There was even a scenario in place where he’d kill the brat to seize his providence. The backlash would drown him in the River of Fate, while the faction benefited from the fallout.

Too bad for them, he was an excellent swimmer, and he was determined to come out ahead.

The Phalanx, the brat, the Heavens themselves—they could all burn so long as he reached the peak. Ultom’s glory would wash away any foul karma left from this affair. For now, he needed to play the role of the good soldier. No point in jumping ship before you had somewhere to land.

“The leaders better forge a Writ of Exemption if they want me to dip my hands in this mess,” Kator said. “I’m not taking on the combined wrath of the Abyssal Shores and the Primo alone. And I’m still needed inside the trial.”

“I have already put forth your demand. But the Emperor might have his hands too full to bother with you,” Toss responded, his hunched shoulders ripe with meaning.

“Are they finally pulling the trigger?” Kator said, his surprise not feigned. “I can’t believe it. Did that brat actually trigger a civil war?”

So it turned out the meeting between the three factions wasn’t just about the fifth pillar and the rise of the Draugr. It was about the very direction of the empire.

Most thought the Imperial Commandments and the Eternal Crusade a safeguard to avoid repeating the tragedy of the Dark Ages. Only the upper echelons all knew the truth hidden beneath that noble goal. The Primo had gathered the undead races and led them to the Heart of the Empire, promising salvation and fertile cultivation grounds. However, the blessed environment from the Eternal Heritage came at a price.

The Primo had clearly known about the heritage before the Dark Ages, so why hadn’t he taken it for himself in that ancient history? Because it fed on Death. And without helpers to fight and bleed in every direction, stacking up casualties among their ranks and enemies, the Heart of the Darkness would have fed on the Death of the Primo’s own territory.

They called themselves the Divine Races but were essentially forced labor for the Cultivation Paradise of the Eternal 108. In return, the Primo restored some of the Death they accumulated, creating the Empire Heartlands. The moment a race dared slack off, they’d find their quadrant declining.

Only the Draugr were different, having the Abyssal Lake to drastically lessen the quota. The Lake and Heart had formed a symbiotic relationship, each providing for the other. It was no wonder the two Progenitors of their race decided to sacrifice themselves to forcibly push the primordial gateway through all of reality, causing such widespread damage that the Heavens almost went insane.

“Fate is gathering, and the Heavens are rising,” Toss said. “The Pillar’s ascent is flipping over the carefully arranged board. All the lofty existences are eyeing the Grand Dao, hoping to use the chaos to claim a piece of the Heavens. Ambitions that have been brewing in the shadows for eons are forced into the light. Not even the factions outside the struggle for the pillar will be able to avoid the winds.”

“I thought the reclamation was only a fanciful dream the leaders told themselves to stabilize their Dao Hearts.” Kator snickered, his fingers indicating his thoughts on the status quo.

“What do you know?” Toss scoffed. “You better be damn well prepared when you target the emperor. The Primo has been looking the other way for so long, and we still don’t know whether it’s a sign of weakness or a trap. We don’t even know whether the Prime Eternal is in a weakened state or not.”

“If our guesses are true about the item in the Left Imperial Palace…” Kator commented.

“We’d be forcing his hand,” Toss agreed. “That was fine before. The Draugr race would either help us or take a neutral stance. Except, the appearance of this child has muddied the waters. We don’t know what they’re up to now that the Abyssal Lords are going to such lengths. If the boy dies and the Shores go mad, they might align with the Eternal 108. Azol might even sacrifice his territory to ruin our plans.”

“A troublesome variable,” Kator said, inwardly delighted.

Bring it on, you crazy brat! The more chaos Arcaz stirred up, the more opportunities he’d have to break free and seize the opportunities for himself.

Toss nodded. “It’s good that you understand. For now, act as if nothing has changed. The negotiations back home won’t be finalized for a month or two. Prepare yourself. We’ll have to go all out when we make our move.”

“I understand.”

“This is your chance to rise,” Toss commented. “If all goes well, you’ll be remembered as the liberator of the Izh’Rak Reavers.”

Kator pushed out his chest to feign excitement, sneering inwardly. Liberator? More like martyr. He had no interest in being the banner child of the insurrection if it meant he’d be dead. There was only one role he was interested in: Grand Marshal of the Izh’Rak.

Thankfully he had some time. Depending on how the winds blew, it might be for the best to have the fulcrum fall during the war. He didn’t even have to make a move himself; a few people even he was wary of were starting to appear on the battlefronts. There were also rumors of Technocrat Transcenders hiding among the Kan’Tanu.

If nothing else, the Seventh Heaven would surely be interested in the information they’d learned in the meeting.

“By the way, Scholar Semmel gained acceptance by the seal just as I was about to leave,” Toss added.

“Oh?” Kator said. “Is she ready?”

“She’s been preparing since she got your message,” Toss said. “She’s quite excited by the experiment and should have everything ready within the day.”

“Interesting, interesting,” Kator snickered. “I wonder how that brat will react.”


45
FINDING A PURPOSE


Yselio hummed a nursery rhyme as he read through the reports, occasionally making a calculation with his fingers. Things were progressing as expected, and he was beginning to unravel the patterns behind the deployments. The universe might seem random and fickle, but that was only because you couldn’t see the Order hiding within. And so long as you understood the rules, you could nudge them in your favor.

It took a few hours to collate the necessary adjustments. Yselio believed they should let him move his battlefronts closer to the so-called Allbright Empire. The little frontier faction was a sheep ripe for the plucking now that they were forced to transfer more and more soldiers to the Eternal Storm. Yet, they dared host outsider sealbearers within their domains. Ending their future would broaden his own, increasing his fate with the Left Imperial Palace.

And the price was more than acceptable. He only needed to sacrifice twelve out of the sixty-four worlds he’d taken control of. Two of them had decent strategic value. What did he care about some merit in the grand scheme of things? The only headache was the Central Chapter of the Kan’Tanu. Yselio sighed and looked out the window, the fires obscuring his view.

There was a knock on the door and Ylvin stepped through. Speak of the devil.

“Welcome back,” Yselio said with a smile. “How are things at the capitol?”

“That Sect Master is slippery like an eel,” Ylvin scoffed, glancing at the fence in the corner of the room. “What’s this ugly thing, then?”

Yselio laughed as he looked at the creature trapped within its pen. It was in good vigor even after three days, and furiously slammed against the barrier upon sensing the newcomer’s aura. The interesting markings had only grown denser after the forced impartment of Desolate Energy. Yselio wouldn’t be surprised if this little Early D-grade critter could slaughter most Middle-stage Hegemons by this point.

Frontier Hegemons, anyway.

“I’ve been perusing the archives of the Broken God Chapter lately,” Yselio said. “This desolate region is really quite interesting. There are remnants of the old empire everywhere, and these pitiful savages don’t understand what they’re sitting on. I picked this little guy up in a dimensional fragment. The remnant seems to have passed through an uncharted plane, and the inhabitants have picked up some rare characteristics.”

“Still working on your perfect killer? Do you have that much free time?” Ylvin said with a pointed look. “I’m assuming you’ve gone off to play only after finishing your assigned tasks?”

“Something like that,” the prince laughed, lifting his hands in surrender upon seeing his uncle’s brows furrow. “Truly! I’m working hard on our mission.”

“Then why are you still barely in the Top 100?” Ylvin spat. “The top position might be difficult, but you’re embarrassing the Heavens at this point.”

“What does Father and my Imperial Uncles care about some small-scale scuffle on the frontier?” Yselio said with a shake of his head. “I’m keeping my eyes on the real prize.”

“So long as you remember,” Ylvin relented before glancing at the critter again. “I still remember the aftermath of when you tried to mutate that Siren within your palace. Did any of your staff survive its song?”

“Only the stronger spies and assassins who’d infiltrated my staff,” Yselio grinned.

“Hm. By the way, you were right. Those siblings from the Blade Sea were accepted,” Ylvin said as he took out a gourd.

“Oh? Where are they now?”

“They’re still at the edge of the sector, and should be here in a week.”

“Good, they can take charge of the Sixth Field Army upon their return,” Yselio muttered. “Kervin is lacking fate. Maybe he can find it in the Million Gates Territory with the vanguard.”

“While we’re on the topic of spies?” Ylvin laughed. “Dealing with the children of the other Heavens is fine; they’re the ones who snuck in here. But the elders back home will take it as an insult if you make it too obvious.”

“Kervin is one of my dear cousins?” Yselio said with feigned surprise, laughing when Ylvin looked about ready to give him another thrashing. “Did you see the report on Zecia’s ladders?”

“I did. Two new names, both late registries appearing on the Early D-grade ladder.”

“What do you think?”

“Both received exactly 125,000 the moment they registered,” Ylvin said. “They must be related to what happened with the Stellar Ladder. No other event has given such sizable pre-enlistment rewards. They’re likely even the main perpetrators, judging by the fact that the Vigil’s Holy Maiden was only awarded 75,000 Merit.”

“Zachary Atwood,” Yselio hummed. “It was about time he appeared. He’s bound to hold the most fate of his sector.”

“He’s all but guaranteed to be a sealbearer,” Ylvin agreed. “If you ask me, one of the most promising targets for finding the next piece of your own.”

“If it’s fated,” Yselio smiled, his finger slowly tapping on the table. “Two newcomers, likely newly ascended. Just months after my poor cousin died and Emperor Vastermal met his unfortunate setback.”

“You think they’re responsible?” Ylvin said with interest.

“Who knows? Does it matter?” Yselio smiled.

“Do you wish to send word back home?”

“And give the First Heaven an excuse to send cousins here in the open rather than in the dark?” Yselio laughed. “Not a chance. Perhaps if we need a borrowed hand in the future. Until then, obfuscate any details. Let Zachary Atwood drown in a sea of minutia within the reports.”

“Alright, it’s your call.” Ylvin shrugged.

“The question is, just how are those two connected?” Yselio continued. “Zachary Atwood met with Catheya Sharva’Zi inside the Tower of Eternity. Was that their first meeting, or is there something more to it? Did Zachary Atwood know Arcaz Umbri’Zi even before that? And why is a Draugr part of a faction that hasn’t even been assimilated? My instincts tell me that unraveling this mystery will move me closer to my goal.”

“Do you want me to investigate?” Ylvin asked.

“It’s not urgent; let one of the others take care of it,” Yselio said. “I’d appreciate it if you kept investigating the thing from before.”

“Still the Central Chapter?” Ylvin said with a raised brow. “Just what are you worried about? They seem to be following the agreement to a tee.”

“Isn’t that suspicious on its own? An unorthodox cult playing by the rules?” Yselio said, his brows furrowing. “No, something is hiding beneath the surface, and it’s making me uncomfortable.”
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Carl glanced out the vessel’s window and felt the familiar queasiness upon spotting the planet in the distance. It was less than a day since he last found himself flying in the air, desperately avoiding the furious attacks of the defending cultists while assassinating Array Controllers and leaders.

Their pace was already frantic enough to wear him down to the bones. Even still, the boss wasn’t satisfied. The boss’s appearance might have changed, but his penchant for destruction remained the same. If anything, it might have gotten stronger. Carl almost laughed at himself upon remembering the relief he’d felt when the scanners said the closest D-grade world was out of range. He should have known better.

Of course the boss would have a sleek personal vessel with more than ten times the speed of their normal ships, large enough to hold an elite strike squad—a squad he’d regrettably been selected for.

Sometimes, Carl struggled to understand how things reached this point. The first time Carl spotted him in the distance, he’d seen the madness in the boss’s eyes. Carl still remembered his emotionless visage as he cleaned up the stragglers of the incursion by old Toronto. Just a few months into the Integration and he was harvesting lives like they were crops.

Yet he found himself pulled ever closer to the malignant star that was Zachary Atwood. Some joked that it was Lissa who tricked him into greatness. Carl knew it was deeper than that. He could almost feel like his road into the future had been tied to the chariot of the Deviant Asura. And try as he might, he wasn’t able to extricate himself.

Certainly, being bound to someone like Zachary Atwood had its upsides. He’d be lying if he said he didn’t enjoy the pursuit of the Dao and his improved longevity. If not for his still-incomprehensible choice to approach one of the Valkyries all those years ago, he would probably be puttering around in Early E-grade by now—and he’d seen how those people fared on the battlefronts.

He’d never have encountered the boundless magnificence of the Radiant Court, getting the chance to touch upon the very essence of the cosmos. It let him cross the threshold of Hegemony in just over a decade, something which trillions of people could only dream of.

Why did strength have to be seized through so much bloodshed? Was slaughter really Heaven’s Path and the true expression of the Dao? Carl shook his head as he finished the engravings on his arrows. Like it or not, it was the reality they found themselves in. Not much later, his door beeped and slid open.

“We’re ten minutes out and will be coming down on the capital the moment we arrive,” Joanna said.

“What about the Town Protection array?” Carl asked hesitantly. “This thing doesn’t seem like a destroyer.”

“I’m not sure. The lord said he would deal with it.”

“Who could’ve guessed,” Carl muttered as he got to his feet, grabbing his Spirit Tool Cloak from the chair.

The bright yellow runes across its green fabric shimmered, and Carl felt some of his anxiety give in as his presence was muted by its illusory effect. The weaker his aura, the harder it would be for trouble to find him.

They walked to the large hull where the bulk of their group was already waiting and armed to the teeth. The air was heavy, and not only because of the bloody auras the elite soldiers exuded.

There was always that hint of uncertainty with these uncharted worlds. They hadn’t been filtered by the System, so they could hold anything, really. A secret base with thousands of Late Hegemons? Perhaps. A Monarch ancestor visiting his hometown? Why not.

Carl’s nerves were taut as he put on a steadfast expression, returning the greetings of the soldiers. One way or another, he’d become one of the pillars of the Calamity Company. He needed to project calm and confidence, like it wasn’t crazy for a group of five thousand to invade a world that dwarfed Jupiter in size.

The boss stood by the large hatch, giving no indications of his thoughts. In his hand was an unfamiliar crystal. It seemed to be a remote controller to the ship judging by its design.

“Are you ready?” Arcaz asked without opening his eyes.

“Ready,” Carl said.

“We’ll follow behind you,” Joanna continued, and Carl inwardly groaned upon feeling the bloodthirsty aura awaken next to him. No one had drank from the tainted well of the boss’s mind as much as this girl.

Only he and the boss had the power of flight, but no one had prepared parachutes or ships. What was the point? They’d only slow you down and turn you into a target. You might just as well jump down while firing back at whatever tried to take you out. Most had some way to temporarily maneuver in the air anyway.

“I’ll break open the barrier,” Arzas said, turning his terrifying eyes to Carl. “I’ll be relying on you.”

“I—Yes,” Carl croaked, hurriedly looking away.

“Good. It’s time.”

There was no warning, no shake from entering the atmosphere. The hatch just opened, and Arzac Umbri’Zi jumped out.

“Huh,” Joanna said after a moment of silence. “He said he’d deal with the barrier. I didn’t expect he planned to blow it up himself.”

“Then you haven’t been paying attention,” Carl muttered as he flew out of the ship, his bow drawn and ready.

Far below, a citadel stretched across an expansive mountain range, with the central palace right below them. It was on the smaller side as far as D-grade capitals went. Its population should still be over five million. And yet, there was nothing to shoot.

Carl’s augmented vision spotted more than one hundred potential targets scrambling to man their stations or floating into the air. Almost all of them were within the palace, whose protective array was already activated. A few strong people stayed in the hanging mansions just beneath the peak, but the main array protected them.

Only the common neighborhoods and slums in the valleys were without protection. The strongest signals from down there were Middle E-grade. Not enough for him to waste his special arrows and potentially expose himself.

Carl’s heart hammered upon seeing the main peak’s array towers light up, and he checked and double-checked to ensure that both his cloak and obscuring skill were running. He should only look like a streak of sunlight at most, but Carl still felt incredibly exposed. Not as exposed as the boss, though.

Arcaz had turned into a black streak, moving with speed approaching Carl’s arrows. There was no finesse, no subterfuge to his approach. If anything, he was impossible to miss. He was flying right at the barrier’s center, radiating the aura of a vengeful god. He must seem like a heavenly calamity for those poor mortals looking up at the sky right now.

The defenders unleashed a storm of skills toward the approaching streak. Carl shook his head. Such a weak response couldn’t possibly curtail the Deviant Asura. They should have fired their Array Towers instead of waiting for them to fully charge. As expected, with a monstrous burst of Miasma, the skills shattered.

Still, Carl wasn’t sure how the boss planned on breaking through. Over the past months, he’d seen just how durable Town Protection Arrays were. Even the weaker ones could usually endure a good beating from their Cosmic Vessels and War Machines. The boss was strong, but a single Hegemon shouldn’t be enough.

Then, a primordial roar shook the mountain range, and Carl could barely believe his eyes when the boss turned into a black dragon hundreds of meters long. It released a shroud of death and destruction, barreling right for the barrier.

The scene was so shocking it momentarily shut down Carl’s mind. It was forcibly rebooted when five terrifying beams shot down at the barrier. They came from the vessel, and each targeted a different section of the shield. An earthshattering explosion reverberated through the mountain range as the undead dragon crashed into the shield, and Carl could barely believe his eyes when it popped like a soap bubble.

Was the shield just for show? Or was the boss just that strong?

Carl guessed it didn’t matter. He’d go crazy if he kept trying to look at things with common sense. The big guy had already emerged from the dragon’s mouth, shooting toward the strongest cultivator. Meanwhile, that corrosive domain of his spread through the courtyards, filling every nook and cranny. A pang of warning reminded Carl of his job. He nocked an arrow as the Branches of Inferno and Apostle’s Arrow entered the bow, prompting the patterns he’d just engraved to light up.

[Apollo’s End] activated, and an explosion almost rivaling the boss’s followed a searing streak of flames. He couldn’t take all the credit—most of the force came from the Array Tower he’d just blown up. It was just about to fire at the Yphelion—how could Carl let that happen? Flames and unstable energies consumed a whole section of the palace, throwing the planetary defenses in disarray.

A second streak of flames joined the first, forming a radiant pillar as another Array Tower blew up. Two balls of crackling destruction tore apart the sky where he unleashed the arrow, but Carl had already moved far away. His back was slick with sweat, still adding the unnecessary flair that made the trajectories linger in the sky. After all, any shot aimed at him wouldn’t target his men.

The frontrunners had almost reached the ground, with people like Joanna using energy to speed up their descent. They looked like a human waterfall forming a trail from the Yphelion to the planet below. Carl shook his head, maintaining his altitude while nocking another arrow. He’d stay up here, thank-you-very-much.

He’d already decided on his path. With an emperor and generals who were all maniacs, the Atwood Empire needed some levelheaded people to keep the ship afloat. Some Yin to all that Yang. For instance, guardians who could stand firmly at the vanguard, protecting the common soldiers and civilians from the Deviant Asura’s monstrous Fate.

That wasn’t him. Neither was he a scary assassin skulking in the dark, taking on tasks that couldn’t be made known to the public. That was Ogras’ job. Carl would settle for something simple. He’d help clean up the messes and keep things nice and tidy while staying out of the boss’s way. Then he’d take his paycheck and go home to his wife and daughter.

He’d be the Atwood Empire’s janitor.


46
STANDING ON THE OUTSIDE


The ship shook violently, once more reminding Til’Siri about the inferiority of the humanoid form. The Heavenly Dao might favor the small bipedal races, but this was no way to travel. The frail tin can housing them was liable to fail at any moment, dragging them into a chaotic spacetime to never be seen again. How could it compare to the Spacebeasts?

Her mother could have crossed this small stretch of the Eternal Storm in a few days, crushing the spatial storms with her body. Yet they had been locked in this steel cage for months, narrowly escaping death a few times over.

All the while, the war outside progressed while young talents rose to prominence in the System’s eyes. Til’Siri’s guts turned at the thought. They’d spent so much money and effort to accelerate the war, only for this fool to throw it all away. Yet she hid those thoughts in the depths of her heart as she knocked on the door.

It slid open a few moments later, and Til’Siri almost recoiled from the stench.

“Your eminence, you called?” the young roc said as she gingerly stepped into the mess-hall-turned-lair.

“The fulcrum has returned,” the Primordial said from her throne of carcasses and assorted spoils amassed during their journey through the Million Gates Territory.

“I—Yes.” Til’Siri nodded. “The one who escaped Lord Orom, who we fear alerted the Tayns and the Undead Empire to our goals, recently appeared on the global rankings in the other sector. He’s reached Early D-Grade.”

“Early Core Formation,” the Primordial muttered. “Free fate for the taking. Find them.”

“I fear that will prove difficult,” Til’Siri hesitated. “It takes some time for reports to reach us here. Seems he has entered the arranged battlefield of the Intersector war. The System won’t make it easy to⁠—”

“This System again,” the Primordial spat. “So many rules, so many limitations. How will anyone reach the Terminus when coddled like this?”

Til’Siri didn’t dare say anything to this stubborn old creature and her mounting annoyance with the drastically different world she’d woken up to. Any explanations had fallen on deaf ears, and she had been unwilling to play by the System’s rules since the get-go. Til’Siri guessed she knew the reason. The Primordial was born from the Dao, a true daughter of the Heavens. Now, the System had appeared, placing itself between this creature and her origin.

Til’Siri would never say it out loud, but she increasingly felt that picking this relic of a bygone age to lead this mission was a mistake. Her strength defied all convention, too set in her old ways. And with the road to the Ultom Courts being barred by the System’s trial, you needed to play by its rules.

What good was strength when the Primordial refused to even register for the war or enter the pre-arranged battlefronts? Becoming a pawn of the false Heaven, she called it. So what? Better than wasting away in these flying coffins. The others were smart enough to send manpower while staying behind and reaping merit. With the force amassed in this vast armada, they’d seize a foothold in no time. It wasn’t too late to teleport over.

Sure, they’d picked up four more seals for the youths sent over by the Alliance, but those opportunities were on the battlefield as well.

“Fine. The Heavens will bring us together sooner or later. It’s just a matter of time,” the Primordial relented. “How long until we arrive?”

“Two more months.”

“Good,” the Primordial said, throwing out a compass.

“What’s this?” Til’Siri said as she looked at it with confusion.

“I sensed something an old acquaintance left behind is nearby,” the creature said. “We need to pick it up on our way. It should help us with our goal.”
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Red vines and leaves were everywhere, and their thirst for blood was boundless. The demonic World Tree seemed able to ceaselessly produce new ones, and not even setting the thing aflame curtailed its automated defenses. Yet the Calamity Company slaughtered their way from the outer branches toward the isolated domains within the foliage’s depths.

The main branches were shaped like plateaus and almost a mile wide, forming a long city district with a wide central street. In the middle was a turbid river of blood-like sap that released energy into the surroundings. There were multiple rows of buildings on both sides, from which frightened faces occasionally peered. From others, bands of warslaves launched ambushes, taking advantage of the protection from their guardian tree.

Joanna’s blood surged as the clashes and explosions around her formed a song of violence. The deepest shudders came from the tree crown’s heart, where Zac was undoubtedly already unleashing a storm of violence upon the World Lord.

Splinters flew as a sword pierced the thick wooden wall to her side, and a streak of sinister light shot out from its tip. Joanna’s perception expanded as she split in two, where one avatar stabbed an assassin who had snuck up on her from behind. The other leaned forward, countering the sword strike with a stab of her spear.

Not so much as a splinter flew out as her condensed Dao and precise technique pierced through the mahogany wall. Her force was perfectly contained to the tip of her weapon until it went from wood to flesh. She released the force before retracting her weapon, and multiple infusions of Kill Energy confirmed [Warwhirl] had taken out the assassin and two companions hiding within the building.

Her two aspects fused back into one and [Battlefield Asura] reset. She continued down the road without missing a step. Her lieutenants paved the path to her side, and not even those eluding detection could escape when the Raun Spectrals passed through walls in search of soldiers blending with civilians. You couldn’t leave that kind of danger on their escape route.

The tearing sound was so overwhelming it was as though the whole world were being ripped apart. In reality, it was a single branch of the World Tree being sacrificed to deal with their ships. Joanna shook her head at the futility. The tools used by the Atwood Empire wouldn’t fall to something like this.

As expected, the six Cosmic Vessels smoothly moved out of the way, letting the branch and the city district upon it plummet toward the sea dozens of miles below. Horrified screams from the Kan’Tanu citizens filled the air, but there was no time to feel sorry for those poor souls. She had her own to worry about.

“BRACE!” Joanna roared as she stabbed her spear into the ground.

The next moment, hundreds of the outer branches grazed the one they occupied. Her heart lurched against a surge of momentum as the branch bent over fifty meters instantly, only to shoot right back up after withstanding the collision. Wind swept through the district the next moment, its force just as devastating as a hurricane.

Whole mansions were ripped into the sky, taking its hiding cultists with it. Gravel turned into deadly projectiles, and the shields formed with [Wargod’s Favor] absorbed most of their force. Joanna, her feet steadily planted to the ground, felt like organs were forcibly rearranged. A few bloody streaks appeared on her body, but the rubble was the least of her worries.

It was impossible to get a good look at their situation. She still knew hundreds of her men had been thrown off. She had no way to get them back at this moment, and she could only put her faith in their training. The soldiers sent to deal with the capitals were the best of the bunch, and everyone had various means of survival.

The citybranch calmed, and Joanna exhaled in relief upon seeing soldiers appear one after another, often using movement skills or lunging attacks. The few who lacked such means used one of the [Roc Step Talismans] they’d been provided, creating small wings on their feet that let them step through the air. As for the others, it wasn’t over yet. The ocean below wasn’t safe, though falling into it was by no means a death sentence for a Late E-grade cultivator.

“Send a rescue team to the trunk,” Joanna said.

“We still haven’t secured the docks,” Tamira answered.

“Deal with the leaders, then seal it,” Joanna said, glancing toward the tree crown.

The dark mist covering an area the size of a small town failed to isolate the sounds of fighting within. They sounded farther away, which likely meant Zac and Rhubat had broken through the outer perimeter and were now fighting the World Lords. She desperately wanted to join him, to stand by his side and sweep his enemies away.

But she couldn’t.

It was like the whole empire was a beast come alive when its emperor returned. The Calamity Company had earned more Faction Merit in two weeks than any of their battlefronts earned in a month and a half. They were an unstoppable juggernaut that gained more momentum with every victory.

At the same time, being faced with Zac’s monstrous power had turned into another tribulation for her Dao Heart. She’d always known he’d been desperately fighting and steadily progressing all this time, but the forces of the Atwood Empire hadn’t really seen him in action since the Integration. At most, there had been a few short bursts of dominance, like when he quashed the Raun plot.

Now, his presence increased on every battlefield, and it sometimes she swore there were no limits to the power contained within his body. She knew there was no point comparing herself to others, especially aberrations like her lord. She was on the right track as long as she was stronger than yesterday’s self.

It wasn’t easy. It felt like she was standing on the outside, looking at the chosen ones within. Like she wasn’t deemed worthy, disdained by the Heavens.

“It shouldn’t be long before the prompt,” Joanna sighed and put away the communicator.

She pushed any errant thoughts aside, holding onto Zac’s words. There was always a chance so long as she held onto an indomitable heart. And the real opportunity was right around the corner. The Teleportation Hub was ahead, and Joanna could feel the ripples of space from within. Every second, groups of Kan’Tanu flew out from the large structure atop oversized leaves, heading toward one of the dozen battlefronts spread across the island-sized tree.

She was just 100 merit short of finishing her quest, and someone with a bounty on their head was bound to guard that place. She sent out a few commands, and the wide line of soldiers began to gather as they closed in on the building. As expected, a regiment of over ten thousand elites was stationed outside, ready to defend their source of reinforcements with their lives.

A woman over three meters tall stood at the front, a large red halberd in her hand. She radiated a dense aura of Hegemony, as three red rivers and a swirl of leaves floated around her. It almost looked like she was an avatar of the demonic tree, but Joanna could feel the familiar aura of the curse from her.

A perfect target to hone her skills.

“I’ll deal with that one.”

After today, she’d find out if it was possible to seize fate.
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“I’ve just received an answer from Lord Kaldor,” Petrus said. “He accepts your proposal. Your duel has been postponed one day so that you can help conquer the satellite world.”

“Good,” Zac said before turning to Joanna. “We set off the moment the ships are unfurled.”

“Of course,” Joanna agreed. “I’ll arrange everything.”

“Thank you,” Zac said. “I need to rest for a while. See if you can get a report on the situation with the Acheron Company before we set out.”

Joanna nodded, though they both knew it was just for Petrus’ benefit. Zac knew exactly the situation with the second Elite Army. They were waiting for the timer to run out before stepping onto their first hostile world, with his human half at the helm.

Petrus left soon after, leaving Zac alone in a tower the previous World Lord had used as a cultivation chamber. It was a shame he managed to teleport off-world before they’d even broken through the final neutral battleground, but you couldn’t blame the guy for seeing which way the wind blew. The Kan’Tanu leader must have been quite connected to get recalled instead of fighting to his death like most lords he’d encountered.

Zac looked out at the sprawling city. The situation had already stabilized even if they hadn’t unfurled the Cosmic Vessels yet. Having a dozen of those things floating above a capital was a powerful deterrent to ensure no one had any ideas. The streets were empty of locals after they’d declared martial law, and his soldiers were searching every nook and cranny with practiced ease.

Four weeks of non-stop campaigning had given his people ample experience dealing with the fallout of a successful conquest. The elites had become collection agents, targeting the affluent neighborhoods with pinpoint precision. Each squad was allowed to keep some of their harvests before turning the rest over to the quartermasters. There would undoubtedly have been all-out brawls if not for strict orders and fear of being kicked off collection duty or the Calamity Company entirely.

Zac had chosen the most pragmatic approach. As leader, he had access to all kinds of features on the battlefronts, including tallies of individual and squad merit. Using the available data, squads were assigned better looting locales the more they’d contributed to the campaign. It was another element of competition that spurred his soldiers to fight harder and push themselves further.

On one of the largest squares, a recruitment center was being set up, and his collection agents and peacekeepers were already spreading the word. When martial law was lifted, the natives of the capital could apply for citizenship. The bulk of the army would leave for the next campaign soon enough, and some would stay behind to collect the loot for another week.

Over the past month, they’d found a surprising number of talents without any Heart Curses in the world capitals. The prospects all had one thing in common: they were connected one way or another, allowing them to get civilian assignments rather than becoming warslaves. With their planet conquered and their backing killed, they feared what would happen when the foreign soldiers left and their old masters returned. The Kan’Tanu wasn’t especially known for their leniency toward failure.

The Atwood Empire had already provided refuge to over a million who’d chosen to take a bet on a new life. There had been so many willing applicants, especially on the more mismanaged planets, that they could set up strict requirements on practical skills or affinity. They could have taken ten times more if they wanted, but they had to be pragmatic and only take on those who could be used in the war efforts.

Zac turned back from the window, knowing his people could deal with the cleanup without him keeping watch. He sat down and went over the plans for the next couple of days. Almost four weeks had passed since the Calamity Company was formed, and this was their fourth successful campaign.

Most opposition had been crushed without breaking a sweat. Only the third one had put up some resistance. A Middle D-grade Remoulded had controlled the planet, and the general level of fortifications and soldiers was significantly higher. They still hadn’t encountered any of the Kan’Tanu’s true elites, though—the Reincarnators who had undergone two baptisms.

Though the Remoulded had put up quite the fight, he couldn’t overcome Zac’s overwhelming strength. Ultimately, he’d opted for mutual destruction by detonating his Heart Curse. Too bad for him that even the evolved curses failed to get a footing within Zac’s body. He’d looked at Zac with a mix of confusion and outrage just as the light left his eyes.

It was also that conquest which had thrown Zac’s plans for a loop. Zac shook his head as he opened his Status Screen.

[Flamebearer of Zecia (Campaign, Inheritance (1/?)): Lead your faction to conquer 9 Early D-grade worlds in the Zurbor Sector. Kill or capture one Sealbearer. Reward: Court Cycle Token. (8/9) (1/1)]

Who could have expected that the Remoulded kept a sealbearer captive?


47
KEEPING UP APPEARANCES


No one among the Kan’Tanu seemed to have realized there was a sealbearer locked away on the planet, even if everyone with the rank of captain and above had standing orders to keep a lookout for the sigils in case they appeared on fallen elites. The World Lord was aware, though, and had kept her in a separate dungeon. As far as Zac could tell after going through his Spatial Rings, the Remoulded kept her hidden in hopes of negotiating a private deal with some outsider faction.

Zac only learned that later, after she’d been freed and loudly announced her status out of fear of being left behind on the Kan’Tanu world. The sealbearer was originally from the Zurbor Sector, though not part of the Kan’Tanu sect. There were still some unattached cultivators around, though mostly in remote and unimpressive regions, just like how most F-grade worlds weren’t even considered part of the factions they were placed within.

Stormstar, as the sealbearer called herself, didn’t come from one of these remote regions. Zurbor bordered the Eternal Storm just like Zecia, and the situation inside wasn’t much different from the Million Gates Territory. If anything, it was more populated and chaotic since so many had chosen to flee the Kan’Tanu and their Heart Curses since the sect arrived in the sector six million years ago.

The former pirate’s seal was the Hollow Court, and Zac still hadn’t decided what to do with her. Killing her to extract her seal was too ruthless, especially since she wasn’t part of the Kan’Tanu sect. Neither was she some saint. She’d taken advantage of the chaos brought by the intersector war to take her crew out of the Eternal Storm. She was an Early Hegemon, and her strength had let her ravage multiple remote E-grade worlds before being caught. For now, she was locked in a dungeon back on Earth, her Cosmic Energy and movements sealed.

Having the trickiest part of the quest finished early was a relief, yet it put him in a difficult spot. While this was only the fourth successful campaign, it was the eighth D-grade world the Calamity Company had conquered. Three came from conquering neighboring planets, while one came from advancing a second layer during their second campaign.

They’d chosen to advance one more layer after learning of a demonic tree that was considered a strategic resource. Zac normally wouldn’t have taken such a risk, if not for the intelligence they’d gathered indicating it wasn’t that heavily guarded. The planet’s population was so small they only had one battlefront, and they mostly relied on the huge tree for protection. With the large number of additional merit such a conquest could bring home, Zac had chosen to pull the trigger.

And now, the Calamity Company wasn’t the only one out there fighting. He was originally due to head to Kavista in six hours, but the Acheron Company would take out a ninth world in twelve. If he had followed that plan, he would’ve likely completed his quest off-world, and there was no way Kator would let him return to Port Atwood without first turning in the quest.

Zac was already cautious about returning to Kavista after the events in the Abyssal Pond, and producing the Court Cycle Token right in front of those people was a recipe for disaster. He had already confirmed the quest progress was shared between his bodies. He just didn’t want to give any clear answer to how it worked to Kator. The less certain they were, the harder it would be to scheme against him.

At the same time, not going likely meant losing access to the Brightglaive Munitions and their main source of Death-attuned Cultivation Materials his undead soldiers relied on. The resources he’d looted in the Twilight Harbor weren’t endless, and years had passed already. The War Machines, especially, were a huge factor in the elite armies’ lightning-quick campaigns, and they all used expendable capsules to fire. Capsules you had to purchase from the foundry.

The latter wasn’t a plot of the Undead Empire to keep him reliant on them. It was easier to build a D-grade War Machine that used a separate payload, be it miasmic glaives or falling comets. Putting everything inside the Array Tower would make it more complex and often add longer charging times. Separating the functions also meant the foundry would get a repeat customer so long as their products were used, and many establishments made their real money through their after-service. His situation was the same with the Blazing Comet equipment they used, except for the suns.

Luckily, he’d been given an out upon arriving on this world. There was a second D-grade planet just eight hours’ travel away. Zac had already indicated that the Acheron Company’s campaign was about to wrap up. If wanted to steer all the fate toward Arcaz, why not let him conquer a neighboring world before fate could be shared? The Undead Monarchs were obviously eager to see the next part of his Flamebearer quest, and no one was willing to take unnecessary risks with something as fickle as fate. Even Kator had given in, giving him an extra day.

This way, Zac could turn in the quest on Earth and leave the token on his other body for safekeeping.

Zac’s Communication Crystal buzzed. He glanced out the window and saw a fleet of sleek Cosmic Vessels closing in with extreme speed. Meanwhile, elite squads had already gathered outside the walls, ready to be beamed up. Zac grunted as he got to his feet and jumped out the window. One more world to conquer.

Sixteen hours later, Zac stepped out from the Battlefront Array, worn but in otherwise good shape. The satellite world was weaker than the one they targeted, and Zac returned on a shuttle just two hours after the battle began. Petrus accompanied him while most other elites were still wrapping things up on the Kan’Tanu planets.

He’d arrived at the war camp formerly belonging to the Second Battalion. It had long since been redecorated, including newly made banners displaying a unique weapon for the Calamity Company. A stream of messages welcomed his arrival, and he briefly scanned them as he made his way toward the Merit Exchange. The wartime quests needed to be handed in at the exchanges, and Petrus was there as a witness.

A large crowd of soldiers was gathered outside, and they opened a path upon seeing their arrival. They were all warriors of the Calamity Company, grizzled and covered in barely healed wounds. A few had returned just before Zac to get a day or two off, while others had been sent back during earlier battles to heal. They generally kept 20% of the company on standby in case they needed reinforcements and to let people rest or break through.

The soldiers, both living and undead, enthusiastically greeted Zac as he passed by. Most of his fights had been highly visible, and he’d taken on an almost legendary status among his soldiers after a few of his exploits. Apparently, there was even a lot of debate among his people about which of the two emperors was the strongest. Camps had been formed, especially between the Calamity and Acheron Companies.

Only Zac knew the answer.

His undead side was still stronger than his human one, even after he’d spent three weeks in seclusion with his human body to catch up. Most of that time had been spent absorbing Life-attuned Energy to alleviate the imbalance. He’d already gained three levels by funneling everything into his Cosmic Core’s Life-attuned circuits, most of it from digesting Core-nourishing pills and using [Void Heart]. There was still a surplus of Death in his Cosmic Core and soul, but he needed to stop since the second elite army had been assembled.

Zac only had time to deal with [Surging Vitality] before setting off. He’d originally planned on doing so while still in the Perennial Vastness, then opted to wait until Hegemony. It was difficult to say whether he upgraded the skill or created a new one—he’d essentially scrapped the whole thing, with the new Skill Fractal only keeping a few core aspects. The new skill was called [Surging Rebirth] and was far stronger than its predecessor.

The skill retained the ability to use Kill Energy for a powerful surge of recovery. While still using a whole lot of energy, his branches of Life and Conflict were now able to boost the effect. More importantly, the skill could be activated while fighting without impacting his combat ability. Essentially, it would sacrifice his progress with levels for increased survivability on the battlefield.

He’d chosen this direction because of his [Undying Seal], the yet-upgraded healing skill of his Draugr form. Those seals had proven useful more than once in pitched battles. The effect of [Surging Rebirth] should definitely be even better, considering it was more tuned to his Daos and a Peak-quality skill.

The new recovery skill even had a more normal healing feature. While it wasn’t very impressive, it was very energy-efficient and ran on either Cosmic or Divine Energy. It was the ability he’d use after a battle, letting him recover while using the accumulated Kill Energy on his Cosmic Core instead.

“Let’s do this in the Faction Merit room,” Zac said with a low voice, and the two headed into the room to the side.

Petrus began setting up a series of recording arrays and what looked like a treasure that could analyze energy auras.

“Just following orders,” Petrus said with a helpless shrug upon seeing Zac look at him with a raised brow.

“Try to get my good side, at least,” Zac muttered. “Ready?”

Petrus nodded, and Zac placed his hand on the Exchange Crystal to infuse his will. There were no spatial ripples, but an oddly-shaped box covered in familiar runes appeared by his hand. The box was made from lacquered wood and shaped like a crystal, having a total of ten sides.

Each side displayed a singular rune, one for each of the lower courts, while the seal for the Left Imperial Palace was situated above the clasp. Zac briefly showcased the box for the recorder, then opened it and found a small nine-sided token within. In contrast to the box, this one was made of an unknown lilac metal and was completely blank.

“No energy fluctuations and no impartments,” Zac narrated as he turned the token over, not bothering to hide the disappointment. “It resists Mental Energy and Miasma. Seems to have no apparent use at this junction.”

“May I?” Petrus asked, and Zac handed it over.

“How odd,” Petrus said after a while. “The box appears more valuable than its contents.”

“Its use might not be apparent until later,” Zac shrugged and stowed the token.

“This thing,” Petrus hesitated.

“Will be with me for safekeeping,” Zac expressionlessly said. “Don’t want to mess with fate by sending it somewhere it doesn’t belong.”

Petrus slowly nodded, not pushing the matter. Zac was inwardly relieved since there was no way he was handing it over. If the overseer had taken a hard stance, Zac would have been forced to take some unfortunate steps. With that part out of the way, Zac continued to the next step.

“I have already received a second quest.”

[Flamebearer of Zecia (Campaign, Inheritance (2/?)): Accumulate 500,000 Merit through Fated Flamebearer Campaign Missions within your faction. Conquer one Middle D-grade end node. Reward: Lesser Enlightenment. (0/500,000) (0/1)]

“The reward is similar to other sealbearers this time around,” Zac commented.

He’d made rapid progress on his quest, but his followers had a three-month head start. More than half his sealbearers had already finished their first quest, and while their second tasks were different, the reward was the same. They all stood to gain an additional burst of epiphanies, though Zac doubted it meant they’d get a piece of the seal.

Considering it said “Lesser Enlightenment,” it seemed more likely that the System had extracted some of Ultom’s truths and awarded diluted versions. Zac guessed it’d be somewhere between his lake water and the real deal.

A few non-seal bearers had also finished their tasks. Their reward for the second one was quite different—access to a personalized trial. Zac couldn’t be certain, but he believed there was a small chance of obtaining the first piece of an outer court seal in those trials. There was no way it could be a guarantee unless millions of outer court seals were in circulation. At least, Zac hoped that was the case since the alternative would be extremely high mortality rates. Joanna was already firing at all cylinders, desperately working to gain access and seize the opportunity that awaited her.

500,000 individual merit was a lot, yet Zac felt it wasn’t that big a deal even if his previously accrued merit wasn’t counted. He’d started out with 125,000 in both bodies, which wasn’t even enough to put him at the top of the local list. In other words, the strongest Early D-grade cultivators had generated over 40,000 merit a month since the war started.

It was more than the 26,000 merit Zac had earned as Arcaz Umbri’Zi over the past month, even if that tally wasn’t his limit. He could have gotten more if he’d removed all the leaders himself, but Joanna and his other elites needed those fights for their quests and the experience. Both he and his soldiers were getting stronger, and they would gradually target tougher enemies who were worth more merit.

So long as the merit from both his bodies counted, he should be able to finish the task within half a year. It was a very tough deadline, but there was always the chance of running into more sealbearers. Capturing the pirate captain had added another 25,000 to his tally, almost doubling his monthly income. A single Flamebearer would cover half the quest, though Zac highly doubted he’d stumble onto one.

The second side mission wasn’t too bad either. Campaigns couldn’t progress continuously. They would eventually end after a couple of battles in the Kan’Tanu sector. In Zecia, it usually meant reaching the main world of a multi-world faction. In cases of smaller factions like Zac’s, his enemy would be sent somewhere stronger at random after taking down Earth.

With the Kan’Tanu, it normally meant reaching the main world of whatever branch of the organization you found yourself with. Taking out a weaker Middle D-grade world was by no means impossible, but Zac didn’t feel the Calamity Company was ready. Even a weaker Middle D-grade faction was bound to have dozens of Hegemons, even multiple Middle D-grade Hegemons if unlucky. It was simply too much compared to the Calamity Company’s four Hegemons.

Add to that stronger barriers and the higher average-strength of their soldiers, and Zac would have to take significant losses to brute force a victory. However, the Calamity Company was in a period of rapid growth, and the number of Hegemons among his ranks would only increase. Quite a few people were right at the threshold, only needing that final push to begin forming their cores.

“What do you think?” Petrus said as he turned off the arrays.

“I won’t have to change anything up to progress the quest. We just need time.”

“Your faction isn’t ready to conquer a Middle D-grade planet,” Petrus said, echoing Zac’s thoughts. “I recommend petitioning for a group of Outer Elders to share the weight.”

“There’s no rush,” Zac said. “We’re a young faction. Who knows how strong we’ll be in a year?”

“I guess that’s true,” Petrus nodded. “Are you heading to Kavista right now?”

“I still have some time, so I’ll consolidate before going,” Zac said. “Maybe I can squeeze out some last-minute insights.”

“It’s possible,” Petrus said as he left. He stopped at the doorway, looking back with a rare smile. “Good luck with your duel. If you win, you’ll become a legend in the White Sky Phalanx.”

“I’ll do my best.” Zac waved.

Zac left the exchange shortly after, teleporting to his cultivation cave. He spent the next hour stabilizing his mind before taking out a box. Simultaneously, on a distant planet in a different sector, Zac took out an identical one. Pavina’s warning had lingered in the back of his mind since returning, and he’d wracked his brains on how to gain an edge on the overbearing Izh’Rak Reaver.

It wasn’t like the duel with Kator was a battle to the death, and encountering someone who could push you to your limits and beyond was a rare opportunity. The clash might even let him refine his techniques, and the longer they fought, the greater the chance was that Zac would discover something.

But the lower stakes didn’t mean he was ready to lose. He wanted to win, both for himself and for Boje. The last-minute shopping spree at the Limited Exchange would hopefully create the opportunity he needed.
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Zac had scoured the endless list of treasures in the Limited Exchange every time he returned from a campaign. There were thousands of items that could improve his strength. He needed something that could improve his odds of victory within the restrictions of the duel. That drastically cut down his options.

For example, the Attribute Fruits would give him a cost-effective boost, but Kator’s attributes would match his. While he’d need to buy the fruits sooner or later, they currently served no purpose. The same was true for the [Early D-grade Tool Embryo Array] he’d spotted before. The battle wouldn’t depend on equipment quality, and he wouldn’t even use his [Ossuary Bulwark] when fighting the Reaver.

He also didn’t want to waste his merit on something he could accomplish on his own before entering the Left Imperial Palace. There were soul-strengthening treasures that would speed up the reformation of his [Thousand Lights Avatars], except he already had a Moss Crystal for that. And seeing how expensive soul-strengthening treasures were, the cost return wasn’t too good.

Ultimately, Zac had landed on the item within the boxes before him, and he’d even sprung for two. It was called [Wargod’s Sagacity] and was a form of epiphany treasure targeted at combat. While it didn’t improve Daos, using it was supposedly akin to fighting a thousand battles in an enlightened state, which was exactly what Zac needed. Better yet, the more life-and-death experience you had, the more effective the treasure would be. And few people Zac’s age trumped his experience in that regard.

Upgrading his two mastery skills had been easy. Incorporating their teachings was another matter. There was no end to the variations hidden within the D-grade trajectories, and he’d only reached initial success after a month of effort. The realization was initially exciting since it meant there was still a lot of room for improvement to his techniques that didn’t rely on upgrading his Daos. Unfortunately, time was a resource he desperately lacked.

The E-grade skills had taken him a couple of months to push to Peak-mastery and incorporate into his technique. Zac felt the D-grade versions would take at least ten times that long. As things stood, he’d have to spend a couple of years on [Axe Mastery] and [Armament Mastery] before the fundamental teachings could be considered fully infused into his two stances.

A few years was nothing for a Hegemon who counted their lifespan in millennia, but he had the trial right around the corner. The goal was still to enter Middle Hegemony in a year or so, at which point he should be focusing on the Middle D-grade teachings of the Mastery Skills already. He’d have to rely on some outside assistance if he wanted his techniques to reach their limits before entering the Left Imperial Palace.

Zac also hoped that [Wargod’s Sagacity] would let him find other ways to refine his techniques. He’d worked hard for decades, methodically building and rebuilding his stances from the ground up. His stances were ultimately created by an E-grade cultivator with a limited understanding of the Dao and combat. Small weaknesses were bound to be hidden within what felt perfect to him.

It’d also been a while since he’d had a real spark of inspiration regarding his techniques. The last time was inside the Gates of Reincarnation, and that experience was built on the foundations of his arduous work. His techniques had never benefitted from the rare, enlightened state that birthed his [Void Vajra Sublimation] or [Pillar of Desolation]. Zac wasn’t sure if these treasures were enough to bring such benefits, but they cost 65,000 merit, and he’d gotten two. Even if they didn’t revolutionize his technique, they should save him years of effort.

He moved to the Death-attuned half of his cave while his human half sealed himself in a cultivation chamber at the heart of a recently conquered Kan’Tanu world. There was still a bloody atmosphere in the capital after the fierce battle, and it was as though the whole region had temporarily become attuned to the Dao of Conflict—perfect for pondering on his techniques.

When everything was in place, both bodies opened their boxes, exposing the treasure within. Zac wasn’t sure whether [Wargod’s Sagacity] was a Natural Treasure or something manufactured. It wasn’t a physical object, it was a shimmering rune held in place by a small array. A Natural Treasure seemed more likely since it didn’t look like a fractal based on the Apostate of Order. It was more closely related to the preceding primordial patterns he’d seen on the Stele of Conflict.

Opening the box was enough to make the surroundings stir, and Zac’s hearts hammered like he was desperately fighting in the middle of a battlefield. The mysterious rune couldn’t stay exposed for too long, so Zac grabbed them with Mental Energy and pushed them against his foreheads.

The effect was instantaneous.

Zac felt as though he’d eaten multiple Berserking Treasures as the fires of war coursed through his veins. Except, while normal treasures had occasionally sent him into a state of grandiose delusions or bloodthirsty hunger, [Wargod’s Sagacity] brought unprecedented clarity. The uncountable battles he’d fought through the years played through his mind, and new clues and lessons were extracted from the memories.

The runes soon reached his Soul Aperture, stopping right between the two Soul Spirals. They were like radiant suns, showering his mind with the secrets of battle. Another one who got a front-row seat was the Apparition for his Branch of the War Axe. It was like treasures and miniature Zac formed a feedback loop, and the avatar began swinging his shifting axe.

Zac couldn’t sit still either, and axes appeared in his hands as he began his destructive dance. The Miasmic mists swirled in the Death-attuned half of his cultivation cave as Zac activated [Armament Mastery]. The trajectories and impartments merged with the endless stream of memories before being woven into the Inexorable Stance.

Chains, feet, and axe moved perfectly in sync with the almost dizzying number of lines that showcased the thousands of options a warrior had at every moment. Tempo, angle, strength, and speed. Slash, grab, kick, or reposition—everything could be adjusted to birth endless permutations. Adding the truths of the Cosmos into your swings would let you resonate with the Heavens and borrow some of its power.

Fusing theoretical knowledge and the Dao into a technique wasn’t as simple as infusing a skill with the Dao. It required a far deeper understanding of how your Dao affected the universe and yourself. The Dao wasn’t something as tangible as the Attuned Mental Energy or even the Avatars floating in his mind. The Avatars were just his comprehension expressed in a way that made sense to his brain, thought made real.

The Daos were the truths that made up the fabric of reality. You could see hints of it in everything, even the mundane. Even the “unattuned” theories of the Mastery Skills were based on a wide array of Daos—under the Heavens, there wasn’t really anything that could be seen as truly unattuned. Except for himself, perhaps.

Integration meant stripping the mottled truths of basic existence and replacing them with your own Daos. You became an expression of your path, focused and free from distracting Daos that restricted your movements. When every action fully resonated with your Daos, you would have reached the peak of the Integration Stage. Of course, a Dao Branch wasn’t profound enough to fully carry a comprehensive technique.

His Draugr form smoothly entered a Void State, turning him into a dry sponge soaking up the truths laid bare before him. His human side faced some resistance, and he pushed down the discomfort and let Death spread through his body. Meanwhile, the rattling of chains echoed through the sealed chamber in the Kan’Tanu world. It wasn’t Alea, but rather [Chainbox Two], a spare armament he’d picked up years ago.

It wasn’t often that Zac released Death in his human form, considering it didn’t bring anything to the table for his class or the Evolutionary Stance. There wasn’t anything physically stopping him, especially now that his awakened Draugr Bloodline had drastically improved his resistance to any opposing Daos.

Still, there was a slight discrepancy between his two bodies for the first couple of minutes, like two instruments slightly out of tune. Their movements converged until they communicated the same thoughts and concepts. Surrounding his human form was a second set of trajectories generated with [Axe Mastery], doubling the number of lessons he incorporated into his Inexorable Stance.

Zac fought through his experiences, bloody struggles against everything from hordes of beasts to powerful adversaries who pushed him beyond his limits. Every swing was slightly more refined than the one before it, and the mountains of information he’d tried to digest over the past month no longer felt so overwhelming. A frown still appeared on both his faces as the endless battles replayed.

Each fight had been an important lesson that made him stronger. Having thousands of them superimposed into a broader picture gave him an upsetting sense of premonition.

Something was missing.

The more he filled in the blanks using experience and the light of [Wargod’s Sagacity], the more he felt his techniques weren’t at the standard they could be. It wasn’t like they had huge defects for their grade, they were akin to something like a Middle to High-quality Technique rather than something at the limits of what was possible. Zac briefly hesitated before rattling chains were replaced by creaking vines in the Kan’Tanu chamber.

After reaching perfect sync, Zac’s bodies diverged, with human Zac moving from Death to Life. Meanwhile, Draugr Zac mirrored the journey, fighting his way from the deathly forest in his cave toward the threshold of Life and Death. It was an intentionally measured transition to let him feel the shift it brought. After a few minutes, he’d fully entered the Evolutionary Stance with his human body.

Using both stances to their fullest simultaneously was normally very difficult, even when his bodies were separated, but the still-glowing runes let him accomplish it without a hitch. His bodies moved independently, each following its own concepts and Daos. As time passed and his understanding broadened, Zac felt his swings sync up again.

Their movements weren’t identical this time. It was more like they were partners locked in an intense battle between Life and Death. Or perhaps it was more accurate to say they’d formed a symbiotic connection where their actions depended on the other.

When one advanced, the other stepped back. When one moved left, the other moved right. One’s actions complemented the other, forming one half of the whole. They pushed and elevated one another, and Zac felt how the speed at which he incorporated the lessons of his mastery skills more than doubled.

However, no matter how hard he tried, Zac couldn’t perfectly line up his two stances. There was an unbridgeable gap between his techniques, and he was once more filled with that uncomfortable feeling of deficiency. And it wasn’t only the Inexorable Stance that created the feeling—it was both of them. He could tell it wasn’t a problem that could be fixed by fully integrating his two mastery skills.

Neither was it hard to understand what was missing. A technique only using two Daos of his trinity path could never be considered whole.

Zac had been aware of this issue for years. He figured it was something he could fix further down the road, when the two sides of his path became one. Zac now sensed that wasn’t an option, or at least not an optimal one. He hadn’t even come close to hitting the ceiling of his current stances, but they risked becoming flawed the longer he waited. He didn’t want to rebuild from the ground up, like when he was forced to spend years reworking his stances in the Orom World.

Fixing the issue was easier said than done—no one knew better than him just how difficult it was to fuse Life and Death into a working whole. Chaos was the gatekeeper that barred progression on this broken peak, a paradox that required the Grand Dao before comprehending its subsidiary components. He needed to figure out a workaround like he did with his Cosmic Core.

Zac believed the solution hid within the light of [Wargod’s Sagacity]. Vague connections formed between his technique and other parts of his cultivation system, but the radiance was already fading. The impression grew blurry and distant. Zac barely grasped a few clues just as the flickering runes in his Soul Aperture winked out.

The answer was the Void.

Zac didn’t move for a while, simply digesting the experience as his mind returned to normal. He could tell he’d mostly incorporated the insights of the mastery skills. He’d need a month or two to fully consolidate everything on the battlefield. Zac believed his stances had become roughly 15% stronger and more flexible, though it was hard to tell with techniques.

Such a boost would be a huge help in the upcoming duel, yet it didn’t feel like the biggest gain of the day. The insight at the end was the real prize, even if it had yet to become concrete. Sometimes, you needed a spark of inspiration to broaden your vision and begin the process of growth. It turned an abstract dream or aspiration into a goal that could be pursued.

Zac took a steadying breath as he opened his eyes. It felt like he’d been in an enlightened state for months, but a mental check indicated he’d only been swinging his axe for five hours. That meant there was still some time before he needed to leave for Kavista. He let his Draugr half continue digesting the inspiration while his human side emerged from the former World Lord’s cultivation chambers.

He found Vilari waiting outside, having taken up a position as Dao Guardian.

“How’s the situation?” Zac asked.

“Still stable,” Vilari said. “One of the Kan’Tanu armies returned from their battlefront, but they’re on the other side of the planet. They dispersed upon returning, so we didn’t bother with them. We’re not heading that far for resources anyhow.”

Usually, the armies of conquered planets hid within the neutral battlefronts as long as possible. Who’d want to return only to be slaughtered? The neutral ground at least provided a chance of survival since the conquerors couldn’t enter the other battlefronts. The conquerors could settle in, continue to the next world, or return home. In other words, two out of three options would let the hiding armies return home after a few weeks.

“Are you okay? Your soul seems agitated,” Vilari asked with worry after seeing Zac’s distracted state.

“It’s nothing.” Zac smiled. “I just ate a treasure of enlightenment.”

“Are you confident?”

Vilari was one of his closest confidantes, so she knew everything about the situation with the Undead Empire and the upcoming duel.

“I made some progress, but I don’t know if it’s enough,” Zac sighed. “I’ve only managed to gather rumors rather than hard intelligence. There’s a reason Kator’s holding the top spot on the Middle D-grade ladder. He’s a tough opponent.”

“Be careful,” Vilari said. “Winning or losing ultimately doesn’t matter. It’s just a small stop on your path. The real danger is the hidden threats of the Undead Empire. Commandments or not, there are bound to be conflicting goals and deep undercurrents.”

“I know. I’ll be careful,” Zac smiled. “I need to head back for a bit. Can you deal with everything here?”

“Of course. Do we need to delay the next campaign?”

“No,” Zac said. “I’ll only be a couple of hours. I probably won’t fight in the neutral battlefronts, though. I need to put all my attention on my other body.”

“Focus on your matters, and don’t worry about us,” Vilari said. “We’ve worked hard so that you don’t have to carry the whole burden alone.”

Zac said his goodbyes and flashed away, using [Earthstrider] to head to the Battlefront Array. The distance that had taken his army an hour to cross only took Zac ten minutes, and he soon appeared back on Earth. He appeared before his Draugr half, who handed over the box with the Court Cycle Token without opening his eyes.

Zac took it and left the cave, teleporting to a desolate island. In contrast to many of the islands in his archipelago, this one had extremely sparse energy. It was right on a fault line between two Nexus Veins, which meant all the energy was directed to neighboring islands. Yet, the island wasn’t empty. A huge, forbidding structure took up most of its surface.

The Imperial Prison.

His unannounced visit caused a small stir, and hurried steps echoed on the stone floor before Zac spotted a familiar face. It was Julia Lombard, the former member of the New World Government and current Minister of Justice of the Atwood Empire.

“Emperor Atwood, we didn’t expect to see you today,” Julia said with a small bow.

“You’re here?” Zac said with surprise.

“It’s an important facility of the Ministry of Justice. I work from here one to two days a week,” Julia explained. “Either case, welcome to Purgatory.”

“Purgatory?”

“That’s what the prisoners call it,” Julia said. “We just keep digging deeper as the need for more and stronger cells is endless. They say we’re halfway to hell by now.”

“Hopefully, we’ll be able to close down some of those floors one day,” Zac sighed. “How’s the situation?”

“It’s stable. The prisoners are too drained to do much of anything,” Julia said. “Are you here for an inspection?”

“No,” Zac said with a shake of his head. “I’m here to see the special prisoner. Stormstar.”
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Suddenly, there was a break in the monotony, and Stormstar opened her eyes upon hearing a clank in the distance. Did they think a short stint of solitude would make her dance to their tune? These filthy-rich strangers really were newly integrated rubes. She was born from the stars, accustomed to the vast silence. Let alone sitting around for a couple of days. She could do a year standing on her head if need be.

Of course, she would have preferred a better environment than a prison made from Sinkstone. The ceilings, the walls—everything acted as a natural sponge, stealing any energy before it reached her. Well, almost all energy. The Sinkstones and Prison Arrays might work on these inexperienced natives, but how could the settlers of the Ragged Expanse not have some tricks up their sleeves?

Every day came with the threat of running into anything from Kan’Tanu slavers to competing vessels. You’d better be ready for a desperate attempt at escape before they brought you to their bases. Her former crew could testify to that. The memory filled her heart with annoyance. It had taken her four decades to assemble her crew after assassinating her old captain and commandeering her ship. All that hard work, down the drain.

Not that it mattered now. She’d been chosen for greatness, becoming a Skybreaker of Ultom and shedding her old life. Who cared about being locked in a dungeon? If anything, they were welcome to leave her down here. The mortal food they provided to replace Cosmic Energy was decent enough, and they seemed to be far from any of the crazy cultists that hounded her nightmares since she was old enough to have them. She would be more than happy to wait out the timer and let the inheritance whisk her away.

How could these people leave her to her own devices? They probably had no idea what the inheritance was, but a week should have been enough to make some inquiries. That prospect was cause for constant worry. Considering the gear these people were sporting, they probably had some good channels. Good enough for their inquiries to reach the mighty figures hiding in the shadows.

Stormstar didn’t know whether she wanted to be discovered or not. It would be nice to grab onto a nice juicy thigh and enjoy the benefits being a lackey brought. She just wasn’t even dirt in the eyes of those lords. Who knew, there might even be ways for them to snatch her opportunity. Then where would she be? No, better stick to what she knew—stake it out on her own, and fish in the muddy waters.

She needed to make her move before these people tried to copy the idea of her previous captor.

Stormstar kept her face impassive, ready to strike the moment the door opened. It had taken over a month of effort, but she’d finally accumulated enough energy for, well, something. The Kan’Tanu lord was too worried about his scheme being exposed that he couldn’t properly contain her in their real dungeons, and these guys seemed to think sealing a Hegemon’s Cosmic Core was enough. Had they forgotten they’d all stored energy through their bodies until reaching the D-grade? Only fools wouldn’t have backup reservoirs hidden somewhere in their bodies.

The steps drew closer. She placed her wrist against the small spike she’d managed to form. Shattering the bracelet would probably cost her a hand. The [Stormfiend Codex] would let her regrow it in a year or so. The reinforced door opened, and a stranger walked inside, a man of great contrasts.

He had one of the most impressive physiques she’d ever seen, with well-defined muscles that gave off a refreshing aura. He should be a Body Cultivator just like herself. Too bad his appearance was average at best. Even worse was the tell-tale lack of spirituality in his eyes and features. Even if he exuded a decently strong aura, his future was bound to be limited.

What a waste. Even with a slightly Dao-touched face, he’d be able to make a name for himself as a kept consort of the Pirate Empress or on one of the pleasure ships of the Seven Secrets Carnival.

Stormstar tried to look confused and scared. Inside, she sneered when this newcomer failed to close the door behind him—big mistake.

“Stormstar, I presume?” he said as he took out a chair and sat down. Strike two.

“Who’re you? The custodian?”

“I guess you could say I’m the big boss,” he said. “You can call me Zac.”

“Big boss?” Stormstar laughed. “Don’t let that scary black-eyed zombie hear that.”

The man only smiled at the taunt. “I hear you’ve been chosen for an opportunity.”

“That’s true, that’s true,” Stormstar eagerly nodded. “A sage came to me in my dreams and said we have great fate. He imparted me with an ancient seal, explaining it was the key to a great opportunity. I’m sure you’ve heard of the powerful outsiders by now. They’re here for the opportunity my senior is guarding.”

“Someone visited your dreams?” the man said with a raised brow.

“I know it sounds corny, but it’s true,” Stormstar lied. “He said he’d soon return. I can request an additional slot in exchange for freedom and some resources. Hell, I’ll even ask to bring your friend over there if it gets me out of this place.”

“Who are you—” the man said and turned around.

Strike three.

Stormstar exploded into action, lunging for her target while unleashing everything she’d stockpiled. There was no thought of conserving energy. This bastard had multiple Spatial Rings on his hands; there were bound to be crystals and pills to replenish her stockpiles.

A gory explosion shook the cell when she ripped off her sealed hand. It didn’t even slow her down. She’d become the storm, and the winds that had been sealed in her blood flooded her remaining hand. It all gathered into a lethal blade aimed at her target’s neck.

The world shifted, and Stormstar almost felt like her soul had been knocked out of her body when her face crashed into the ground with enough force to crack her jaw and knock out a few teeth. She couldn’t understand what just happened. One moment, he’d been turned away. The next, her head was in his hand, crashing toward the ground.

The pain was nothing when faced with the horror of the aura that suddenly filled the room. She’d thought the Remoulded was scary. Turns out it was simply a joke in the face of the roaring killing intent released from the stranger’s body. She could have been staring up at an actual Primordial Fiendgod, the mythological creature that was the source of inspiration for her Body Tempering Manual.

The whole prison quaked when faced with the brutality of his aura. How could this level of oppression come from a commoner like this? Stormstar doubted that even the feared Reincarnators could reach this level.

She couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. She’d named herself after the mysterious Wind-attuned star where she’d chanced upon the Seal of the Hollow Court. Now, he was the storm while she was a mere candle at the precipice of being snuffed out.

“Decent try. I was wondering if you’d dare make a move.”

“Mercy! I submit,” she croaked, looking as pitiful as possible as she peered up from the ground. “I’ll do anything! Please, spare me!”

There wasn’t even a trickle of blood. It was a relief now that things had come to this, though it still filled her with irreconciliation.

The pressure subsided, but Stormstar didn’t dare move so much as a finger. First and foremost, she was a survivor. She was ninety years old, old enough to know when to advance and when to back down. It was the whole reason she’d managed to become a captain at such a young age.

“Enough nonsense with the sages and dreams. You should recognize this rune, right?” the man said, and Stormstar’s heart sank even further upon seeing the box he held.

It was there, the mysterious rune that had given her a new lease on life. It was only one of many; hers wasn’t even in the prime position. It proved she might not be as fated as she’d thought, or that the opportunity was as simple as she initially believed.

Stormstar inwardly grumbled. Why did this plain-looking bastard have to pretend to be the sheep? She’d bet the ship that he was a rube, only to find out he knew even more than her.

The box opened, displaying a blank piece of metal within. It didn’t look like much, not nearly as attention-grabbing as the brutal axe that appeared in the man’s hand. The killing intent leaking from its gleaming edge made Stormstar’s hair stand on end. She couldn’t imagine the number of lives it had reaped to gain such a brutal aura. At least she’d have some company in the afterlife.

No! She was chosen, picked by the ancient inheritance that had driven everyone crazy. She wasn’t fated to die in some cage. She wracked her brain to remember that feeling from before, to display some knowledge and showcase her value. She came up woefully short. What in the stars was she supposed to do with a blank piece of metal?

“Use your connection to the Hollow Court to activate this thing. If you fail, we’ll have a different sort of conversation.”
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The oppressive atmosphere of the Imperial Prison lingered in Zac’s heart as he teleported back to Port Atwood. It was his first visit, and seeing just how many high-risk prisoners they’d accumulated over the years was sobering. Especially so considering how cheap life was in the Multiverse, where many who would be imprisoned before were simply killed on the spot or executed later.

The fall of civilization during the Integration had led to a drastic loss of order, where scum like Roger saw their chance to live out their twisted ambitions. The situation gradually improved since, but the war set them back by a depressing degree. The main cities were all quite safe. The same couldn’t be said for smaller and remote settlements. Those strong enough to become peacekeeping guards in this Era had been sent to the frontlines, exposing the home front to society’s dark underbelly.

There were even problems within his army. Infighting and killing for resources were all-too-common, and some soldiers acted like beasts on the conquered worlds.

Unfortunately, his meeting with Stormstar hadn’t given him anything to improve his mood. They’d known from the beginning that she had an emergency stockpile, and he’d wanted to see what she would do with it. Unfortunately, she chose to ambush him the second he showed a small opening, dispelling any thoughts of recruiting her to his faction.

His experiment didn’t fare any better. Zac sighed as he gazed down at the Court Cycle Token, properly inspecting it again. No matter how he looked at the quest reward, it was the same as before. Zac would have mistaken it for something crafted with mortal materials if not for the fact the small token weighed as much as a boulder and was utterly impossible to bend or scratch.

He’d hoped the token would react upon encountering a sealbearer, but there hadn’t been any response. The pirate had been so desperate to follow his request, she’d actually tried to force it into her forehead when all else failed, creating a crack in her skull before Zac could stop her. Yet nothing she’d done elicited any response. Zac still had no idea what the token’s purpose was. They’d already confirmed with the arrays that Stormstar really was a sealbearer, so that wasn’t the issue.

Zac had eventually been forced to give up. He hadn’t killed her and only told her to come up with the solution before the next time he visited—a small payback for trying to lob off his head. In reality, he wasn’t sure what to do about the pirate-turned-raider.

Stormstar had spouted nonsense since he entered the cell and pounced when she saw an opening—not exactly someone you could trust your back to inside the trial. Perhaps it was better to move the incomplete seal to one of his own. Ogras still lacked one piece to complete his. Perhaps it was better for sealbearers to follow the quest chain. If nothing else, it came with additional bursts of enlightenment. He also needed a second Skybreaker if he planned to form two cycles before the inheritance began.

Then again, Stormstar had been chosen by the seal, meaning she had some sort of affinity with the outer court. Zac strongly suspected that the natural sealbearers would have an advantage over those who stole the opportunities from the hands of others. There was also the option of selling her to the Undead Empire. A sealbearer of the Hollow Court was an extremely valuable asset to the mission, and he’d be able to trade a whole lot of resources for her seal.

In either case, Zac wasn’t in a hurry to decide. More than a dozen layers of protection were hidden across the island. There was even a huge array installed underwater, which could seal off the whole region. Even a Late Hegemon would have a hard time breaking in or out of Purgatory before reinforcements arrived. Stormstar wasn’t going anywhere, even if her gambit had worked.

Zac was more concerned about the Court Cycle Token and felt it too early to throw it into some corner of his Spatial Ring until the trial started. It was possible the captive wasn’t considered part of his cycle, which could have prevented the token from doing something. And as luck would have it, he had a backup guinea pig to test this theory on.

It was time to visit Jaol, his resident Technocrat navigator.

Jaol had stayed on Earth since he and Zac came to an agreement where he’d help replace Jaol’s bionic body parts with ones of flesh. He was even part of the army, though he hadn’t officially registered for the war. With multiple technocrat components installed throughout his body, Zac and the officials aware of Jaol’s situation hesitated to integrate him into a battalion.

It was no secret what the System thought of the Technocrats, or rather the Selvari Empire. Zac wouldn’t be surprised if the System arranged deadlier opponents if it found Technocrats hiding within an army. Besides, it wasn’t like the navigator would be much use on the battlefield.

Jaol had been attached to the Atwood Army Research Department, located in a newly built annex of his academy. The Research Department had already surpassed the academy in size and continuously expanded along the island’s eastern shores. Most of his talented academics and craftsmen had been transferred over, ranging from the old scholars of the Technocrat Research Base to the Ishiate Tinkerers.

The department also consumed more money and resources than even his elite armies. It was a necessary expenditure. The Research Department worked on hundreds of projects to strengthen his armies and decrease his dependence on outside resources. The sooner his empire could produce D-grade equipment, pills, and War Machines in-house, the better.

Jaol fit much better in that environment and was currently helping with projects for the Atwood Navy. Most of his knowledge of navigation and spaceflight couldn’t be directly translated into something suitable for a faction reliant on orthodox cultivation, but some things could. He’d already created a few gadgets that were installed on the Atwood Empire’s Creator Vessels, adding handy features.

He’d also made a few improvements to the adapters that let old Earth technology and Arrays communicate, continuing the work Kenzie had begun. It was only a limited research direction, set up for convenience’s sake, such as allowing citizens to use common old-world home appliances and having Gathering Arrays convert excess energy into electricity.

It wasn’t like the Multiverse lacked the type of commodities that old Earth possessed. They generally ran on ambient Cosmic Energy, which meant limitless clean energy. However, a young faction like the Atwood Empire lacked the infrastructure, be it factories or inscribers, to produce the daily necessities. It was easier to repurpose the old manufacturing during a transitionary period, and it wouldn’t attract the System’s ire so long as the technology lacked any form of spirituality.

Zac found the navigator in a restricted workshop in front of multiple large monitors that presented rows of data with dizzying speed.

“Did you bring the—” Jaol mumbled as the door slid open, the words catching in his throat upon realizing it wasn’t some assistant that had returned. “What are you doing here?”

“Just passing by,” Zac said, throwing over the metal token. “Hey, have you seen something like this before? Is it something of your kin?”

“Hmm, it resembles an alloy, but it’s not. If anything, it feels ancient,” Jaol muttered as his bionic eyes whirred. “Wait, wha⁠—!”

A streak of light was dragged out of Jaol’s body and entered the token. The shocked navigator threw away the token as though it was scalding. Zac was ready to catch it. Finally, there was a change. A small rune of the Farsee Court appeared on one of the sides, seemingly engraved. Better yet, it released a weak aura. It was just a whisper, one Zac would be able to recognize anywhere.

The aura of Ultom.
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As Zac expected, he needed to have his sealbearers infuse the token to officially form a cycle. It also confirmed that you needed to have a real link to the sealbearer since the process was automatic for Jaol and impossible for Stormstar. In other words, Zac couldn’t go around slapping random sealbearers with the token to fill up on cycles.

The situation also gave some possible answers to his other Ultom-related quest, One by Nine.

[One by Nine (Unique, Inheritance): Form a full cycle of Sealbearers. Reward: Entry to the Left Imperial Palace (9/9) COMPLETE. [1148 days] [NOTE: Multiple cycles can be formed.]

The quest had been listed as complete for a while, yet it was impossible to turn in. Perhaps that would change when he filled in the whole token, at which point it would become a key. Who knew? There might even be follow-up quests waiting for him.

Confirming if that were true was easier said than done. His progress might say 9/9, but he currently lacked access to three of the outer courts. Ogras would be gone for a while, and there was no telling when or if Kruta would arrive. Finally, there was the issue of the Daedalian Court, where Zac still wasn’t sure who counted as part of his cycle. It should be either Ventus or Catheya, neither of whom was close at hand.

Most interesting was the weak aura of Ultom the token exuded. It wasn’t close to the levels of the epiphany, and was far inferior to the lake water. On the other hand, it didn’t dissipate or weaken. The rune of the Farsee Court released a steady stream of crystallized comprehension. He might be able to use the token as a cultivation-assisting treasure, similar to Yrial’s Statue or the [Mind’s Eye Agate] he lost a while back.

It wasn’t enough to do much of anything right now. What if he filled up the cycle? Or even multiple cycles?

“How do you feel?” Zac asked as he carefully stowed the token.

“How do I feel?” Jaol swore, his face a mask of fear and suspicion. “Bastard, what did you do? What was that thing?”

“What’s with that look? I just officially added you to my group for the upcoming inheritance. How could that hurt you?” Zac said with a roll of his eyes.

“Then why did you pretend like it was a technocrat disk?” Jaol countered.

“Did anything change for you?” Zac asked, studiously ignoring Jaol’s question. “Any prompts, new quests? Any energy entering your body?”

Truth be told, Zac had no idea what the token would do. Even now, he just had working theories that could easily be proven incorrect. His biggest fear was that the token would extract the seals altogether. That was why he’d started with Stormstar and continued to Jaol. Better their seals disappear than someone like Vilari. Ultimately, Jaol wasn’t one of his people, more like a reluctant ally.

The Technocrat was contributing to his faction, but Jaol would undoubtedly sell Zac down the river if it meant getting back in the good graces of the Living AIs. Besides, while his fate had been thrown off-kilter after the events in Little Bean, it was undeniable that Jaol had come out ahead. Zac had already given him a fortune to get his new life started, and he was almost certain Jaol’s Karmic connection to him was the only reason he could become a sealbearer in the first place.

“Whatever,” Jaol muttered, having deflated under Zac’s even stare. “No, nothing. I didn’t feel anything from that mysterious light, and my quest still says I need two more pieces to finish my seal.”

“Alright,” Zac nodded after confirming the situation by having Jaol share the quest. “I guess that’s it then. Let me know if anything changes.”

“I will. Just don’t blame me if your subordinates don’t forward my messages,” Jaol said, his eyes darting toward a metal door to the other side of the room. “Uh, is that the only reason you came here?”

“I had some time, so I figured I’d check in,” Zac shrugged as he nodded at the screen. “What’s that?”

“This? I’m still working on modules that can better interpret the data your vessels provide,” Jaol said. “The scanners of your Class—ehm—D-grade Vessels are surprisingly good, but most information is too complex. Your navigators can’t make sense of it, so the ships limit what they share. Furthermore, your vessels are all military make, so they prioritize battle-related readings.”

Zac was aware of the problem. Karunthel had warned him when the shipyard was upgraded. Some features ran in a simplified mode because they lacked specialists like Jaol to take charge. Like with everything else, they were working around the clock to catch up, needing some stop-gap measures until then.

“The things I’m working on are designed to sift through the discarded data and lessen the workload for your crews.”

“Lessen the workload in what way?”

“Right now, I’m working on something that’d quickly let you determine the source of distant energy signatures. Your ships only provide low-priority general information unless the source is something like a Cosmic Vessel or array. You use the Destroyers for resource extraction as much as their original purpose. This module will help your crew determine whether whatever your scanners pick up comes from Natural Treasures, large quantities of low-quality materials, or something else. At a later stage, it’ll be able to tell exactly what treasure it is and how much.”

“Without any AI or technology, right?” Zac asked while looking at the data with interest.

The setup made Zac think of the tablets the ‘Datamancers’ used back in the Mystic Realm, and he worried Jaol would try to sneak Selvari tech into his ships for one reason or another. Then again, Zac could vaguely tell something was different about the text on the screen. It almost felt like he was looking at an array, where his Ultom-awarded insight picked up on some patterns.

“I’m not crazy,” Jaol said. “I’m only using a screen since I’m more used to reading data this way. It’s a headache doing all this work without the assistance of the Digital World or a specialized AI, though. You’re all living like barbarians.”

“You people wouldn’t be cowering in a remote corner of the Multiverse if the Technocrat way was so superior. There are arrays and spirits out there just as complex and powerful as your AIs. It’s just that your foundations are shallow in this regard,” Zac countered. “This is an interesting project. Let me know if you need anything to speed up the process.”

The Creator ships were top-of-the-line, and as Jaol said, they were specialist vessels. Adding extra features was a godsend since Zac doubted his upgrade quest would broaden his ship catalog that much. Until now, the Creators had only sold warships, likely by design from the quest that awarded the shipyard.

The modules would help him chart his stellar neighborhood, though they sounded especially useful for the war effort. The [Elite War Mapper] only showed where merit could be found, and it wasn’t always easy to tell which markings would lead to riches and which ones represented hidden experts or strategic resources of no value to the Atwood Empire. And the more efficiently they could extract value from the enemy planets, the quicker they could move on to the next campaign.

“I could use a couple of helpers. It doesn’t need to be skilled labor like the so-called Datamancers you sent over,” Jaol said. “The prototype is working. We simply need to build a database for the array to compare energy signatures. The more data we’ve collected, the more precise the array’s estimates will become.”

A smile tugged at Zac’s lips at the thought of how technology and magic were ultimately the same. For so long, he’d thought there was something about the Dao of Technology that clashed with the Heavens, but it was just an ancient grudge that scarcely anyone remembered the reason for any longer. The Supremacies of the Technocrat Alliance must feel incredibly frustrated about the situation.

“I’ll arrange something with our treasury. We have quite a bit of stuff lying around. You could try building something portable. Something the quartermasters of our armies could use while going through our loot.”

“That’s a good idea,” Jaol eagerly nodded, his eyes darting to the door.

“Alright, what’s on your mind?” Zac said. “What’s behind the door?

“Ah, well,” Jaol coughed. “Do you remember our last discussion?”

“I haven’t forgotten. Do you have everything ready?”

“I do,” Jaol said, eagerly walking to the door.

It slid open, leading into a large warehouse lined with dozens of vats and special containers. It looked like a mad scientist’s laboratory, and Zac looked at Jaol with a raised brow.

“You’ve been busy.”

“I, ah, might have exaggerated your involvement in a clandestine project to get help with my search after I didn’t hear from you for a while,” Jaol said, studiously looking away.

“Fine, but no more,” Zac said as he stepped inside. “You need this much?”

“No. You just never know what could turn out to be useful. I’ve collected all kinds of promising samples, and the war veritably flooded the markets. I’ve drawn out a series of branching schematics, depending on how well you think you can replicate these things.”

“You do realize I have my hands full? It’s all hands on deck, and I can’t spend my days analyzing all these bloodlines. You need to—” Zac said as he looked across the room full of samples, then froze upon seeing a body floating in the inner corner. He flashed over, his eyes wide with shock. “Where did you get this?”

“What’s the matter?” Jaol asked after catching up. “An old acquaintance?”

“Something like that,” Zac sighed. “An old enemy.”

It was Uvek Cartava, the leader of one of the four factions of the Research Base. The Cartava Clan had targeted his faction in a desperate attempt to escape the base, nearly resulting in disaster. Luckily, Zac had returned in time, foiling their attempt. Uvek was almost killed, but his followers managed to fake the old man’s death at the last moment, narrowly escaping with a small group of civilians.

The survivors of the Cartava Clan had escaped toward another fragment of the Research Base when things came crashing down, and that was the last he saw of them. He’d assumed they all died since they failed to show up on Memorysteel Mountain, either killed by Void Beasts, the Lunar Clan, or the realm’s collapse. This definitely wasn’t a face he’d expected to see.

“I’m not surprised,” Jaol said. “I found this guy floating outside one of the local planets with over a hundred clansmen around him. He’s from the Technocrat Research Base, right?”

“What’s going on?”

“My search for strong bloodlines led me to the survivors of the Subspace Station I heard was connected to this planet. When I learned that many research subjects tried to escape their prison by jumping through spatial anomalies, I tuned my scanning modules to look for corpses floating around space. Their weak signals are normally something your vessels will disregard unless the bodies are Hegemons or above. Only those people might have stuff worth looting.

“When I made it look for E-grade bodies, quite a few popped up nearby. Mostly people who tried to escape at the last moment or were spat out when the realm exploded. I only found two bodies from before your world’s integration into the System.”

Zac was surprised to learn that people had been thrown out in his cosmic backyard. Everyone had waited for the Great Redeemer to descend, and his failure to do so was taken as proof that the path between Earth and Mystic Realm was completely cut. Perhaps these people had been spat out before things reached that point, or perhaps the battle between the titans had forced Voridis A’Heliophos to flee, costing him his chance to find Earth before the Assimilation.

“Do you know if they were alive when they appeared in the main dimension? Could there be survivors?” Zac asked.

“Possible, but unlikely,” Jaol said. “The spatial tears or the Void destroyed most bodies. Only the strongest would survive moving through dimensions. Even then, they’d have to appear on a planet or close enough to reach the atmosphere before dying of asphyxiation.”

Zac shook his head as he turned away from Uvek’s body. The Cartava Clan was truly pitiful. They’d been captured by the Tsarun Clan because of their eyes, and one suffering had replaced another. Yet they’d held on for a chance at freedom, and now they were gone. Uvek had once more become a research specimen.

It made him wonder if it was related to the Taboo Power held within their eyes. Leviala tampered with the River of Time twice. Could the cosmic backlash be powerful enough to curse her whole clan?

“Do you want me to—” Jaol hesitated.

“It doesn’t matter,” Zac said with a shake of his head. “I won’t be able to recreate the Temporal Bloodline in his eyes—I’ve already tried that for our Revenants. And like I said, I can’t spend too much time studying all these bloodlines.”

“Of course. I’ve thought of an alternative method that might be easier for you,” Jaol said as he walked over to a table. “The problem is recreating the bloodlines themselves, right? What if, instead of creating new body parts from scratch, you create my genealogical makeup inside an existing organ? I’m a normal human, apart from my implants, so it should be much easier. I’ve already extracted the essence of my blood.”

“Like an organ transplant without any rejection,” Zac thoughtfully muttered. “Maybe. It would require very delicate control, and Creation Energy is notoriously hard to keep in line.”

“Any more delicate than recreating a foreign bloodline?”

He had to admit it was an interesting prospect, and not just for his deal with Jaol. If his idea worked, it might let Zac manufacture Corpselords without any downsides of rejection between body parts. Sure, using Creation Energy and Longevity absolutely wasn’t worth it for common Corpselords or even elites. What about the Heaven’s Chosen he encountered?

Zac could imagine the kind of powerful followers he’d be able to raise if he fused the strongest aspects of his strongest enemies into one body. He even had a lot of candidates in his Corpse Sack, considering how often he was forced to target the heads of his enemies to take them out in one go.

The concept might even have uses beyond creating bodies and body parts. It could be combined with the techniques of [Cosmic Forge] to create perfect materials for his Spirit Tools. Verun, especially, could benefit from adding a Cosmic Cycle or two. Zac needed to get everything just right to not damage its growth potential.

Zac shelved the idea as he gathered the data and samples Jaol had collected. There was way too much on his hands right now to add his crafting technique to the list. His weapons had already reached a state where they wouldn’t hold him back in the war or the Left Imperial Palace, which was good enough for now.

“I’ll give it a try. Give me two months to look over the materials,” Zac said.

Jaol quickly nodded. “No problem, take your time. A few months here or there won’t make any difference.”

“I’ll talk to you later,” Zac said as he left the research center.

Zac glanced in the direction of his compound but shook his head and teleported to Pangea, where he briefly met with Rhuger. A second sigil was added to the token, and the aura it released grew stronger. Oddly enough, Rhuger didn’t seem to notice, and neither did Janos or the others he visited one after the other.

An hour later, Zac ran out of sealbearers on Earth. He found himself standing by the shores within his compound, looking out at the boundless sea. A storm rumbled in the distance, its dark clouds creeping closer. The scene perfectly mirrored Zac’s thoughts. As the duel drew closer, his sense of apprehension became stronger.

It wasn’t his danger sense warning him of a plot like in the Perennial Vastness, it was an uncertainty from the depths of his heart. It wasn’t just the quest that made him ask for an extension, that nagging feeling refused to abate. It wasn’t a fear of Kator but rather a worry over his mental state. Eight years of running rampant in the Perennial Vastness seemed to have created a flaw in his mentality, and he felt his very identity under threat.

When the Incursion struck, he was a nobody, a lost boy in the woods struggling to survive. He’d always held onto that feeling of helplessness, even when his identity began to shift. Conquering the Azh’Rezak Clan, becoming the strongest on Earth. Having his name spread far and wide across the sector and beyond. Mortal or not, he’d become a true Heaven’s Chosen and only advanced from there.

It had become harder and harder to convince himself that he needed to be careful, that the waters of the Multiverse were deeper than he could imagine, and Zac realized he’d been nurturing the arrogance of an elite. He’d heard the warnings, seen the signs. Kator was an absolute monster. Yet, in Zac’s heart of hearts, there had been a sense of superiority and conviction that he’d pull ahead. Kator was ultimately only ninety years old, which wasn’t that different from himself. When restricted to the same level, how could he possibly lose?

Now, he started worrying about what would happen if he came up short. Would it damage his path, his convictions? The impervious mentality that let him forge ahead despite all odds? Was his Dao Heart perhaps not as stable as he’d come to believe?

Zac shook his head and turned away from the advancing clouds. Investigating the token had been a welcome distraction, but he couldn’t stall any longer. Only by facing the doubts in his heart could he quash them before they turned into Heart Demons corroding his Dao.

He’d done what he could, and it was time to test his axe against Kator’s mace.
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The soothing caress of Death was the same when Zac stepped onto Kavista’s soil. The war seemed so distant within the tranquil courtyard. His appearance was expected this time, and Zac didn’t even have time to address the guards before his surroundings twisted. When his vision stabilized, Zac found himself standing in the familiar meeting room, surrounded by the usual suspects.

“Hello again.” Zac nodded calmly, feeling slightly nervous upon being stared down by the Monarchs. Like there was a vague threat lingering in the air. Perhaps the feeling was triggered by paranoia after Tavza’s warning. Perhaps it was triggered by the unease that had plagued him the past days.

There was a chance his high Luck let him pick up on a real plot against his life. If that were the case, it was much weaker than when he’d been targeted by Valsa of the First Heaven. Hopefully, that meant no one had committed to targeting him in the next couple of days.

“I was wondering whether you’d dare show up,” Kator laughed.

“I said I’d be here, so I’m here.” Zac shrugged. “Let’s make this quick, though. I need to get back on the battlefield.”

“Haste makes waste, young friend,” Laz said. “We’ve read the reports. You haven’t stopped for a moment since returning. It’s not a sustainable pace in a conflict of this scale.”

“Even if you can keep going, it’s a good idea to let your men rest occasionally,” Pavina added. “Tired soldiers make mistakes, and mistakes lead to deaths.”

“I’ll be careful.” Zac nodded.

“You’re speaking like he has a choice,” Kator said. “His subordinates are just trash covered in treasures, and the Kan’Tanu will reach the Allbright Empire in a couple of months. I bet the System will set up large-scale battlefields at that point. They won’t have a chance later if they don’t push themselves now.”

Zac tried to ignore Kator’s comment about his men, but a flame of anger ignited upon remembering how valiantly they’d fought under him over the past month.

“What? You thought you’d formed an iron-veined army in this short duration?” Kator scoffed upon seeing Zac’s glare. “Your so-called Calamity Company would get ripped apart by any neophyte squad from back home. Haven’t you realized? Your enemies are all trash as well. The System is going easy on newly Integrated worlds. You’re just smashing some border settlements with your wealth.”

He wanted to refute the Reaver, but there was some truth to his words. Even after consecutive victories, they hadn’t encountered any really powerful or connected worlds. Not even any official soldiers from the seven chapters, and only one Remoulded. Their opponents were getting stronger, and they still had an easier time than the D-grade worlds under the powerful empires.

There was no point in getting bogged down in a shouting match with Kator about it, though, so he focused on what he said about the frontlines instead. As expected, the war would enter the next stage soon enough. Zac turned to the Draugr for answers.

“Will the Million Gates Territory’s defensive line be able to hold?”

“That’s…” Laz said. “It’ll be a tough battle.”

Zac’s heart sank upon seeing his expression. He didn’t look confident at all.

“Is it because of the outsiders?”

“They have moved up the conflict, and only have a supportive role like ourselves. Most of us will relocate soon. We’ll be acting as deterrence for the outsiders on the other side,” Laz said. “The problem is the Kan’Tanu themselves.”

“You won’t help us fight against them?” Zac frowned, understanding the implication within Laz’s explanation. So long as the Monarchs on the other side didn’t make a move, neither would they.

“This is not our fight. We’re only here for the inheritance, and there’s a tacit agreement between the external factions. We won’t interfere with the war, at least not in the open,” Toss said upon seeing Zac’s displeasure. “If anything, you don’t want us to make a move. It’ll escalate the conflict, and you locals will suffer.”

“The empire isn’t just looking the other way. The Kavriel Province has helped reinforce the defensive lines for years, and we’ve transferred a third of our forces to the Alliance,” Laz said.

“Kid, if you want my advice, ignore that battle and focus on the battlefronts,” Toss said. “The System won’t arrange things neatly for you youngsters if you head over there to help. The established factions will go all out, using hidden cards and their Dao Reserves. What good is your Early D-grade cultivation if one of the Kan’Tanu Monarchs turns your Cosmic Vessel into ash?”

“So what should we do?”

“The harder you fight on the graded battlefronts, the fewer soldiers the Kan’Tanu will be able to send to the frontlines,” Pavina said. “Their approach has taken so long because they have created a safe path through the Million Gates Territory. Their first goal will be to create a beachhead outside the Eternal Storm and set up large-scale teleporters to transport soldiers.”

“They’ve stabilized the Million Gates Territory?” Zac exclaimed. “Is that even possible?”

“It’s possible, especially with the Starbeast Alliance helping out,” Laz said.

“They’ve got special techniques to traverse the Endless Storm?”

“Techniques? If you can call having a big body a technique,” Kator scoffed. “Their ancestors are the size of continents in their true forms. Even Starbeast Monarchs can crush most spatial turbulence with their bodies alone. How hard could it be to force their way through the calm edges of the Eternal Storm?”

Zac felt helpless over the situation. The Kan’Tanu was enough of a headache, and these outsiders only made it worse. They didn’t want to dirty their hands, but they sure seemed more than willing to fan the flames. They didn’t care if trillions of people died on the frontier so long as it created a situation where they could fish for more seals.

“It’s only a temporary solution,” Tavza added, and Laz nodded in agreement.

“The Eternal Storm has its name for a reason. Untamed dimensions pushing against integrated space will constantly give rise to new turbulence. The invaders will have to maintain the road if they want to keep using it for passage and create backups in case it fails. Our side wants to destroy their route to our sector. There’s already a hidden war being waged within the Eternal Storm, with thousands of elite units participating.”

The struggle within the storm was news to Zac, but he wasn’t surprised. His shipyard quest advanced daily thanks to more enemy vessels being struck down. Ten days ago, progress had moved from 228 to 241 in the span of four hours. A large-scale battle must have erupted somewhere within the Million Gates Territory.

Zac still wasn’t convinced about their motives. There was no reason for the outside influences controlling the Allbright Empire, the Havarok Dynasty, or the other top-tier Zecia factions, to slow the war. His people had already found clues indicating the outsiders wanted to maintain a balance where neither side gained nor lost too much. At least until the time of the trial.

Then again, the status quo favored Zecia, so Zac guessed he shouldn’t complain.

“For now, I have no intention to send my people to the physical frontlines. The Atwood Empire is already providing high-quality Cosmic Vessels. It’s more than enough for an Early D-grade force. Like Kator says, it might not be up to me,” Zac said, turning to the Reaver. “Are you ready? Or are you going to keep annoying me in hopes it’ll make me slip up later?”

“What do I need to ready myself for?” Kator snickered. “And don’t you worry, it’ll be over quickly. You’ll be back home before you know it.”

“Boys,” Pavina said with a helpless shake of her head.

“Remember, it’s just a friendly spar, not a battle with your futures on the line,” Toss grunted. “There are a few more topics to cover. We saw the recording of the token. Are there any findings since?”

Zac thought it over before sharing what he’d discovered since parting with Petrus and what he believed it signified. He didn’t share the aura the token had begun to release, though. That was a secret cultivation resource best kept close to the vest.

“Your theory seems plausible. Let’s hope it has more uses than unlocking the gates to the Left Imperial Palace,” Tavza said.

“Where’s the token now?” Kator asked. “Let’s test it on me.”

“If you were me, would you bring it here?” Zac said with a roll of his eyes. “I’ll just go ahead and hold onto it until the mission starts.”

“How about a trade? A peak D-grade Wild Mystic Realm and 1,000 C-grade Nexus Coins for the token,” Kator said. “It’s a great deal if what you say is true. What’s the use of a key to the main court when our mission will take us elsewhere? Meanwhile, a powerful unpopulated realm and a capital infusion would be a huge boost for your little kingdom.”

Zac almost blurted an agreement upon hearing the offer. A Peak D-grade Mystic Realm should be right at the threshold of becoming an Ancient Realm. It could become a hidden Holy Land like the ones most established factions used, or a road to survival in case they lost the war. Zac could move his people into the realm and destroy the exit, allowing them to hide within the Void until the storm passed. Meanwhile, the token would only slightly assist his cultivation in the short run, and possibly help him out inside the trial.

Yet, Zac’s instincts told him he would regret it if he agreed.

“That’s okay. We’re doing fine as we are.”

“I’ll be here in case you change your mind,” the Reaver snickered. “Don’t think I’ll buy that thing after the mission ends and the elite forces leave this wretched corner of space. You might regret not taking the deal when those cultists come knocking on your door.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Zac said, inwardly sneering.

He doubted the Reaver would be so blasé over the token if he knew it released a continuous stream of inspiration.

“What is your plan for the captive sealbearer?” Toss asked.

“No plan yet.”

“We’d be willing to trade her for resources if you can’t find a use for her seal.”

“Perhaps in the future,” Zac said. “I want to keep her around for a while. Maybe I can turn her around to get her brand on the token.”

“It’s not a pressing matter,” the Reaver said, dropping the subject.

The meeting went on for another thirty minutes, even if there wasn’t much else to discuss. Kator’s scathing remarks aside, the Calamity Company had performed beyond their expectations, and his next quest only needed him to keep fighting. He received some suggestions based on the reports sent back from Serzo and Petrus, there were no complaints or demands. Unfortunately, that didn’t mean Zac’s request for access to more resources was granted, either to buy or be provided for free.

The Monarchs used their usual excuse that meddling excessively with the younger generation could have unintended consequences. At the same time, they indicated they would trade any captured sealbearer he encountered, even if he managed to engrave them on his token first. Zac wasn’t so sure about that kind of trade. The token was a litmus test of sorts. If a sealbearer managed to leave a rune behind, they genuinely wanted to follow him. How could he send someone like that to the Undead Empire to be killed or awakened?

The atmosphere grew more oppressive as the minutes passed, but Laz seemed unwilling to let the meeting end. The topics he broached became more tangential and theoretical, much to the displeasure of the Reavers.

“Any other matters can be dealt with as they arrive,” Toss eventually said. “There’s no point in wasting time dredging these old topics again.”

“Let’s get this over with, then,” Laz sighed, and the surroundings shifted.

The Monarchs had transported them to a huge arena over a mile wide to accommodate the powers of Hegemons. Of course, a fight using only techniques was unlikely to require that much space. Zac could tell from the brutal aura radiating from Kaldor that he wasn’t a cultivator whose technique relied on dodging and harassment. Just like himself, he was a head-on fighter.

Zac couldn’t even estimate how many spectators could fit in the galleries. Today, they were empty, with no one coming to join them. It gave the coliseum a desolate aura. Zac preferred this over his fight being turned into sport for some Kavriel scions. A ripple spread through the area, and Zac could feel Tavza’s and Kator’s attributes being suppressed. He couldn’t sense any change in the Monarchs and guessed they were too strong to be affected.

“Three clean hits at vitals means victory. After each hit, you create distance,” Toss said. “You’re both in the Integration Stage, so control your force at the point of impact. There’s no point in taking any risks, even if both of you have large stores of Endurance and Vitality.”

“Don’t mind him,” Kator laughed as his aura grew increasingly oppressive. “Hit as hard as you can. If a brat like you can break through my Warbones, I might as well die.”

Zac ignored the taunt, focusing on the upcoming battle. A shroud of darkness spread across his chest as Alea entered her true form. The abyssal chains emerged from the gateways on his back, and an otherworldly rattle filled the quiet arena. The familiar grip of [Death’s Duality] appeared in his hand, and Zac felt all extraneous emotions washing away as he turned toward his opponent.

Kator followed suit, throwing off the loose robe he usually wore to expose glistening skeleton plating beneath. Commander Kaldor never used his Warbones back in the Orom World. There was no need, considering his bones were the equivalent to Peak C-grade metals, even in their passive state. This was the first time Zac saw the transformation of an Izh’Rak Reaver. The bones grew thicker, darker, and their edges sharpened. Every plate was becoming a weapon.

White markings spread across Kator’s body, and he began his transformation. Meanwhile, a flanged mace grew out of his right hand, its head the size of two fists and lined with sharpened bones reminiscent of [Verun’s Bite]. The palm of his left hand expanded, forming a serrated round shield. It was only the width of Kator’s forearm, and it looked as much a weapon as a defensive tool.

The self-made tools weren’t fused with Kator’s body like the soldier ants of his Ayn Hive. They detached after emerging, though Zac noted a string of sinew still connected the shield to Kator’s palm. By the appearance, Zac suspected it could be used as a throwing shield.

The transformation only took a few seconds, and was enough to completely reform his appearance. Zac obviously wouldn’t mistake him for anything but an Izh’Rak Reaver, only now it looked like Kator was wearing full-body armor. It was covered in dense white runes, and Zac noted they formed a full pathway with two focal points. One was a pristine black bone the shape of a seven-pointed star embedded above his heart. It covered most of his chest, like Alea’s image on his own body, and it released a mysterious force through Kator’s body.

One of the Miracle Bones? Perhaps it was the same with the ridge of horn-like spikes that appeared right atop Kator’s head. Zac first felt it a weakness to have such critical bones exposed like that, but they seemed even sturdier than the rest of Kator’s plating. It was doubtful they were good targets in a real battle—if he had the strength to shatter those things, he might as well lob their heads off instead.

The skeletal race was normally lanky and had at least a meter on the average human. The transformation reduced Kator’s height by more than a head. He was also bulkier, coming closer to Zac’s physique. It wasn’t just his bones that had changed, incredibly dense muscles hid beneath.

The onlookers had already moved away, hiding their presence to avoid distraction. It was like only Zac and Kator remained in the world.

There was no signal, no further words about code of conduct. What needed to be said had been said. Anything else would be communicated with their weapons.

Zac released the pent-up aggression that had been building in his chest, shooting forward with such force a deep explosion reverberated through the empty arena. A boisterous laugh greeted his approach as Kator slammed his shield with his mace, the collision sounding like a clap of furious thunder. Zac’s aura and killing intent roiled forward like a tidal wave, only for an overbearing force with equal ruthlessness pushed it back.

Lightning-quick chains made up the vanguard, surrounding Kator in a web of Death while [Death’s duality] drew a ruthless arc aimed at Kator’s neck. The strike looked simple on the outside, but it contained the Inexorability of Death. The opening strike had innumerable opponents who thought they could block or dodge, only to find all their options sealed and their path cut short.

Kator proved an immovable mountain, meeting offense with overwhelming aggression. Instead of blocking the strike with his shield, he used its serrated edge to hook one of Zac’s chains, forcibly altering its trajectory to disrupt Zac’s trap. Meanwhile, the mace descended toward Zac’s head with similar brutality, moving with beguiling speed.

Zac began his swing first, but he could tell the mace would reach its target before his axe. He had no choice but to redirect his strike and intercept, even using [Conviction of Eoz] to reposition in time. A tearing screech filled Zac’s ears when weapons collided. Zac barely noticed it over the hidden battle between their Daos.

They said you could only truly know someone after brawling with them, and Zac wasn’t sure that was true. The opening exchange did let him know one thing for certain. Kator’s technique was not inferior to his. He’d already expected as much. Kator was an eonic seed in the Integration Stage. What Zac hadn’t expected was the number of Daos that had gone into the Reaver’s path.

Just how many concepts did this maniac wield?
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Zac was confused by the mottled mixture of truths he sensed within Kator’s attack. They’d been fused so tightly into a singular force that Zac couldn’t even make out their components, but the situation didn’t allow for a deeper analysis. He felt a prickling pain in his right arm, and he realized he’d have to push [Conviction of Eoz] into a self-harming state if he wanted to fully block the strike.

Kator’s attack was not only faster than his, it was heavier too? Zac’s instincts told him it was too early to unleash his upgraded node and transitioned into a deflecting blow instead of competing in power. His free arm redirected the chains to target Kator’s limbs, playing the fetters like an instrument. The chains could move independently, and manipulating them with his hand made their turns sharper and more unpredictable.

The six chains had already formed a domain around his target, striking from every angle. They were fast, strong, and naturally moved in adherence with his Inexorable Stance, where Dao elevated them beyond their normal state.

Kator didn’t back down. He forged ahead, unleashing haymaker after haymaker without exposing any openings. Zac gave as good as he got, and ominous shrieks joined the rattle of chains as [Death’s Duality] tore at the impervious Reaver.

Soon, two battles raged in the vast coliseum. One was in the physical realm, where axe clashed against mace while shield and chains worked to shift the duel in their favor. The opening exchange proved that both approached conflict the same way—where offense was the best defense and retreat was surrender. It was forceful, overbearing, and suffocating, leaving the opponent in despair.

The second war was hidden from the naked eye but just as intense. It was a clash of the spirit where Dao was pitted against Dao as two opposing paths collided. Zac had become a representation of the inexorability of Death and cultivation’s end. He was judge and executioner, shaping fate through the swings of his axe.

Yet Kator refused to be contained, denying Zac the authority of adjudication. He broke through real and metaphorical chains, subverting Zac’s truth to impose his own. Even the Remoulded World Lord had been forced into a passive state by the armament’s relentless pressure, letting Zac direct the fight like a puppet master as he advanced for a final strike. Yet the Reaver wasn’t ruffled at all, countering many of Zac’s techniques without missing a step.

Against most enemies, Zac could target their eyes or throat, forcing them to avoid or respond. Something like this was simply impossible with an Izh’Rak Reaver who didn’t have organs or even a brain, making them difficult to deal with. That didn’t mean they were invulnerable. For one, using one’s Warbones was extremely taxing, more than most War Regalia. It also drained their Vigor, which was an important reason all Reavers were Body Refiners.

Secondly, their consciousness was spread through their skeletons, which meant any damage to their bones could damage their souls. Even a strong enough hit to their extremities could shock their mind and briefly scatter their thoughts. And while their consciousness was spread through their skeleton, much was still gathered in their head. Destroying it wouldn’t outright kill them, but they’d be half-dead and easy to finish off.

His chains didn’t have that kind of raw power even after their upgrade. Kator ultimately was an elite at the precipice of Late Hegemony, and his Warbones were extremely strong even when his Attributes were restricted. Zac could probably slap the chains against Kator’s skeletal plating all day without it changing much of anything.

That didn’t mean the chains were useless. Targeting obvious weaknesses was only one of the strategies the Inexorable Stance could deploy—it wasn’t even central to the way Zac used his armament. It was simply a method to speed up his fights against weaker or unskilled opponents. He’d never planned on fully relying on those tactics when facing real elites.

Cultivators who had glaring weak spots didn’t get far on the road of cultivation, and the further Zac progressed, the more fallbacks his enemies would have. Some could even survive having their head split open. Others were like Kator, using thick hide or War Regalia to block everything except the strongest strikes.

The Inexorable Stance was a technique of restriction and suffocation, and the fundamental way to use his chains was to literally bind his target. And as a fallback, he could position his chains so that some movements would capture the opponent’s limbs or weapons, forcing them to approach another way.

If Alea had still been E-grade, it would have been impossible. Now, the links had enough power to restrict Kator for short windows. They’d eventually snap, but Alea had already assured him it didn’t matter. There were miles of chains hidden within the subspace of [Love’s Bond], and Alea could always produce more by feeding her materials or recovering the broken links.

Chains snaked toward limbs and torso like nimble boa constrictors, aiming to seal Kator in a tomb of death and metal. Yet it felt as though Zac was punching the air. Kator was slippery like an eel, weaving through the seemingly impassable web to continue his furious attacks. Zac found himself narrowly avoiding a crushing blow to his chest when Kator’s arm should have been restrained.

The Reaver’s style lacked the flexibility of armament, while his technique had its own method of controlling the battlefield. It wasn’t that the White Sky Phalanx scion used brute force or speed to open a path—it would be a fatal mistake to interpret Kator’s deceptively wild swings as the signs of a barbaric fighter. Exquisite control hid within the wide movements, and Zac wasn’t even close to exploiting those gaps.

His attacks were too fast, too forceful, and Zac had no choice but to continuously reposition while seeking an opening. One moment they were exchanging strikes on the ground, the next in the air. The constant shifts had a mysterious cadence that disturbed Zac’s rhythm and broke his containment. Chains that should have caught a leg only found air. Others seemingly veered right into Kator’s shield when they aimed for his arm.

And there was a constant sense of discrepancy between reality and Zac’s ingrained muscle memory. The feeling was similar to trying to run in your nightmares, where you moved in slow motion or were locked in place. Zac had entered an invisible quagmire formed by Kator’s technique. And the more he struggled, the more the swamp pulled him in.

Zac relied on his wealth of experience to wrest back the initiative, yet the sense of suffocation only grew. No clear winner had emerged after a minute of battle and hundreds of exchanges, although the Reaver held an undeniable advantage. He flipped the script every time Zac created a small chance, almost turning opportunity into calamity. If not for his fine-tuned instincts and heavily augmented danger sense, Zac would have taken a hit already.

The Reaver’s mace was everywhere, each swing containing a force that couldn’t be shrugged off. Forget seizing the momentum; Zac rather felt himself being herded toward a cliff. And try as he might, he couldn’t find a road to salvation. Unless something changed, Kator would take the first point within the next five minutes.

The difference couldn’t be explained by the level of their techniques. Kator had stronger Daos, but he was only at Middle Integration, just like himself. He couldn’t infuse much more of his comprehension into his technique than Zac, and the array nullified most of the other advantages of stronger Daos.

Neither was it attributes—Zac had to admit he had been given an advantage there. The combat array had reduced Kator’s Attribute Pool to Zac’s level but didn’t fully account for Zac’s higher Attribute Efficiency. His effective Strength in particular was above Kator’s, yet he failed to leverage it into anything substantial.

One of the issues was inherent advantages. While Zac enjoyed higher raw power, Kator had other advantages the rules of the duel didn’t prohibit. Few could compete with Zac regarding the number of Hidden Nodes, and he had two bloodlines and an external constitution that boosted the fundamental quality of his body.

All these unique strengths meant very little under the current restrictions. Zac had no Cultivation Manual, his Specialty Core added nothing to his combat ability, and his Bloodline Talents didn’t empower his technique. Out of eight Hidden Nodes, only [Conviction of Eoz] and [Adamance of Eoz] helped.

The former let Zac push his body beyond the bounds of his attributes, while the latter let him fight at full strength. Kator’s aura was growing stronger by the second, and it had already reached a level of oppression where it formed an attack or restrictive domain. It exerted a tangible pressure on Zac’s body, like when Pavina unleashed the weight of her Inner World.

Zac’s aura or killing intent could do nothing to the effect—this was more like an attack on his Dao Heart. There was no way Kator was cheating with four Monarchs observing, which meant the effect was caused by the Reaver’s own bloodline, Hidden Nodes, or Miracle Bones. And that was likely just the tip of the iceberg.

For Kator to emerge at the top of the generation within a warlike race like the Izh’Rak Reavers had to mean his hidden advantages were geared toward combat. It might be seen as unfair within the scope of the match, but it was impossible to create a completely fair duel. No matter what you restricted or allowed, one party would come out slightly ahead.

Zac could essentially ignore the oppressive domain thanks to his Eoz Bloodline, though misgivings still filled him as he held on. Zac’s instincts told him that Kator was still holding onto even stronger methods, waiting for a moment of weakness to strike. Meanwhile, he hadn’t even figured out what Daos Kator cultivated.

Only a fool would openly show their hand. Zac, unfortunately, had never encountered a situation like this before. A couple of clashes always leaked clues. For example, there was no way Kator didn’t understand his Inexorable Stance was based on the Daos of Death and Conflict by this point. Yet Kator remained a black hole, where an event horizon obscured the inner workings of his technique.

How was Zac supposed to anticipate Kator’s moves when he couldn’t tell which Daos they were based on? Fundamental mastery and Dao were the base components of technique, but experience was needed to make the most of it. A decade of struggle inside the Perennial Vastness had vastly improved Zac’s adaptability, while the accumulated experience proved largely unusable.

Rather, it became a weapon pointed back at him when instincts and memories clashed. The discrepancy constantly caught him off guard and made it nigh impossible to take charge of the battle. Every second was spent at the precipice of disaster, where one small miscalculation would spell disaster.

Zac still hadn’t released all his power, even if it was only a matter of time before his defenses were broken through. They were still sounding each other out, yet he felt exposed in the open while Kator hid in the dark. He needed to pry open the black box of Kator’s technique if he wanted to find the route to victory.

Dealing with the unknown was a skill on its own, and Zac had found multiple ways to accomplish the goal. He’d have to pay a price for knowledge with a powerful enemy like Kator, no matter the approach, but he still shifted his goal from landing a hit to forcing him to expose more aspects of his technique.

The battle grew increasingly frantic as Zac fought seemingly at random. His swings followed no rhyme or reason except for his desire to introduce disruptions to the battle and let chaos take hold. Doing so took him in and out of his Inexorable Stance, pushing Kator off-balance. And whenever he regained his balance, Zac would extract a nugget of truth from behind the curtain.

The manic approach left Zac covered in shallow cuts after just thirty seconds, but he managed to avoid anything beyond grazing strikes. Kator wasn’t interested in bending the rules to claim victory after some surface wounds. He understood what Zac was doing and clearly wanted to crush him fair and square.

Zac couldn’t skirt death forever, but he was close to an answer.

The feeling of walking a tightrope turned into acute impending doom as Zac used his smaller frame to squeeze beneath Kator’s mace in the wake of his herculean swing. Zac was seemingly risking it all to strike at the Reaver’s chest.

The lethal shield was already moving toward his temple. A chain pulled him aside, and strands of severed silver hair dancing in the air showed how close he’d just been. That move managed to confirm his hunch from the way the shield intercepted.

It was hidden behind layers of misdirects and supporting Daos, but Kator was a Temporal Cultivator.

The Dao of Time was even rarer than the Dao of Space, and there weren’t many cultivators he’d fought walking such a path. Zac’s obfuscated memories from the Perennial Vastness left him with some experience dealing with the Dao, though it was mostly in how to force his way through temporal anomalies rather than fighting Temporal Cultivators.

Zac’s most memorable experience dealing with the Dao of Time was the betrayal of Leviala Cartava back in the Research Base, even if she wasn’t true a Temporal Cultivator. Her mysterious eyes let her forcibly swim against the River of Time at a tremendous cost, but she didn’t seem to have grasped the Dao for herself.

Kator obviously wouldn’t use his Dao in a way that broke the taboo of altering the past—Zac doubted he was even able to. He’d instead infused his comprehension of Time into his technique, reminiscent of how Void’s Disciple fought using his comprehension of space. Ultimately, Adcarkas was only an E-grade talent moving toward Integration. Kator’s application was light-years ahead.

It wasn’t that Kator was faster or stronger than him or even that he was using a limit-increasing method similar to [Conviction of Eoz]. His attacks messed with temporal flow and perception so subtly, it’d taken Zac three minutes to figure it out. What looked like a hasty jab was a full-powered swing, and his openings felt like traps because they were. There were two parallel timelines running, one real and another that Kator showed him.

Even after realizing the truth, Zac had difficulty figuring out which opportunities were real, and which had already passed.

Though situation was well outside Zac’s expectations, his heart beat with excitement. The misgivings that plagued him for days were giving way to the addictive sense of discovery. Every response was a clue, every movement a revelation. Getting a hold of the Dao of Time was like finding a loose thread in a piece of fabric. He’d eventually unravel the whole thing as long as he kept pulling.

Exposing Kator’s secret was the first step to Zac's counter-attack, by letting him more naturally adapt to the disjointed time flow of the Reaver’s attacks. He was still on the losing end, but it wasn’t quite as desperate as before. [Death’s Duality] struck high and low, and the chains moved as though they had a mind of their own.

The rhythms were constantly broken and reborn over the next minute, as though Zac had forced his opponent into an endless cycle of reincarnation. Every exchange was a Death, leaving his path slightly wider as he continued deciphering the mystery of Kator’s Daos.

“Since you’re so curious, have a taste!” Kator roared as primordial runes appeared on the ridge atop his head.

Zac knew there was trouble when an opalescent shimmer spread across the Reaver’s Warbones, and he was proven right as the shield swiped at him with redoubled speed. Zac urgently leaned away. The temporal quagmire he’d been struggling against the whole fight had come at him with equal force as the shield. In a split second, Zac entered thousands of timelines, all leading to suffering.

A roar from the depths of his heart broke him free from the mysterious state, and he ignored the false future and followed his instincts. Chains stormed forward to form a sacrificial wall, narrowly saving Zac from having his throat slit. The brutal mace was already rising to meet him, and Zac furiously fought back. Except, knowing about the Dao of Time was useless when it flooded the surroundings.

It was like Kator had become an avatar of the Peak of Continuum, meting out judgment against the mortals who tried to steal its secrets. It was as though his role as judge over death had been usurped. Zac had to disengage and regroup but found no way out of the swamp. He was helplessly being submerged. The only path out was to shut down the Dao, but could he really use [Void Zone] like this?

A kick landed square in his chest before he could decide. [Love’s Bond]’s protective haze couldn’t absorb the force. Zac felt like his heart had been crushed, and he was launched into the air like a ragdoll. His mind was a mess, and he failed to gain control over his flight until he was caught by the protective barrier at the arena’s edge. Zac barely managed to land on his feet, his whole body shivering as it worked to dispel the furious mix of Dao that had been shoved into his chest.

Kator remained floating at the arena’s center, looking down at him like a god of war.

“That’s one, Draugr.”
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Three minutes in, Zac was already down one point. It wasn’t what he’d hoped for, and certainly not a good sign. Landing a clean hit was easier said than done when two opponents were of roughly equal strength, and neither could use treasures or skills to force an opening. He’d heard that sparring sessions between high-grade cultivators could last months when neither could find a weakness to exploit.

Zac had no plans of stalling or tiring Kator out. He’d hoped to deduce the Reaver’s Daos before his luck ran out. He hadn’t expected Kator to freely provide the answer in such a straightforward way.

As expected, Kator held mixed truths and falsehoods, creating an impossible scenario for his opponents. It had felt as though there were dozens of Daos hidden within his technique, but only three distinct Daos were rampaging through Zac’s body. However, he was shocked to find that Kator actually cultivated truths from six different peaks.

His Dao of Time wasn’t pure, it was a mixed-meaning creation borrowing from the Dao of Death in a supporting role, perhaps connecting the Reaver’s constitution with the Peak of Continuum. The Dao was the source of Zac feeling like he’d been trapped in a swamp. It held the truths of temporal decay, dragging one toward the nether realm.

The crushing pressure that targeted Zac’s Dao Heart wasn’t solely created by a Hidden Node. Kator also cultivated an emotional Dao from the Peak of Impetus. It was mixed with the Peak of Conflict, creating a branch that gave Zac the impression of an unstoppable general. It rampaged through his body like it was bent on destroying him. If not for Zac’s near-immunity to foreign Daos, it would have caused a lot of damage.

The combination wasn’t as unusual as Kator’s other Daos. The Daos of the seven emotions and six desires could greatly empower a cultivator if their mental state matched their Dao. The more Kator’s emotions urged him on, the stronger he would become. Zac even suspected his [Conviction of Eoz] was based on this peak. Yet there was a reason many cultivators severed their seven sensations to attain the Dao.

Impetus was a double-edged sword. When your emotions were in sync with your Dao, it held unmatched power. The moment your heart failed you, so would your Dao. If fear took hold in the heart of a warrior cultivating Daos like Fortitude or Valor, it could break their path altogether.

The third Dao was the reason why Zac had such a hard time figuring out Kator’s Secrets. The last two peaks that made up Kator’s sextet of concepts were the Inverse Peak and the Peak of Taiji. The Inverse Daos could manipulate other Daos. Beyond that, Zac didn’t fully understand how the mixed-meaning Dao fit into Kator’s cultivation system or technique.

The half belonging to Taiji was based on gravity, but Zac hadn’t sensed that kind of weight in his strikes. The same was true for the Dao of Death. As a pureblood Draugr who had incorporated the very same Dao into his technique, he should have been able to notice it before the Dao of Time. Not even the Inverse Peak would be able to obscure his vision.

Had Kator only infused parts of his Daos into his technique like himself? Or was the Reaver still hiding some of his power? Zac hoped it was the former.

Kator was just as powerful as Pavina had said, yet there was no fear or hesitation as Zac walked back toward the middle of the ring. If anything, his heart beat with excitement. It wasn’t often you ran into opponents like this, be it in talent or uniqueness of path. And after this big bastard had annoyed him for over a month, Zac desperately wanted to land a solid hit square on his face.

“Is this it? Was I expecting too much?” Kator scoffed. “Where’s the ability you used on my uncle? You said it was a Draugr bloodline ability back then, so go ahead.”

“We’ll see,” Zac said, not minding some banter while his Hidden Nodes cleaned up the invading Dao.

Zac wasn’t the only one benefiting from the brief impasse. The runes across Kator’s horn-like bones still shone, but the shimmer across his plating was just a shadow of before. The ridge extending down his neck seemed to be a tuning fork of sorts. It let Kator perfectly harmonize with his Daos, strengthening him and deepening his unification. It was like he’d momentarily entered Late Integration, which upended the fragile balance Zac had maintained.

Kator’s aura was already back to normal, if a bit sluggish and out of harmony. He was dealing with a small backlash by the looks of it. Could that really be the limit of a top-tier advantage like a Miracle Bone? And if so, why were the runes still shining?

“I didn’t expect your path to be so complex after getting to know you,” Zac continued while observing the Miracle Bone. “It caught me by surprise. I’m up to speed now.”

“Are you calling me an idiot?” Kator laughed. “What does that make you if I can use you as a punching bag?”

Zac only smiled as he shot forward. The last of the invading Dao had been swallowed by [Void Heart], yet Kator was still dealing with the ridge’s after-effects. Zac had already paid with a direct hit for its activation. It would be foolish to let the Reaver recover before resuming the battle. He still lacked some answers, but he was more confident this time.

Kator didn’t mind Zac’s unannounced attack, boisterously laughing as he threw his shield at him. Zac narrowly dodged without losing speed while two chains wound themselves around the string of sinew connecting the shield with the Reaver’s palm. Both sides tugged, with Kator’s positioning being better, enabling him to use his full weight behind the pull.

The chains detached from the string to target Kator’s arm. Meanwhile, Zac had caught up, unleashing a ruthless slash aimed at the Reaver’s extended arm. The withering Dao tried to drag his perception under. Zac was ready for it now.

There was no easy way to get around the temporal uncertainty, where a minute discrepancy meant the difference between landing a strike and walking into a trap. Luckily, Zac was in the Middle Integration realm himself, and he roughly understood its limits.

He needed to create a situation where it didn’t matter if his timing was slightly off. Which meant forcing a larger opening, and Zac already felt the battle lean in his favor. Something was indeed wrong with Kator’s state. He narrowly moved his hand out of the way, his leg getting caught by a chain instead.

The air screamed as the mace fell with the force of a mountain. Zac didn’t leave the melee range. He moved under the shield arm, using the remaining momentum of his first attack to swing up at Kator’s ribs. The Reaver had anticipated his move and was already moving out of reach, but Zac stuck to him like glue.

Zac was a storm of intractable violence, his unceasing strikes generating a constant rumble resembling the sounds of an army marching to battle. Kator continuously created false timelines, and they all shattered under the inexorable advance of Death.

Kator was barely able to hold on, his counters seemingly more aimed to create wiggle-room than take him down. Though the situation was completely opposite from before, Zac soon realized something was wrong. He’d gained control over the tempo, only for his path to victory gradually grow narrower.

Infighting at this level was like a bloody form of chess, where both sides saw hundreds of steps ahead. Judging by the flow, his advantage should be snowballing, yet Zac didn’t feel much closer to landing a solid hit. Kator’s stance had shifted into a fully defensive one, trying to drag out the fight as long as possible by relying on the Dao of Time.

The Reaver wasn’t faking his disadvantage—he wouldn’t have adopted such a passive approach if he didn’t have to. It did confirm his weakened state was only temporary. Zac knew he was fighting against the clock, and made his decision. The power of the Abyss poured into muscles and bones as he extracted even more power from [Conviction of Eoz].

Zac’s prickling pain spread through his limbs as his strength and speed soared another 5%. It wasn’t the limit of the node. If he went too far, he would destroy himself before Kator got the chance. And 5% was enough to drastically shift the balance. Darkness roiled across his body, making him seem like a ghost from hell.

A herculean swing pushed away Kator’s shield, exposing his chest. The mace descended toward him. Zac slammed it away with the reinforced plating on his right arm. He’d planned on using the rebound to shift his block into his strike, when he felt a heavy pressure on his arm, ruining his trajectory and making him fail landing a lethal blow.

As expected, Kator hadn’t displayed the full extent of his stance. He no longer held back on using the Dao of Gravity, making it even harder to break through his defenses. Zac wasn’t deterred. Every time he forced out a new method, it only meant he was one step closer to victory. Every failure fueled Zac’s next strike, his desire for victory urging him on. [Conviction of Eoz] responded in kind, and the damage to his body lessened while its effect remained the same.

Eoz had said he found his greatest strength when protecting his descendants. Zac had felt that effect on the battlefields over the past month but also realized it wasn’t the only way to use his inheritance. It wasn’t a desire to protect his kin that let Eoz escape the shackles of the Abyssal Lake when he first woke up. It was simply desire.

The end of the road drew closer as the Inexorable Stance finished its cycle. Two chains bound Kator’s left arm, and he’d just forced away his mace. His axe was already descending toward his chest when his skeleton suddenly shone with opalescent light again. His restrictions failed, and Kator’s shield tore toward Zac’s head with speed imbued by time and gravity.

Zac growled with annoyance, having no choice but to disengage. As expected, a single burst wasn’t the limit of the Miracle Bones. It was like the tides, rising and falling, this time returning at the worst possible moment. Was it bad luck, or was it calculated? Zac sensed it was the latter. So long as Kator could stall and play defensive for a minute, he’d be able to turn things around again.

It even seemed like Kator had accumulated force by restraining himself. He’d become a released spring now that he was no longer in a weakened state. He’d gone from turtling up to displaying aggression surpassing any earlier point in the fight. Yet Kator didn’t manage to eke out a clear advantage.

Last time, the surge had come too suddenly. Zac knew what he was dealing with now. Kator had held back, enduring until the situation shifted in his favor. Two could play that game. Death was a patient hunter, and Zac’s body would last almost an hour at the pace he was using his Hidden Nodes—more than enough time to force Kator into a weakened state multiple times.

Except Kator wasn’t planning to play along.

“Not bad. I guess you have some grit. Can you keep going? What’s next, son of Eoz?” Kator laughed.

Zac urgently tried to shut down whatever the Reaver had in store, but he was already at a slight disadvantage. And there was no way to stop Kator’s next move. Creaking sounds of bone breaking echoed from Kator’s back, and Zac swore in surprise upon seeing his broken spine rise into the air. It’d separated into three pieces, forming a gruesome halo above Kator’s head.

The whole arena shuddered as the Heavens were supplanted. The air was no longer just filled with simple Miasma. It’d become an expression of Kator’s Dao. The transformation wasn’t a surface change like [Fields of Despair]. The halo had generated a true Dao Domain at the level of Early Integration.

Domains and techniques were almost impossible to cultivate simultaneously, at least at their level. One required you to externalize Dao, the other was something internal. It posed the same difficulty as Catheya pursuing Dao Domains and Earthly and Heavenly Harmonization, but it went even further. Those two concepts were at least of the same type, while domains and techniques were completely different approaches to how you viewed the Dao.

Kator had essentially broken that fundamental rule with the help of another Miracle Bone. The domain wouldn’t be able to exhibit its full power in a battle of technique, but Zac still found himself under assault by the world. Turbid temporal flow tried to restrict his movements, and the weight of Kator’s Dao put his already strained body under further pressure.

Zac’s Hidden Nodes fought back. The domain was an external pressure that limited their effect. Meanwhile, Kator was like a dragon returning to the sea. His hits grew even more ferocious, drowning Zac in wild attacks. He had no choice but to push his [Conviction of Eoz] harder to hold on, despite not being able to stay this way for long.

The chains attacked the halo with suicidal fervor, lashing at them from every direction. The bones were repeatedly knocked away, and Zac was dismayed to find it didn’t have much of an effect on the domain. The Miracle Bones seemed to work so long as they were within twenty meters of Kator.

Alea could drag them farther than that, which was easier said than done. The Reaver had completely seized the momentum, and he had no problem targeting any chain that tried to drag a bone away. Even if he succeeded, Zac would be occupying half his chains, and they were the only thing preventing him from being completely overwhelmed.

New cuts joined the previous ones as Zac was pushed toward his demise. The situation was impossible. His body was breaking down just to withstand the offensive, but its only effect was prolonging his suffering. This was his limit.

Was he really going to lose like this?

Zac inwardly roared with unwillingness. He only had one thing left to fall back on. His eyes shone with madness as he made his choice. Screw it! A Divine Monarch had felt his Bloodline Talent first-hand, and everyone seemed to know about it already. He might as well take the opportunity to gauge their response in his showcasing some of its abilities. What good was his Void Emperor bloodline if he never dared use it?

Time was erased and gravity overthrown as the Void replaced the Dao. Kator’s advantage was fully canceled when faced with [Void Zone], and Zac pounced with fury. Kator had egged him on, wanting him to show the ability, and now he was clearly flustered upon having his Daos nullified. Not even the Miasma within his body was spared.

Unfortunately, unleashing his Nullification Zone also meant Zac lost some of his edge. The Void didn’t just cover his immediate surroundings but also his own body. The Branches of Pale Seal and War Axe had coursed through him until now, carried by his awakened bloodline to let him extract everything from his technique. The effect was gone when another truth pushed the others away.

What if they were one, working together instead of pulling in different directions?

Zac hadn’t forgotten the clues he’d grasped in the throes of the epiphany brought from [Wargod’s Sagacity]. The answer was in the Void. Zac just didn’t have the luxury to go looking in this fight. Now, those ideas came crashing back, and it was like a haze covering his eyes had been forcibly shattered.

Heart, Dao, and Void became one, and the triumvirate truth opened a path. [Void Zone] began shrinking, initially to Kator’s delight. He switched to his aggressive stance and was suddenly forced to throw himself onto the ground. A soundless axe slashed right where his head had once been, leaving not so much as a ripple behind.

Kator growled as he attacked with redoubled fury, a palpable killing intent leaking from his body, yet his anger didn’t change the situation. It was suddenly like Zac was the one controlling time, with the Reaver’s powerful swings striking empty air. Zac didn’t immediately aim for another hit. [Void Zone] was still shrinking, extending only two hands from his body.

The Void within him was growing increasingly profound, and the bloodline of Eoz wouldn’t be denied any longer. Adamance strong enough to reject the Heavens fought back against the nothingness. Neither side was giving in, turning Zac’s body into a battlefield. Zac encouraged the struggle, condensing his Nullification Zone even farther. Finally, he reached sublimation, and two became one. Zac finally saw the road clearly and knew it was time.

His strike was simple yet sublime, severing Time and falsehoods as it moved toward Kator’s chest. It was one with the Heavens yet separate, a paradox manifested within Zac’s axe. Kator discarded technique and burgeoning momentum in a desperate attempt to avoid.

Zac barely remembered why he fought or the goal to seize points. The beauty of the swing consumed all else. Zac’s whole being was infused into the gleaming edge, and space tore as it advanced. The scar was clean like a surgical cut, resembling the curtains of reality itself. The Void of Space didn’t wait on the other side.

It was something else entirely, and it wanted to communicate.

The beckoning call from within soon commanded more attention than the winning strike. Zac realized something was wrong, but it was too late. The curtain parted, and Zac was consumed.
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There was an infinity of nothingness. True nothingness beyond the Dao or Void. A blank existence beyond Zac’s realm of comprehension. It transcended even the fundamental laws of existence. There could be no Life, no Death, no Conflict. To enter was to reject the self, forever embracing true emptiness.

The infinity didn’t deter nor beckon—it wasn’t the source of the call. It held no promises or threats. Yet it filled Zac with a primal dread that he’d never felt before, his soul crying with despair as he faced the transience of being. Seeing it exposed you to erosion of all thought, and Zac strenuously turned away. There could be nothing in the infinity, yet the beckoning remained.

Zac lifted his gaze, finding himself staring at an inverted mountain hanging from a swirling cloud of darkness. Was it made from ancient stone, or was it ice? Densely packed light? Three thousand competing answers appeared in Zac’s mind. All were correct, yet none were. Zac didn’t know why he knew it to be true, nor why he felt a vague connection.

The mountain was silent, enduring. And massive—its size beggared comprehension. The Zecia Sector wouldn’t be more than a pebble on its slopes. The mountain released no aura, but the sheer weight of its existence threatened to shatter Zac’s mind. He could see the whole thing from his vantage, yet could only take in a corner of a corner. Even that was asking too much of a mortal mind.

A single mountain, upholding seventeen peaks and all creation.

Zac felt a pull, and the mountain was swallowed by the darkness. The last thing he felt was eight ancient wills, their conviction piercing the infinity.

[Beware the Terminus.]


54
POTENTIAL


A small ripple can change the world.

Blessed Fate opened his eyes, and his heart moved for the first time in eons. Few things could make the lord stir in his slumber. Blessed Fate pinched his fingers and turned his gaze to the vast beyond, soon finding the answer. Or half of one. Someone had been touched by the Cosmos, becoming a candidate for investiture.

It was rare. The occasion shouldn’t be enough to cause a reaction from the lord. Thousands of chosen would emerge every minor cycle. Though how many could reach the end, severing mortal Karma and moving the Kalpa forward? Candidacy was just that—potential.

What was different this time? Blessed Fate felt the Heart of all Creation, searching for answers within. But a shroud of darkness obscured the firmament.

“I can’t deduce it?” Blessed Fate muttered.

Let alone individual, even the contested precept was hidden from his eyes. His gaze turned toward Akaniṣṭha. The Supreme Seal was unmoved. That didn’t mean there was no threat to the Sangha.

Blessed Fate thoughtfully looked at the rippling waters. Normally, he would ignore such an event, even if their own seal was targeted. If the Supreme Seal could lose their position, it wasn’t fated to begin with. The Kalpa would turn in accordance with the laws, and what would be would be.

Besides, most candidates already had links to the Sangha. Whoever had touched upon the Terminus through fate or fortitude would eventually cross paths with one of their Dao Seekers. There was no lack of ordained accumulating merit across the myriad worlds.

Though the lord’s warning could not be ignored, and the timing was suspect. Was it one of the ancient existences hiding in the corners of reality? The change in destiny brought forth by the Fifth Pillar was bound to make a few anxious enough to make their move. And the feeling he got was eerily similar to the methods of the people who should be sealed in the past.

The Terminus Council.

Blessed Fate put his hands together, and a world grew around him. Future and past unfurled as the chants of ten million monks filled the air. The temple had stood forever in silent obeisance of the Heavenly Trajectories, and it would forever remain. The depth increased until fate could bear the existence of those he sought.

An Arhat stepped out of the dream, his third eye open and his body annealed by the Dharma. For the monks in the temple, Blessed Fate was but a lifeless deity, though the Dharmic defender could sense his presence. He solemnly walked over, the world already filling him with purpose.

“Your Eminence,” the Arhat bowed.

“You are True Destiny. There has been a change in the River of Fate that cannot be pierced by conventional means,” Blessed Fate said as six identical Dharmic Defenders were born. “Take your brothers and investigate the anomaly.”

“What should we do upon finding it?”

Blessed Fate thought for a moment. “The stability of the Dharma is paramount to all beings of the Cosmos. The anomaly presents a threat to the natural order. If their Dao is confirmed and their role is set, then this poor monk can only bear the Mara to uphold the path to salvation. Let them rejoin the Cycle of Reincarnation.”

“As Your Eminence commands,” the Arhat said. “If their heart can still accept Buddha’s Love?”

“Bring them to the Fourth Mountain.”

The Arhat nodded, and the group wordlessly left the temple through a golden portal, leaving the ocean for the mundane world. Blessed Fate closed his eyes, and the world was no more. The waters were back, but the world had not regained its calm. A seed of fear caused ripples across billions of miles before Blessed Fate sealed his self with a sutra.

“Laondio…” Blessed Fate muttered. “After all these years, I still cannot erase you.”
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Light replaced darkness as the vision shattered, yet the mountain refused to give way. Zac’s mind was still processing its immensity, unable to take in anything else. A sharp stab of pain briefly pierced the haze, and Zac distractedly noticed something white had slammed into his left arm. Bones cracked and ichor spattered as Zac was thrown away.

He crashed into the ground, yet it took a few seconds for his mind to catch up to the present. He’d heard the System’s voice at the end, yet again warning him of the Terminus. The next moment, he’d been back in his body, his axe still moving toward Kator’s chest. The vision must have occurred outside of time, and he wasn’t sure if Kator noticed anything.

What was real? What was fake? No one had come to call off the duel, so Zac suspected no one sensed what he’d seen. They would have investigated if they did, no matter if they detected the infinite blankness, the mountain, or the ancient wills.

The spatial cut was missing upon his return, and Zac doubted he’d actually entered through the curtains. At least not physically. Real or not, the vision had a very tangible effect on him. The feeling of convergence was gone, scattered by the vision. Zac desperately wanted to recapture that moment of clarity where he’d seamlessly fused the Void into his strike. His mind remained jumbled after being forced to witness something so far beyond his realm and comprehension.

The vision had only lasted a few seconds, feeling more like he’d lived an eternity. And the encounter wasn’t truly behind him—the mountain had barged into his mind, taking up a corner of his psyche. It’d pierced through a curtain of the unknown, pointing down at his soul like a sword of Damocles. It didn’t seem to actually be there, but the phenomenon far surpassed a memory. The situation more resembled the impartments that were locked in his mind.

The profoundly terrifying mountain was far more overbearing, though, exerting immense pressure even in an ethereal state. Just focusing on it made Zac’s mind reel, and shifting his focus did not let him ignore its existence. He could tell his soul would have been damaged, possibly crushed, if not for his choice to cultivate the [Nine Reincarnations Manual]. The mountain was overbearing in a way Kator couldn’t hope to match, and Zac’s instincts told him he’d somehow stumbled onto a huge opportunity.

Of course, the benefits of this kind of encounter couldn’t be unearthed in a day or two. In the short run, the vision had utterly derailed his duel.

Zac had been at the cusp of success. Everything converged in that final strike—his Daos, the Void, and decades of experience. Now the feeling was gone, and he couldn’t remember some of the details. He’d also been about to equalize the points only to be derailed by the vision. Kator pounced the second Zac’s strike fizzled out, leaving him with a cracked humerus.

It left him just one point from a clean sweep, wounded and unsure where to go from there. Worse, he only had 10% of his Void Energy left. He vaguely remembered that his way of using [Void Zone] had cost far more than normal, but nowhere near this point. Zac believed that forming the illusory scar had utterly drained him, leaving him with almost nothing for the rest of the fight.

Zac pushed away the defeat and confusion, getting back on his feet. He was exhausted, but he still had some left in his tank. And while his bone was damaged, it wasn’t that big of a deal. It would still move as he willed it through channeling energy, and he didn’t need its full strength to manipulate his chains. Zac needed to keep going regardless if the situation appeared dire. Both for his path and because his memory of that perfect strike would grow blurrier as time passed. This might be his only chance at recapturing it.

Kator didn’t seem as boisterous as before when Zac approached. He didn’t speak, and Zac felt his posture had lost some of its domineering air. There was hesitation, confusion, as he gazed in Zac’s direction. That alone let Zac regain some of his lost confidence, and he took a steadying breath as he prepared himself to give it his all to the end.

With every step, he replayed the earlier exchanges, trying to understand without being swept away. This time, he needed to hold onto his rationality. Epiphanies could save years of arduous grinding. The drawback came from them leaving holes in one’s comprehension that needed to be filled in. Besides, Zac didn’t want to get sucked into that realm again. He calmly analyzed the similarities and differences between plan and execution.

The idea born during his use of [Wargod’s Sagacity] was to use the Void of Life for his Inexorable Stance, just like his Inexorable Core. It wasn’t the first time he’d considered it. He’d always put it aside since he had absolutely no idea how to accomplish something like that. Zac was still unclear of Void’s real nature. He’d simply poured the refined Void Energy from the Void Engine into his core during its formation, and couldn’t exactly do the same thing with a technique.

The condensed experience let him glimpse a solution based on the [Void Vajra Sublimation]. He could somewhat emulate the truths within, even if he still didn’t fully understand them. Combine that with what he’d learned from his blueprints, Core Formation, and bloodline, and he had a chance of infusing a shadow of the Void into his stances.

The sudden inspiration just now had introduced a new road to explore. Harmonization with the Void through [Void Zone]. If he became the Void, he would naturally move according to its truths. His swing wasn’t technically part of his Inexorable Stance.

If anything, it had given a sneak peek to a level far beyond his current means. That attack had contained the full Void of his imperial bloodline, but he only needed the Void of Life at this stage. Still, Zac was anxious to find his way back to that state. If he could replicate it, he would be able to move toward true integration.

Kator made no move to attack as Zac came within fifty meters, his gaze full of unspoken questions.

“You—”

“It was my carelessness,” Zac calmly said. “Let’s continue.”

There was nothing else to say. Kator had questions, why should he answer? Zac shot forward while [Void Zone] ensconced him in nothingness. He had limited time left, and Zac wanted to make the most of it.

The hunger for the truth was overwhelming, to the point the duel became subordinate to his search for the Void. And Kator was the perfect opponent. Where else could he find someone so utterly matched to his stances, forcing him to push beyond his limits?

The Reaver was full of misgivings. He grunted as he swung his shield to throw away three chains before they could latch on. The coliseum became the battleground where Death’s inexorable grip fought against the suffocating swamp of temporal decay. The sound of weapons clashing echoed through the stands. Yet both were careful, prodding, trying to understand what just occurred.

The Nullification Zone was initially reluctant to be condensed again, but the pressure helped Zac fully contain it in his body. Where the Abyss waited. Zac was adamant while the two forces were exhausted, yet they refused to merge into one. The Abyss furiously fought back, and it felt like the Void was oil poured into water. A rapidly dwindling source of oil.

Zac wasn’t deterred. He kept channeling the Void, observing its battle while he fought his own. Every swing, every movement, every breath was made with the Void in mind. He tried recalling the pieces he’d gleaned of the Void of Live over the years, to connect them with the unity from before. It didn’t spark any further inspiration. But something else did.

The mountain in the back of Zac’s mind gradually came alive as it came in contact with [Void Zone]. It was as though it could understand Zac’s intent and released a mysterious resonance with his Void Energy. Zac was initially afraid it would do something crazy, until he realized it was a good thing. The Void in his body had all at once become like the mountain, paradoxically made from everything and nothing at once.

And one of the myriad manifestations was the Void of Life.

Zac tried to grasp hold of the truths when they appeared. They were fickle and elusive, appearing without rhyme or reason. A flicker of existence before being consumed by the Abyss or transforming into something else. Eventually, Zac caught onto something and integrated it into his swing. At least Zac thought he did, even if the attack seemed like a normal strike based on the Inexorable Stance. The Void was too obscure, hiding in the shadows of the Dao.

There was nothing special about the attack, but Kator was slightly late in reacting—a noticeable step away from his previous pin-point precision. Zac was flush with success, but he failed to replicate the effect. Meanwhile, the mountain was calming. Zac refused to let go and pushed more Void Energy into his Soul Aperture. The fading vision stirred again, releasing even stronger pulses.

The Void of Life became more visible, and the fight rapidly shifted in Zac’s favor. Kator sensed the change and launched a furious counterattack. It was as though he wanted to prove himself against this unknown phenomenon. Yet his situation only grew increasingly desperate. At first, Zac only managed to capture the essence of a wisp every couple of seconds. Soon, it was double that, and each time created an opportunity.

The chains were neither quicker nor slower as they moved to restrict Kator’s movements, and Zac’s swings didn’t gain any noticeable power-up. The only change seemed to be that they were becoming harder to predict. A lightning-quick slash narrowly missed Kator’s chest, and Zac was already gone before finishing the movement, targeting another hit at the Reaver’s right side. Kator anticipated him coming from the left, forcing him to block with his mace at an awkward angle, pushing him off-balance.

What was it about the Void that made Kator misread his moves on such a fundamental level?

Then it struck him. The Integration Stage was the integration of Dao into your movements. It elevated techniques beyond the mundane, and also restricted them. The whole reason he’d worked so hard to unravel Kator’s Daos was to better understand the underpinning rules of his technique and predict his movements.

How could a normal cultivator predict the alien truths of the Void? The uncertainty it introduced went far beyond the Earthen Peak Kator used to transform his Daos. The attacks Zac managed to infuse with some of the Void simply didn’t follow Heaven’s Path, turning truths into lies and creating opportunities that shouldn’t exist—Kator’s extremely high reflexes and affinities had become a weapon used against him.

It had to be said that Kator was a genius. The Reaver’s instincts must be going haywire even as he adapted. Unfortunately for him, their starting points were too different. Zac had observed the Void for decades, and he wouldn’t give Kator a chance to catch up.

A huge bang echoed through the coliseum as [Death’s Duality] crashed into the Reaver’s chest. Zac looked like a scrawny adolescent in front of Kator’s hulking frame, but his smaller body contained the power to destroy mountains. He’d sealed some of his Strength at the last moment, and it still sounded like a bomb had gone off when Kator was launched across the arena. His flight only stopped after being caught by the arena’s protective array, mirroring Zac’s flight before.

Kator slumped to the ground, and Zac looked down at the axe with marvel. His insights were borrowed, and it couldn’t be considered true integration, but it proved his plan was feasible. And powerful. If he could figure out how to use this ability for real, it would become the perfect counter against all these Heaven’s Chosen who were one with the Dao.

A pang of visceral danger made Zac look up, and he felt a predatory gaze from Kator in the distance. The Reaver wasn’t even moving, yet Zac’s senses screamed at him to get away.

“Good… Good!” Kator roared as red runes appeared all across his Warbones. “How long has it been?”

Kator’s murderous intent soared, and it looked like he’d set half the arena ablaze as a primordial force was awakened within. His power and momentum were growing with every step he took, and it was only further augmented by the halo above his head. The space in the arena twisted under his pressure like it couldn’t withstand what was hiding within that skeletal frame.

“I guess you leave me no choice,” Zac sighed as he calmly looked at the approaching juggernaut.

“What, you still have some⁠—”

“I forfeit.”


55
VOID MOUNTAIN


Zac felt like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders when he threw in the towel. He’d been worried stepping down would affect his mental state. There wasn’t even a ripple in his heart. If anything, it had solidified, and Zac even sensed he might have been worse off if he won. Coming up short was frustrating, also letting him nip his growing arrogance in the bud.

This was an important lesson and an opportunity to refocus on what mattered. Why should he care about wins and losses, or whether he was unbeatable at his level? Why should he make that part of his identity, his ambitions? It was just empty accolades in the face of his goals and pursuit of the Dao. He should welcome a thousand losses like this if it meant he could refine his path.

Zac also knew his loss was deserved. He wouldn’t have seized even one point on Kator if not for his lucky mid-battle epiphany. And truthfully, he only got his sole point because Kator wanted to counter the Void through technique. Kator’s current state was absolutely terrifying, and Zac’s newfound ability wasn’t enough to deal with it. The usefulness of the Void didn’t come from unmatched power. It came from the fact that it was alien and unpredictable. But Zac had repeatedly proven that tricks were useless in the face of overwhelming power.

He couldn’t continue fighting even if he wanted to. Kator might not have known it. He would have managed to turn the situation around even if he didn’t activate his final Miracle Bone. Zac was almost completely out of Void Energy, making it impossible to maintain his [Void Zone] much longer. His body wasn’t in any better shape. He’d been forced to extract a huge amount of power from [Conviction of Eoz] since Kator conjured his Domain, and Zac was nearing a threshold where the damage wouldn’t mend in a day or two.

Even the illusory mountain in his mind had faded, and Zac was afraid it’d break if he kept going. It would be a huge loss if he wasted his opportunity on something like a duel.

The only thing that called for a continued battle was Boje Zethaya’s plight. As much as he wished, Zac ultimately couldn’t save everyone. He’d see if he could trade Boje for Starstorm or a future sealbearer. They’d likely accept the offer if they knew they were targeting the Hollow Court.

Zac’s tranquility wasn’t mirrored in his opponent. If anything, his aura grew, and Zac frowned upon feeling the pressure mount.

“Forfeit?” Kator sneered as mysterious light poured down his flanged mace. “You think you can just hit and run?”

The Reaver’s Daos formed a gravity well beneath the head, filled with Death and Time. It almost looked like a gateway to a lower plane had been forced open, and Zac suspected it wasn’t far from the truth. He sensed a familiar pressure behind Kator’s bearing, the pressure of a world. That was obviously impossible for a Middle Hegemon. Had Kator used the Inverse Peak to connect with a hidden dimension, borrowing its strength to empower himself?

Zac couldn’t take one of those hits head-on, yet he wasn’t worried even when the Reaver shot forward like a runaway train.

As expected, three figures stepped out of thin air between him and Kator. Enis and Laz had appeared by Zac’s side in case the Reaver wanted to try something. Luckily, it didn’t prove necessary, as Kator was suddenly gone. Toss had effortlessly flung his ward into a spatial crack, probably depositing him back in his quarters.

Monarchs were simply at another level—even someone like Kator was helpless in front of them.

“You made the right choice,” Enis said as she looked at Zac with an approving gaze. “Don’t feel discouraged about your loss. Even I can’t see the limits of your future.”

“I apologize about Kator. Unlocking the true inborn strength of his body comes with some mental side effects,” Toss said as he walked over.

“That’s okay.” Zac smiled, nodding at Tavza and Pavina as they appeared on Toss’s tail. “I’ve been there before.”

“Mmh.” Toss slowly nodded.

No one said anything for a few seconds. Zac didn’t feel anyone scanning his body, but it still felt like all five were trying to see through his secrets. There was a palpable tension in the air, where the slightest movement contained the possibility of a drastic shift. Zac would be lying if he said he wasn’t nervous, and he was ready to use [Flashfire Flourish] at a moment’s notice.

His escape treasure wasn’t strong enough to elude a Monarch without a Chaos Mote fueling it, though Zac was certain the Draugr would cover his escape if it came to that. The Abyssal Lords had paid a large price to assist his awakening. Laz and Enis wouldn’t let that sacrifice go to waste because of his Void Emperor bloodline. Thankfully, it didn’t come to that. Toss shook his head, and the tension dissipated from the arena.

“I was skeptical after hearing my cousin’s description,” Toss rumbled. “Your ability to seal the Dao has incredible potential, especially if you manage to fuse it into your technique. Work hard. The Abyssal Shores are blessed to see the bloodline of Eoz return.”

Zac nodded in thanks, ignoring the unspoken implication in Toss’s words. He was clearly suspicious about the origin of Zac’s ability. And while there was no change in expression on the three Draugr, Zac suspected they were probably the most confused. Eoz’s bloodline might have been lost since the Dark Ages, but there was no way they didn’t have records of things like Bloodline Talents or Hidden Nodes.

As luck would have it, [Void Zone] was quite in tune with Eoz’s bloodline if you looked at it from a surface level. Their inner workings were based on completely different concepts, as his difficulty in mixing the Void and the Abyss showed. Still, the talent was almost like a mix of [Adamance of Eoz] and [Immutability of Eoz]. Zac could argue it was a hidden variation or mutation of the long-lost branch.

“I’m still some ways off. I should thank your young master,” Zac said with a bow. “I wouldn’t have been able to grab onto the solution if he hadn’t shown my understanding of technique was too narrow.”

The words came from his heart. Zac felt he owed his opponent a debt of gratitude for opening his eyes, even if the guy was pretty damn annoying. Kator’s technique was simply better than his. Perhaps not in grade or complexity, but in the way he’d adapted it to his unique circumstances.

Every aspect of the Reaver was infused into his technique, from his complex combination of Daos to the unique advantages of his body and race. Everything created a holistic system where weaknesses were covered, and strengths were amplified. Zac was far inferior in that regard, even if his Stances were well attuned to his Daos. He’d essentially fused his Daos and personality with the Mastery Skills and called it a day. He wouldn’t have thought to use his Bloodline Talent the way he did if not for Kator showcasing how he dealt with the cyclic nature of his Miracle Bone.

Kator was almost twice his age, but the stark discrepancy was still humbling. He’d somewhat felt unmatched at his level, whereas Iz Tayn was the exception that proved the rule. The Multiverse was vast and ancient, and every moment allowed another earth-shattering genius to appear.

Kator might not be at Iz’s level. His accomplishments were still far beyond Zac’s in multiple areas. Zac wasn’t even convinced he’d have won in a scenario where they were the same level and age.

“You have reached very far on your own, but having insightful mentors and talented peers can let you go further than when traveling alone,” Toss said. “Feel free to come back any time. Even if Kator is busy with the war, other talented fighters in Kavista can help you refine your technique.”

“Thank you,” Zac said. “I have to go over the duel while the impressions are fresh.”

“Go ahead,” Laz said, and a swirl of darkness surrounded him, perfectly isolating all sound and energy.

Zac didn’t sit down to meditate. He ignored the complaints of his wrung-out body as he began to reenact the battle without the Dao or Energy. The only difference was that [Death’s Duality] had been replaced by a roasted hind leg of a Middle Beast King while his free hand shoved pills and tonics down his gullet between bites.

His moves were slow and measured, like when he practiced [Void Vajra Sublimation]. He wasn’t trying to comprehend the fusion of Death and Void, or even the essence of his attacks. He was simply trying to get closer to the Void of Life by copying his own movements.

There was no way around it, he needed to start from the ground up. His foundations weren’t just shaky regarding the Void—they were practically nonexistent.

His first brush with the Void was one of chance. He was essentially like Leviala, born with an ability he didn’t fully comprehend. Even then, the Void gradually infiltrated every aspect of his cultivation, from Body Tempering to Cosmic Core. Now, it had come knocking at the door of his techniques. Lord Engo had warned him that his comprehension was borrowed from Ultom.

That needed to change, and quickly.

And finally, Zac saw a path forward through the illusory mountain. He still didn’t know why he’d been dragged into the vision mid-battle or why the System felt the need to reiterate its warning of the Terminus when it dragged him back. He did know what the mountain represented. It was the Void taken form, the hidden bedrock of the Multiverse.

Zac doubted the mountain was an actual place. It was pure truth, or lack thereof, beyond the limits of his comprehension. The mountain was simply his mind trying to translate its existence into something it could take in, similar to his Dao Avatars. Besides, why would the First People have gone extinct if the mountain was real? Zac would have to be crazy if he believed himself capable of reaching a place Void-cultivating Supremacies could not.

No matter the truth of the matter, the mountain was real in the sense that it existed in his mind. It was weakened and hollow, having stabilized now that Zac no longer triggered it with [Void Zone]. Judging by how it casually siphoned unattuned Mental Energy and his remaining Void Energy, it would recover with time. He might even nurture it by feeding it refined Void Energy or treasures in the future.

The Void Mountain might become the key to deciphering the true nature of the Void in a way that his bloodline couldn’t. The Void Energy released from the depths of his cells was too profound. Studying it was like trying to grasp the Dao of Chaos from the get-go. In contrast, the mountain destabilized his Void Energy and separated it into all kinds of expressions.

It let him observe the Void from different angles, including those pertinent to his path. That was his best shot at understanding their nature in the same way he’d grasped his Daos.

As for the ancient wills he sensed just before the vision shattered, Zac wasn’t sure what they represented. Zac didn’t even know if the Void Mountain or one of the hidden wills had beckoned him. The expressions of unbreakable resolve and utmost power were missing from the miniature mountain in his mind, and he hadn’t gotten a good sense of their nature before the vision ended.

He’d only felt their existence within the darkness, and they weren’t simple. Were they perhaps the eight pillars of the System? Each was founded on an Eternal Heritage worthy of emitting that kind of eternal determination. If so, he’d probably been pulled into the vision by Ultom itself. Shouldn’t he have recognized the signal if that were the case?

Did he even want to know the truth? Zac sighed with helplessness as he finally sat down to let his body rest. What was supposed to be a simple duel had led him down a rabbit hole that equally reeked of danger and possibility. The Multiverse was too deep and mysterious. Whenever he got closer to an answer, more things popped up to upend his worldview.

The Heavens and the Void. The Terminus and those who wanted to guard or destroy it. The hidden fight for the direction of the Era, schemes billions of years in the making. The more Zac got embroiled in these matters, the harder it would be to extricate himself. He couldn’t get distracted at this juncture. He wasn’t strong enough for his opinions to matter, nor was he a historian or a scholar. He was a fighter, and he had people depending on him.

Zac put the matter aside. He was better off focusing on the path forward. Using the mountain to infuse wisps of Void of Life into the Inexorable Stance was only a stopgap, a shallow mimicry. The real long-term solution was the one he stumbled onto before the vision. Mind-bending epiphany aside, Zac understood that state wasn’t anything new. It was just like when he fused his Daos into his Thousand Lights Avatar, letting soul and Dao harmonize with his technique. Except, he’d used [Void Zone] and his bloodline to accomplish something similar.

Did that mean reforming his spiritual avatar was a waste of time and energy? His awakened bloodline was already an amazing conductor, and his Void Vajra Constitution would eventually catch up. No! Zac suddenly had a new idea, one that refused to let go the second it took hold. Wasn’t his broken avatar an opportunity for him to rebuild something better? Something better suited than the original Eidolon technique.

His Children of Draug bloodline could easily carry his Branch of the War Axe, but it was ultimately a body of Death marked by the Abyss. Similarly, his other body was purely Life-attuned, even if it was cultivated by borrowing concepts of the Void. And he had his Void Emperor bloodline and the mountain to cover the Void. That left the third, and possibly most important pillar of his techniques—Conflict.

What if, instead of a Thousand Lights Avatar, he formed an Axe Avatar? An Avatar of Conflict.

Instead of fusing Void and the Abyss as he’d tried during the duel, he’d create a spiritual state where everything perfectly came together. That would turn his body into the ultimate vessel for his stances while fully utilizing bloodlines and constitutions to empower his technique. That would be a true integration, like how Kator used his Miracle Bones and Hidden Nodes.

The idea held immense promise, and Zac was certain something amazing would come out of it. Zac urgently wanted to reform his spiritual body to confirm. He suspected he’d need the help of Ultom to reforge [Thousand Lights Avatar] into something that could stand toe-to-toe with the overwhelming power of his bloodlines.

Zac spent the next three hours making preliminary deductions and reshuffling his training priorities while mending the microscopic wounds left by [Conviction of Eoz]. Ultimately, Zac knew he had to go. Every extra second he spent in Kavista came with the risk of things turning south.

He emerged from the swirl and found that only Laz Tem’Zul remained.

“Everything sorted out?” The Monarch smiled.

“For now,” Zac said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad to see you could turn the situation into something positive. Only those with indomitable hearts have the qualifications to strive for the peak.”

Zac nodded in thanks. “I’ll keep working on it. It’s about time I returned. Could I trouble you to send me back to the teleporter?”

“In a moment,” Laz said.

Zac stared at the Monarch in displeasure, even if he wasn’t surprised. He’d somewhat expected there was some hurdle remaining before he could leave.

“There is no cause for alarm. It’s nothing major. We are just as eager for you to continue your work on the missions. Kator wished to exchange a few words before you left.”

“He wants to gloat now that he’s calmed down?” Zac sighed. “Let’s just get it over with.”

Laz gave him a helpless smile before transporting them to a large dojo. Kator was already sitting on a mat, surrounded by a haze of two high-quality incense sticks.

“You’re finally out!”

“Had to give you time to calm down,” Zac commented.

“Sorry, sorry.” Kator laughed. “You surprised me, and I wasn’t ready to have the fun end.”

“It’s fine. Was there anything you wanted to⁠—”

“Still, I feel bad,” Kator interjected. “It’s not like me to lose control like that. Besides, I can’t call it a victory after I had to go all out. If my buddies back home heard I acted all high and mighty after being pushed so far by a newly hatched Hegemon, I’d never hear the end of it.”

“You called me here for a rematch?” Zac asked with an even stare.

“Afraid not. Neither of us has the time. This little diversion has already cost me thousands of merit and the chance of finding more sealbearers,” Kator said as he lazily scratched his head. “Did you forget about the poor guy I’ve been keeping around? Why don’t you just take him as a form of apology?”

Kator turned toward a nearby door. “Buddy, come on in!”

Zac was shocked and turned toward the doors as they creaked open. Was Kator for real? And indeed, a familiar figure soon stepped into the room. Zac was initially relieved, then his heart sank upon realizing the wrongness of it all.

“You—what have you done!” Zac wheezed, his eyes wide with anger.

His Draugr vision wouldn’t lie. Boje Zethaya was indeed unharmed, except there wasn’t a speck of Life in his body.
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For a second, Zac had thought Kator wanted to extend an olive branch after their initial friction. It turned out the gesture was just another way to mess with him. The tranquility he’d seized was almost blown away, replaced by calls to unleash true violence. Zac arduously pushed down the anger, unable to trust his voice as he wordlessly stared at Kator.

“Don’t give me that look. Want another beatdown?” Kator laughed.

“There is no way he’d be up and walking if he was just turned,” Zac squeezed through gritted teeth. “You promised you wouldn’t touch him until our duel. Is your word only worth this much?”

“I promised he’d be alive and well. I never promised I’d keep him a Dreamer,” Kator said, scratching the small scar on his chest where Zac struck him before.

“Killing Boje and awakening a Revenant can’t possibly be considered alive and well!”

“Oh, I didn’t awaken him,” Kator said, turning to the Alchemist, who had hesitantly stopped at the doorway. “Buddy, introduce yourself.”

The man looked back and forth between Zac and Kator for a moment, fear and helplessness evident on his face. Eventually, he released a helpless sigh. “…I’m Boje Zethaya.”

Zac momentarily froze before taking a better look at the newcomer. There was something about his face and voice that was so familiar, and not in the eerie way he’d seen with his enemies-turned-followers. The newcomer didn’t seem to be lying. This Revenant was really Boje Zethaya unless they managed to steal his memories before raising a Revenant spy.

“You—” Realization finally parted the clouds of anger that had built in Zac’s mind.

He’d heard it was technically possible to turn cultivators into Revenants while retaining their memories. It was exceedingly difficult and expensive, and only the most talented Liches would dare attempt to accomplish such a feat. Zac even doubted there was anyone in Zecia who had the skills necessary. Even then, there was a decent risk either soul or body would succumb from the transition, to the point that even living Death Cultivators were leery about taking that step.

Why would Kator do something like this? Was it really just to mess with him?

“You don’t think I understand how your greedy little mind works?” Kator snickered upon seeing the confusion on Zac’s face. “You wanted a chit for the Zethaya Pill House, which you could use to further the cultivation of Zachary Atwood and the Dreamers of your faction. Something we explicitly said might work against our goals.”

Zac didn’t bother denying it. Truth was, Boje’s access to the top-tier Pill House was an important reason he’d shown up today. And even if it wasn’t the only reason, so what? Should he try to explain himself like a defendant on trial? That would only make him look like a hypocrite.

“Besides, you really thought I’d just let a sealbearer go?” the Reaver continued. “You’d send him back, but do you think those weak Alchemists would dare hang onto him? The brat would be sold off to one of the outsider factions before he could bring down a calamity on their heads. Then we’d be left with nothing while our enemies grow stronger.

“This kills two birds with one stone. Young Boje here is now one of us, commandments and all. There’s no way for him to become part of someone else’s cycle. Realignment should be the optimal choice, superior to awakening or digging the seal out of his chest. After all, the seal chose this guy for one reason or another. This way, we keep the original, just in a more suitable form.

“Three stones, maybe,” Kator added after some thought. “Seeing your constipated face is quite a delicious bonus.”

Zac inwardly fumed, having no leg to stand on. Kator had obviously twisted the meaning of his promise. That didn’t much matter at this point. He could have raised a stink if he’d won, but he couldn’t complain about Boje’s fate.

“Enough,” Toss said as he stepped through a crack in space, along with Pavina. “Our mission takes precedence over everything else. This is already a good outcome for the child.”

“Kator managed to bring a highly skilled Lich for this very purpose,” Laz added. “Native sealbearers are expected to be more useful inside the trial zone, so we’ve spared no expense to ensure there are as few lingering drawbacks as possible on our new members.”

“I know today didn’t go as you hoped. Don’t let it sow seeds of doubt in your heart,” Pavina said.

“Thank you,” Zac said. “Don’t worry about me. My cultivation path has been nothing but hiccups and roadblocks since day one. This is just another Tuesday.”

“If there’s nothing else, we’ll take our leave,” Laz Tem’Zul said, ushering Zac and Boje from the dojo.

An unexpected scene waited on the other side. It was a huge training square where thousands of warriors fought. Only a few were Draugr, with Revenants and Corpselords having a roughly equal distribution. A bloody air covered the arena, except for a solitary spot of darkness where he found Tavza waiting. She briefly glanced at Boje before leveling an even stare at Zac.

“You knew about this?” Zac asked.

“Some battles have to be ceded for the greater picture.”

Zac snorted with displeasure, following Tavza toward a gate on the opposite side of the room. It was like an invisible hand pushed the combatants aside, creating a path for their small group. No one said anything until Tavza finally spoke again.

“For a moment, I thought you’d subvert all expectations again.”

“Wasn’t enough this time.” Zac shrugged. “I’d probably be dead if it were a real battle, with escape the only other option. And there might be hundreds of people like him in the trial.”

“Hundreds? Unlikely. The deeper your foundations, the harder it is to push for Late Hegemony within a century. There’s also a reason there’s only Kator and I at this level from the empire,” Tavza said. “All factions are fearful of diluting their fate by being greedy. While our estimates indicate there’ll be hundreds of sealbearers, the vast majority will be Early or Middle D-grade. There shouldn’t be more than twenty people at Kator’s level.”

Zac nodded, her phrasing making him look over with curiosity. “Between you and Kator, who’d win in a spar?”

“In a spar? Kator,” Tavza said with equanimity. “Those practicing technique will always benefit in situations limiting one’s other powers. In a life-and-death battle? Impossible to say.”

Zac was slightly surprised that Tavza felt confident standing toe-to-toe with Kator in a death match. A young princess of the Azol bloodline obviously wouldn’t be weak, but Tavza’s role in the mission seemed more like support. She had her Domain-like bloodline that could provide Miasma and a deep understanding of Arrays and ancient history. Meanwhile, Kator was a pure combatant.

The conversation stalled again, and Zac eventually turned to Boje, who had nervously followed a few paces behind.

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine, thank you,” the Alchemist said. “I… May I ask for young master’s name?”

“You don’t know?” Zac said with confusion.

“Boje Zethaya entered Middle D-grade just before Kator found him,” Tavza commented. “He wouldn’t know.”

No wonder Boje had looked like a question mark since the beginning. Zac’s Draugr appearance was only vaguely familiar to his original features after awakening, and it was almost impossible to draw the connection unless you knew they were the same person. However, he’d figured Boje would’ve figured it out through the two aliases on the ladder.

Turned out Boje didn’t even have access to it. Less surprising was that Kator hadn’t bothered filling the poor Alchemist in on the situation.

“You’re already Middle D-grade?” Zac said with surprise. “Your cultivation is even faster than Reoluv Dravorak’s?”

“My, ah, previous status came with some advantages,” Boje said wryly. “The Zethaya Clan is one of the wealthiest factions in the sector, and war was coming. The Matriarch chose to pour vast amounts of resources into our people. That way, we’d be better prepared while reducing our attraction as a target for ransacking. Then… I⁠—”

Boje’s already pallid face grew even paler as he lost his words.

“The Kan’Tanu forcibly raised his cultivation with taboo methods after he was captured,” Laz said.

“Then—” Zac hesitated as he glanced at Boje’s chest.

“No, they don’t implant sealbearers with Heart Curses,” Tavza said upon seeing Zac looking at Boje’s stomach. “We believe they are selling sealbearers to outside factions and don’t want to spoil the goods. Those malevolent things feed on fate, in a sense.”

“His cultivation was already resource-heavy, and the ritual further damaged his foundations,” Laz said, turning to Boje. “Don’t consume more treasures or gain any levels over the next three years. Focus on purification and learning what we imparted.”

“I—I understand,” Boje stuttered, clearly unnerved by the gaze of the Draugr Monarch.

Zac was about to explain the situation, but they’d reached the teleportation square—or rather, one looking mostly like it, except for a few minor differences. Zac guessed there were dozens of them in the sprawling mansion of the Kavriel Clan.

Boje was surprised to hear they were leaving the Kavriel Clan’s ancestral manor, and welcomed the news. It almost looked like he didn’t care where they were going, so long as it was away from all the scary overlords of the Undead Empire.

Zac exchanged a few words with Laz before activating the teleporter, indicating Boje to get inside. Just as they were about to leave, Zac heard Tavza’s emotionless voice in his mind.

‘Don’t return to Kavista before the mission. The situation has gone out of control.’

The teleporter swallowed Zac and Boje before he had the chance to react to Tavza’s message, and they soon appeared by his Nexus Hub. Boje curiously looked around, his brows scrunching together as he sensed the environment outside.

“What’s this?” Boje muttered. “I sense something sinister… No, wait… is that⁠—”

“It’s the Dao of Life,” Zac sighed. “You’ll get used to the change in perspective. Trust me, I know.”

“You—”

“I know you have questions. I’ll explain everything. Let’s relocate before anything else,” Zac said with a shake of his head.

They teleported once more, appearing in Zac’s Compound. All the while, Boje only got increasingly confused as he observed the surroundings. Finally, they settled in his Death-attuned manor, where Triv served refreshments before retreating.

“We’re not on Kavista anymore, are we?”

“No. Not in the Kavriel Province at all, in fact,” Zac explained. “I guess I should introduce myself. I’m Arcaz Umbri’Zi, but you know me better as one of my aliases—Zac Piker.”

“Ah, so it’s—WHAT!” Boje blurted, a storm of emotions fluctuating across his face. It took him over a minute to recollect himself, at which point he looked at Zac with a complicated expression. “They got you too? No wonder we haven’t heard from you lately.”

“No,” Zac said with a wry smile. “Well, not in the same sense. My situation is more complicated. I was already half Draugr when we met the first time. I had something similar to a deviation when entering hegemony and was split in two. The half you’re more familiar with should currently be leading another campaign for the Atwood Empire.”

“So that’s where we are,” Boje said, his eyes widening in comprehension. “I recall reading a missive mentioning your world had pockets of Death after the Undead Incursion. To think it was to this extent.”

“The System turned it into a Dual-attuned world after we passed the Integration,” Zac said. “Now, we’re the only Life-Death faction in Zecia.”

Zac spent the next ten minutes broadly explaining the situation and catching Boje up to speed.

“I understand,” Boje said, blankly looking up at the blue sky and the warm suns. He said nothing more, seemingly lost in his thoughts.

“Are you okay?” Zac asked after the silence had dragged on.

“The past couple of months have been…” Boje said, slowly shaking his head. “It’s ironic.”

“What?”

“I met the Matriarch a few years ago. She told me I wasn’t suited for the path of Death and should focus on Life instead. I wonder what she would think if she saw me now.”

There was a smile on Boje’s face, but even Zac could see the mania hiding beneath the surface. He said nothing, letting Boje continue.

“I followed her suggestion. After our meeting, I shifted my direction toward healing while continuing my studies of Alchemy. I normally stayed far from the fighting, healing our soldiers from within our battlements. Until the quest asked me to follow the army into the Kan’Tanu Sector. I got greedy.”

Zac could guess the rest. They met a strong opponent, and Boje’s army was killed or captured. “Did you get the seal during the war?”

“No, shortly before,” Boje said. “The Zethaya have some clandestine… ventures… inside the Million Gates Territory. That chaotic space has a lot of resources you can’t find elsewhere. I was sent there after we started hearing the rumors of war and opportunities.”

“Should you be spilling the beans on those kinds of secrets?” Zac said with a raised brow.

“It doesn’t matter now,” Boje sighed. “Those channels are all liquidated. Besides, I’m not even part of my family anymore.”

“Those orders…”

“It’s not just that,” Boje said, looking up at Zac. “I can’t return anymore. That skeleton jerk was right in one thing. My family can’t withstand holding onto someone related to the Left Imperial Palace. I kept my situation hidden out of fear of becoming a bargaining chip. Now, my situation is even worse. Besides… I can’t face my family like this…”

Zac understood what he meant. Boje was caught in a nightmarish situation where he didn’t quite belong to either side. The Zethaya Clan might not even believe he was who he said he was. Zac’s first thought was also that Boje was a spy. Hearing the motivations and seeing Tavza and Laz’s reactions wasn’t enough to fully dispel the thought. Realignment was simply too rare, to the point that it never happened on the frontier.

“I shouldn’t complain,” Boje said. “So many people have died in this war, including people I’ve known my whole life. My situation is much better than that, especially now that I’m out of the eyes of that Izh’Rak Reaver.

“I’d like to send a message back home, with your permission. Just explain the situation to my parents. I won’t mention the matter of the Left Imperial Palace, of course. I’ll say something like they recognized my potential was too good to awaken conventionally and chose realignment instead.”

“Sure,” Zac said. “How’s your situation in that regard? Can you still practice Alchemy?”

“Well, I have some relearning to do. Thankfully, I don’t cultivate the Dao of Life like some healers,” Boje said. “I’m cultivating the Daos of Fire, Herbalism, and Alchemy. The empire also provided resources and manuals to allow me to continue my cultivation with Miasma instead of Cosmic Energy.”

“Let me know if you need anything else,” Zac said. “My Atwood Empire can’t compare to the Zethaya Pill House in terms of riches, but you might be surprised by the stuff we have in our stores. Much of it comes from outside Zecia.”

They talked for another hour, catching up and planning for the future. Zac had to admit, Kator had set everything up quite nicely for the Alchemist. Apart from Cultivation Manuals and Alchemy techniques, Boje had even been provided with a large batch of practice resources and information missives related to his path of study. The Undead Empire unsurprisingly had ample experience taking Alchemic Recipes from the outside and reworking them to suit their races.

It was almost impossible for an Undead to create pills that could be used for the living. The foundation of their pills would be made with Miasma rather than Cosmic Energy, which would leave an indelible core of Death within. For the undead, that energy would simply bolster the effect of the pills. For the living, taking the pill would be akin to inviting Death. A few might be fine, any more, and they’d face the same situation as the cultivators who stayed within the Dead Zone too long.

Boje was quite eager to start working on the proprietary Zethaya recipes. In his words, he wouldn’t be breaking any of his old family rules if he reworked them into undead pills. They could technically be considered entirely new pills.

Zac sensed a panic beneath the excitement, and there wasn’t much he could do about it. The trauma Boje had been through wouldn’t magically heal after a short conversation with an old acquaintance. Hopefully, staying in the Atwood Empire would let him process what he’d been through. Seeing the undead and living working together might make it easier to deal with his situation.

“Excuse me, young master. You have guests,” a voice said from outside, and Zac mentally opened the gates to let Triv inside.

Accompanying him was Joanna and a couple of Revenants who would take Boje to get settled. Soon only Zac and Joanna remained, and he shared the events of his visit.

“That Reaver was so strong that not even you could defeat him?” Joanna frowned. “I knew the trial would be deadly, but this…”

“We still have some time to catch up.”

“What’s next?”

“More of the same,” Zac said. “These are going to be a bloody few years.”
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PROVIDENCE OF A SOVEREIGN


The heavenly pressure was finally giving in, but it was too late. Golden lightning crackled across Ogras’s unmoving body while a spiritual pressure made the whole square groan. The cracks grew deeper until his head snapped and fell to the ground. The tribulation didn’t care and continued its assault for another minute before dissipating.

Ogras slowly rose from the shadows of his shattered self, exhaling as his dummy dissipated with the wind.

“Out with the old.” Ogras grinned.

A manageable amount of lightning crackled through his body, tempering his flesh and soul. It would probably linger a while longer, so Ogras looked around. The comforting shade had returned, replacing the overbearing presence of the Ruthless Heavens. His shadowy servants were also gone, becoming the first casualties in his fight against fate.

Most importantly, his flag, while scorched, remained in one piece. It crackled with lightning more ferociously than himself, which elicited a snicker. He almost wanted to activate the thing to hear the little bastard’s screams. No, there was no point in tempting fate like that. The Ruthless Heavens were undoubtedly still close by.

Seeing that the situation was stable, Ogras turned his sight inward. There it waited, a shimmering orb of untold possibility. The next moment, it was gone. Ogras didn’t panic. A wide smile spread across his face as he saw his Shadowmirage Core reappear. It worked. He’d been worried his plan was a fool’s hope, especially when his core lacked its current properties during the formation.

He’d carried that hesitance for years, wondering if he was deluding himself. Could something created during his bouts of amnesia really be trusted? He’d decided to bet on himself, or rather his other self. If Zac dared to aim for such a paradoxical core while being a mortal, how could he back down from creating a core that was both fake and real?

Even if it was real, could he trust its source?

He’d long been worried it was K’Rav that whispered in his ears during the blank periods he’d endured since visiting that glacier. But he’d come to know the truth. The illusory treasure had created a schism in the depths of his mind, and the creatures trapped within his body had eventually figured out how to use it to communicate, to perhaps merge, since his own psyche seemed to be one of the voices.

He’d been able to suppress the bouts when he only had Asshole in his body. He was outnumbered by this point. He could only delay it for a couple of days now. It was enough to find a safe spot, but Ogras worried about its implications for the future. Would he become the illusion and the fused spirits become real if he kept going down this path?

It was even weirder that the spirits seemed to be helping him. He’d been sure their almost incomprehensible scribbles were a trap. Ogras certainly would have done everything in his power to escape if he ever found himself in the same situation as the three creatures sealed by the [Spiritlock Physique]. And if that failed, make both sides go out in a blaze of glory.

Rasata’s notes weren’t any help either—there were no mentions of communication with your Spiritlock Avatars. However, the suggestions didn’t clash with the original ideas born from Ultom’s insight. If anything, they brought out the true value of the mysterious light. Adding the Dreamgeist, especially, drastically improved the proposals. Though the biggest contributor was still himself.

Ogras almost hated his shadowy half for the inspired ideas he jotted down in those short moments. Why couldn’t he just get them in his normal state? Did that guy steal all his comprehension? Ogras shrugged. Whatever. He might not have a full handle on the situation, though he understood enough to make some decisions. If you assumed everyone was scheming against you, you’d be ready for anything. Their goal might be to possess his body, but he was making plans of his own. Until then, he’d accept their gifts, turning them into one of his secret sources of strength.

And the result was good. The Heavenly Lightning had been the catalyst needed to kickstart his creation. A core at the threshold of reality was undeniably the best fit with his unique constitution. Any enemy who thought they’d pierced his core and crippled his cultivation would be in for a rude surprise when they realized it had no effect.

There was a shift in his surroundings, and Ogras’s spear appeared in his hand as he swirled around. He relaxed the next second. A shimmering crystal had appeared without warning, and Ogras’s eyes gleamed with anticipation as he walked over. It was time to see if his hard work was enough to reach the destination.

Core Formation Successful.

Design: 11% unique.

Imperfections: Flawless (3-9).

Evaluation: High Quality, B-grade Energy Capacity, A-grade Potential, A-grade level of Innovation.

Ogras expected to see a list of classes and was surprised he got a report card instead. Only 11% uniqueness even after he created the thing from scratch, using the truths of Ultom as the foundation? Ogras shrugged after some thought, not bothered by the low number. The fusion of Shadows and Illusions wasn’t anything unique. You could randomly throw a rock into a gaggle of assassins and hit someone with a similar path.

Unique didn’t mean strong, and common didn’t mean weak. Furthermore, the Cosmic Core was only one part of your path. And it couldn’t be too bad if the Ruthless Heavens felt it warranted an A-grade level of innovation. He briefly wondered what was needed for A-grade. 5%? 10%? Either case, Zac must have gotten S-grade with his weird creation.

He was much more interested in the other aspects. His core looked incredible, seeing that he’d reached High Quality in one go was a huge relief. Ogras was just one step short of the Peak, paving the path for Monarchy. He’d definitely made the right decision staying an additional two years, even if he felt mostly ready to advance for a while. Without the added Mana and planning, he probably would only have reached Middle Quality.

The energy capacity wasn’t stellar. Ogras had already been aware of that when creating his blueprint. Besides, his path wasn’t one of endurance. What was the point of a large pool when you either finished the job in one strike or ran for your life? The extremely rapid energy transmission it was capable of was far more useful. If anything, B-grade was better than expected.

Ogras snickered upon thinking of the elders back home. The main branch had celebrated for six straight months when the Fourth Elder broke through, inviting the whole capital to a feast. Such a commotion over a lump of garbage that left the old goat stuck at level 153. What would those scheming halfwits think if they saw him now? With a swing of his spear, the whole council would be punched full of holes.

He shook his head, dispelling his fantasy of a glorious return. One day, he would slap all those deceitful faces before taking his grandpa away, but his fate with Azh’Rezak and the Horde had already been severed. He couldn’t forget that his circumstances had changed. What was an earth-shattering accomplishment back home wasn’t worth mentioning in the circles he ran lately. Whatever core the black-eyed lass created two months ago was bound to be equally impressive.

She’d been making improvements until the end, just like he. Ogras might have one more seal piece under his belt and enjoyed the benefits of buddying up with a walking treasure magnet for longer, but Catheya was a little princess. Her dad was a Late-Stage Monarch, and her master was even stronger—their starting position wasn’t the same.

Today, Ogras felt he’d closed the gap to all the Heaven-kissed brats who thought themselves better because they won the cosmic birthright lottery. His anticipation grew when the real prize appeared.

[Option 1]

Name: [D-Epic] Rehiphem’s Vengeance.

Fixed Attributes: Dexterity +300 / 450 / 600, Wisdom +150 / 225 / 300.

Free Attributes: +100 / 150 / 200.

Forgotten, hidden. Returned with a vengeance.

[Option 2]

Name: [D-Epic] Nightmare’s Requiem

Fixed Attributes: Dexterity +150 / 225 / 300, Intelligence +100 / 150 / 200, Wisdom +250 / 375 / 500.

Free Attributes: +50 / 75 / 100.

A beguiling song, a beautiful dream. All a lie.

[Option 3]

Name: [D-Arcane] Shadewar Sovereign

Fixed Attributes: Dexterity +250 / 375 / 500, Intelligence +100 / 150 / 200, Wisdom +250 / 375 / 500.

Free Attributes: +50 / 75 / 100

Ruler of none, master of all.

Ogras’s hands shook as he reached the final line, a storm sweeping away everything else. Who cared about the old tale of Rehiphem, the advisor of the ancient Gods? Who cared about nightmares? He’d done it. He’d actually done it. Ogras’s eyes couldn’t help but mist over as his mind drifted back to his journey over the years.

It had all started that day. He’d held his hand against a Nexus Node very much like right now, trying to take control over the small island kingdom after taking out all the competition. Back then, he’d been shut out, deemed unworthy, and he’d been swept up in Zac’s path just minutes later.

Today, it felt like the gates to the Heavens themselves had opened wide to let him in as a testament to his struggle. He was not just a hanger-on anymore. He was a lowly born who’d seized the providence of a sovereign.

A movement shattered his beautiful dream. A confident smile appeared on the demon’s face as he calmed his raging emotions.

“Ai, it’s finally over,” a wretched voice emerged from the scorched pit. “The Ruthless Heavens, indeed. I can’t believe some lunatic created that thing. Makes our experiments seem tame in comparison.”

“You would have gotten there eventually if you hadn’t destroyed yourself first,” Ogras commented, his voice slightly hoarse. “Did it work?”

“Yes,” K’Rav grunted as he appeared.

Golden lightning crackled across the goblin’s spiritual body, and his aura was erratic. The goblin had passed his tribulation just as Ogras had.

“Hurt like one of the Four Fell Brews of Potioneer He’Zar, but the path has been created,” K’Rav said.

“Now we just need to fill you up before subverting darkness and light.”

“When are things ever so simple?” K’Rav snickered. “Fooling the Heavens isn’t so easy, and I doubt this new-fangled overlord is a fool. You want to turn the fell Karma of the [Shadewar Flag] into an illusion… The souls will resist becoming subordinate Tool Spirits. It’s against nature.”

“That’s why I have you, isn’t it?” Ogras lazily said. “Work hard on motivating the recruits. The better they align with our plan, the easier it should be.”

“You want me to reason with a bunch of mindless vengeful spirits?” K’Rav scoffed.

“Figure it out,” Ogras shrugged. “If things go south, I’ll just throw you into a spatial tear and wash my hands of the whole situation.”

“Little bastard, some things are not so easily erased.” K’Rav said with a toothy grin. “You’ve got the mark of the Ra’Lashar all over you. Our fates are inextricably linked.”

Ogras didn’t bother arguing. He and the goblin had their plans and fallbacks. Only time could tell who would walk away in the end. For now, their purposes were aligned, at least on a surface level.

He turned back to the Nexus Node, having already made his choice. What was there even to think about? If the Heavens gave you a treasure, you don’t look for baubles on the ground. Streaks of power entered his body, setting the foundation for his pathways.

“What an innovative way of cultivation. Classes, ranks. All neat and tidy, controlled by an eternal overlord.” K’Rav sighed, studying the Nexus Node with interest before observing the changes within Ogras’s body. “I’m not sure I like it, though. It all feels very restrictive.”

“Yeah, well. You, if anyone, should know that unfettered freedom has a price,” Ogras scoffed. “And it creates opportunities. Without the Ruthless Heavens, I would never have left my home world. I would either have wasted my life at the threshold of cultivation or gotten killed by one of my cousins.”

“Yeah, I guess a little ingrate like you came out ahead,” K’Rav agreed. “So we done here?”

“We’re done here,” Ogras said and stowed the [Shadewar Flag] in his sleeve. “The war has already started. We can’t let the others have all the fun.”

“War,” K’Rav said, his sinister eyes gleaming with recollection. “It’s been a while.”

It was as though Ogras’s proclamation triggered a hidden array as the familiar bubble sprung up around him. He was filled with anticipation for his return as he streaked through the endless cosmos. Was this finally his chance to make that monster look at him with shock and some jealousy?

Suddenly, Ogras felt a powerful pull, and he groaned with pain when his pod was forcibly dragged into a pitch-black hole. His eyes were wide with panic, but there was no time to think. A gleaming dagger was piercing right at his forehead, and his body moved on instinct. Fake became real, and shadows became true as Ogras avoided the ambush while unleashing an attack of his own.

Ogras didn’t care who this shadow was or how they’d ended up in this dark basement—protecting his little life took priority. The enemy’s dagger almost felt alive, continuing toward his forehead with unerring precision. Ogras was aghast to find that no matter how many times he subverted his position or how many layers of feints he used, the dagger only drew closer.

How was this possible! The shrouded assassin was clearly only at Late E-grade. Ogras decisively shifted his main body into one of the shadows he’d already sent in every direction, escaping through a crack in the wall. Why should he risk his life fighting that guy? There were far too many suspicious points about the situation for him to stick around.

Shadows passed through the cracks in the ground, moving thousands of meters in no time. An isolating force exhausted his shadows, making it harder and harder to move. Finally, Ogras had no choice but to go up. His heart lurched when he found himself back in that same room. The shadowy assassin stared at him, his aura at the Late E-grade. Even then, Ogras was filled with a fatal danger.

“Not too bad, I gue—Alright, enough.”

Ogras found his true form dragged out of the shadows after a second failed escape, and his whole body was locked in place by a monstrous killing intent. Any more tricks or movements meant utter death. This was not something an E-grade cultivator could emit. Or a Monarch, for that matter. Ogras knew there was trouble when his return journey was interrupted. He’d hoped it was a cosmic hiccup rather than the machinations of an old monster.

Where was Zac’s Luck when you needed it? Or was this what his life was like?

“Little eel, try to escape again, and I’ll sever your shadows.”

“I’m sorry, senior,” Ogras said with an ingratiating smile. “I was just shocked by the sudden changes. I did not realize such an esteemed figure had called upon me. What can this lowly one do for sir?”

“Glib,” the assassin commented. “As I said. Not bad, but you’re lacking in skill and experience. More importantly, you lack ruthlessness. Against your enemy, and especially against yourself. Fearing for your life is natural—it becomes poison to your momentum. Only by becoming death can you deliver death.”

“Of course, of course,” Ogras eagerly nodded while trying to understand what in the nine hells was going on.

“I’m not sure what dogshit luck you have, but the Lord of the Perennial Vastness sent you to me for training,” the shadow continued. “Seeing as he didn’t make things difficult for me after I failed to kill him all those years ago, I guess I owe him one.”

Ogras was initially confused, then he quickly understood what was going on. Even if his core was good, it wasn’t good enough for an ancient existence like the Lord of the Perennial Vastness to make any special arrangements. He’d been curious and expectant after hearing Zac share his experience in… Where was it? Why couldn’t he remember? Ogras shook his head, his memories had already been sealed. But he knew one thing.

It was him, again.

Ogras sighed, knowing his Karmic Debt had only grown larger. He didn’t know what Zac had done to send him here. It was an unimaginable opportunity if he managed to grab onto it. Someone with the guts to target the Perennial Vastness had to be unimaginably strong. Or unimaginably stupid, but those people rarely lived for too long.

“Senior, I am in your care,” Ogras said.

“Promise or not, you’re too weak,” the shadow offhandedly said.

“Ah?”

“I expected that undying thing to send over some unique little monster. You don’t have the qualifications to withstand my teachings. Your mind would break, and your body would tear if you tried to forcibly learn my abilities,” the shadow said. “I’ll still give you a chance to shore up your lacking foundation. It might not be enough to let you contend with the strongest of your generation, but it’ll be a step in the right direction.

“It’ll be dangerous. Say the word, and I’ll send you on back home, and I’ll consider my debt paid.”

A flash of fear gripped Ogras’s heart. If this scary guy said it would be dangerous, then it meant he wanted to send him through the gates of hell. What good was the promise of power if you were dead? No, he couldn’t always back down.

Being meticulous and careful was virtuous. Being too afraid to bet on your future was not. If he backed down today, there would be a similar situation tomorrow. At most, he’d just die. It was bound to happen sooner or later when following that walking calamity.

“I’m willing.”

“Good. Long ago, I founded a little group of brothers called the Red Hand Society. I don’t really bother with the organization anymore, but they’ll come in handy this time. I left them a unique realm that’s used to train their more promising candidates nowadays. I’ll give you an identity as a Faceless Shadow and send you inside. I’ll pluck you out after a year. You should be strong enough to learn a few of my moves if you’re still alive by that point.

“Oh, and I went ahead and sealed that thing in your sleeve. While it’s pretty interesting, I feel it would get in the way of your training.”

The sudden shifts and turns only let Ogras nod in agreement before he found himself pulled into another vortex. Just as the gate to the nondescript cellar was about to close, Ogras heard the parting words of the mysterious assassin.

“Of course, if you’re strong enough to not just survive but to conquer, then there’s no better place to find an army for your flag.”
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BORN FROM DIRT


“Why did I enlist those years ago?” Ton lamented for the fifth time today.

Fandar smiled helplessly as he glanced at his pilot. “We come from dirt. We’d be here one way or another. Better inside one of these nice little skippers than among the conscripts on the war plateaus or frontier planets.”

Ton rolled her eyes. “Maybe I could have married up. I hear traders and skilled craftsmen can avoid the draft to some degree.”

“Why in the stars would a wealthy merchant go for you?” Fandar guffawed, dodging the wrench thrown his way. “And where would you even meet one in Green Streak? The closest we saw to a titan of industry was Big Bucket in the scrap yard.”

“Never seen a man that fat. I wonder if he ate all the spare parts he couldn’t sell,” Ton giggled before her face became downcast again. “This is going to be bad, isn’t it?”

The question made the others in the cockpit look over, their hollow eyes proof of weeks of sleepless nights. They were hoping for something, anything, that could relieve the tension building aboard the Perky Princess. Fandar wanted to give it to them, but he wasn’t in any better state himself. If not for his Cosmic Core, he would have keeled over already.

Fandar hesitated before nodding slightly.

“It’s going to be bad. I’ll do everything in my power to see us through to the other side. After all, every one of you owes me money.”

Small chuckles echoed through the cockpit. “We’ll do our best too.”

“Like you said, it could be worse,” Enok offered. “We’re stationed close to the Everfast Star. Among the Starlords, Lord Everfast is among the stronger.”

“That’s right,” Ton said. “I hear he’s a grand-uncle of the current emperor of the Dravorak Empire, or something like that. He definitely has some good stuff prepared in case they hit this side hard. The sixteenth star grouping will face the real pressure.”

“If you ask me, the sixteenth is a trap. Why else would it be manned by rogue and wandering Monarchs? The weakness is too glaring,” Enok countered. “I bet one of the heavyweights is waiting there to take out a couple of Monarchs after they overextend.”

“I hear the Alliance have had many problems calling over the hidden masters,” Mina said. “Maybe they simply don’t have enough strong Monarchs to create a strong line.”

“There’s no point speculating,” Fandar interjected. “The plans of the lords are beyond us. We only need to use this little beauty to take out anything at our level and sweep away Lord Everfast’s obstructions. In that regard, we’re in a pretty good situation. Remember, the Kan’Tanu have passed through the whole Million Gates Territory to get here. Their flagships are probably fine, its the the swarm of smaller vessels that should be facing all kinds of problems.”

“There’s no way those lunatics are willing to stop and repair the ships of their grunts,” Enok agreed, his face betraying his true thoughts.

There was the thing none said out loud. The danger didn’t come from the D-grade Cosmic Vessels they were ordered to take out. It came from whatever the Kan’Tanu had prepared to break through the defensive line. Whatever could destroy the powerful Spatial Seals that had turned the exit of the Million Gates Territory into a thin corridor could take out their little vessel as an afterthought.

Hours passed through their vigil. They couldn’t sleep on duty, so they passed the time alternating between meditation and idle conversation. The topics had been rehashed endless times over the past decades, but the familiarity was a comfort.

Suddenly, the silence of the endless expanse broke as a storm of messages flooded Fandar’s mind.

Enok was only a breath slower, his face pallid as he saw the readings of their scanners. “Spatial activity! Terrifying numbers!”

“They’re here,” Fandar growled.

“Shouldn’t they be days away, dealing with our traps? Where’s the early warning? What the hell are our scouts doing!” Ton swore.

Their training kicked in, helping them through the shock. A series of procedures readied the ship for combat, like a beast coming out of hibernation, its ferocity matched by the elite soldiers on board. The whole defensive line was coming alive, and space itself groaned from the gathering force.

“All hands on deck!” Fandar said, his voice spreading through every inch of the vessel.

At the same time, flickers of light spread across the horizon—small motes of sanguine radiance growing into cracks reaching another dimension. On the other side, an endless armada waited. A direct shift had been blocked by the powerful jammers of their War Fortresses. The Kan’Tanu were rapidly forcing a path.

“Fire!” Fandar roared. “Take them out while they’re breaking through!”

A ruthless sheen appeared in Mina’s eyes, and her usual circumspect aura was replaced by a murderous air. Ominous hums and vibrations spread through the Perky Princess, promising death and destruction. The Atwood Ships were worthy of their renown. It barely took any time for a thick pillar of opalescent light to shoot forward, crashing into the nose of a ship just as it peeked through the gate.

A powerful barrier blocked the beam, but the gateway fluctuated erratically from the its powerful sustained energy. Then the gate collapsed, cleanly cutting the Kan’Tanu Vessel in two.

Similar scenes were taking place all across the horizon. Fandar felt a sense of defeat upon seeing more and more ships emerge unscathed. Ultimately, it was a long shot dealing with their enemies like this, especially when they appeared out of nowhere. There was no escaping the bloody battle that would ensue.

Suddenly, two radiant half-moons were unleashed by the Everfast Star, each innumerable times stronger than their own energy attack. They left a trail of spatial chaos in their wake, and the Kan’Tanu vessels unlucky enough to be in their way were reduced to ash. The attacks disappeared, having pierced through the dimensional curtain to target the real threats beyond.

Fandar’s heart hammered as he kept giving out orders while analyzing the mountains of reports and data transmitted between the Everfast Star and the armada. A shockwave blasted a hole in space, creating a gateway the size of a planet. Fandar spotted three gargantuan vessels on the other side, one of them left with a noticeable scar.

However, his vision was blocked by two hulking entities before he could discern if the Kan’Tanu mothership was damaged.

“What the hell is that!”

Two impossibly large forms stepped out of the gateway, their size making the D-grade vessels surrounding them look like flies. They weren’t constructs but humanoids, decked in a fur loincloth, sinister-looking stone helmets, and nothing else. Their roars shook space, and Fandar swore upon seeing something in their hands.

“Incoming!” Fandar urged as the giants hurled their payload.

The things had looked like small pebbles in comparison to those creatures’ size, but they were actually large stars wrought from black metal. They were over a hundred meters across, with spikes emitting a chilling force. The things had to weigh as much as a mountain, and they tore through space with almost blinding speed. Ton cursed her heart out as she pushed their ship to dodge.

One of its spikes dragged against their shield. The fully charged barrier narrowly held against the grazing attack. Fandar exhaled, knowing things would just get worse from here on out.

“Titans!” Ton whispered with horror. “The Kan’Tanu have Titans?”

“That’s impossible,” Mina whispered. “I read at the Academy that the true Titans were exterminated eons ago. They went against the new order, and the System rallied the masters of the Multiverse against them. A mighty being approaching the levels of the Apostates purged their whole race from the River of Fate. Besides, these things aren’t nearly big enough. They seem to be humanoid beasts.”

“Not big enough?” Ton swore, her face slick with sweat after narrowly avoiding death. “Those bastards are almost as big as the Everfast Star.”

Fandar only grunted, more occupied with reading the reports. The two giants were massive, yet only specks of dust when compared to the true Titans. Only the mythical Starbeasts in the Multiverse Heartlands could overshadow those beings.

Besides, that wasn’t the only thing off with the things.

“Something is wrong,” Enok muttered, his warning echoing Fandar’s thoughts. “Their readings… They’re corpses?”

“Almost. They’re containers. Containers for madness,” Fandar spat. “Change targets. Suppressive fire!”

Thousands of attacks tore toward the giants while the subsidiary towers of the Everfast Star suppressed the still-emerging Kan’Tanu fleet. Unfortunately, the dark-grey skin of the oversized creatures was stronger than any spiritual metal. Only the attacks of the Everfast Star managed to pierce their hides. Fandar almost wished they hadn’t when a wriggling mess within was exposed. It was countless insectoids, each the size of a small Cosmic Vessel.

Their carapaces were covered in the familiar tendrils of the Kan’Tanu Heart Curses, pulsating with sinister power. Being exposed to the environment of outer space made the abominations stir, and they swarmed out of the wounds. A few creatures waking up triggered a chain reaction, and gory explosions erupted all over the giant’s body as a whole swarm emerged.

Soon, Fandar had no time to worry about giants and whether they had any more spikes to throw out. The parasites formed a devastatingly durable vanguard that shot toward the defensive line with speed only space-born creatures could display. The Kan’Tanu vessels followed in their wake, madly firing, the writhing tsunami drawing closer by the second. Their armada was firing at will, and thousands of insects were turned into gory pulps of writhing curses, but the giants were seemingly bottomless repositories of parasites.

Soon, the Kan’Tanu were everywhere, and the whole Everfast Armada was caught in a chaotic melee. Silent explosions lit up the darkness as vessels on both sides met fiery ends. The Perky Princess shuddered from the shockwaves—nothing managed to break through.

Fandar gave the occasional order, trusting his crew to handle themselves. His mind entered the ship, spreading into the dozens of drones it could control. They emerged from the four hatches on the ship’s belly, forming a defensive perimeter around them. One of the four-winged insects was streaking right toward them with suicidal fervor. A focused attack with their energy cannon and the smaller drones turned its head into a gory mess.

A bloody tongue of sin pierced the broken skull and lashed at their ship with incredible force. The gargantuan Heart Curse had emerged, clearly not sharing the fleeting lifespan of its smaller brethren. The thorn stretched for over a mile, and the readings indicated its force was well within Middle D-grade—more than what Fandar dared to take on with their shield.

“Dodge!” Fandar growled.

Ton was already pushing the ship’s engines beyond their safe limits to veer out of the way.

Fandar’s insides shifted, and they narrowly avoided the sanguine spear. Yet the curse pursued, somehow dragging the huge corpse along. A Kan’Tanu Cosmic Vessel moved to intercept, forming a deadly pincer. The whole ship shook from the onslaught, but the shielding held long enough for the drones to catch up. Flickering light drowned the enemy until one of the drones found a weakness.

Mina had been waiting for an opportunity, and a dense pillar of destruction bore right through the ship. A huge explosion illuminated the surroundings, and their scanners were momentarily overloaded as the Perky Princess pierced through. The trailing Heart Curse was pushed away by the shockwave, and it gave up its pursuit. However, it was still alive, roving back and forth for other targets.

Two enemies down, and new enemies were there to replace the ones they fought. In just twenty minutes, the whole field was littered with the things. They were everywhere, and one desperate struggle turned into another. The insects were thankfully not too dangerous. They couldn’t withstand the weaponry of the Everfast Armada. That didn’t prevent them from targeting any nearby ship with mindless aggression, completely disregarding their safety.

“Why isn’t the lord doing anything!” Ton spat through grit teeth, though they all knew the answer.

For one, the battlefront had become extremely chaotic, making it difficult to target the enemies with conventional means. More importantly, the three motherships had yet to emerge from the huge gateway, still hiding behind the two giants. The Starlord was undoubtedly wary of showing his hand before knowing who hid within those leviathans and what other means the Kan’Tanu had prepared. He hoped their ships could break through the predicament and force the enemy out of hiding.

The onslaught proved too intense. One Alliance vessel after another crumbled, forcing the Lord Everfast to make his move. Hundreds of jade swords poured out of the War Fortress, and thousands more emerged from hidden pockets throughout the battlefront. The vast sword array lit up, shrouding thousands of miles in an emerald haze. All through the battlefield, ships and creatures were cut apart. Not even the carcasses were spared, with thousands minced and pushed away.

The invisible blades released by the swords were gathering in an attack of utmost power and destruction. Everything that came close was shredded as the attack tore toward the giants. Then, just as they were about to be consumed by the blade domain, a snicker echoed through the battlefront.

The hoarse voice felt like the laugh of an evil god, peering at them from the depths of hell. Meanwhile, the head of a huge bird covered in parasites appeared before the giants, blocking the incoming attack. Fandar was overwhelmed by despair upon seeing the attack fail. How could they fight against this? Why should he let his crew suffer? Why not just⁠—

A searing heat made Fandar yelp with pain, and the sizzling sound of burning flesh and the acrid smell of the Clarity Seals woke him up. Fandar took a shuddering breath—his crew was no better off. Their eyes were bloodshot, and their hands shook from having almost lost their minds. The fact that a simple laugh had created such havoc could only mean one thing.

A Kan’Tanu Monarch had made their move.

Fandar had heard the rumors of the terrifying lords of the Kan’Tanu. Almost all were former Reincarnators, having reached the top by slaughtering their brothers and sisters. Their inner worlds were completely filled with monstrous Heart Curses whose power was beyond one’s comprehension. When you fought against one Kan’Tanu Monarch, you fought against two.

“I’ve been waiting for you, wretched thing,” a booming voice emerged from the depths of the star. “Why hide behind these fell constructs?”

The voice was like a bell dispersing the lingering effect of the laugh. The emerald haze had seemingly come alive, forming a protective curtain around the surviving vessels.

“Why so impatient? The stage has barely been set, and you wish to skip to the main course?” the hoarse voice from before answered from the other side of the enormous gateway.

“Last time, you left your arm behind. There are no spatial gates for you to flee into this time,” the commanding voice from within the War Fortress said.

“Fate is everchanging. Let’s see if I can take something from you this time.”

The crew didn’t lose their mental faculties from the sinister voice, but Fandar still felt a sense of defeat. It wasn’t that he believed in the words of the hidden enemy more than the Everfast Monarch. Their fate was simply out of their hands now that the top combatants had stepped onto the field.

If the Everfast Monarch won, they’d exterminate the enemies. If he lost, then none of them would be spared when the Kan’Tanu Monarch was no longer restrained. Their only hope in that situation was escape, praying the enemy wouldn’t be able to lock space fast enough.

“Why would I give you the opportunity?” Everfast said before his booming voice shook the cosmos. “MERGE!”

The crew groaned from pain and disorientation as a powerful spatial pulse passed right through the Atwood Ship.

“Brace yourselves!” Fandar grunted, shaking his head to clear his vision. “Something is changing!”

Yet, there was nothing they could do except ride out the storm of whatever their Starlord had planned. Space bent, causing unbelievable pain across Fandar’s body. Then, it thankfully went away as reality snapped into place. Or realities. Fandar’s eyes were wide with shock from the sudden surge of information entering his mind.

Who were all these people?

Less than 300 vessels had remained after the furious struggle against the cursed insects, yet there were suddenly 800 nodes in the network. They’d appeared out of nowhere, already unleashing hell on the other side. Fandar gasped—it was a dimensional convergence.

It was unbelievable that the Starlord managed to hide such a powerful force in a neighboring dimension without anyone noticing. The ample proof was all around them though. Fandar realized the Sword Array paved the way, creating safe pockets to merge into. However, many swords had failed, which led to dozens of vessels superimposing on debris or insect carapaces.

The shielding of the newcomers mostly kept them safe, but a few weren’t so lucky. Their shields hadn’t managed to rebuff the materia, leading to a forced fusion of two dimensions. One ship had completely merged with an insect carapace. There was no way the crew survived the spatial chaos generated by such an accident.

Thankfully, the losses were nothing compared to the devastation on the Kan’Tanu’s side. A whole asteroid belt had suddenly superimposed on their positions. This had to be planned, and there was clearly something special about those boulders. Otherwise, how could over a hundred vessels fail to rebuff the spatial convergence?

A band of earthshaking explosions spread through their armada, the shockwaves creating a second round of destruction as the remaining asteroids exploded. Hundreds of thousands of soldiers were deposited into space, most unmoving. Even the leviathan motherships had been dragged out of hiding, and two had suffered damage.

Shockingly, the ships and asteroid belt weren’t even the true ace up the Dravorak Imperial’s sleeve. In the center of the second fleet was a huge construct already humming with deadly force.

“A second mouse,” the hoarse voice snickered, completely unfazed that they’d just lost half their fleet. “I SEE YOU!”

Thousands of insect carapaces exploded, and the crew swore upon seeing a hundred-meter-wide blood-eye appear just a few miles away from their position. It exuded a deep hum that left Fandar with a splitting headache. His fear mounted when the eye focused on their ship.

“What the what in the nine hells is that!” Fandar croaked. “Ton, get us out of—hey!”

Blood poured out of Tyla’s seven orifices, her whole body twitching terrifyingly. Mina was already dead, and Enko lay unmoving on the ground. Pain and despair filled Fandar’s heart as his childhood friend took her last breath.

“I’m sorry…”

Fandar desperately held on, containing his crumbling soul and Cosmic Core with sheer will as he set the course for the Perky Princess’s final journey. The engine was rapidly overloading, and deadly currents tore through the ship’s hallways. He prayed it was enough.

He was born from dirt, but he would become the sand that blinded the enemy.
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DRAFTED


Zac stepped into the meeting room with Vilari and Emily in tow. His alter ego and the leaders of the Calamity Company were already seated, along with Ilvere and the Undead Empire’s liaisons. His Draugr persona sat with his eyes closed in meditation, shutting out the surroundings.

It was a small trick Zac had adopted over the past months after having grown tired of talking with himself in these meetings. He let the mounting pressures and his already ironclad reputation as a cultivation maniac work in his favor.

“Welcome back,” Joanna said, frowning upon seeing Zac’s expression. “What’s wrong? Did something happen at the battlefront?”

“No,” Zac said with a helpless shake of his head. “No surprises this time. I just spent all my money again. Hate the feeling.”

“Don’t let the cycle of consumption drive you off the cliff,” Ilvere guffawed. “My grandma met her end that way. Found a good hunting spot. The riches it brought only increased her expenses. She had to take greater and greater risks as the easiest targets were gone. One day, she simply didn’t return.”

“Maybe she was tired of providing for her money-burning descendants and ran away,” Emily said with a wink.

“Aye, that might be the case. She could be off living the good life somewhere.” Ilvere laughed, but his face soon grew somber. “Then again, none of us are having a good time lately.”

“No changes in the prompt, right?” Zac ventured as he sat down.

“Nothing,” Ilvere grunted, glancing up at the large map floating in the middle of the conference table. It was a smaller replica of the one in the middle of the command center, showcasing the current situation in Zecia. “Conquests don’t seem to prolong the deadline. At least not the ones we’re doing.”

Zac sighed as he looked over the map. By now, the Red Zone of the Allbright Empire was red in reality, with thousands of worlds conquered or contested. Worse, the defeats indicated on the galactic map were weeks old, and the situation hadn’t improved since. If anything, the defensive line had been pushed back even farther after the Kan’Tanu erected a beachhead.

“Any big changes?”

“Much of the information is restricted. Rumors are that another War Fortress fell two days ago,” Ilvere said. “Everyone is sending reinforcements and supplies, and the Kan’Tanu are doing the same. I hear new Kan’Tanu vessels are appearing all over the place.”

“They have portable vessels?” Emily exclaimed. “Have they stolen our technology?”

“They don’t,” Petrus assured. “That doesn’t mean they can’t teleport Cosmic Vessels over. They just need to send them over in pieces and assemble them at location. Then, their Array Masters only need to put the finishing touches on the Spatial Arrays.”

Ilvere nodded. “That’s right. I talked with our contact in the Allbright Army. The Kan’Tanu have set up factories on hundreds of worlds. Our side is trying to take them out… Except we’re having trouble just holding onto the land we have.”

“We’re still losing? After all our hard work?” Emily looked crestfallen.

“The first clash proved that the enemy has deeper foundations and more dangerous means,” Serzo said. “Monarchs are incredibly difficult to kill, yet Zecia lost more than a dozen in the first day of battle, one of them our own. Sure, we’ve killed a couple ourselves, but we’ve undeniably come out on the losing end. That doesn’t mean the war is over. The defeat has stirred some reclusive Monarchs into action, and the frontlines have more C-grade cultivators than previously.”

“Then what are they doing?” the young shaman glowered. “Are those old things waiting for millions of us low-grade cultivators to sacrifice ourselves before they strike back?”

“In a sense, yes,” Petrus calmly said, lifting his hand when Emily was about to continue. “This is the reality of war. Victory or defeat will ultimately be decided by those at the top. That doesn’t mean the battles between the lower-grade cultivators are without purpose.”

“We are chess pieces,” Zac said.

“Exactly,” Serzo said. “The Monarchs don’t want to die any more than the rest of us, but that’s not what’s holding them back. War is a game of chess. If the queen rushes into the enemy lines, they’ll be taken out without a doubt. If too many fall, the balance will break, and the Kan’Tanu will flood the sector unhindered.”

“That’s where you come in,” Petrus continued. “The System is aiding both sides by allowing teleportation to the frontlines through the Battlefront Arrays. Each world we recapture will weaken the Kan’Tanu’s hold on our sector, especially if we manage to take out their Curse Farms and factories. The more important a location we target, the higher the risk of being targeted by peak D-grade elites. It’s even possible to run into a true Monarch if unlucky.”

“Which is exactly what our side’s Monarchs are waiting for,” Zac sighed.

The Monarchs weren’t hoping for their subordinates to die. They wanted to force the Kan’Tanu’s hands as the armies targeted the strategic positions of the beachhead. It gave the Monarchs hiding in the shadows an opportunity to strike, dealing a huge blow to the cultists. Sacrificing a whole army to take out a single Monarch was a worthwhile trade from a strategic standpoint.

“And you shouldn’t underestimate yourselves,” Serzo said. “Monarchs aren’t infallible, especially not here on the frontiers. It’s not impossible for D-grade armies to kill them, and they aren’t immune to the concentrated attacks of a fleet of Cosmic Vessels. The common Early Monarchs, anyway.”

“Still, that’s a rough deal,” Emily said. “Our equipment won’t save us from the attack of an angry Monarch. I hear casualty rates in some engagements exceeded 90%. Even if we manage to drag one down with the help of our allies, it’ll be after taking disastrous losses.”

“Like it or not, we have to go,” Joanna calmly said. “When life gives you lemons…”

“System’s lemonade, bitter indeed,” Carl muttered, and Zac could only agree.

The System was clearly in favor of the development on the front. It had given everyone the option to join, and Zac had opted out. The situation was even more chaotic in the first weeks of the clash, and blood had flowed like rivers. If Zac needed any further proof of how crazy the situation had become, he just needed to check his Quest Screen.

One of his shipyard quest’s subgoals was for the sold Creator Vessels to destroy enough enemy vessels. It wasn’t even halfway finished before, but it had completed four days after the Kan’Tanu reached the Red Zone. Calrin was being overwhelmed by requests for more vessels and spare parts. There really wasn’t much they could do. The Creator’s quotas were set by the System.

Zac definitely wouldn’t send his people to that place if given the choice. As he’d said to Kator, his little faction had already contributed more than their fair share. Besides, his elites were steadily growing stronger and accumulating merit by taking out one Kan’Tanu world after another through the Battlefront Arrays.

Unfortunately, the System had run out of patience, and the Atwood Empire’s participation was no longer voluntary. They’d been given a quota. Six battlefronts needed to be fused into two, where each would be sent to the frontlines. Zac had tried to stall as long as possible until the situation stabilized, when the System had added a deadline. He needed to make the adjustments within two weeks, or the System would make them for him.

All D-grade factions across Zecia were in the same situation, though their quotas and grace periods differed depending on the System’s evaluation. The Atwood Empire was among the last to be forcibly merged, all thanks to their stellar performance and non-stop campaigns. The first factions were forcibly merged and sent to the frontlines over a month ago, just hours after the initial clash.

“At least the returns are good,” Joanna offered. “Those who survive are rolling in it. Pretty much everything has strategic value and bonus merit.”

“A faction like ours would be attached to a Middle or Late D-grade army,” Ilvere said. “It’s dangerous, but the potential gains are indeed far greater. One day of fighting can surpass the reward of a week’s campaign.”

“That’s right,” Emily said, shooting Zac a mischievous grin. “Just look at Zac and Arcaz. They’ve already been pushed down to the 9th and 10th positions.”

Zac answered with a roll of his eyes, once more feeling the pain of his empty pockets. Over the past month, his monthly gains surpassed 40,000 for both his identities, a huge improvement compared to when the two companies were first set up. That still wasn’t enough to maintain his position, let alone climb any higher on the ladder.

“Fate is gathering,” Vilari added, her tranquil voice like a calm lake that spread through the room. “The frontline is the true stage for the seals.”

A few in the meeting weren’t sealbearers, though everyone had already been appraised of the situation. They would have found out sooner or later, even if Zac hadn’t told them. As Vilari said, one sealbearer after another popped up on the front. The situation had already reached the point where rumors spread among the elites of Zecia like wildfire.

Few knew the truth about Ultom or the Left Imperial Palace. It was common knowledge that some combatants were carrying mysterious seals. Finding one on the battlefield meant getting your hands on an unimaginable opportunity. Some were initially skeptical. That all changed when the established factions put out monstrous bounties on the seals. Even information of sightings was worth a fortune, and it had attracted numerous elites who would normally have stayed far away from the frontlines.

The Atwood Empire remained unmoved, even if it had become clear that stumbling onto Starstorm had been a lucky break. After four months of constant fighting since the duel, Zac had only encountered two more. The first was a Soultaker of Ultom. Although it would have been nice to get a second member of the Anima Court, the sealbearer had been personally discovered and killed by Vilari. She had offered to give up the seal, but Zac wouldn’t snatch Vilari’s opportunity like that.

This way, she’d gained her second seal early, and was ready to break through at any time. Zac was extremely worried because of her heavy foundation and mysterious bloodline. Regardless, there was nothing he could do to help except provide rare materials he’d found in the Perennial Vastness.

The second seal was a piece of the Farsee Court. The sealbearer was a Kan’Tanu, and he was currently locked up on the bottom floor of Purgatory with Starstorm. Zac wasn’t sure what to do with that one. He already had Ibtep and Jaol for his cycles, and he frankly felt it a waste to give them a second piece of the seal.

Jaol wasn’t trustworthy enough, and Zac worried it might harm rather than help Ibtep. The Grub Knight might be a Hegemon, but he wasn’t a pure combat class. He didn’t have the strength to become even a minor player inside the Left Imperial Palace, so reinforcing his connection with Ultom could very well result in the Zhix never returning.

“You have to make a choice.”

It was Petrus who had spoken, steadily looking at Zac. The choice was simple: should he enter the fray in earnest, or should he sacrifice six of the weaker armies to protect his elites and his core strength? Many had done just that, judging by the reports.

That wasn’t Zac’s path, and it wasn’t the culture he wanted to foster in his empire. Strength was a gift and also a responsibility.

“I’ve already discussed this with Arcaz. The System has made its will known, and we have to listen. We’re joining the battle in earnest,” Zac said.

His Draugr half opened his eyes and spoke up for the first time, “Calamity and Acheron can’t continue as they are. Our string of victories has been too eye-catching in either case. We barely avoided that headhunting squad the last time, thanks to Vilari’s early warning. The System is also sending us to increasingly dangerous places. It’s only a matter of time before disaster strikes, so we might as well take our chances.”

“It’s true.” Petrus nodded. “Someone has managed to grab onto the patterns, and your faction is like a shining beacon. If I were the Kan’Tanu, I’d station a Half-step Monarch in the region we were active in. A good way to snatch a whole faction of sealbearers.”

Zac nodded in agreement. “Give out the order. The Fourth and Sixth will merge with the Calamity Company in ten days. The Eighth and Twelfth will join the Acheron Company.”

“If there’s resistance?” Ilvere asked.

The situation on the battlefront was public knowledge, so the soldiers of the other battalions knew what getting picked meant. They were mostly manned by normal warriors, many of which weren’t even Late E-grade. Each battalion had a core of elites, though many had intentionally avoided the two elite companies until now. They definitely wouldn’t be happy about being sent to the Red Zone.

Even victories would come with heavy casualties among these common troops. The superior equipment of the Atwood Army couldn’t change that. Zac was helpless to do anything, but months of warfare had numbed him to the cost of war. You could only keep trudging on, praying that the light at the end of the tunnel was hard-won peace rather than death.

“This isn’t an open forum. They’re soldiers, they don’t get to pick where they’re sent,” Zac said. “Quash any resistance. Deal with deserters the usual way. No transfers will be approved beyond the scheduled cycling.”

“We’ll deal with everything,” Ilvere agreed.

“Are we finishing another campaign before setting off?” Joanna asked.

“No,” Zac said. “I’m giving both companies the full grace period to recover and consolidate. We could all use the break.”

“Good,” Petrus nodded. “I’m certain the break will pave the way for thousands of breakthroughs. It’s not easy to connect with the Dao when you’re always on the move and fearing for your life.”

“That’s what I’m betting on,” Zac said. “I hear many have scrounged up enough merit for Temporal Chambers. I hope we’ll see some more Hegemons that can help shore up our lines.”

“Don’t get your hopes up too much,” Ilvere said. “I know those seals have let a few smoothly pass through, but Hegemony is a massive watershed. The Atwood Empire has far surpassed the Azh’Rezak Clan already. It wasn’t like the clan was solely made up of wastrels either. Even then, the clan only had six Hegemons, most barely worth the name.”

“I know,” Zac said.

Admittedly, Zac didn’t have huge expectations for the second generation of Hegemons. The first batch were all his closest confidants, elites who relied on the insights of Ultom to create unique, top-quality Cosmic Cores. The next batch would likely be the exact opposite.

Those who entered the E-grade first on Earth weren’t the elites who dominated the various ladders. It was those with shallow foundations who had chosen Common E-grade classes. In contrast, many of the talents from the first year were still stuck in F-grade even a decade later. They’d picked powerful classes and dominated the early months but hadn’t accumulated the Dao and achievements necessary to get a matching E-grade class.

Similarly, those who would form their Cosmic Cores were likely those who followed one of the Atwood Empire’s basic Heritages. Elite soldiers who were strong, yet not too strong. They’d use simple Cosmic Cores, barely making any alterations. It was far easier than creating something suited for your path, although they were unlikely to even reach the peak of Early D-Grade.

Not only that, most would fail. They didn’t enter seclusion equipped with the sublime understanding awarded by the seals. Most barely understood how the Cosmic Cores functioned and simply followed their Heritage like it was a cookbook. That was just how things worked in established factions. If anything, the Atwood Empire was extremely unconventional in how many unique paths their leaders possessed. It was something you almost only saw on newly Integrated worlds.

The meeting ended two hours later. Joanna stopped Zac just as he was about to leave for the teleporter. Zac saw the determination in her eyes and knew she’d made her decision.

“You’re going?” Zac asked to confirm.

“I wanted to say goodbye,” Joanna said. “And thank you for everything.”

“Don’t talk like you’re not coming back,” Zac said.

“Still.”

“I’m the one who should thank you,” Zac said, feeling extremely helpless. “You read the reports from the Undead Empire and the Alliance. The trials are all different, but the lethality rates⁠—”

“That’s all the more reason for me to go,” Joanna said. “If it were easy, the reward wouldn’t be worth it.”

“If it’s just a seal, we’ll find more,” Zac said. “Especially when we head to the frontlines.”

“No, it’s not about the seal,” Joanna said. “Not really, anyway. I feel I need to do this, for myself, for my path. I have to prove to myself that I have the qualifications to strive for the Dao. That I’m more than the scared girl you picked up in Greenworth all those years ago.”

“You’ve already proven that a thousand times over.”

Joanna just looked at him with fierce determination.

“Alright, go,” Zac sighed, pushing down his anxiety to smile at his captain. “Show them the mettle of the Atwood Valkyries. I’ll be waiting for you to lead us to the front lines.”

“I’ll be back.”

Zac wordlessly watched Joanna’s departing back as she headed for her home at the academy. They’d have the answer in ten days. If successful, Joanna would return at that point, stronger than ever. If not, she wouldn’t return at all.
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THIRTEEN DAYS


“Sometimes you have to step into the belly of the beast if only to see if you can fight your way back out. Fate given can never compare to fate seized.”

Zac glanced over to see Vilari had appeared by his side. “You’re right, that still doesn’t make me any less nervous.”

“It shouldn’t,” Vilari said. “Your feelings are proof the sorrows of the world haven’t suffocated your mortal heart. It’s a gift.”

“Teachings from your master?”

“Something like that.” Vilari smiled. “I’m secluding myself too.”

“Is there anything I can do? Do you want to use my cave?”

“There is no need,” Vilari said. “I plan to activate the Temporal Chamber on Remembrance Plaza if that’s okay with you.”

Zac grimaced, nodding in agreement after some thought. “Just try not to disturb the visitors.”

The plaza was located in New Washington, and was something added after Zac took over. It was a huge square commemorating those who’d fallen during the Integration. There were thousands of pillars covered with the names of those who died without a grave, and anyone could add the names of their loved ones.

Since the war, it had also been expanded to add huge mausoleums and a section dedicated to the soldiers of the Atwood Army. There were usually thousands of citizens visiting the square, putting flowers and candles by the pillars or steles. It had already become one of the most popular spots for pilgrimage among Earth’s citizens. Who hadn’t lost someone close during the Integration?

Its special status and the constant stream of visitors had left its mark on the square. It exuded a supernatural solemnity rife with something similar to Faith Power. It was like the mourning pilgrims had left a part of their suffering behind in the pillars. It was undoubtedly a very suitable spot for someone like Vilari to cultivate.

“Of course. They won’t notice I’m there,” Vilari assured.

“Then, good luck. I’m looking forward to seeing what you’ll be able to accomplish as a Hegemon.”

The Mentalist left, and Zac made his way toward the teleporter. His followers were forging ahead, and he needed to do the same. Thirteen days was nothing for a Hegemon, whose seclusions were often counted in decades. But it was a rare break after having pushed himself for months.

Zac’s original plan had been to send one of his bodies to war while the other stayed behind and cultivated, working on the various aspects of his path. Reality proved that was just a naive fantasy. He wouldn’t have had any free time even if he had four bodies rather than two. His only windows of cultivation were the cooldown before the Battlefront Array opened, and those were often occupied by meetings or enemy holdouts.

Swirling mists of densely packed energy greeted Zac as he entered his cultivation cave. His undead half was already waiting inside, surrounded by miasmic trees and teeming Death. The Death-attuned forest of his cultivation cave had seen a noticeable upgrade after Zac swapped out the withered trees forcibly converted inside the Dead Zone to native Death-attuned trees from Kavista.

Each added to Triv’s natural formation, and they even helped purify the energy. As a bonus, they were easier on the eyes with their vibrant indigo trunks and white-spotted leaves.

Zac had already planned out his schedule, so he went directly to the Life-attuned half of his cave. A prayer mat was placed in its center with the Statue of Yrial standing behind. There was much that needed to be done, and his soul was first on the docket.

Both bodies took out their respective Array Disks, and the first cycle of reincarnation began. The two spirals in his Soul Aperture hummed to life as dense streams of Mental Energy and Dao were dragged out of his cores. The Mental Energy was further bolstered by his Moss Gem and Dao Branches. Triv had also helped install Soul Nurturing Arrays to infuse his body with even more fuel for the process.

The arrays could transform some of the planet’s inherent spirituality into something useful for one’s Soul Cultivation, but they mostly relied on Soul Crystals. He’d planted some Natural Treasures to improve the surroundings, and hadn’t gotten his hands on any real top-tier materials for that purpose yet. Zac was even using his Cosmic Core to provide the Array Disks of the [Nine Reincarnations Manual] with huge amounts of attuned energy.

It wasn’t just Zac wanting to speed up the process. He had crossed the first watershed for his Soul Cultivation, attaining Minor Sublimation, and the demands on energy and environment drastically increased. Zac’s efficiency wasn’t even half what it would be if he weren’t limited by circumstance. And that was considered pretty good—the [Void Vajra Sublimation] was even worse off.

That was simply how things were on the frontier. Just reaching Hegemony was a fight against fate, considering lacking resources and hollow Dao. Anything above was a struggle where you had to replace quality with quantity.

The disks he held gained an increasingly oppressive aura. He was essentially holding two bombs. The top-quality craftsmanship and materials let the array disk refine the raw energies into something greater. The process took two hours, at which point the rivers came crashing back.

His Evolutionary Soul Core had generated a stream of immense Life, but it didn’t all return to where it came from. Zac steered half into the golden shroud surrounding his Inexorable Core. Similarly, the Death-attuned Spiral surrounding his Evolutionary Core gained an infusion of Death, its gentle rotation turning into a forceful spin. Lastly, a small amount was dragged to the top, where the Void Mountain waited.

It wasn’t like a thief siphoning some of the benefits. It was more like an emperor demanding its due. The Void Mountain only fed on Void and Mental Energy. It filtered out some Mental Energy before rebuffing the Dao, letting it fall back into his Soul Aperture like a Dao-instilled rain.

His two cores were assailed by a sudden jump in pressure from the spinning shrouds, not only from their own spirals but from a force which radiated from the opposing side. The pressure let a sliver of external Mental Energy be added to the sun-like core in the middle. Even his Dao Molds benefitted, their channels being reinforced and expanded. The improvement wasn’t big, but the session had just begun.

A second round of extraction began the moment the situation stabilized, with even more energy being added from outside sources. The hours passed as one cycle after another was completed, and the spirals released increasingly powerful radiance. The pressure was rapidly building, far beyond what the method originally called for—an unavoidable side effect of his choice to form two Soul Cores instead of one.

Thankfully, Zac’s Soul Aperture was already incredibly resilient. The powerful Tribulation Lightning had swept through every inch of his body during his breakthrough. It almost killed him,. Surviving meant the calamity had become an opportunity. The lightning had greatly reinforced his soul, just like his Cosmic Core.

His split existence came with benefits he only noticed after his soul had come under threat during one of the campaigns. His Technocrat Hidden Nodes had turned his Soul Aperture into a quantum space, which made it harder to target. A Soul-damaging curse had stopped with confusion the moment it entered, letting his Daos and [Immutability of Eoz] rip the curse apart before it could do anything.

The quantum space also made the aperture more durable. It was likely a natural consequence of the Technocrat Gates. They needed to create a sturdy barrier to isolate the quantum space with the normal dimensions bound by the Dao, just like his Specialty Core did. This also resulted in his aperture withstanding more abuse when practicing his [Nine Reincarnations Manual].

Even then, Zac only dared infuse his Dao into the first three cycles. Any more and he’d damage his soul. The attuned dust looked like real galaxies by that stage, with millions of brightly shining stars holding large deposits of Life and Death. The train was running itself at that point, allowing Zac to focus on other matters.

At the fifth cycle, Zac made a small change. Motes of utter darkness were forced out of hiding and dragged into one of the array disks. Similarly, vibrant light of opalescent splendor appeared from the cells of his human body and entered the other. It was the refined energy from his Remnants, adding Creation and Oblivion to the process.

During the previous reincarnations, Zac had only turned to the Remnants when making the final breakthrough. A big reason for that was the limitations of the array disks—they couldn’t withstand it without being damaged or twisted. The disks crafted for the fourth layer were different.

The materials were all D-grade and extremely precious, allowing them to take on small amounts of Creation and Oblivion Energy without any major side effects. Zac only dared to use the energy for the second half of the method to avoid overdoing it, bringing significant benefits to his soul. Not only that, Zac had found the addition had another use.

Zac stabilized his thoughts before taking out a small metal token inscribed with seven intricate runes. It released a weak light containing the fundamental laws of the universe. The faint glimmer generated by seven seals was still not a match to the insights stored within the Lake Water of the Lost Plane. Still, it elevated Zac’s mental state by almost 20%. More importantly, it opened Zac’s mind to possibilities and ideas he was unlikely to reach on his own.

He turned his sights to a nearby easel. His hands were already full with the disk and token. A brush rose through telekinesis, adding a few strokes to the intricate patchwork on the canvas. There was a similar easel by his undead side, but he only had the mental agility to work on one at a time. Even then, he only made a few additions before stopping, thoughtfully looking at the design for over twenty minutes without finding the answers he sought.

The blueprint resembled a mighty tree, with a large trunk taking up the painting’s center. It was almost the only blank patch on the paper, with hundreds of patterned strings stretching out from its sides, forming a confusing web of branch-like fractals. It wasn’t a schematic for his looming Cosmic Core upgrade—that thing was already finished inside the Perennial Vastness as part of the original schematics. It was a prototype for the broken energy highways on his shoulders.

The refined energy from the array disk came crashing back, bringing with it the hints of Creation and Oblivion meshed with his own Daos. The energy entered his Soul Spirals, letting them go from drained to supercharged. Zac felt like he’d eaten stimulants and decisively added a few more strokes to the blueprint. The sixth cycle began after a minute, and his Mental Energy was siphoned off for another round of refinement. His inspiration went with it, and he found himself unable to progress.

The hours passed as Zac refined the fractal one burst at a time, relying on the ideas that formed during the previous campaign, the [Court Cycle Token], and temporary brushes with Creation and Oblivion. Yet each cycle added less than the one before, and his progress slowed to a crawl by the eighth cycle.

Zac shook his head and placed down the brush. He could tell he wasn’t getting any closer. His latest changes were just small improvements to efficiency without adding anything new. An uncrossable barrier kept him from perfection as he got closer to the solution.

Part of it was his lacking understanding of Creation and Oblivion. Much of his Daos of Life and Death were represented in the Remnant’s refined energy. An important distinction separated Life from Creation and Death from Oblivion. He could somewhat intuit the difference, but he wasn’t confident fully grasping it when his Daos were at their current level.

Another reason he couldn’t finish the blueprints was lacking inspiration. The token’s weak light of comprehension indicated that an important piece was missing. However, Zac sensed it would take many sessions of trial and error or a stroke of inspiration to find it. For now, there wasn’t much else to do. The Soul Strengthening Method was about to wrap up, and the energies involved required his full attention.

The ninth rotation of refined energy came roaring back, and even Zac’s improved aperture shook from the immense gathered force. It looked like the spiritual space had been cleanly delineated in two by the blinding light released by the soul spirals. One side was drowned in gold slightly flickering with the opalescent grandeur of Creation. It was like the corner of a vast, life-giving sun had squeezed into his mind.

The other side was gripped in utmost darkness, where the gloom of Death felt like a frozen tundra resisting the golden sun. Within its depths were spots of terrifying nothingness that could only be sensed, not seen.

The only exceptions were two islands of unyielding opposition—the Soul Cores ensconced in their opposing Daos. They were under intense duress and filled to the brim with refined energy.

The pressure let more and more energy and truth merge with the Cores, and their resistance tempered the spirals in turn. It wasn’t enough. Zac had taken the risk to form two Soul Cores, and it would be a waste to not take advantage. The cores were almost out of his control. Zac held onto his tenuous grasp, using it to drive the cores toward one another.

The scene was just like when he first created them back in the Perennial Vastness. Life and Death were the basis of the [Nine Reincarnations Manual]. Conflict was the catalyst for rebirth. The whole cultivation cave shook from an invisible force as the Soul Cores collided, and two waves of violent Dao fought in the cave’s center.

The cave had become a representation of his aperture, where the physical world followed the spirit. Zac’s visions swam from the impact, and still he roused his cores for a second clash. Erratic streaks of Life and Death burst from his head like sparks released when a hammer struck the anvil. The process repeated once, twice, three times. The shockwaves overlapped, creating a mysterious resonance that spread through his body and beyond. It was as though the Daos of Life and Death had been dragged down from the Heavens and displayed in their most primal form.

Zac couldn’t contain the huge amounts of energy the collisions discharged, and his aperture couldn’t withstand the upheavals. With every clash, large amounts of refined energy seeped out of his body, but they also forced the cores to condense and incorporate some more. The same was true for the spirals, whose innumerable miniature stars had grown slightly stronger. More collisions would have further improved the effect. Zac knew his Soul Cores couldn’t take it.

Hairline cracks already covered their surface, and he wasn’t willing to push the damage beyond growing pains to crippling wounds. Still, Zac was happy with the result. The crude clash wasn’t even a step in the original method. It was something Zac added because of his special situation. Yet it had added a whopping 30% to his gains from every cultivation session. By the time his Soul Cores could endure a full nine collisions, the efficiency should be double that of the original method.

Not only that, he finished the whole cycle in half the time the method called for, thanks to channeling both array disks simultaneously. It shortened the time his cores were tempered every session, but the gains far outweighed the downsides.

His Soul Aperture gradually calmed down once enough energy had been expelled. The empty expanse of spiritual space temporarily took the form of two energy oceans, reminiscent of how it looked after his first reincarnation. Of course, the amount of energy and Dao locked within the seas was far beyond from back then. Still, it wasn’t a natural state, though it would solve itself soon enough.

Some would naturally seep out of his body or return to his Cosmic Core, while some was dragged toward the top of his mind where the Void Mountain waited. The hidden construct had grown increasingly agitated by the surging waves of energy over the past hours, especially considering it couldn’t absorb most of it. Dao and Void didn’t mix, leaving the illusory mountain in a wanting state.

But no rules were absolute, and the seas stirred as another gate opened in Zac’s mind. It was time to make another trade.
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The Void Mountain felt far more tangible than when Zac first got it, though that was partly a temporary effect of practicing the [Nine Reincarnations Manual]. Nevertheless, Zac had spared no expense in collecting Void Treasures to facilitate its recovery. He’d spent tens of thousands of D-grade Nexus Coins over the past months. The mountain was worth every penny.

Void Energy was already seeping out of Zac’s cells, rushing toward the mountain like Dao Seekers approaching Kunlun. The mountain reciprocated, turning the surrounding Void into myriad expressions of the Void. Zac spotted hints of the Voids of Life, Death, and Conflict among them. They were fickle and soon replaced by another absence of truth.

Their appearances were too short to grasp anything tangible, even when using the [Court Cycle Token]. Luckily, Zac had already found the solution after months of trial and error. A fount of condensed Dao burst from [Spiritual Void] in the center of his Soul Aperture. His mind had just calmed after the earth-shattering clashes, while the lingering energy was swept up in the tsunami released by his Hidden Node.

It formed a pillar of Life and Death, seemingly rising toward the Heavens. In reality, it flooded the Void Mountain’s hidden space, and the mountain accepted it all. Any attuned Mental Energy or Dao was rebuffed, but any Dao stored in the [Spiritual Void] was an exception. The mountain would even accept the leftovers from the [Nine Reincarnations Manual] so long as it was mixed with at least 50% Void-refined Dao.

The mountain’s influence on the ambient Void Energy soon shifted. Until now, no aspect of the Void was more dominant than any other. That was finally changing as noticeable pockets of Life and Death gradually appeared. They also lasted longer before being forced into another form, giving Zac a longer window of discovery.

His E-grade Hidden Node only managed to turn a few percent of the Void Energy into a matching element with the help of the accumulated energy, but that was enough for Zac. The frontlines and the upcoming campaigns were pushed aside, replaced by the hidden truths of the Voids of his path.

Unfortunately, the mountain was immeasurable and insatiable, and [Spiritual Void] couldn’t keep up for long. The mountain could release pulses a while longer before it would fade. Even so, Zac retracted his Void Energy. The longer he used this cultivation method, the longer the mountain would have to recover. Even this short stint meant he’d have to feed it for a week before trying again.

The remaining energy in his Soul Aperture was dragged into [Spiritual Void] to replenish its lost stock. Zac let the Hidden Node do its thing while he digested the results of his latest session. It had taken months, but Zac was finally starting to grasp something tangible.

First of all, he’d confirmed that while the Void was the absence of Dao, it was also truth on its own. Paradoxically, it seemed as though it couldn’t exist independently. The Void relied on the Dao like a shadow needing a source. If the Dao shifted as the Era progressed and Supremacies vied for their corners of the Heavens, so would the Void change its meaning.

How did that fit with the First People? What happened to the Void when the Dao shattered? Zac felt there was a missing piece of the puzzle. One possibility he’d considered was that the connection he’d felt was a result of his bloodline rather than a fundamental truth. The Void Emperor was a bridge between the two, which made the impossible possible.

The truth was elusive. The connection helped him with his research, allowing him to observe the Void of Life and Death through his Daos, comprehending through contrasts. He’d already reached a basic understanding, and the Void had gone from a mysterious enigma to something that could be chipped away piece by piece.

Zac had named the Void of Life Stagnation and the Void of Death Dissolution.

The Void of Death didn’t represent immortality. At least, that wasn’t what Zac saw when he observed the flickering motes in his mind. For him, it felt more like the terrifying blankness beyond the Void Mountain.

Death was the ultimate end of all journeys, and it was also a major driving force for all beings in creation. Fear of death, desire for longevity. Purpose, struggle—they all faded when the fundamental truth of Death was removed. It was a form of existential apathy. Without Death creating stakes, nothing mattered.

Although it was ominous, Zac believed it would naturally fit with his Evolutionary Stance. The technique represented the unquenchable spirit of Life and the unending struggle to shatter the chains of fate. Dissolution was the other side of the coin. It gave Evolution context in a way that another Dao could not.

In practice, Zac believed infusing the Void of Death into the Evolutionary Stance would make his attacks harder to counter. Just like how Kator’s Technique messed with Zac’s sense of time, so would Dissolution make his opponents less attentive. By adding the unpredictable nature of the Void, his attacks would be much harder to counter.

Zac was far from reaching the point of replicating the phenomenon predictably, and he remained reliant on the Void Mountain. He hadn’t made any significant breakthrough, but he loved the feeling of making gradual progress. In every session, he managed to extract a few grains of understanding. They weren’t worth mentioning on their own, and would eventually accumulate into a mountain.

He’d asked Vilari, and the sensation was similar to how meditating on the Dao felt for high-affinity cultivators. He’d always suspected his odd constitution came with inverted affinities, and the Void Mountain had all but confirmed that fact.

There were important differences between comprehending the Void and the Dao. Zac was certain he had already reached a level of comprehension that could match a Dao Seed, he just didn’t have anything tangible to show for it. There were no prompts from the System, no Dao Apparitions or Fractals, nothing.

Zac couldn’t generate or move the truths of the Void with his Soul. As such, it was impossible to infuse his skills with something like Void Seeds of Stagnation and Dissolution. He still had to rely on his bloodline and the mountain to conjure the Voids of Life and Death. Unfortunately, he couldn’t control the Void Energy after the mountain separated it.

Yet Zac was certain his work would bear fruit. He knew he hadn’t discovered the true purpose of the Void Mountain or what secrets it held. Zac sometimes felt like he was collecting the cobwebs and dust from an ancient treasure chest, ignoring the true prize within.

The more he interacted with it, the closer he was to getting some real answers.

If nothing else, Zac could already see some benefits through his cultivation of the [Void Vajra Sublimation]. The better he understood the Void of Life, the more Life he could steal from the Cosmos to further his constitution. A couple of months of practice had already increased his cultivation speed by 20%—a much-needed boost. There were no Abyssal Ponds for his human side, and the large gap between his constitutions couldn’t be bridged in a month or two.

Zac’s Draugr half left the cave to deal with the various matters that had cropped up. Zac also stood and crossed the vibrant forest and stepped into a side chamber of his cave that was the source of the Life-attuned energy. It was the original cave he’d discovered after snatching the [Fruit of Ascension]. He’d jumped into the pool of Nexus Water to escape the sea of poison that Ogras tricked him into releasing.

The cave looked vastly different today. In fact, it was barely recognizable from just a couple of months ago. For one, its size had grown more than five times to accommodate its new occupants. Every inch was covered with dense vines, forming a lush cocoon that suffocated all other life despite the transcendent environment. All other life except the gargantuan bulb in the cave’s center.

Zac’s Worldring was still more than large enough to accommodate the adolescent Worldrender Vine, but the synthetic environment of the Spatial Tool couldn’t match up to the environment of his cave. There was something missing, no matter how many treasures he threw inside. The energy and Dao were rootless, making them hollow compared to the real thing.

Even the Inner Worlds of Monarchs faced the same problem, though their Daos nurtured their worlds in a way that Worldrings couldn’t match. They were still incomplete, and staying inside such a world for too long was harmful to one’s cultivation. Only the Inner Worlds of Autarchs held the true Dao thanks to connecting a ladder to the Heavens.

The difference didn’t matter for Vivi, who had reached her limits. Not for Haro, who was in a stage of explosive growth, where his demands on quantity and quality were constantly increasing. Zac would have left Haro in here permanently if the battlefronts hadn’t been so beneficial to his growth. It was almost like the bloody atmosphere was fertilizer, allowing Haro to strengthen its connection to the Dao of Conflict.

“How are you guys?” Zac smiled as he walked inside.

Haro couldn’t answer, and Zac doubted he’d bother even if he could. Haro could barely be considered aware, though he displayed the signature arrogance and aggression of a Heavenrender Vine.

Vivi was happier to see him, and he felt the connection to his companion restore as she sent a few vines to greet him. Zac threw out a couple of recently killed Beast Kings. She only took some blood for herself before giving Haro the carcasses. The beasts were dragged into the bulb, and crunching sounds emanated for a few seconds before things calmed down.

Zac felt a pang of sorrow as he observed Vivi’s lacking appetite. Her vines didn’t look as wan and withered as when he got her, and most of her brown leaves had turned golden. It was no surprise. Heda had been a prisoner of the Orom World like everyone else, and she barely had enough resources to avoid relegation. She simply didn’t have the resources to provide an old experiment like Vivi with top-quality nourishment.

And yet, Vivi’s lifeforce was still growing weaker. All the treasures in the world couldn’t subvert the River of Time and the limits of fate—at least not any Zac had found. They’d made Vivi a bit stronger, though. She was now a strong Peak E-grade Spirit Plant, rather than Late E-grade like when he got her, and she could enter something similar to Half-step Hegemony for short bursts. However, months of fighting with the evolved forms of [Verun’s Bite] and [Love’s Bond] clearly showcased the undeniable gap between Vivi and his other companions.

She couldn’t keep up.

Dealing with normal soldiers was no problem. Everything beyond that was becoming an issue. Vivi couldn’t threaten or contain most Middle Hegemons, making it hard to fully utilize his Evolutionary Stance. Zac often used [Primal Edict] to complement her pressure, but it wasn’t the same. Those vines were hard to control by their very nature. They represented the wild cycle of death and rebirth, and didn’t have the same connection as he did with Vivi or Alea.

And since Vivi couldn’t break through, Haro needed to wake up sooner rather than later. That way, she wouldn’t need to drain herself to keep up with his constant fighting.

The timeline hadn’t seemed like a problem when Zac first got the Heavenrender Seed. Haro would be grown up in time for the Assimilation, at which point Zac had expected to be a middle Hegemon at best. After all, he’d known just how difficult progress through Hegemony was for mortals. Then came Ultom, paving a path to power while bringing terrifying enemies to his doorstep.

Luckily, Zac hadn’t held back on providing for Haro. His aura already surpassed Vivi’s, even if he was only a big bulb with some feeding tubes.

Haro’s shocking progress left Zac with mixed emotions. It was yet another reminder that the Multiverse wasn’t fair or equal. Passing the F-grade wasn’t a given for humans, and becoming a Hegemon made you a talent even in the Multiverse Heartlands. The vast majority simply didn’t have the fundamental qualifications to take that step. Even those with talent had to work hard and risk their lives to break through.

Meanwhile, Haro wasn’t even slowing down as he tackled that threshold. No, it couldn’t even be considered a bottleneck—Hegemony for a Heavenrender Vine was nothing more than entering puberty. There would be no tribulation, no lightning, and Haro wouldn’t encounter any roadblocks on his way to Monarchy. His only bottlenecks were his natural absorption speed and the depths of Zac’s pockets.

A powerful presence pushed against Zac’s mind as he walked over to the building-sized bulb. It almost felt like he was being stared down by a monstrous beast reeking of blood and destruction. The hazy consciousness wasn’t completely hostile, though still full of warning. Zac almost wanted to slap some sense into the huge bulb. He’d spent a fortune on Haro’s growth, yet it barely tolerated his existence.

The problem would only grow larger from here on out. Not even a Plant Master like Heda could subdue a grown Heavenrender Vine, let alone Zac. And Haro wasn’t a normal Heavenrender Vine thanks to his extravagant diet. Zac needed to form a binding connection before it was too late. It was essentially taking advantage of the naivety of a child, but it was his only chance.

Today was an opportunity to kill two birds with one stone. If everything went according to plan, both he and Haro would benefit tremendously. It all depended on whether his purchase lived up to its description.

Zac took out the box that had set him back to a measly 2,328 merit after having accumulated over 200,000 in the last four months of campaigning. Zac opened the lid, finding three items inside.

One was a vial filled with a viscous golden liquid. Not even the dense isolating inscriptions could block out the immense amount of lifeforce sealed within. Zac could feel a palpable desire as Haro sensed its contents, and dozens of feeding vines slithered toward him.

“Now you’re suddenly friendly?” Zac snorted while casually slapping the vines away, his eyes never leaving the vial.

The liquid within shimmered like it was mixed with miniature diamonds. Opalescent runes flickered around the vial, forming a halo of truth. Even the glimmers within the sealed container seemed to hold the primordial truths of Life. Those runes weren’t just random expressions of Dao caused by the liquid’s intense energies. There were patterns within the chaos, combining into a natural formation of incredible complexity.

Zac turned to the item next to the vial, which was a single leaf lying on a bed of shimmering sand. It looked more like a delicate sculpture than something naturally formed. It reminded Zac of Iz Tayn. Like her features, the leaf was completely elevated from the mundane, proof of its intense affinity.

While Iz was a personification of the myriad Daos of Fire, the leaf embodied the essence of Life. Its mere appearance set the Divine Energy in the cave astir, like subjects greeting its king. It was clear the grand appearance wasn’t the leaf’s original state. Like the vial, it was ingrained with microscopic dots of Life.

They were likely the source of the patterns covering its surface. Who knew? The leaf might have been completely ordinary before it encountered the opportunity that made it uniquely linked to the golden liquid.

The last item didn’t exude any spirituality. It was a normal Information Crystal, and Zac closed the lid after taking it out, much to Haro’s dismay. Zac scanned its contents for twenty minutes before taking out a wooden block and one of his artisanal axes.

Lines appeared at a rapid pace, and a fractal resembling the leaf was etched into the block. Zac looked at it thoughtfully, making minor alterations. It shouldn’t pose any problems.

“Alright, alright.” Zac smiled as he extricated himself from the web of Haro’s feelers.

Almost everything was in place. Zac was only missing some fuel for his plan to work, and two new boxes thumped onto the ground. Neither had the signature array of the System’s wares. They were normal treasure chests Zac had bought in the Perennial Vastness. Inside were piles of Dao Treasures reeking of both Life and Conflict.

Cultivation was to take measured steps on a never ending road. But sometimes, you had to take a leap.


62
SYMBIOSIS


Zac was taking a big risk, and felt the cosmos urging him forward. Fate was gathering as a rising tide. Some would be swallowed by the churning waters. Others would ride the wave to greater heights. Zac believed he was among the latter, and you couldn’t stand on the shores if you wanted to find out.

He opened the inlaid box and removed the vial. Haro communicated a palpable hunger. Vivi wasn’t as enthused, even shielding the large flower bud that was Haro in vines as Zac walked toward her child. She was older and better understood the ingrained relationship between risk and opportunity. Zac looked up at the large flower on the ceiling that could be considered Vivi’s head.

“I have to do this, for both our sakes. Haro can’t grow to his full potential without facing the wind.”

Vivi answered by retracting her vines after a pause. Zac nodded and jumped onto the bulb, taking in the death chamber within. Haro’s main body was a large flower with petals and vines layered into an inescapable web that seemed to form a natural restriction. Its center was filled with huge thorns that resembled teeth, and a twist of its vines rotated them like a grinder. Only scraps remained of the beast kings that had been dragged inside, with the rest absorbed by the plant.

“I don’t know if you can understand me. This will hurt, but you need to hold on. Don’t resist, or it’ll worsen the result for both of us.”

Zac opened the stopper, and an immense burst of energy almost threw him off Haro’s back. The cave was filled with a pillar of Life, and Zac felt his cells being nourished by its aura. Even some of his lost Longevity was restored, if minute. It didn’t make much of a difference for Zac, but it proved just how much energy the liquid contained for its emanations to have such an effect.

Haro almost went mad with hunger, and hundreds of feeding vines emerged from the bud. Zac didn’t keep the Heavenrender Vine waiting any longer and poured the vial right into its heart. Vines shot toward the falling drops. Haro failed to seize anything as the liquid dispersed into a shimmering haze.

It looked like it was Haro being consumed rather than the other way around as the shroud grew, covering the whole plant. Shimmering runes danced within the mist, forming an ever-changing pattern. They sank into Haro’s flesh one after another, bringing with them immense amounts of energy.

The whole mountain shook, and shocking amounts of Divine Energy were forcibly dragged from the depths. Zac had already jumped down from Haro’s back and sat down right in front of it, taking out the second half of the entwined treasure. The leaf had come alive on its own, generating mysterious ripples that covered the cave.

Zac knew every second it spent outside his body was energy lost, so he moved to put it into his mouth. The leaf turned into a streak of gold that entered his hand before he got the chance, appearing in his torso just above his Cosmic Core. The leaf shuddered, and Zac felt thousands of runes appear throughout his body, his situation mirroring Haro’s.

Painful waves of boundless Life dug into flesh and bone, but Zac’s face didn’t so much as ripple. The pain wasn’t even at the level of his Body Tempering Method and not enough to distract him. Instead, he focused on the leaf itself. Zac channeled his Mental Energy into his Evolutionary Dao Mold and sent the braid into the leaf.

His Daos were the missing piece of the puzzle, the key that made the formation whole. The shimmering runes across the leaf shifted, and it was a leaf no longer. Instead, it was a gate to the boundless universe. Zac didn’t hesitate as he sent a wisp of his soul inside. His vision split, with a verdant scene occupying most of his mind.

Life was everywhere. It was everything in the realm beyond the gate.

Zac had become a will-o’-the-wisp gently floating on the branch of a cosmic tree. Just the branch seemed boundless, transcending physical space to become law. As for the tree itself, it might cover all reality where life existed. Its roots dug deep into the lower planes, and its canopy reached for the stars. Zac had been somewhat prepared after reading the instructions, but he was still shocked at the immensity of the scene.

He understood it wasn’t a real tree. It was more accurate to say it was a manifestation of the Dao of Life’s tapestry. The leaf’s formation let him temporarily touch upon it with his mind, providing a direct connection that only top-quality Dao Treasures could match. He looked around, realizing that each leaf was a life, and the boundless tree held so many it almost broke Zac’s mind.

None looked the same. They had all grown from different soils of fate and circumstance, becoming the infinite expressions of Life. Most were weak and unimpressive, but even they had something that made them unique. A few radiated such incredible power Zac didn’t dare observe them for long. Unfortunately, none of the leaves was the one Zac sought.

Physical proximity seemed to have little bearing on the vision or arrangement of the leaves. Out of the thousands in his immediate surroundings, Zac didn’t recognize the aura of a single one. He spread his consciousness further, still unable to find Haro after reaching as far as his spirit could go. Zac expected as much and infused even more of his Dao into the treasure.

The runes along his body lit up even more, and a sharp stab of pain in his real body preceded an invisible pulse being released within the mysterious realm. Still nothing. Zac wasn’t deterred and urged the wisp to move to a new section. Another pulse, yet only the gentle rustle of Life answered his call. There was finally a response by the fourth attempt. Zac frowned upon seeing a large leaf float over. Or rather, a creature masquerading as a leaf.

It reeked of rot and decay. Zac could have retreated, when a ferocious sharpness shredded the thing—a burst of cleansing Conflict in the sea of verdure. Zac continued on his way, feeding the treasure leaf with more and more Mental Energy. A few more weird parasitical creatures appeared, but none could withstand a single burst of the Branch of Kalpataru.

Distances were hard to grasp inside the Tree of Life. Zac felt like he’d undertaken an epic journey, and simultaneously as if he’d only stayed in a small corner of a single branch. He started to worry if he’d been unlucky and was placed too far away. The treasure said there was a chance of that happening. It was just supposed to be low.

Finally, there was an answer to his call, a ripple matching his own. He’d found it. Zac eagerly followed the signal, rushing through the endless canopy with redoubled vigor. Soon, Zac spotted a thorned golden leaf on a distant branch. Haro. Zac hadn’t expected finding him would be so difficult, but it didn’t matter now that he was here.

The treasure he’d bought from the Limited Exchange was a unique bonded treasure called [Bond of the Divine]. The liquid and leaf didn’t have a shared origin, having encountered something that linked them together. It wasn’t a normal link either. It was one that connected the two items through the Tapestry of Life.

The diamondlike glimmer had generated a natural formation based on the connection, turning the items into something that could be utilized as a companion contract. It could be used on any living creature, not only plants, like Haro. Pet contracting methods weren’t especially rare—the Orom World had three suitable skills and dozens more of varying elements. Of course, this wasn’t a normal companion contract—if it were, it wouldn’t have cost more than 80% of the items in the Limited Exchange.

Even now, Haro was angry, struggling against cryptic patterns that danced across its body like parasitic insects. Meanwhile, cracks occasionally appeared, releasing bursts of golden light before the wound closed. Zac could sense Haro’s pain, fear, and boundless anger as he instinctively fought against the transformation imposed on its body.

Zac wasn’t surprised. He’d felt just how much energy that golden liquid held. Even a top-tier plant with one foot into Hegemony would have trouble digesting all that, and the natural formation was also drawing immense amounts of Divine Energy from the ground. What Haro thought was a delectable treat was an agonizing round of tempering. Zac had been in similar situations more than a few times, and he estimated that Haro would be able to overcome the danger.

Haro’s leaf froze as Zac floated closer. He’d detected Zac’s approach and grown wary. Zac didn’t make any attempt at hiding. Instead, he tried to link up with Haro through the treasure. He was blocked by the opalescent runes covering the leaf, but that wasn’t a problem after Zac infused his Daos into the patterns.

Like before, the formation shifted, and Zac felt the two halves of the formation join up as they were transformed by his Evolutionary Daos. They were far beyond Haro’s grasp on Life and Conflict, and Zac could feel his hunger and desire. The adolescent plant should instinctively understand that the Daos could help him digest the vast amounts of energy inside his body and let him soar to the sky in one leap.

And they were there for the taking.

Zac acted the fisherman, then swore when he felt an angry push against his mind. The little fish hadn’t taken the bait. Haro was stubborn like a bull and agitated, striking at anything that came close. Zac tried to calm him down, to communicate what he should do. Haro refused, adamant about dealing with the array and energy on his own.

“Picky eater?” Zac laughed as he opened the boxes before him. “We’ll see how long you stick to your principles.”

Two collections of Dao Fruits waited within, and Zac ate one of each type. A surge of truth stormed into his mind, entering the two Dao Apparitions. The influx shattered the chains that had held his Dao Branches back for so long. The Divine Tree grew taller, its energetic aura deepening as new aspects of Life were tacked on. The miniature axman danced his dance of destruction, his swings growing fiercer and more unpredictable.

It didn’t take long for the stream of truths entering his Dao Mold to grow deeper and more complex, and Zac further sped up the process by eating another set of Dao Fruits. Truth was transferred from aperture to leaf and from leaf to Haro, showering the Tree of Life with Zac’s path.

Zac inwardly snickered when he felt the desperate desire through the link. He didn’t say or do anything. This step would have to be taken by Haro himself. The young vine resisted for a minute—he was young, and his will wasn’t tempered. Haro succumbed to the desire for power and stopped resisting Zac’s presence and the array.

Everything clicked into place, and a boundless force entered Zac’s body as the Tree of Life disappeared. In return, Zac felt a heavy drain on his mind. It was a give and take, forming a cycle of discovery and refinement. Zac shut out his surroundings, fully focusing on his Daos and the transformation of his body. His cells rapidly absorbed more life, saving him months of work on his [Void Vajra Sublimation].

Zac didn’t know how much time passed or how many cycles of exchange had taken place between himself and Haro. Eventually, the feeling of growth diminished, leaving only a link as stable as the Dao itself. Zac opened his eyes, and a mental check left him stumped. Eight days had passed just like that?

The experience filled up his consciousness, leaving both bodies stuck in a meditative trance. Thank God he’d been ready for something like that to happen, so his Draugr half had retreated to his compound just before starting the process. Zac looked over at Haro, surprised to see that he’d shrunk in size by half.

By comparison, his aura was incredibly condensed and felt far more lethal than before. Haro undoubtedly had benefitted immensely over the past eight days. Zac was curious to investigate exactly how much, but Haro had entered a deep slumber to digest the energy and insights. The cave was completely drained of Divine Energy, so he sent Haro and Vivi into his Worldring with some treasures.

Zac’s Communication Crystals were full of unanswered messages. First, he opened his Status Screen.

Name: Zachary Atwood

Level: 164

Class: [D-Arcane] Evolutionary Precursor

Race: [D] Human – Void Emperor (Corrupted)

Alignment: [Zecia] Atwood Empire – Baron of Conquest

Titles: […] Runic Progenitor, Grand Achievement, Arcane Ascension, Pathbound Core, Peakmender

Limited Titles: Tower of Eternity Sector All-Star – 14th, Equanimity, Big Axe Gladiator, The Final Twilight – 1st, Gates of Rebirth

Dao: Branch of the War Axe – Late, Branch of the Kalpataru – Late, Branch of the Pale Seal – Late

Core: [D] Evolutionary Core

Strength: 102,816 [Increase: 204%. Efficiency: 429%]

Dexterity: 47,432 [Increase: 156%. Efficiency: 285%]

Endurance: 66,137 [Increase: 185%. Efficiency: 450%]

Vitality: 57,732 [Increase: 178%. Efficiency: 428%]

Intelligence: 9,576 [Increase: 135%. Efficiency: 285%]

Wisdom: 17,519 [Increase: 137%. Efficiency: 300%]

Luck: 1,003 [Increase: 164%. Efficiency: 374%]

Free Points: 0

Nexus Coins: [D] 8,412,249

Another step closer to the next stage of Hegemony. The gains were extremely impressive. That was always the case when improving his Daos. And this time, he hadn’t just evolved one but two.

[Branch of the War Axe (Late): All attributes +50, Strength +9500, Dexterity +5000, Wisdom +150. Effectiveness of Strength +25%]

[Branch of the Kalpataru (Late): All attributes +50, Dexterity +1750, Endurance +2750, Vitality +9000, Wisdom +1150. Effectiveness of Vitality +25%]

Zac smiled helplessly upon seeing that he’d lost his last piece of Intelligence from his Daos. The Branch of the War Axe was also growing more condensed. The small boost to Endurance was gone, and the imparted Wisdom had decreased by two-thirds. For a while, he’d broadened his path, but Zac felt like he was returning to the path of the brute.

The latest boost had increased his attribute pool by another 15%, and his Strength had finally passed 100,000. Unfortunately, it hadn’t awarded him any more specialist titles. Perhaps if he reached 250,000 before Monarchy? Zac was doubtful, and it ultimately didn’t matter much. The real benefit came from having three Late Dao Branches to empower his skills and Technique.

Most would consider evolving two branches foolish and greedy. Even if you succeeded against all odds, it’d likely leave you with shaky foundations. Zac didn’t feel that way at all. If anything, the breakthroughs were long overdue.

Zac had already been right at the threshold when first stepping onto the battlefield, thanks to a decade of accumulation inside the Perennial Vastness. His battle with Kator and months of experience had been more than enough to clear up any lingering confusion. Even studying the Voids of his path had given him a better understanding of his Daos. They were linked, and by understanding one, you would understand the other.

The only reason he’d held off breaking through until now was because of the new insights he gained during his dip in the Abyssal Pond. After seeing how grand and comprehensive the Dao of Death could be, Zac reevaluated his understanding of Dao. Mez had made Fate part of Death without turning it into a Mixed-meaning Dao, and the Abyss almost seemed to hold all the Daos under the Heavens.

Zac wouldn’t have minded holding out even longer while searching for answers, but time waited for no man. There was no telling what he’d encounter on the frontlines, and he couldn’t hold back such a critical boost to his power. Perfection was an illusion in D-grade, anyway, and he’d fill in the blanks as he progressed.

There was nothing else of note on his Status Screen, so he opened his Skill Screen next. By the end, the new addition waited for him.

[D] Adaptive Symbiosis - Proficiency: Early. Bond through Life, rise through struggle. Upgradeable.

Zac smiled and turned his gaze inward. It felt like a small sun had been born atop the Specialty Core, radiating warmth throughout his body. Its shape made Zac think of a seed rather than a leaf, and the pathways connecting it with his Cosmic Core resembled roots absorbing nutrients. It wasn’t far from the truth. The skill was constantly running, siphoning a small amount of Divine and Cosmic Energy.

The cost was nothing compared to the benefits. As its name indicated, [Adaptive Symbiosis] was more than just a Companion-binding skill. The initial exchange where Zac’s body gained more Life and Haro gained Dao wasn’t the end of the shared benefits. The bond would provide the pet with constant nourishment. And since it came directly from Zac’s Cosmic Core, it would further harmonize Haro’s Daos with his own.

The skill could also be activated. Zac infused some energy, and his companion shuddered within the Worldring. Haro’s aura grew by a noticeable margin. Zac looked on with interest at his sleeping form, but his attention was soon diverted by the vast amount of Vigor pouring into his body. His muscles sang, and he felt he could fight for ten days and nights without stopping.

Zac nodded in satisfaction and deactivated [Adaptive Symbiosis] before Haro woke up. The skill provided Haro with part of Zac’s attributes. Judging by Haro’s aura, its attribute pool had risen by roughly 10%. It wasn’t much. Zac suspected Haro’s grade limited the effect.

The encounter had also improved Haro’s cultivation significantly, but he hadn’t entered D-grade quite yet. He was right at the threshold, and his foundations were noticeably sturdier than before. Haro would hopefully have become a Plant King by the time he woke up. By that point, he should benefit even more from the skill.

Zac didn’t gain any attributes but didn’t come out wanting from the trade. Cultivators were far inferior to beasts regarding lifeforce and Vigor, and plants towered above them both. In return, Spiritual Plants were rooted in place, and their consciousness was usually locked in an eternal slumber. Atavism was also all but impossible for most species.

Most importantly, their cultivation speed was incredibly slow. That was exactly why Haro couldn’t resist copying some of Zac’s Daos and what made the [Bond of the Divine] so precious. Few things could impart Daos to plants, who communed with the Heavens as the seasons came and went. Who knew how long it would take the vine to reach that level of comprehension on his own? Centuries, most likely, and that was only thanks to all the treasures he’d been fed.

In other words, both came out ahead. Being able to tap into just a part of a Heavenrender Vine’s Vigor solved the troubling issue with his Eoz bloodline. His fight with Kator lasted less than twenty minutes, yet he’d been completely drained by the time it was over. And he couldn’t exactly take out a huge slab of meat and scarf it down mid-battle. With [Adaptive Symbiosis], he could convert energy into Vigor.

Zac spent another day stabilizing his state and getting familiar with his Daos. There were still a few days before they had to go to the front. Zac grunted and got to his feet. Joanna’s trial was about to end, and he wanted to be there to welcome her back. There was also Vilari and the fact that none of the waiting messages were from her.

He wasn’t too worried about Vilari. She was an absolute genius, and her path was solidified by two seals of the Anima Court. She knew what she was doing.

The one that was cause for concern was Joanna. Zac knew that more than a few promising elites across Zecia had entered the trial and never returned. Some of them were stronger than Joanna. No, he couldn’t think like that. No one pushed themselves harder than Joanna, and she was perfect for the Indomitable Court.

There was no way the System would let such an amazing soldier fall early.


63
THE EMPEROR’S SPEAR


The whole platform buckled under the force of the golden-robed warrior’s attack. No skills or Cosmic Energy were involved, yet the spear conjured a glistening dragon over twenty meters long as it pierced toward Joanna’s forehead. Only scraps remained of her armor, and she was drenched in blood from head to toe. Her aura was like a flickering candle, but the grip on her spear was firm.

Ruthlessness shone in her eyes as she shattered the apparition with a lightning-quick swipe. The true strike within wasn’t so easily rebuffed, and a streak of golden death penetrated the chaos and raced toward her heart. Death was looming, telling her it was time to put down her weapon. It was long overdue.

Joanna ignored the stifling feeling and crushed the despair. She didn’t retreat from the deadly strike—she welcomed it. Bones broke, flesh tore, and pain raged like a fiery inferno. She was stabbed clean through, her left lung destroyed by the ravening force in the spearman’s strike. Even her heart was lacerated, yet the flames of war forced it to keep beating.

A flood of destructive Dao poured into the shaft and surged toward her chest, where her bloody hand grabbed on. Joanna dragged herself closer while a storm of her own entered the enemy’s weapon. Her Dao couldn’t compete with the opponent’s. She didn’t care. Conviction and desire urged her on, suffocating any thoughts of defeat or surrender.

And like a squad of soldiers erupting with impossible strength as they faced down a far larger army, the enemy’s Dao was stalled. It was only delaying the inevitable, but the winds of war could change at a moment’s notice. Her companion was seemingly made of water as it bent at an impossible angle, piercing toward her target’s head.

The spearman tried to dislodge Joanna and parry. Her muscles bulged, and she remained firmly rooted to the ground. There was not a flicker of emotion in his eyes as the spear drew closer. Joanna had seen a thousand expressions as her opponents grappled with the realization of their end, but the blank acceptance was not one she’d encountered before. The spear hit true, ending the duel in a flash.

Joanna looked down at the fallen warrior for a minute, each heaving pant leaving her stabbed all over again. She welcomed the pain. It was a lesson and proof of her path. Finally, she bowed slightly at her opponent then turned toward the gate waiting for her at the arena’s edge. Each step was slow and painful, yet her heart beat with anticipation as she stepped through.

Not enough.

Despair threatened to overcome Joanna as she found herself at the familiar plateau among the clouds. Like after the previous battle, there were still two staircases on the other side. One led to the next challenge, while the other led back to Earth. Eight victories had been necessary to count as passing, earning her an award and the option to return.

The existence of the stairs had urged Joanna on, despite the desperate fight in the eighth challenge. Nine was the utmost and the number of outer courts. She’d thought the optional battle against the golden spearman had been the final challenge to claim the real prize—the seal of the Indomitable Court. She walked over to make sure, and the prompts dashed her lingering hopes.

[Continue]

[Return to Earth. Reward: [Kalyndor’s Glory]]

A burst of information indicated the reward was a high-quality War Regalia perfectly suited for those walking the path of war. It came with a matching D-grade spear skill and emitted a natural halo that empowered herself and her subordinates. An item of this quality couldn’t be bought with money in Zecia, and it would cost more merit than what she could accrue with a decade of struggle.

But it wasn’t what she’d come for.

The storm in Joanna’s heart gradually calmed as she turned toward the glistening stairs that led into the haze. She could vaguely tell a deadly threat hid within, like a primordial beast waiting for its prey. Perhaps it was the final guardian before the Indomitable Seal. Perhaps it wasn’t. There was no way to tell. Joanna was, however, painfully aware of her chances of victory should she ascend those stairs.

There were none.

There was a significant gap in strength between every opponent. She’d swept through the first three within thirty minutes. By the eighth battle, she was forced to use every tool in her arsenal. The ninth was even worse. She had been suppressed throughout the battle against the golden spearman. He was just a Peak E-grade cultivator like herself, but it had almost felt like she’d fought someone like Zac. Each strike of his contained the ferocity and force of a dragon, leaving Joanna unable to mount a counter until the very end.

Yet she didn’t immediately take her winnings and leave. Joanna sat down and ate a Healing Pill, calmly dragging pieces of shattered armor from her wounds. She had six hours before she had to make her choice, so there was no point in deciding while the desperate plight of the previous battle still occupied her mind.

The hours passed, and the wounds across her body closed thanks to her top-quality pills and the restorative effect of [Steelspirit Cascade]. Her lung wouldn’t fully recover in time because of the powerful intent of her opponent’s attack, but the stabbing pain had been downgraded to a dull ache. When only five minutes remained, Joanna stood up to face the two roads.

One road led to death and the other defeat. The choice was simple.

The steps of her steel boots broke the silence like funeral tolls as she proceeded toward the next level. Her mood was complex as her thoughts turned to Earth, her subordinates, and her friends. To her lord. Her choice could be considered a betrayal. She had people depending on her, yet she was about to throw her life away.

Despite all logic and reason, Joanna’s heart was calm as she neared her end. The very essence of her being called for her to continue, that the answers waiting within the clouds were more important than living or dying. She had to keep going, even if there was no chance of victory. If she backed down, she would forever be locked outside, seeing the chosen ones drift farther and farther away.

She would be selfish this one time.

The clouds parted, and Joanna found herself standing atop a tower surrounded by the ashy smoke of war. It was impossible to glean anything from the surroundings. Joanna sensed that the conflict hidden beyond the veil would make the Intersector war look like a kid’s brawl. The air reeked of antiquity and doom.

There was nothing on the stone tower except for her new opponent, whose appearance caught Joanna off-guard. The previous fighters had differed in strength, and had all been exceptional in some way. Like her fifth opponent, who wielded the power of a thunderstorm, his strikes as swift and fierce as bolts of lightning.

The seventh was steady as a mountain, its spear seemingly able to hold a whole army at bay. Each had their own style and their own comprehension of the spear, and it was proudly on display as an expression of their very existence. This woman was different.

She was a pure human, by the looks of it. She stood silently at attention, her spear slightly leaning forward. Her weapon and gear appeared very basic, looking even worse than the standard armaments of the Atwood Army. There was no aura of brilliance, no apparitions generated by her Dao. When their eyes met, Joanna saw seas of blood and mountains of corpses.

It wasn’t a trick or even an expression of her Dao. It was the experience of a warrior of a million battles, someone who had peered into the very essence of war. Zac’s almost inhuman aura of bloodshed was nothing before the blood on this woman’s hands, yet there was an eerie tranquility to her gaze. The corpses were the proof of her path, the blood the price of her choices.

She held the answers Joanna sought.

“I am Joanna Thompson,” Joanna said as she stepped forward. “I’m searching for Indomitability.”

“Indomitability,” the woman slowly answered. “It’s a narrow path that ends in tragedy.”

Joanna was surprised her opponent actually answered. Her previous opponents had almost felt like puppets. They didn’t speak, and there wasn’t any expression or emotions when they fought. They were just the backdrop to the spears they carried and the style they exhibited. This woman was different, in more ways than one.

“Even so,” Joanna said.

“Then show me.”

There was nothing else to be said. Cosmic Energy surged through Joanna’s body as she unleashed her [Armament Zone], and one spear became a hundred as steel birthed war. She soared across the tower, forming the vanguard of a river of destruction. Joanna knew there was no holding back. If she did, she’d die before even having a chance to put her path on display.

Destructive weapons imbued with the Branch of the Victorious Spear fell like rain, but there wasn’t so much as a ripple in her opponent’s eyes. She calmly took a few steps forward, effortlessly avoiding Joanna’s deadly gauntlet without using any skills. The scene was shocking. Joanna knew such a crude attack wouldn’t do much. So long as it gave her some clues about her opponent’s fighting style, it was fine.

Unfortunately, the spear maiden wasn’t giving Joanna anything, forcing her to strike blind. The spear in Joanna’s hand glimmered with murderous portent as she stabbed down with enough force to reduce the whole tower to rubble. Her opponent returned a strike that almost looked laughably simple, yet Joanna’s instincts screamed of mortal danger. Was that enough to make her back down? Of course not.

Joanna split in two, her straightforward strike turning into a pincer. Her opponent didn’t react to the sudden change and continued to strike right between Joanna’s two halves. Yet Joanna’s dread only increased, and she desperately forced herself to move even farther apart to create a wider berth.

Her shoulder was ripped open, creating a painful gash that opened old wounds. Joanna barely survived having her throat pierced. Her own strike fared no better. It was like an invisible force field held her attack at bay. What just happened? Her opponent had clearly attacked empty air, yet Joanna was bleeding like a sieve. Conversely, the aim of her spears was accurate, and they didn’t even reach the opponent.

There was no time to analyze as one deadly calamity replaced the previous. Joanna’s heart hammered at how close to death she’d come at the first exchange, and her instincts screamed at her to run for her life. She transformed the fear into fuel and her spear into a blur as she launched an all-out assault. The dance of death had begun, and there was no stopping until one of them fell.

Joanna fought like an asura, extracting every scrap of power and comprehension she’d arduously accumulated over the past years. The unrelenting pressure let her reach new levels of mastery, like coal turning into diamonds. But what did it matter? Her opponent just casually swung her spear in the basic movements they taught at the Atwood Academy, yet every strike was more terrifying than any finishing blow.

They were unstoppable, undodgeable. Each attack was a brush with death. Joanna couldn’t understand how she was doing it. She couldn’t feel any Dao, and the opponent didn’t seem to be using any technique. It was like her opponent’s will bent reality itself, and anything Joanna did could, at best, slightly alter the chosen outcome.

One wound after another was added upon the ones before, and the fight turned more lopsided as the opponent’s aura grew. Bones shattered and muscles tore, and the ancient tiles drank their fill of Joanna’s blood. Joanna’s mind became hazy from pain and blood loss., while her strikes only grew fiercer. She may have failed, but she wanted to leave at least one mark on her opponent before it was over. One mark that could act as proof of her existence, of her path.

Nothing else mattered. Nothing else existed. There was only her spear and her unbreakable desire to embed her spear in her enemy. She stumbled after a hole was punched through her thigh, turning her fall into a lunging strike that continued the war. Her heart was running out of blood to pump, but its beats only grew louder, like a war drum rousing exhausted soldiers.

She stabbed, she swiped, she parried. When a slash severed her forearm and she lost her weapon, she switched to punches and kicks. She didn’t relent even when muscles were severed and sinew snapped, and her limbs failed her. Joanna’s vision was red and blurry, and she gathered her last vestiges of energy for a desperate leap fueled by sheer force of will, her teeth bared in defiance as she aimed for her opponent’s throat.

Even now, there was no emotion in her opponent’s eyes. No pity, no contempt. There was only fire and blood as her spear stabbed forward, its gleaming tip containing a will capable of crushing mountains and moving seas. Joanna sighed, knowing that was it, the disappointment far greater than the fear of death.

‘Couldn’t even touch her clothes.’

The spear pierced her forehead, but a shattering sound like breaking glass echoed through the tower. It wasn’t her skull that had fractured. It was her opponent’s spear. Joanna might be thickheaded, but her bones weren’t strong enough to break her opponent’s weapon. Something else was going on, and her brain failed to grasp it. She’d already stepped through the gates of hell, and the matters of the living world felt distant and confusing.

The destruction continued from the broken spear Into the woman’s arm, and she broke apart piece by piece. She wasn’t angry or scared. She smiled, like her death was nothing. The unbreakable conviction was still present in her eyes, to the point Joanna expected her will alone would subvert her body’s collapse.

However, the reversal didn’t happen. The spear maiden was soon reduced to a swirl of white dust while her own body mended with impossible speed. Joanna’s mind was a mess, blankly looking at the spectacle until a blue screen blocked her vision.

[Time: 5 minutes 12 seconds. Passed.]

It took Joanna over a minute to drag herself back from the other side and digest what the prompt said. Time? Passed? She was never meant to defeat her opponent? She was just meant to hold on long enough? The miracle she’d silently prayed for had arrived.

Also, was that really just five minutes?

The prompt faded, except no new gateway appeared. Instead, the swirling dust was rapidly gathering into another shape. It was a broken spearhead. It looked identical to the one her opponent had used, except it was covered in cracks, scars, and dark spots that emitted such terrifying auras that it almost knocked her out. Joanna was forced to take a stumbling step back and stabilize her mind.

Those dark spots had to be blood. Ancient blood, from the looks of it. The spearhead emitted such an archaic aura that there was no doubt in Joanna’s mind of its origins. Zac had told her about his vision of the Left Imperial Palace, the damaged walls that had withstood an unimaginable assault. This spear emitted that kind of monstrous will. And only the blood of the ones who could threaten the Left Imperial Palace could create such an impact.

Just what kind of enemies had the woman fought that the power of their blood remained to this day?

“I was called Indra Eyler, but the world knew me as the Emperor’s Spear. Right or wrong, I followed my beliefs to the end.”

It was her opponent’s voice, and it grew with force and grandeur with every word. After the first sentence, Joanna could no longer stay upright even if her flesh and bones had been restored. The conviction in Indra’s voice was so overwhelming it could crush stars.

“Indomitable will, unbreakable spirit! Sweep the Six Directions and suppress the Eight Hells! Subdue the Dao and pierce the Terminus!”

Each word was a bomb going off in Joanna’s head, filled with such resolve that reality didn’t seem its match. Each syllable held a mountain of meaning and experience, like the condensed essence of millions of battles. Each sentence was compounded and superimposed until something was born in the depths of Joanna’s mind.

An impartment?

Joanna’s heart trembled as she was filled with a burst of information. At first, it was just short snippets of memories. Memories of struggle, of starting as a lowly soldier that no one would remember. Of fighting against one’s unimpressive talent on the road of cultivation. Of never giving in, of never using their lacking providence as an excuse to stop or settle. Of looking death in the eye and not backing down.

The timer might have been the System’s test, but Joanna’s response had been the mysterious spear maiden’s. If Joanna had given up, fled, or stalled, she wouldn’t have gained Indra’s recognition. Now, she’d left something behind, a piece of her legacy for someone walking the same path.

Unfortunately, Joanna didn’t have time to investigate the gift sent across time as three white lights had appeared in her soul. Utmost truth and certainty filled every corner of Joanna’s being. She’d worked herself to the bone for so long, pushing herself to the breaking point and beyond. It was time to harvest. Joanna looked at the glowing lights, understanding her path better than ever.

“The Emperor’s spear…”
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FRONTLINES


An intense aura of steel and blood greeted Zac as he stepped through the Teleportation Array, accompanied by Vilari and Rhuger. They stopped at the elevated podium to get a better look while a river of battle-hardened warriors poured past them to make room for the rest of the fused army.

A brutal city of wide streets, sharp angles, and rough materials stretched across the horizon. Apart from a few larger structures, the buildings were mostly identical, resembling hastily erected warehouses. The city wasn’t too impressive at first glance, but after a short while, the view started messing with Zac’s sense of scale.

The distant streets that looked no wider than a normal two-lane road were at least a few hundred meters across, surpassing most squares back home. The buildings, too, were extraordinarily oversized, each a city unto its own. Zac felt like he’d returned to the Mystic Realm on Earth, which had been spatially expanded by the Dimensional Seed. The city couldn’t compare to the continent-sized world disks of Twilight Harbor, but it had to be a huge undertaking to build something like this.

Scale aside, it wasn’t the capital of some barren world. It was one of the temporary camps of the Zecia Alliance, erected upon a huge platform floating through space. The stars in the sky drifted, indicating that the platform was moving, and with great speed at that.

The city was accompanied by dozens of Cosmic Vessels silently flying above, and Zac spotted a few of his own products. They were all covered in scars, and some missed whole sections. That only added to their fierce impression, making them seem like lions in a flock of hyenas.

Not only that, there were six more city platforms within his line of sight, and Zac wouldn’t be surprised if there were even more nearby. Zac estimated this grouping alone could house well over a hundred million soldiers. It was a shocking number that would be able to steamroll most factions on Earth, yet it was only a fraction of the total number of combatants in the region.

The war on the frontlines was different than the neatly arranged battlefronts. The Battlefront Arrays didn’t send your armies directly to a battleground. They sent them to war camps controlled by the Zecia Alliance. From there, they’d either take Cosmic Vessels or use the Alliance Teleporters to reach the frontlines. The war camps themselves were constantly on the move, partly to avoid attacks and partly to reach contested regions.

The Zecia Alliance also had Spatial Gates that could open portals to enemy worlds. Such arrays were normally beyond the means of the factions on the frontier, but the uniqueness of the location worked in their favor. They were at the edge of the Eternal Storm, where the dimensional barriers were thin and unstable. The war had further pushed them to the brink of collapse, making it significantly easier to poke a hole or connect two locations.

Their range was still limited, and the windows of opportunity were small. It was enough to whisk your army to a nearby battle. The gates were prohibitively expensive to open, though, so they were only used for important missions where speed was critical. It was also difficult to locate the correct coordinates because of the spatial turbulence, at least the Zecia forces had a home-field advantage.

“Let’s go introduce ourselves.”

Vilari nodded, and they descended the Battlefront Platform toward a huge square below. It was more than large enough to accommodate his combined armies, and there was already a group of soldiers waiting for them. A fierce-looking middle-aged captain waited by his men, his baleful aura strong enough for Zac to sense it hundreds of meters away.

He was a demi-human with yellow eyes and mottled green spots on his face and hand. He was just standing there, yet a red haze of intense killing intent draped around him. Zac could tell it wasn’t directed at his people, it was simply an air he exuded after millennia of bloodshed. It was also clear the captain had seen better days. He was missing an arm, and there was something wrong with his energy flow—the sign of a damaged Cosmic Core.

“You’re not registered at all? How’s that possible?” the soldier swore at Ra’Klid, his voice like steel grinding against bone. “Idiots, did you spend all your Faction Merit to avoid contributing? Ah? Where did that leave you now? Broke and still here. Or did you bribe someone? Don’t think I can’t see the fancy gear you’re all wearing under your cloaks. That won’t fly here!”

“I assure you, we’ve done no such thing,” Ra’Klid said. “We arrived later because the Ruthless Heavens called upon us later.”

“Uh huh,” the warrior scoffed, suspicion written all over his face. “Well, whatever. You’re here now, which means you’re bound by the Alliance Laws. So, stop acting mysterious and tell me who⁠—”

The old captain seemed ready to continue his tirade, then stopped upon seeing Zac’s approach.

“This rain of sunshine is Captain Tussar,” Ra’Klid said. “He’s been assigned to get us settled.”

“Zachary Atwood of the Atwood Empire,” Zac calmly said.

He wasn’t about to apologize for arriving late—they’d earned that right through hard work and sacrifice. He also didn’t get angry at the fierce attitude. Zac could understand where the gruff veteran was coming from. The frontline in the Red Zone was the last line of defense safeguarding Zecia, yet too many people were only putting in the minimum effort.

Between the battlefronts preventing the Kan’Tanu from appearing on your doorstep and the distant frontlines at the sector’s edge, most prioritized the former. Meanwhile, Captain Tussar was clearly from the Allbright Empire, judging by an insignia on his lapel, which meant he and his people had been desperately fighting to protect their homeland since day one.

“Zachary Atwood? Atwood Empire?” he said, his eyes widening with realization. “The Atwood ships? That’s you?”

“That’s me.”

Zac wasn’t too surprised his mixed-race army hadn’t immediately tipped him off. The Atwood Empire’s unique composition was no longer a secret, though it was mostly the leaders who knew of the situation. Some could figure it out through his two entries on the Early D-grade ladder, but it wasn’t like many people in Zecia knew who the Umbri’Zi were. In fact, very few people in the Allbright Empire had even heard of the Radiant Temple, their own overlord.

“I—Uh,” the soldier grunted, looking like he’d swallowed a fly. He soon found his bearing and bowed slightly, an action that seemed incredibly ill-practiced. The shock on Tussar’s followers was proof it was a drastic departure from a usually fierce bearing. “I apologize. I know your faction’s contribution is greater than almost anyone’s.”

“Don’t mind it,” Zac waved.

“Those ships,” the grizzled warrior ventured, his eyes glancing at a Starflash above them. “You… uh… got any more?”

“I’m sending everything over the moment they leave the production line,” Zac said with a shake of his head. “I would have expanded production, but it’s a System-limited resource.”

“Shame,” the general sighed. “Anyway, welcome to the Allbright Empire and the Zecia Alliance. I’m Tussar Arondo, and I’ll do my best to get you up to speed.”

“I didn’t expect a Late-stage Hegemon to act as a greeter,” Zac commented.

“Bah, couldn’t just sit around in the sick tent and wait for my core to heal,” Tussar spat. “And I’m no good with tactics or planning, so I’m helping with a little bit of everything until I can return to my men. Usually, I’m beating some se—ah, I’m training the newcomers. The last batches have more or less been penal colonies of worthless dregs. Not even good enough to become fodder.”

“No wonder you’re in a mood.” Ra’Klid grinned, then backed down after Zac glanced in his direction.

“Nice to meet you, Captain,” Zac said. “Which section is this?”

“You’re now part of the third barracks of the Twenty-second Field Army,” Tussar said, not without some pride.

“The Everfast Monarch?” Zac exclaimed.

Zac could understand the pride in Tussar’s eyes. Zecia had undeniably come out on the losing end during the initial clash, but a few heroes emerged and became legends. The Everfast Monarch had been mostly unknown beyond his identity as part of the Dravorak Imperial Clan. However, he was one of the few who managed to slay a Kan’Tanu Monarch during the first battle.

Not only that, he destroyed a powerful killing array that would have been a huge threat to the region. The battle had cost him a War Fortress and damaged another. All that, and it wasn't enough. We only seized victory because the Everfast Monarch hid the fact he’d managed to step into Middle Monarchy just before the Kan’Tanu arrived. He’d burst forth with power at a critical time, and his decisive victory stabilized a huge swathe of the Red Zone.

“That’s the one,” Tussar said. “You’re pretty lucky. The fighting’s tough everywhere, but our situation is better than most.”

“Actually, we’ve already been assigned to the Forty-seventh,” Zac said, handing over a crystal exuding the unique aura of the Allbright Empire.

The crystal was a relocation order signed by a Monarch of the Allbright Dynasty, which had binding power anywhere within the Alliance Army. The System only gave them the option to join the madness, and Zac wasn’t about to cower behind his men. That didn’t mean he was above pulling some strings to improve their situation.

As Tussar said, the Twenty-second was probably one of the best field armies to join, but it was ultimately under the control of a Monarch from the Dravorak Dynasty. Zac had a small grudge with the ancient Zecia faction after killing the Dravorak Princeling in the Tower of Eternity. It had mostly been smoothed over, mainly due to his Cosmic Vessels, and he already had an official status equivalent to a middling nobleman within the Dravorak Empire.

Zac was more worried about the people standing behind them.

Arcaz Umbri’Zi had been singled out as one of the main reasons for the accelerated collapse of the Twilight Ocean and the disastrous fallout for the Havarok Empire. Their general had no choice but to force his way through the mysterious teleportation gate because Alvod’s ascent started early. As a result, the Umbri’Zi gained the opportunity to launch a large-scale war against the Havarok’s feeder sectors.

The Havarok imperials hadn’t attempted to contact or target him since appearing in Zecia. That didn’t mean they’d forgiven him. They would definitely deal with him if given the chance, and that wasn’t even taking into account their hunt for seals. Worse, the Havarok probably didn’t care about his Creator Vessels or his agreements with the Zecia Alliance.

Neither did Zac dare move to the sections manned by the Undead Empire. Their cooperation was still working without issue, but Tavza’s final warning lingered in the back of Zac’s mind. The System had measures against outright conflict between allies, but rules were dead and people were alive. War was chaotic, and “accidents” happened all the time.

Ultimately, Zac chose to stay with the Allbright Empire since he’d maintained a decent relationship with the Allbright Dynasty, Peaks, and Radiant Temple. Furthermore, they were the ones who would suffer the most if his supply of Cosmic Vessels was cut short, so the Allbright Dynasty was more likely to prevent any schemes on his life.

His first choice was actually the Void Temple, who’d rejected his request for assistance. They’d been very helpful before he left for the Perennial Vastness but drew a clear line after the war started. Zac suspected the rules of the Vigil were holding Perala back. The fact they helped defend the frontlines at all was probably bending their rules of non-interference.

“The Forty-seventh? Ah! Damn, it’s actually stamped by Lord Endemire,” Tussar blurted. “I thought you belonged to the deadies. Uh, no offense.”

“Can’t have too many friends.” Zac smiled. “If you could make the arrangements.”

“Of course.” Tussar pointed at a huge building nearby. “Quickest way to move over to the Forty-seventh is to teleport to⁠—”

The grizzled Hegemon didn’t get any further before a blaring siren shook the city awake.

“What’s going on?”

“It’s a general assembly. All hands on deck.” Tussar explained. “Something big must have happened on the front.”

“Is it good or bad?”

“Could be good, could be bad,” Tussar muttered, hesitating before adding, “For the soldiers, it’s always bad. The call means a huge battle is about to break out, and many will have to lay down their lives.”

Zac exchanged a pointed look with Vilari. Wasn’t the timing too coincidental?

Tussar took out a token and infused his will. His scowl only deepened, and it almost looked like he was about to throw the token on the ground. “Information blockade? Bastards! Sending us into the unknown again!

“Oh, ah—It might not be too bad,” the captain added when he saw Zac’s stormy expression. “The bigshots might have created an opening, or a sudden weakness in the dimensional barriers has given us a unique opportunity. The blockade makes it harder for our enemy to anticipate our plans. Either case, we’re moving fast. They’re opening a gate and sending everyone through.”

“What about us?”

“That’s, uh,” Tussar grimaced. “An order at this level is considered critical for the war effort. It takes precedence over other missions or assignments. Everyone nearby would have to join, and failure to comply is considered treason. Not even Lord Endemire’s stamp can overrule that.”

“Then we’re stuck?” Zac frowned, his bad feeling only growing worse.

Had his circumstances leaked, and the Havarok were prepared for his arrival? Was someone else making a move? Or was he just being paranoid? Thank God they only sent one of their two armies to test the waters.

“I can’t send you off even if I wanted to,” Tussar sighed, nodding at the teleportation building. “See the barrier? The Alliance Network has already been sealed to prevent leaks, and any vessel veering off on its own will be shot down. Only the Battlefront Arrays work since they’re controlled by the System rather than us.”

Zac sighed as he looked up at the shimmering stars. It looked like they were being thrown into the grinder sooner rather than later. He could only pray that his preparations over the last few days were enough.
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“Go ahead, take your places.”

The voice was gentle, tranquil, like its owner hadn’t just massacred a roomful of famous captains he’d fought alongside for months. Although perhaps it couldn’t be considered a massacre, considering his energy kept their hearts beating, and a wisp of their souls remained. The masked group flowed into the secret chamber, each targeting a specific dignitary.

Sealing talismans were placed over the eight chakras, sealing life and soul within their leaking containers. Next, they took out identical masks looking like crystalline pieces of art and placed them over the victim’s faces.

“Remember, every word and every action carries a risk of being exposed. Your predecessors have already set the events in motion. You only need to gently guide them in the right direction.”

There was no answer, only the silent shuffle of blood being swept and Karma cleansed. The masks were soon finished imprinting, and the Blank Slates placed the masks onto their faces. A wave of his sleeve isolated the crackling sounds of bones being crushed and remolded. Ten seconds later, the transformation was complete.

The group carefully stowed the bodies in their respective Mourning Vats, retaining the link and fate. Finally, they shed their Emptiness Shrouds, displaying the dazzling clothing beneath—clothing identical to the assassinated Alliance captains whose places they’d taken. Qul’Uster looked across the room, nodding in satisfaction when not even his augmented sight could spot any imperfections. Only the most discerning Class-3 Cultivator would be able to see through the ruse.

“Our partner will contact you within the hour. There is no telling how things will shake out, but I trust you can arrange matters to everyone’s satisfaction. Remember our purpose.”

The group sat down at the overseer’s table, placing their hands on the Command Crystals. The shrunken-down urns hummed, and dense rows of data appeared. There was nothing else to say. The Blank Slates would finish their task to perfection, relying on the AI-verified input through the Digital World. They’d be discovered eventually, such was their fate. The clones only existed to briefly take the role of others. Being exposed was simply returning to nothingness.

“Are you really planning on being a hired hand for that twisted bastard?”

The voice was tinged with anger and disgust. Qul’Uster looked over as he stepped out of the sealed chamber, finding Nuztu standing in the shadows. Her mask hid any expression, but anger veritably oozed from its slits.

“Working with those wretched people is as close to treason as you can come. And you know they’re bound to betray us. They hate us almost as much as we hate them.”

“Such is the way of things,” Qul’Uster said with equanimity. “Our interests are aligned for the moment, and we want to push events in the same direction. Who’ll seize the opportunities and accomplish their goals will ultimately depend on fate and strength. Who knows? We might all end up walking away empty-handed.”

“You think these barbarians can overcome our arrangements? How’s that possible?” Nutzu scoffed, crackling light appearing around her hand. “They’re walking testaments to the folly of Heaven’s Path, unrefined and inefficient. I’m more interested in testing the strength of these so-called imperials or that ancient monster roaming the battlefront.”

“Don’t underestimate the natives,” Qul’Uster said, recalling the ancient, scattered notes he’d found in the abandoned archives. “Nothing is what it seems, and everything is at stake. The war for the Fifth Pillar of Sin has already moved those at the peak, and fate is bound to shift in unpredictable ways.”

“Whatever, I’m just here to kill whoever gets in the way,” Nutzu said as they emerged from the hidden base.

The city was coming alive, and the winds of war were stirring.

“Do you think it’s possible? Can the Supreme Ancestor’s remnant be found in this desolate place after being missing for so long?”

“That’s what we need to find out. The events undeniably line up. The last clues to the Kayar-Elu’s whereabouts lead to this quadrant, and now the Fifth Pillar appears out of nowhere in this nascent sector,” Qul’Uster said, his gaze growing distant. “What else can drag it from the depths but the call of the Void Emperor?”
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Zac glanced at Vilari and felt the spiritual nudge that confirmed she’d set up a mental network for their group. Petrus’ voice appeared in his head.

‘The Havarok Empire only has one Monarch in Zecia as far as we know, and he should be stationed with the Second Field Army. I doubt this is a premeditated ploy. We could have been sent anywhere. The Havarok shouldn’t have enough pull to set up such an elaborate plot.’

‘Not premeditated,’ Zac emphasized.

‘You always have to be careful. Just your fancy equipment might give birth to greed in some commander’s heart.’

‘We knew that going to the frontline as sealbearers comes with unavoidable risks. This shouldn’t be any different,’ Vilari added.

Vilari was right. People would be eyeing him and his people no matter which battlefront they visited. Not even the threat of invasion could curtail the greed in some people’s hearts.

At least there hadn’t been any rumors of Monarchs targeting the young, snatching their seals. The System’s unspoken rules and the risk of ending your faction’s fate with the Left Imperial Palace acted as safeguard. There were even stern warnings for such actions in the public bounties. That didn’t guarantee anyone’s safety. Zac felt they had enough measures in place to deal with any insider threats.

Zac wasn’t worried about Hegemons. His armies were strong enough to tear even Peak Hegemons apart if they spared no expense. Just his Hegemons throwing out a bunch of D-grade Talismans would probably do the trick if they weren’t up against a top-tier Heaven’s Chosen. As for Monarchs… He still had the two lifesaving graces from Sendor hidden within his bodies.

“Ah, dammit,” Tussar swore. “I can’t help you transfer, but I’ll tag along and make sure you don’t get the short end of the stick. I can’t let you newbies run onto the battlefield blind.”

“Thank you, I’ll remember the favor. What’s next?”

“For now, nothing,” Tussar said. “Your people are still being sent through the Battlefront Array. We can use that as an excuse to let others take the lead.”

“When does the operation start?”

“Any second now,” Tussar said.

An endless stream of warriors emerged from the huge barracks and rushed toward a gathering spot on the platform’s opposite side. They stayed put while Tussar gave a crash course of fighting on the front and the situation in the Twenty-second Field Army.

Reading a bunch of redacted reports back on Earth couldn’t compare to the practical experience of a seasoned veteran, and Zac learned a lot. Even Petrus looked at the old warrior with respect after a few minutes. Most important were the unspoken rules and hidden hierarchies within the Field Army.

The Havarok Dynasty had the official responsibility for this region, but it turned out that less than a fourth of the Everfast Army came from the Havarok Empire. It used to be higher until the infusion of new blood had joined over the past month. The Havarok were still influential, with most generals present at the highest levels—that didn’t mean they could act as they wanted.

For instance, activating the Space Gate required the go-ahead from multiple parties, including the Alliance Headquarters. Tussar mentioned it was entirely possible that another C-grade cultivator than the Everfast Monarch would oversee the mission.

Some Monarchs were constantly on the move, looking for openings on the other battlefronts or even in the depths of the Million Gates Territory. Even those who were officially stationed in a region might be elsewhere. Their names alone were a deterrent, making the Kan’Tanu leery about going all-in. The Everfast Monarch might be gone, but he might also be waiting for the cultists to reach too far and overexpose themselves. They were like Shroedinger’s nuclear warheads.

The old Hegemon only had time to go over some surface information before there was a change. The streets of the continental plateau lit up with blue light, forming a shockingly large array. Similar scenes were happening on the neighboring barges.

A monstrously condensed beam shot out from each vessel, converging on a singular spot in space. It was hundreds of miles away, yet Zac’s hair stood on end upon feeling the shocking amounts of energy that had been gathered. Unsurprisingly, space buckled. It clearly wasn’t a simple attack, though, as a huge portal appeared instead of a spatial tear.

The azure beams lost some of their intensity, stopping short of dissipating entirely. They resembled tunnels of light leading into the gate, and it didn’t take more than a few seconds before the first group of warriors were sent through. Dozens of ships turned into streaks of light and entered as well. The operation had begun.

Another alarm blared through the city, and Tussar grunted. “That’s it, can’t stall any longer. Follow me.”

The expanded Acheron Company had already passed through the Battlefront Array. Zac gave the call, and his enormous army set out. The city turned into a blur when they stepped onto the glowing streets, and Zac realized it was outfitted with a space-contracting array like Twilight Harbor. Their army was moving at over fifty times their original speed, reaching the platform’s other side in no time.

There were hundreds of races gathered at the platform’s far end, a sea of people waiting with somber faces. Every few seconds, one of six city-sized platforms lit up, sending the army atop it through the pillar of light. A group of administrators adjusted a complex array tower between each batch before reactivation.

“What’s that?” Zac asked with a low voice.

“Calibration Array. Can’t send everyone to the same place, or they’d have to stack you until you formed a mountain of flesh,” Tussar explained. “It’s a big battle. It’ll cover dozens of planets, at least. One or two should be the main targets, while the other battles are distractions or preventing reinforcements from arriving. We’re locking down a whole region.”

Zac nodded, silently observing the proceedings as they quickly moved closer to one of the platforms.

“Do you have some greeting gifts?” Tussar asked with a hushed voice.

“Ah?”

‘Bribes,’ Tussar explained with a mental message. ‘I’ll try to have the controllers send us to one of the less dangerous spots. Or at least not mess with you because of the deadies in your ranks.’

Zac inwardly sighed, handing over a Spatial Ring with some D-grade Natural Treasures.

“Damn,” Tussar swore, his eyes wide upon scanning the contents. “Should’ve become a shipwright.”

“Didn’t save me from being sent here.” Zac muttered, realizing he might have overdone it.

Their turn was coming up, and Tussar approached the somber-looking man overseeing the randomizer. He looked at Tussar with a frown. Both smiled like they were old friends after exchanging a few words. Zac couldn’t hear them, so his scouts transmitted their words.

Tussar simply mentioned that he was caring for newcomers, and it would be a shame if they ruined an important mission by creating disorder on the important battlefields. The overseer hesitated but happily agreed after scanning the spatial ring. Zac shook his head at the scene. It was simply impossible to curb human nature.

‘No mental communication,’ Vilari confirmed as Tussar walked back.

Zac only had the chance to bark a few quick orders before the Acheron Company was ushered onto the stage and whisked away.

The transfer was nigh-instantaneous, and their appearance resulted in a spatial explosion that leveled a whole forest. [Verun’s Bite] was already in Zac’s hand as he soared into the air. The familiar grip of his old companion wasn’t enough to sweep away the fear in his heart as he looked at the scene around him. Only one word could convey the vast, earth-shattering battle already raging in every direction.

Armageddon.

Flashing lights illuminated a twilight continent filled with vaguely tainted energy. The sky rumbled like a thunderstorm, yet there was not a single cloud above. The source was an intense battle in the sky. Zac didn’t have any skills that would let him see the details. He did know that each flash of light represented an attack at Early D-grade or higher. And the spatial ripples indicated new Cosmic Vessels joined the fray every second.

The sky was full of smaller eruptions of power where Alliance Hegemons clashed with either cultists or manmade calamities made from enormous Heart Curses. Most chaotic was the war raging on the surface. There were everything from clashes between armies dwarfing the Acheron Company to smaller engagements taking place all around them. Their side had the advantage in some regions, and barely held on in others.

The chaos was unrelenting, and it was getting worse by the second. How could he possibly lead his people through this meatgrinder? Unfortunately, Zac barely had time to take in the deadly tapestry before his mind screamed of danger.

“Defend!” Zac roared, his voice empowered by urgency and Cosmic Energy.

A talisman had already appeared in his hand, and torrential amounts of Divine Energy poured into it. A golden bridge appeared before him, blotting out a huge swathe of his army. It barely formed in time to intercept a purple pillar of destruction that descended from above. Spatial tears spread in every direction as the D-grade talisman blocked the unrelenting force of the ambush, and the region shook from the collision.

It wasn’t enough.

The bridge shattered before Zac could activate another, having only partly exhausted the attack. Dozens of purple splinters pierced toward the ground, each filled with the force of a D-grade attack. There wasn’t nearly enough time to erect the War Machines. Still, an early warning and great discipline allowed the defenders of the Acheron company to erect a series of barriers and blockades.

Even then, the rampant energy reaped thousands of lives before it was exhausted. Zac was furious, but there was nothing he could do to exact vengeance because the attack came from outer space. Zac’s enhanced vision could barely make out a small dot, which could either be an orbiting Array Tower or a Cosmic Vessel. It had targeted them the moment they appeared through the group teleportation.

They weren’t the only ones hit. Zac noticed a dozen streaks crashing to the ground. Each like the descent of a sun, destroying everything in a huge region. Whatever had attacked them wasn’t the strongest defense prepared by the Kan’Tanu, and not even Zac felt confident of his survival chances against some of those blasts.

As expected, the result was devastating. The weaker armies had lost large chunks of their men, and Kan’Tanu were already swarming toward them to take advantage of the chaos. Thankfully, no second salvo followed the first. Such powerful attacks should need charging time, and their side’s Cosmic Vessels were already launching a counter-attack.

They couldn’t just sit around and hope for the best.

“Spread out and activate the formations!” Zac roared, and he sensed hundreds of commands rippling through his army through a mental network.

“Incoming!” another voice boomed through the region, and Zac turned to Rhuger far in the distance.

A sea of building-sized tendrils burst through the ground and rippled toward them like a tsunami of twisted flesh and sin. It resembled a Kan’Tanu War Array, though Zac could tell it was part of something far bigger. The whole world they stood on was inflicted with a curse, drawing energy from the World Core itself. No matter which direction he looked, Zac saw various facets of the Heart Curse.

World’s Blight.

Zac had only read about the method in reports as it wouldn't appear on the graded battlefields. On the surface, it resembled the Realignment Arrays of the Undead Empire. In reality, it shared more similarities with the low-grade Heart Curses of the Kan’Tanu warslaves.

World’s Blight was a parasite, and this planet would rapidly be drained to fuel its growth. The world might be Early D-grade now. Within a few decades, it would likely be F-grade. The Kan’Tanu would never do something so destructive to their homeworlds, but what did they care about the frontier planets in the Zecia Sector? This way, the Alliance Army wasn’t just facing the Kan’Tanu defenders, they were facing the world itself.

The bloody tsunami teemed with Spatial Energy, and an army matching theirs in size poured out of nowhere. They moved toward the Acheron Company with great momentum. Zac still felt them the lesser of the dangers they faced. The decently equipped army didn't appear to possess any weapons or tricks beyond what they'd already faced.

He was more worried about the threat above, but breathed in relief upon seeing a blinding flash in the sky. The purple star igniting above was actually their attacker exploding after being hit by a very familiar beam—the main cannon of a Starflash Cosmic Vessel.

The overwhelming chaos far surpassed Zac’s expectations, but there was no time to worry about anything except the most immediate threat. The tide of Kan’Tanu was already about to ram into the defensive line formed by his soldiers. The vast gore cascade had visibly withered after summoning such a huge army, now acting as a wallbreaker against the Acheron Company’s protective barriers.

Screams and explosions filled the air as the Atwood Empire joined the mayhem. The familiarity of life-and-death struggle helped settle the soldiers after being thrown into the thick of it, and Zac was the same. Over twenty Hegemons burgeoning with power had emerged from the Kan’Tanu party, making a beeline for his warriors.

Zac shot forth to deal with the leader and his assistants while familiar faces emerged from his ranks. Soon, their situation mirrored those around them, where desperation and killing intent formed a tangible storm.

The Kan’Tanu leader conjured dozens of bloated heads staring down at his army, their eyes radiating malevolent light. The skill resembled the large avatar of the lipless Aural Cultivator Zac fought in the Void Star, though Zac could sense the Daos of Water and Poison within. Poison Masters, especially, were a huge threat to lower-rank cultivators. Zac immediately activated his skills.

A vast forest of twisting trees appeared before the cultist could unleash his strike. No two trees were exactly alike. Most were over ten meters tall with large crowns and either silver or golden leaves. Together, they formed a dense canopy that blotted out the stellar battle above. The trees grew out of thin air, their roots disappearing into golden scars, creating a magical, floating forest.

The scene could have been mistaken for a vision of paradise at first glance, a notion that would quickly be shattered. A sharp and ruthless aura radiated from the plant life, like each tree was a general of a hundred battles. Their fierce emanations were so strong that one’s perception could easily shift, making one think you were looking upon huge axes with gleaming blades.

Some Kan’Tanu managed to move out of the way, but the leader and four more Hegemons were trapped within. The demonic faces opened their mouths just as the forest had been conjured, spewing a torrential downpour of sin. The other Hegemons similarly unleashed attacks, though only two used D-grade skills.

Judging by their mottled auras, Zac guessed at least half the Hegemons of the opposing army had forced their way into the D-grade through taboo means. In other words, they weren’t part of the Kan’Tanu elite chapters. The realization allowed Zac to relax and fully focus on his targets, knowing his subordinates could handle the rest.

Poisoned water, infernal flames, and a river of conjured weaponry swept through Zac’s forest. Some of their power was aimed at Zac, while most targeted the ground. It was an attempt to create havoc and nudge the war in their favor before dealing with Zac. However, it was as though the trees had eyes and a desire for battle.

They moved to intercept the attacks according to a mysterious pattern that came across as random to most outsiders, where Zac felt the echo of the trajectories he’d observed in his Soul Core. Echoes of the Dao of Life, based on the trajectories his Life-attuned Outer Cores had before he reached Minor Sublimation. There was also a warlike purpose in their movements, where Conflict joined Life to form something greater.

The whole forest moved in accordance with the Evolutionary Stance.

The trees blocked everything, even absorbing the poisoned liquid without letting a single drop escape. A few dozen trees collapsed, but most survived the onslaught with just scarred trunks or withered canopies. Meanwhile, dangerous auras seeped out from the trees hit by the Kan’Tanu’s attacks.

Streaks of light shot out from the tree crowns, moving toward the floating heads and the Hegemons themselves. One moment, the streaks looked like all kinds of primordial beasts, their fangs and claws bared at their targets. The next, they were deadly arcs of axe light.

A few demonic heads were instantly ripped apart, spewing a seemingly impossible amount of tainted blood into the surrounding trees. Flames were suppressed, the sword river dimmed, and the E-grade skills crumbled, exposing the attackers to the onslaught. The situation descended into a state of madness where the jungle grew increasingly hostile to everything within.

The Kan’Tanu were forced into a passive state thanks to Zac’s Daos and attributes clearly surpassing his foes. The weakest Hegemon already sported a grievous wound across his chest after an unpredictable strike snuck past his defenses. And their situation would only grow worse from here on out.

They’d entered the [Apex Jungle], where even the strongest predator would become prey.
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Zac had made significant adjustments to his Domain Skill when upgrading it, essentially giving up on most of its defensive properties. Before, he could transfer damage from himself to the trees, but what was the point? His attributes and dual constitutions already made him unbelievably durable, and he had [Empyrean Aegis] and [Ossuary Bulwark] to boot. Anything those layers couldn’t handle would force him to dodge anyway.

Instead, Zac shifted toward a forest that resonated with his path. It wouldn’t protect him. It would create a kill zone to trap and target his prey. The beasts were real axe attacks, and any outer stimuli accelerated their growth. So long as the trees survived an attack, they would respond in kind based on the concepts inside his Evolutionary Stance.

Hiding wouldn’t work either—if the trees could sense an enemy’s aura, they would charge up and target them like predators pouncing on someone encroaching on their territory. Zac could also control the process, manually generating stronger attacks by infusing more of his will and Dao. Against these kinds of enemies, letting the skill run autonomously was enough.

The trapped Hegemons had already realized they’d encountered a dangerous enemy and decisively chose to retreat. Unfortunately for them, leaving the jungle was easier said than done. The tree’s movements were one with the Dao, forming a natural formation at the level of his Late-stage Dao Branches.

You’d have to be incredibly fast or possess some top-tier Array Breaking means to sneak out. Everyone else would have to destroy all the trees blocking their way. Otherwise, they would find themselves moving in circles, prey until they proved themselves predators. The seal wasn’t as absolute as [Pillar of Desolation]. Then again, that didn’t matter in most fights.

A ruthless gleam shone from Zac’s eyes as a golden haze of spores spread through the primordial jungle. Slithering vines emitting a brutal bloodthirst appeared on a trunk just as Zac sunk into it, soundlessly teleporting toward the Hegemon closest to the edge.

The rustling canopies blocked the sky, and his worries were swept away along with the view. They’d been thrown into an incredibly dangerous environment without fully understanding the situation, but that didn’t matter at the moment. Ultimately, there was one simple truth that could shine the path forward. The more Kan’Tanu Zac killed, the more of his men would survive.

[Primal Edict] had already spread throughout the jungle, using the connection of all life to propagate far faster than it could outside. Soon, the keening cries of the axe-beasts were joined by the creaking groans of countless vines joining the assault. Some sprouted from thin air, others emerged from within trees, creating an unpredictable and unrelenting barrage from nature itself.

The Kan’Tanu weapon master had created a fifty-meter-wide domain of destruction around him by ferociously rotating his spear, each swing conjuring a river of blades. If placed on the battlefield below, he would have quickly created rivers of blood to join those of his blades, and not even the trees of [Apex Jungle] could stand long under their assault.

But the forces of nature couldn’t be defeated. New life would sprout from fallen trunks, and new beasts replaced those that couldn’t endure evolution’s eternal war. And like a silent specter, Zac emerged from a nearby tree, one step taking him past the rivers and right next to his target.

Zac’s aura would normally shine like a blinding beacon when unleashing his power. Today, it was almost indistinguishable from the surrounding wilderness. Even though it couldn’t completely fool a D-grade cultivator, the slight delay to the spearmaster’s reaction sealed his fate. A keening cry shook the forest as a flash of unbending finality split the cultist in two. It was like the ruler of the jungle had woken from their slumber, and the first interloper became an offering to its altar.

Streams of gold and steel swirled around Zac’s right arm, forming a shroud resembling a familiar figure—Verun. Almost like a hazy miniature of his Tool Spirit had wrapped itself around his arm, instilling it with power and potential. In reality, it wasn’t an effect of his upgraded Spirit Tool. Rather, the Dao-empowered haze was entering his axe rather than vice versa.

It was the appearance of [Evolutionary Edge], the upgraded version of [Nature’s Edge]. This was one of the first skills he upgraded after returning from the Perennial Vastness, and Zac had long since excavated every aspect and ability of the skill. His idea was to create a semi-passive skill that could boost his lethality when infighting, and it allowed him to execute a Hegemon and his Heart Curse with a simple swing.

Imbuing [Verun’s Bite] with sharpness and strength was far from its limits.

Zac disappeared like a ghost, a single step moving him into a tree and transporting him to another section of his domain. The Pyromancer nearby was trying to incinerate the forest. Both vines and trees displayed a shocking resilience. Burnt bark and scorched vines fell like ashy rain, as stronger wood grew to replace what was lost.

The fire cultivator was a lesser threat than their leader, but it would take the poison master a while longer to break free. The leader didn’t seem able to avoid the formation, which meant his only other option was to use a taboo escape treasure. That was fine by Zac. Using something like that would neutralize the threat to him, and that was Zac’s true goal anyway.

The raging storm of tainted flames spread hundreds of meters, almost completely blocking Zac’s vision. Zac calmly swung his axe upon spotting a small gap in the inferno, and a streak of deadly Life shot forth. The energy moved as if alive, weaving through the web of destruction as it approached its target. At the last moment, it pounced on its prey by transforming into a fractal edge.

There wasn’t much difference between the edge and its predecessors when it came to appearance or function. Upgrading the skill to D-grade automatically came with a fundamental improvement. Energy. Ten times the energy was compressed into the small blade, making it incredibly resilient and a better carrier of the Dao.

The Pyromancer had already discovered the incoming threat, but even a normal strike empowered by two Late Dao Branches pushed the limits of what they could endure. Furthermore, the blade hadn’t been weakened at all by the fiery domain. Still, the Hegemon hadn’t cultivated in vain his whole life.

A burning shield intercepted the fractal edge, giving the cultist enough time to activate a defensive treasure. The shield proved insufficient to exhaust Zac’s attack, but the life-saving treasure finished the job. It wasn’t enough to delay Life’s inevitable retaliation. The impassable inferno had destabilized during the desperate defense, creating multiple openings. A figure emerged from the flames, his weapon already descending toward the weakened treasure.

Two halves of the Pyromancer fell into a golden tree crown below, a yet-not-activated escape treasure tightly gripped in his hand. The inferno faltered, exposing Zac surrounded by swirling ash. He didn’t bother with the corpse or his spatial tools, knowing he was running out of time. Two out of five trapped Hegemons had died in the span of a few seconds, and a third was about to succumb to nature’s onslaught without Zac tipping the scales.

The cultists had known the situation was bad, only convention gave them a false sense of security. Killing a Hegemon was easier said than done unless there was a massive disparity in power, and most clashes ended with the weaker party escaping after paying a price. That delusion had finally shattered, and they knew they’d been targeted by a god of slaughter. What was convention to them?

The golden forest was already showered in sanguine light. Zac sensed the fluctuations that had become all too familiar by this point—the Hegemons were borrowing power from their Heart Curses at the cost of longevity and their futures. Their actions would give them a significant boost in strength that came with equal risks. They had a high chance of losing control even if they survived.

Zac didn’t bother with the underling, making a beeline for the leader, who looked positively terrifying. His figure had grown into a bloated titan over ten meters tall, and an unceasing cascade of putrefying liquid poured out of his mouth. A manmade plague ripped through the jungle, causing a wave of rot to spread. The remaining floating heads exploded one after another, joining the destruction in a last-ditch attempt at survival.

No trees remained in the leader’s vicinity. A few aerial steps took Zac into the poisonous domain. Zac was about to deliver judgment and was surprised to find his vision lurching and his energy scattering. There were few things he was less afraid of than poison, especially after awakening his Draugr Constitution all the way to Early Shallows. Shockingly, his multiple layers of defenses couldn’t fully withstand the Poison Master’s toxins.

Zac was rotting from within, where the poison tried to destroy his pathways. His Hidden Nodes were furiously consuming the plague, and boundless Vitality revitalized what was infected. He’d quickly recover if he left the poisonous haze, but there was no time. A thin silver band on one of his fingers lit up, creating a barrier over his skin. Even his High-quality Defensive Treasure failed to contain more than half the poison. What remained was easily dealt with by Zac’s body.

Arrows of black water pierced the storm just as Zac recovered. Their aura was nothing impressive, but Zac’s danger sense exposed the truth. Those arrows contained more poison than the whole toxic storm, concentrated and sealed to hide their lethality. The captain might look like he’d lost his mind, but it was clearly just an act. As expected, all Middle Hegemons had at least a few tricks up their sleeves, especially those who could survive on the frontlines.

Normally, Zac would have shattered the arrows with Vivi’s vines and deflecting blows. Instead, he activated an amulet just as they were about to collide. Space inverted, where Zac and the arrows switched positions. The Kan’Tanu leader urgently exploded his projectiles, but Zac had already flashed out of the arrow’s range to appear before their controller.

The poison was incredibly dense at such close proximity, but Zac was certain his axe held far greater lethality. The captain seemed to have come to the same conclusion. A pitch-black snakehead appeared to block Zac’s attack while a storm of energy erupted in the cultist’s chest to trigger a final blaze of glory.

Zac had faced countless enemies over the past decade, where both sides knew the conclusion of fate and karma had arrived. He’d seen it all. The cultist before him displayed the excitement of a fanatic about to drag a heretic with them to the afterlife. It was nothing new. Thousands of Kan’Tanu had tried to infect him with their Heart Curses, their go-to method when all was lost.

Something was different this time. Zac’s instincts screamed of danger. [Spiritual Void] opened wide, and a storm of Dao entered [Evolutionary Axe]. The intercepting snakehead went from barely resisting Zac’s strike to splitting in two. The axe head continued into the cultist’s head, and a large surge of energy confirmed his kill. It was too easy.

As expected, the cultist’s chest exploded the moment he died. No vengeful tendrils emerged this time. A pulse of concealed Spatial Energy burst from within, forming a sanguine cage before Zac could escape. Zac swung his axe, but the barrier was powered by all the cultist’s remaining life force and the accumulated energy of the Heart Curse. He’d be able to break through it in a couple of seconds, except a few seconds would be too late.

He homed in on the source of his unease. A seemingly unordinary piece of debris had fallen through the atmosphere in the distance. Zac sensed the extreme danger it represented. Like a veil being lifted, the piece of rock transformed into a large skull that opened its maw. It had already been gathering its attack for a while, and an immense ball of purple destruction burst forth.

The ball didn’t contain as much energy as the attack that cost them thousands of lives before, but it was extremely condensed and fast. It was an orbital bombardment designed to take out a single person.

Trees and vines were turned to dust as the beam entered [Apex Jungle], his domain utterly incapable of stopping its advance. There was no way he’d be able to block that thing. An ancient aura momentarily filled the sealed cage before a towering trunk winked into existence. Roots and canopy didn’t fit in the cage, but the trunk was all Zac needed.

The spatial cage was consumed, and space buckled. It looked like a purple star had imploded, taking half the forest with it. Zac emerged from a faraway tree, right by the final Hegemon about to escape. The shockwave almost knocked Zac unconscious. His opponent was even worse off. An unadorned swing finished the job.

The final Hegemon died, and [Apex Jungle] collapsed with him. However, some of the orbital attack had escaped the implosion and crashed into the ground. Zac briefly lost control from a shockwave throwing him upward, and he had to take a few urgent steps to dodge a storm of spatial scars left in the ball’s wake.

The army below didn’t have that luxury. The spatial tears and the shockwave had ripped into the rear of his army, killing hundreds of reserves and support staff. The scene was heartbreaking, and knowing they’d been lucky didn’t help. The blast would have decimated his army below if not for its angle of descent.

Who could have expected a normal Middle Hegemon to control such a dangerous weapon? That skull was clearly at Late Hegemony and had to cost a fortune. Zac had encountered much stronger World Lords than this captain, but he’d never been faced with such a powerful weapon during the months of campaigning.

The core strength of the enemy army had died in seconds, yet Zac somehow felt like he’d lost. He hadn’t expected to use Void Energy on the very first encounter. The trap had left him no other options. He might have been able to break the cage if he’d gone all out, but failure would have meant death. It was a poignant reminder they no longer fought on the manicured battlefields of the System. There was no telling what they’d encounter going forward, and luck played as big a role as strength for their survival.

Thankfully, such powerful means were expensive and thus rare, and the Cosmic Vessels in the sky were working overtime to clear them out. Zac’s danger sense indicated they were temporarily safe from attacks in the sky, allowing him to focus on the battle around him. The goretide had been exhausted, and the Acheron Company was tearing through the Kan’Tanu defenders.

The situation to his left was especially lopsided. An enormous eye looked down at the warslaves like an indifferent god, and its effect was shocking. It was as though the Kan’Tanu had gone mad, gleefully killing each other or letting their Heart Curses go out of control. Meanwhile, a Kan’Tanu Hegemon was unleashing death on her men with such ferocity that her Cosmic Core and foundations were being damaged.

This was the terror of a Mentalist Hegemon. It had only been a few days since Vilari broke through, but she was likely the most dangerous person in his army apart from himself. The Kan’Tanu teetered at the brink of madness because of the cursed things growing in their chests, and a skilled Mentalist could easily push them over the edge.

Most terrifying was her control of emotions, where drowning a target in despair while suppressing their souls made the enemy lose their sense of self. It allowed Vilari to temporarily hijack their bodies, using them like puppets. Kan’Tanu Hegemon had killed tens of thousands of her own, though her twitching body indicated she was about to regain control over herself. Suddenly, she dug into her chest, destroying her core and Heart Curse in one go. Vilari didn’t even spare her a glance as she floated farther ahead, and no Hegemon dared get close.

Rhuger also performed valiantly, having killed his D-grade opponent and turned his attention to the soldiers below. He radiated immense waves of darkness, resembling a lunar eclipse. The thousands of cultists seemed to have lost their senses, randomly attacking in every direction in fits of panic. Such a scattered response left them utterly exposed to the veterans of the Acheron Company, and thousands died without knowing what hit them.

There were similar displays of extraordinary might taking place all across the battlefield. Still, Emily was the only one who could get close to Vilari’s wide-scale destruction. An enormous salamander tore through the Kan’Tanu’s ranks, resembling an ancient god of flames. Attacks and Heart Curses were utterly incapable of stemming its advance.

Emily herself was no less of a threat. A totem pole the size of a skyscraper crashed into the midst of the Kan’Tanu army, becoming the heart of a vast storm hiding thousands of swirling axes. Within, Emily had become a goddess of death, opening a path for her subordinates.

Zac couldn’t sit still while his subordinates fought so hard. A step cut through thousands of meters, putting him in a dense region of Kan’Tanu reserves. Soon, widespread carnage erupted around him, and the brutal reality of evolution was enforced on the battlefield.

With their leaders dead and the goretide exhausted, the army of E-grade cultists crumbled. Their rear scattered, trying to reach neighboring battlefields where their side still stood strong. Some tried to group together and take a few enemies with them, but it was futile. The Acheron Company moved as one, acted as one. Meanwhile, the small pockets of resistance were uncoordinated and without support, and they were consumed one after another.

Just a few minutes had passed since they appeared on this cursed world, and the Acheron Company had already proven themselves more than able to survive in this hellhole. Yet a sense of foreboding premonition crept into Zac’s heart as he gazed across the horizon.

A storm was brewing.
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SUN’S DESCENT


Zac held his axe in one hand and a Cosmic Crystal in the other as he tore into the remaining cultists. He retained most of his energy, but this isolated skirmish was just the beginning. And as he upgraded more and more of his skills to D-grade, the higher his energy consumption would become.

It was worth it.

His dealings with the Undead Empire felt like walking a tightrope, where one misstep would lead to death or becoming a slave to their schemes. At the same time, his experiences had undeniably broadened his understanding of his path and cultivation. Whether it was the Abyssal Pond or his loss against Kator, both showed that his view was too narrow and his path incomplete.

He’d felt that cramming everything into his Evolutionary and Inexorable concepts to be overkill. Not everything could be explained through his stances, and forcing things into a certain box would only leave him weaker. Or so he thought. Even the inheritance of Mez and Azol could become parts of his Inexorable Path, and Kator could integrate every aspect of his cultivation into a singular purpose.

So why couldn’t he? The Abyss explained the whole Heavens through Death. Zac was obviously nowhere near that point. Still, it was a worthy goal. The concepts of Evolution and Inevitability were the crystallization of his Dao, and his path was confirmed through his Cosmic Core. The more he could put under that umbrella, the better his skills and fighting style would mesh.

Just adding the Dao of Conflict to the many nature-aspected skills on his human side wasn’t enough. He needed to instill the idea of evolutionary struggle, of breaking fate and ceaseless rebirth. It restricted him to some degree, which was a temporary sacrifice. As his comprehension deepened, he’d be able to express more and more ideas through his path.

It had taken him a lot of work to rework [Ancestral Forest] into [Apex Jungle], but it might have taken him years without the [Court Cycle Token] to provide inspiration. Infusing the whole of his understanding into the skill had been enough to create its natural formation, strengthening the skill beyond what Zac had originally expected. And thanks to its harmonization with his technique, he could instinctually understand how the trees would move and act.

Similarly, [Forester’s Constitution] had seen such a transformation that the System renamed it [Inborn Predator]. The passive buff provided attributes, and instead of 15% to Endurance and Vitality, it improved Strength, Endurance, and Vitality by 10% each.

The transition had drastically weakened his connection with nature, and the passive improvement to his natural recovery was gone. Losing the former was more than made up for by the experience he’d accumulated over the years, and the Void Vajra Constitution replaced any need for the latter. What the skill provided instead was the instincts of a predator.

Survival always came first in the wild, and the skill now amplified his danger sense. Its effect was similar to the [Lucky Beads] just focused more on direct threats. It was [Inborn Predator] that allowed him to pinpoint that the inconspicuous piece of falling debris was the source of his unease.

The skill also strengthened his attunement to his Evolutionary Stance. The effect wasn’t anything new—it was the very phenomenon he first encountered when fighting Commander Kaldor inside the Orom World. He’d used his [Thousand Lights Avatar] to amplify his connection with the Dao and his path, elevating his technique. Thanks to [Inborn Predator], the effect was permanent and steady and could be further boosted using the spiritual framework.

This harmonization also strengthened Zac’s connection with all skills based on his Evolutionary Path. It made his aura harder to spot when surrounded by [Primal Edict], [Apex Jungle], or any future skill he created. It even improved his control of the vines and trees, though the effect wasn’t as pronounced as strengthening his soul.

[Earthstrider], now called [Skystriker], had also seen some changes. The most obvious was that it no longer depended on the ground to work—a fundamental requirement for combat-oriented D-grade movement skills. Furthermore, reshaping it based on his Evolutionary Path changed its method of movement.

The original design he’d prepared inside the Perennial Vastness barely incorporated the Dao of Conflict. His old movement skill only leaned on his Dao of Life, though it perfectly matched his requirements. Even a conservative upgrade would have given him a powerful skill that fit with his pathways well enough to work without issue.

Conversely, trying to force a new Dao into the delicate balance that made up the Skill Fractal was extremely difficult—a risk that wouldn’t add much, if any, utility. Nothing said a skill based on two Daos was stronger than a skill based on one. It all depended on what you could create with the insights and your understanding of energy and fractals.

Pushing himself to fully realign the skill had provided far more than the few extra percent’s utility from higher compatibility with his pathways. The difference didn’t come from efficiency or speed. Essentially, it came from harmony. [Skystriker] had become more than just a movement skill, it was now an extension of his technique.

He no longer shifted between bursts of rapid movement and attacking his enemies. It was all one flow, where activating his movement skill didn’t disrupt the momentum he built through the Evolutionary Stance. Beyond that, it had a surprising side-effect that proved very useful on the battlefield.

Zac was like a vengeful ghost, passing through a clump of cultists with incredible speed. He didn’t even swing his axe, yet streams of Kill Energy constantly entered his body. The cultists collapsed one after another, their bodies destroyed by invisible cuts. By that point, Zac was already hundreds of meters away, eviscerating another group.

[Skystriker] blurred the line between movement skill and attack, where Zac himself became the axe. [Loamwalker] and [Earthstrider] had enabled rapid bursts of movement by compressing space and forcing their way through it. [Skystriker] didn’t just compress space, it also cut through it.

Zac had quickly learned he could control this phenomenon to some degree. If he compressed his energy and Dao, he could increase the speed a bit. Conversely, if he let it disperse as he moved, he’d create a trail of destruction filled with invisible axe cuts. The effect was mostly useless against skilled enemies. It did let him wreak havoc on weaker enemies who could barely follow his lightning-quick movements.

The last roars of battle abated, and Zac flew into the air while his men wrapped everything up. The victory was swift, and left Zac feeling lost. What were they supposed to do now? Reinforce the other armies? He’d already gotten a quest for his Flamebearer of Zecia designation, albeit a general mission to take out as many Kan’Tanu as possible.

Thankfully, Zac saw Tussar fly over. He hadn’t expected the wounded veteran to enter the battlefield with them, but his experience would prove invaluable.

“I don’t know what to say. Never seen such a scary bunch of juniors,” Tussar said with a shake of his head.

“What now?” Zac asked without preamble.

His army had already activated their mobile defense arrays, shrouding them to hide from the enemies in the sky. They couldn’t just turtle up. Death could rain down at any moment, and the longer they stayed stationary, the higher the risk of a powerful fortification locking in on their position.

“It’s messy when you haven’t been properly connected to our channels,” Tussar said, already taking out a series of communication devices.

It didn’t take long before Zac sensed a mental nudge indicating that the old warrior was trying to share a quest with him.

[Special Operation (Alliance, Campaign): Seize the Transference Array of Wolf Teeth Camp. Reward: Contribution and Alliance Merit based on contribution.]

“Take down Wolf Teeth Camp,” Zac mused. “Transference Arrays?”

“The biggest danger to any mission is powerful entities rushing over. Our job is to prevent that from happening. Transference Arrays are like beacons, letting the Kan’Tanu home in on this region and perform long-distance jumps and teleportation,” Tussar explained. “Similar beacons are placed across multiple worlds, each making it easier for the cultists to reach us. If we break theirs while installing our own, we’ll eventually overwhelm the enemy.”

Zac relaxed upon hearing the explanation. They still didn’t know the operation’s main goal, but their objective wasn’t much different from the numerous conquests he’d led his men through. The frontline base would likely be better fortified than any world in a unified sector. At the same time, he wasn’t working alone. There were Cosmic Vessels in the sky and higher-grade armies participating in this mission. The Acheron Company didn’t need to take a central role.

“Our target is in that direction. Looks like it’ll be quite a trek.” Tussar pointed in the direction the Kan’Tanu spawned from.

Zac frowned at the chaotic environment they’d have to pass through. “Why not teleport us closer?”

“Control over space is one of the facets of this war. This whole planet is acting like a jammer because of these nasty thorns, and space around the camp is further sealed. Just forcing our way onto the planet is hard enough.”

“Flying treasures…”

“I know you’re a shipwright, but I recommend against it,” Tussar said. “If you use large barges, you’ll become a prime target for both fortifications on the ground and the defenses above. If you take out enough smaller vessels to stay spread out, you’ll expose your wealth and status. That might attract even deadlier attention. Besides, why would you want to go fast?”

“You’re saying we should ignore the mission?”

“What ignore? Just work your way toward the base like the rest. Do you see anyone rushing or taking out their ancestral treasures to force a path? We were lucky enough to be dropped off some ways from the target. Let the big shots deal with the fortifications. It might lead to less contribution. What does that matter? You have to be alive to enjoy your riches. Besides, taking out these bastards on the way helps lessen the pressure on the vanguard.”

“What about the fights around us? Do we help them?” Zac asked.

“If you can,” Tussar said. “Don’t try to be a savior. You also risk drawing too much attention if you gather up multiple armies. If you see our side having a small advantage, just let them deal with it. If you see us losing, consider helping out to avoid leaving a threat behind us.”

Tussar’s words were callous, essentially using the other factions as meat shields. He was also right. Idealists didn’t last long on the frontlines, and every move he made came at the price of his soldier’s lives. And was he ready to trade his soldiers for some strangers? Obviously not.

“Still, you shouldn’t dally too long. You want to be close to where our elites are gathered. That’s where we’ll be safest and where the extraction points will appear. The situation can shift in a heartbeat, and we’ve been forced to leave people behind before. I’m sure you have some ships prepared for emergencies, but I doubt we’ll get the chance to set them up if the Alliance is routed,” Tussar continued, briefly scowling at the sky. “Thank the Heavens Jusis still has a conscience. He really sent us to one of the safer worlds.”

Zac had to give the old captain a double-take, thinking he’d heard wrong. “This is a calm battlefront?”

“I see no motherships, and the Hegemons are mostly Early and Middle-stage. We seem to have a slight edge in the sky, lessening the risk of planetary bombardment. And the Kan’Tanu clearly haven’t had time to fortify this world properly. The World’s Blight is in an early stage, and you shouldn’t have much trouble dealing with it,” Tussar explained. “That doesn’t mean we can relax. The stakes must be very high for the headquarters to take such drastic measures.”

Zac wholly agreed with the sentiment. His instincts had warned him that there was more at play. The Kan’Tanu would likely push back hard against such a forceful play. If nothing else, it was a good opportunity to lay waste to a whole Field Army.

The region had been drained to summon the huge army, letting the Acheron Company advance unopposed. Even then, Zac’s nerves were drawn taut, as death could appear at any moment. It was undoubtedly even worse for the soldiers marching below him. They could do nothing if another streak of death descended from above except pray Zac and the others would be able to block enough of its force to give them a fighting chance.

Dozens of orders were relayed through an intricate network of mental connections, allowing the huge army to move as one. Zac didn’t involve himself in the details, content with staying in the middle of the pack, ready to reinforce his men in case something dangerous cropped up.

A preliminary path had already been plotted, and they advanced steadily, cutting and burning their way toward a large accumulation of corruption that had formed a miniature mountain range. It was clearly a semi-living formation holding a lot of Kan’Tanu inside. Avoiding it would put them too close to conflicts involving multiple Middle Hegemons.

It would take them thirty minutes to reach their target. Zac’s eyes opened wide when they reached halfway.

“Barriers!” Zac ordered, and shimmering walls rose to protect their frontline.

The shield formation had barely linked up when a sun was born before them. Not a life-giving sun, but a primordial sun full of chaotic energies, where the Dao of Space was most dominant. Rays of destruction lacerated the lands, the fallout striking both Kan’Tanu and Alliance armies. The Acheron Company was lucky, as the Kan’Tanu formation stood between them and the explosion.

The mountain range was swallowed whole, and their sacrifice drastically weakened the assault. Even then, the barriers barely managed to block the wild storm of energies that swept forth, and more than one War Array was overloaded and damaged. Hegemons and defensive cultivators moved as one, reinforcing the breach with layers of defensive skills.

The initial onslaught abated after a few seconds, but Zac would have to be a fool to resume their march. Their path was cleared of Kan’Tanu—what remained was far more dangerous. That terrifying blast had unraveled the Dao and exhausted the spatial integrity. A spatial storm remained, holding immense amounts of chaotic energy.

“What the hell was tha—” Emily muttered, her words caught in her throat when an ancient and overbearing aura swept through the region.

The feeling vanished as quickly as it came, but that ephemeral eruption was enough to force the whole Acheron Company to their knees. Zac’s insides churned, managing to stay afloat thanks to [Conviction of Eoz]. The other Hegemons weren’t so lucky. Even Tussar was pushed toward the ground, though he’d likely been able to resist if it weren’t for his damaged core.

Everything had stopped when the aura descended, like subjects freezing before an emperor. However, the winds of war were still blowing, and the battles spanning the region resumed. It was clear the memory of the explosion and its aura was still fresh in everyone’s mind, though, as the neighboring clashes were inching away from the epicenter.

The tacit accord between cultists and Alliance soldiers also created a large pocket around the Acheron Company, who were the closest force to the explosion. Zac gave no orders, just observing the situation. That aura had been enough to exhaust the lingering energy from the explosion, and he could tell space was already mending. Vilari flew over, and they shared a look of mutual understanding.

The aura of the Left Imperial Palace.
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It was impossible to mistake the overbearing aura that just suppressed the whole region. It carried the air of the indomitable Left Imperial Palace. As impressive as it was, there were undeniably important differences to what Zac once saw when getting his first piece of the Flamebearer seal. Despite destroying miles of land, the explosion was like a matchstick compared to the Left Imperial Palace.

Had a seal appeared on the battlefield? No, there would be signs. The explosion was different to the pulses of annihilation brought by the seals. Besides, the seals he’d encountered so far hadn’t any aura resembling that of the Left Imperial Palace. The two were connected, but Zac didn’t know exactly how.

“…Shit,” Tussar exhaled as he returned to Zac’s side in the sky. “So that’s what triggered this all.”

Zac turned to the old veteran with surprise. Zac should be one of the people with the most inside information to this matter, and even he wasn’t sure what was going on. Why did a captain from the Allbright Empire seem to have the answers? The man’s eyes briefly wandered before taking a steadying breath.

“I can’t say for certain. There’s been some rumors lately. About this ancient aura. The constant fighting at the edge of the Million Gates Territory has weakened the barriers between dimensions and even stirred the Void. Ancient things have been dragged to the surface—powerful tools from a war preceding our sector. Most of it has broken down already, though a few terrifying treasures have emerged.

“This hasn’t been made public yet—the Sixth suffered disastrous losses after the Kan’Tanu unearthed an ancient weapon. It was just a rusted sword with a shattered edge, and it released such a murderous aura, even Monarchs had to stay clear. Those bastards somehow managed to launch it at us, and it tore through our defenses and disintegrated one of our War Fortresses before disappearing into a spatial tear. I bet the aura we just felt is related to that mess.”

“That explosion just now was nowhere near that level of destruction,” Emily muttered.

“It must’ve been a small sliver that bled through to this dimension,” Zac said, and Tussar nodded in agreement. “So, the Alliance ordered this sudden assault because they noticed something was emerging?”

“Probably. Can’t let the Kan’Tanu get another inheritance. It’s also an opportunity to get our hands on something that can turn the tides.”

Zac thoughtfully nodded. It was true, any random array or treasure from the Limitless Empire could have a huge impact on a frontier war. A few of the manuals they’d found in the Ensolus ruins had become core techniques of his Atwood Army, others were so complex he could only hold onto them until their foundations grew deeper. And those ruins had belonged to simple commoners living in the vicinity of the Left Imperial Palace.

“It’s already wreaking havoc,” Emily countered. “Doesn’t that mean someone is in control of the weapon and using it on their enemies? What if they hit this world with a direct blast the next time?”

Zac shuddered at the thought. Accumulations, treasures, and being an elite were useless in the face of such destruction. He’d be no different than E-grade cultivators when faced with something like that. At best, his danger sense might give him a brief window to activate [Flashfire Flourish] or Sendor’s seals. In the end, survival was up to the Heavens.

“No idea,” Tussar said with helplessness. “I’ve only heard rumors, so I’m mostly guessing here. But it shouldn’t be? The operation just started a few minutes ago. I can’t imagine it’s that easy to take over these ancient relics. I bet there’s an intense battle going on right now.”

Zac sighed, gazing at the huge crater in the distance. “Fate is gathering.”

His anxiety only increased after learning their mission might involve a war machine built by the Limitless Empire. They were already under immense pressure after being flung into such a dangerous battlefield the moment they arrived, and now they had to fight for a relic that could impact the whole war?

They’d already known this clash involved huge man-power, and they’d only seen the tip of the iceberg. All nearby field armies were undoubtedly mounting all-out offenses of their own, hoping to stop reinforcements from joining the fray. The past months had proven the Kan’Tanu were anything but pushovers, and there were also the outsiders to worry about.

Prehistoric weapons were not the only thing that would emerge from the Void. There was a good chance for seals to be unearthed alongside any relics related to the Left Imperial Palace. And if he realized that from a single glance, then so could the other established factions. Sealbearers and promising elites would be dragged together by the winds of fate and hunger for power.

Was this situation orchestrated by the System? Was his arrival on the frontlines the trigger for all this carnage?

Zac wasn’t sure what their best move was, but he ordered the Acheron Company to increase their pace by half. The army passed the flattened mountains and had to circle around the enormous crater. A dense storm of chaotic energies had gathered within, making it resemble an active caldera. Ultimately, it was just a small delay on their road toward the Wolf Teeth Camp.

The sea of soldiers moved like locusts across the land. They were swift, keeping a sustainable pace. Zac wouldn’t forget the most immediate threat because of the glimpse of that ancient aura. Their War Machines were ready to attack or defend at moment’s notice, and all tainted ground they passed was burned and purified. The World’s Blight would eventually undo their work, but the Acheron Company would be long gone by that point.

Even then, it proved impossible to avoid conflict or prevent more cultists from teleporting over. The sea of thorns was almost sapient, gathering spatial energies to summon hordes of warslaves. It was also impossible to completely avoid the surrounding conflicts, and the Acheron Company was repeatedly embroiled in larger conflicts.

The fierce resistance had essentially locked most of the Alliance armies in place. Only the strongest managed to advance, and not even the Acheron Company managed to reach their target after a day of struggle. Half of that time had been spent fighting, the other recuperating while on the move.

Their strength and equipment made them a core force among the Alliance armies. Moving by their side was an army of Springsteel Demons, an elite race from the Ar’Khar’Khit Horde. More Alliance factions had tried to join their protective umbrella. Zac ruthlessly rebuffed any forces that wouldn’t be able to hold their weight.

Just like Tussar said when they first arrived, a lot of the fighters sent to the frontlines were barely better than the Kan’Tanu warslaves. These weak factions opted to trail behind Zac at a distance, essentially using him them as a meat shield. Some suggested they forced these armies to take the lead. Having a large clump of soldiers trailing behind them also had its uses.

By now, the rear was ten times the size of their Acheron Company. The orbital bombardments were still going, and this huge clump of soldiers became a more promising target than their smaller, spread-out squads. The World’s Blight had also proven just how fast it could recover and send more enemies, forcing the rear to rebuff multiple assaults.

Only the demons proved their mettle as they pushed toward their destination. They were a grade higher on average, though not as strong or well-quipped as the Atwood Empire. Zac would still have preferred to go at it alone, but the roadblocks between them and the Wolf Teeth Camp had grown increasingly difficult to overcome. The Springsteel Demons helped share the pressure, and they had multiple Middle Hegemons who could deal with the stronger cultists.

Zac was still in good condition, and hadn’t been forced to use any of his aces. His new skill, [Adaptive Symbiosis], had proven its worth ten times over already. Haro was constantly feeding Zac Vigor despite still slumbering inside the Worldring. In return, Zac supplied streams of his Dao and the bloody aura that gathered on battlefields.

His soldiers lacked his unique methods to sustain their energy. Rotating squads and getting capable helpers wasn’t enough to alleviate the accumulating exhaustion. And judging by the immense energy fluctuations they could sense beyond the horizon, the battle for the Wolf Teeth Camp had entered a fever pitch.

The good news was that the Calamity Company had avoided being dragged into this mess. As reluctant as he was, Zac had a deadline to follow. Their second elite army teleported over half a day after the first, appearing in the Thirty-third Field Army. From there, they’d smoothly transferred using the prepared decree and were currently undergoing orientation and group drills under the Allbright Empire.

It was with mixed emotions they reached their target three hours later. Coming this far meant relative safety, as the sky above the Kan’Tanu base was clearly in control of their side. The ongoing war was of an almost unbelievable scale, with dozens of units gathering around the Wolf Teeth Camp.

It was an almost comical understatement to call the Kan’Tanu base a camp. Let alone Port Atwood, the military complex dwarfed his whole island. But it had seen better days. Its towering walls were destroyed, their accompanying array towers forming rubble the size of hills. A heated war raged within, with hundreds of powerful auras clashing in the sky.

Innumerable Alliance soldiers pushed toward the central district from every direction, and the Kan’Tanu refused to give in. Ash and dust obscured the exact situation. Zac could sense the immense spatial fluctuations. The Kan’Tanu were clearly unwilling to give up the Wolf Teeth Camp and was still transporting reinforcements.

The war wasn’t just taking place inside the camp. An outer perimeter of Alliance armies had formed a wall between a sea of Kan’Tanu and the Wolf Teeth Camp. Their side was essentially surrounded, furiously fighting cultists and enormous curse constructs to stop them from reaching the camp. The situation was dire when looking at raw numbers, but the Alliance held an advantage in quality and equipment.

Neither side enjoyed a clear advantage, and the World’s Blight kept teleporting people over and growing new goretides. Their side needed to thin out the hordes and create an unshakeable position. Besides, standing by the sidelines wasn’t an option. The cultists had already noticed their approach, and a flood of warriors were ready to meet them.

“Go!” Zac ordered, and the Atwood Empire war machine roared into action.

The Kan’Tanu were forcibly drawing on the World’s Blight to empower their side, while huge swathes of tendrils and thorns were shredded with every swing of Zac’s axe. Only a small part of [Evolutionary Edge]’s fractal design was responsible in creating blades, but it was ultimately a Peak quality D-grade skill. Each attack could create as much destruction as the E-grade skill’s special burst just based on the huge discrepancy in energy.

The strongest fighters among the cultists were held up by the Alliance defenders, giving the Acheron Company free reign to the rear. A few Early-stage Hegemons tried to bar Zac’s path. They only lasted a few seconds against [Verun’s Bite] before dying. All forms of tricks and last-ditch measures, from self-destruction to escape treasures, were useless in the face of overwhelming power.

Zac dug deeper and deeper into the Kan’Tanu ranks. The cultists fell in droves, and the mayhem only grew worse when the vines of [Primal Edict] joined the fray. World’s Blight rose in the pockets of death Zac created, trying to use corpses as fodder to grow. The lingering Dao inside Zac’s victims was too brutal, and the few tendrils that managed to take root were strangled by vines before they could grow.

The Kill Energy from an E-grade cultivator was so small, Zac barely noticed it now that he’d reached level 164, but the sheer quantity of slaughter over the past day had put him right at the threshold of leveling up. The System must have made teleportation to Zecia almost free for the Kan’Tanu to bring over so many.

His people had already slaughtered half the swarm of cultists by the time Zac made his way back twenty minutes later. He unleashed a furious burst of violence that eradicated all stronger targets within a few miles before rejoining his ranks. Zac still retained almost half his Cosmic Energy, but he needed to focus on his core for a little bit.

The process of leveling up was effortless compared to the struggle he’d faced in the E-grade, though that was only true because of his Cosmic Core’s quality. It still came with certain challenges. Each level meant more energy would be crammed into the small core, and he had to be careful about the balance between conflicting elements.

Zac gingerly guided the Kill Energy into the complex pathways beneath the core’s surface, his Draugr side mirroring his actions on the pathways he couldn’t control. The process wasn’t nearly as difficult as building the core itself, only requiring understanding of his core and Daos. It would only pose a challenge to those over reliant on treasures or blindly following a Heritage. One minute later, the final sections were activated, and a small burst of power coursed through his body.

The war raged on, and the conflict inside the Wolf Teeth Camp seemed to have reached new heights. Zac was about to rejoin the battle, but a pang of danger and primal fear made him look to the sky. Six magic circles appeared one after another, teeming with horrifying power.

Each had to be a dozens of miles across, and they formed an intricate array above the Wolf Teeth Camp. He wasn’t the only one to notice their appearance. Millions of faces gazed upon the spectacle with hope and fear, unsure what was going on. While the power contained within the array made Zac’s senses scream of danger, he breathed out in relief.

“As expected! The headquarters even brought out such a powerful Spirit Array for a subsidiary battlefield!” Tussar guffawed as he flew over. “It’s over for these cultist bastards!”

Zac nodded in agreement. The array was clearly not connected to the heritage of the Kan’Tanu, which meant their side managed to deploy an incredibly powerful array right at the heart of the battle. The circles lit up, and not even Zac managed to stay afloat from the pressure they exuded. A silver palm appeared the next moment, crashing toward the military base.

The hand was massive enough to flatten half of Port Atwood, but that wasn’t what made it so extraordinary. It was instilled with incredible amounts of truth, to the point that it left illusory images in its wake. Thousands of smaller hands were formed by the Dao. Some formed mudras, others seemingly in the middle of a strike.

The illusory hands formed, dissipated, and were remade in the wake of the main hand’s descent. Zac mutely looked on with awe. He hadn’t expected to see such profound insights into the Dao of Pugilism.

The truths on display were useless to Zac, and his incredibly steady Dao Heart prevented them from influencing him. Still, he suspected that more than one observer today would have their path altered by that silver hand. The large array was likely Peak D-grade, and whoever created it had to be a Monarch whose path was based on the art of pugilism.

Even then, the array’s power was obviously far beyond what one would expect, and for good reason. Just like Tussar said, it was obviously a Spirit Array—an array with a soul. The first time he encountered something similar was when meeting Anzonil in the hunt back during the Integration. The huge Spirit Array meant to cleanse the Splinter of Oblivion’s corruption wasn’t a true Spirit Array since Anzonil had grafted his soul into it. It was more like [Love’s Bond] in that regard.

True Spirit Arrays were extremely rare and significantly harder to craft than Spirit Tools. Most Array Spirits were born inside arrays installed in unique environments for extremely long timeframes. In that way, they more resembled Realm Spirits than Tool Spirits. For a Realm Spirit to appear in a mobile array, something incredible must have happened during the crafting process.

A treasure like the array before them would be considered a top-tier hidden ace even in a C-grade faction, and Zac doubted there’d be more than a few hundred of them in the whole sector. For a grand treasure like this to be expended on a Middle D-grade battlefield proved just how important this mission was.

The mesmerizing scene briefly made Zac forget why the fist had appeared—a resounding rumble reminded him. The silver palm crashed into the haze surrounding Wolf Teeth Camp. An intense eruption of cursed energy rose to meet the attack, and the clash unleashed a storm that covered the whole battlefield. Visibility was reduced to zero, but there were multiple clues as to the result.

The powerful spatial fluctuations from within the Kan’Tanu camp were gone, and the sinister energy rising from the ground had become chaotic and directionless. Whatever controlled the growth of World’s Blight had been destroyed along with the rest of the camp. And if Zac needed any conclusive proof of their victory, he only needed to open his Quest Screen to confirm the alliance mission was completed.

Zac was relieved he wouldn’t have to send any of his men into the high-grade conflict within the camp. Yet, he couldn’t feel any joy over the fact their mission had succeeded. They were just part of a subsidiary battlefield, tasked with one of multiple side goals on this world. More than fifty million soldiers laid down their lives to create the opening needed for the Alliance to destroy the Transference Array.

Such a heavy price, yet the fighting was far from over.
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“The bigshots have dealt with the Transference Array and the World’s Blight, but there are still a lot of Kan’Tanu here,” Tussar grunted, echoing Zac’s thoughts.

The Acheron Company resumed its push. The sea of thorns had lost its strength and ability to bring over reinforcements, and the trapped Kan’Tanu had lost their morale. It only took an hour for the combined Alliance armies to utterly cleanse the region. There was no surrender, and no prisoners of war were taken. It was gruesome, but months of fighting with these crazed cultists instilled that there was only kill or be killed.

When the dust settled, Zac looked down at his exhausted soldiers. They were worse for wear, holding enough reserves for an emergency. If anything, their eyes burned fiery retribution, some even looked around for targets to vent their anger on. Zac felt the same way. They’d lost over 80,000 soldiers since arriving and there were twice as many wounded.

If not for the high-quality Healing Pills and defensive talismans, that number would have been significantly higher. Still, it was a far better outcome than most. The spread-out camps of Alliance armies told a tale of immense struggle and suffering. Some must have lost half their men judging by their size, and Zac knew there were dozens of armies who fell on their way to the Kan’Tanu base.

No one moved for the next two hours. The only sounds from the sprawling camp around Zac were muted discussions and ripples from cultivators breaking through. The hard push had led to another round of breakthroughs, especially among those who’d recently been integrated to the elite company.

Zac wasn’t as lucky. He was one of the few who participated in every single battle. The opponents he’d faced weren’t enough to stir any particular insights. Seeing a whole planet embroiled in war had resonated with his Branch of the War Axe, just not to the point it became anything tangible. It was still much too early to think about Peak Branches.

He’d gained a good chunk of contribution points, though. Each Hegemon he’d killed was worth twice as much on the frontlines for some reason, and he’d killed way more than he did in any previous campaign. It was no wonder he’d been falling on the ladders until now. The losses were great, but the survivors would grow at an accelerated pace.

Tussar knocked at his door. “Young lord, we’ve been called.”

“Why? By who?” Zac asked as he got to his feet.

“The commander. He’s waiting for us in the center of the Wolf Teeth Camp,” Tussar said. “As for why? I’m guessing we’re about to get new orders.”

“It’s not to go back and rest by any chance?”

“Wouldn’t keep my hopes up,” the veteran scoffed.

Zac called over his captains, and the small group flew into the conquered base. Zac took in the destruction below, thanking his lucky stars they hadn’t arrived any sooner. Hours had passed since the fighting ended, yet using [Cosmic Gaze] almost blinded him. The city was absolutely covered in lingering Dao and energy, proof of just how intense the battle had been.

The Alliance had erected huge isolation arrays covering the camp’s center. They were stopped on their approach. A few words from Tussar let them pass through the barrier. Their surroundings shifted, but they weren’t met by the expected crater. Instead, they found themselves at the edge of a huge square with thousands of Alliance members scuttling back and forth.

The whole square was an enormous array dozens of times larger than the already huge Battlefront Arrays, and there were innumerable array pillars teeming with Spatial Energy. Zac was shocked how fast the Alliance had cleaned up and erected such a complex array. Though on second look, he realized something was wrong.

For one, the array was clearly of Kan’Tanu origin. Secondly, most of the core pillars had huge silver hands grabbing them.

“Was it fake?” Emily muttered. “What’s going on?”

“The attack was real. Except, we didn’t want to show the whole picture while there were still so many Kan’Tanu around,” a deep voice said.

Zac looked over to see a Dravorak General fly over. He looked no older than twenty, his aura and strength indicating he was a powerful Late-stage Hegemon at least a few thousand years old.

“As for what we’re doing? We’re rerouting it,” the general continued. “Rather than turning the Transference off, we’re connecting it to a beacon of our own. It’ll cause a disturbance that’ll hopefully throw some cultists into a deadly spatial storm should they transfer over.”

“Ah, this is Rastorik Hersafir, one of the 128 generals of the Twenty-second,” Tussar introduced.

Zac nodded in greeting. He didn’t know the man, only vaguely remembering that the Hersafir Clan was a powerful faction in the Dravorak Dynasty. They were considered a C-grade faction by Zecia standards, though it was unknown whether they actually had any living Monarchs in their ranks.

“Zachary Atwood,” Zac greeted.

Rastorik’s eyes widened, only for his face to become an impassive mask again. “I knew your army had to belong to a powerful faction, but I didn’t expect it to be led by Baron Atwood himself. I have to give you my thanks. You’re not even part of the Everfast Star, yet your valiant effort helped lessen the pressure on my men.”

“It’s what I should do.” Zac smiled. “Can I ask why you’ve called us over?”

“I’ve just received orders from central command,” Rastorik said. “Due to its nature, I decided to call you over to discuss it in person.”

“What’s going on?”

“I’m sure you have a decent idea of our goal by now,” Rastorik said. “A small Mystic Realm has appeared in this region. It’s currently grinding against the main dimensions, causing tears and pathways. You should have seen it on your way over.”

Zac had sensed the aura of the Limitless Empire three more times after the first, though the following encounters hadn’t been as intense.

“Why are you speaking in such a roundabout way, you old man?” Tussar said. “What’s the relic you’re fighting over, and what does it got to do with the lord? Just spit it out.”

Rastorik sighed. “We’re indeed fighting over a relic left from the Limitless Empire, and we absolutely can’t fail this time. Our target is an ancient War Fortress whose power far surpasses anything we’ve managed to build. If we can seize it⁠—”

“An ancient fortress?” Tussar said with a sharp intake.

Zac was equally shocked. If a broken sword from that ancient war could decimate a whole Field Army, then what about a fortress? Whoever got their hands on it would be able to sweep through the frontlines.

“As for what it has to do with Baron Atwood…” the Dravorak Hegemon continued. “The fortress is generating a manmade Mystic Realm to travel within the Void. Its dimensional barrier is weakening, and we can’t send high-grade inside. The battle for the entrances is also still raging. Thus, I’ve been ordered to send Baron Atwood to the main battlefront to assist with the recovery of the fortress.”

“You want to send me to the main battlefront?” Zac asked, his eyes rife with suspicion.

“To be exact, I’ve been ordered to transfer a fifth of your army as soon as we’ve set up the Teleportation Array,” Rastorik said.

“What? Are you crazy?” Tussar roared, spittle flying. “You want to send an Early D-grade army to one of the main battlefronts! Why not just ask them to take out a Kan’Tanu central base? Besides, these people haven’t even been integrated into our army! How are they to cooperate with the others? Bastard, just wait until I recover!”

“Why are you screaming at me? We both know this operation is controlled by central operations. I’m just relaying their orders. This is a critical mission, and they desperately need soldiers who can fight above their grade,” the commander said, giving Zac a pointed look. “Besides, some things are just fated.”

“Fated my foot!” Tussar swore.

Zac sighed at the truth within the commander’s words. The Acheron Company’s smooth advance and rapid accumulation of contribution had clearly raised some brows back in the Alliance headquarters. Holding back more might have avoided this situation, but Zac’s instincts told him it would have backfired one way or another.

With a Limitless Empire War Fortress as prize, there was no way his faction could stay on the sidelines. The System had repeatedly shown that its mandate of ‘Struggle for Supremacy’ wasn’t optional for those it had its eyes on. Zac even suspected the weakened spatial barrier was arranged by the System. It was the perfect way to let sealbearers and candidates duke it out without interference from the older generation.

“What about my other men?”

“This world has two more strongholds and hundreds of weaker bases. They’ve temporarily been cut off. We need to root out the threat before they can reconnect with the Kan’Tanu networks.”

“Cleanup is nasty, though not very dangerous,” Tussar added. “With control over the sky, these bases are sitting ducks. Your men will just need to deal with the cultists as they run for their lives.”

“I understand,” Zac said. “How much time do we have?”

“It’ll take roughly two hours for Senior Silver to absorb enough Spatial Energy,” the Dravorak commander said.

“Senior Silver?”

“The Array Spirit,” Rastorik explained, bowing at the hands. “We can set up the arrays and find the right coordinates, but this world is too exhausted because of the World’s Blight. And having Senior Silver’s assistance will make the pathway far more stable.”

“The Array Spirit can even help with other arrays?” Emily muttered with surprise. “Still, this doesn’t seem safe.”

Zac agreed with the assessment. While most of the established empires could build rudimentary arrays without the System’s aid, they were generally quite limited. Most only worked within a planet, and only to one specific location. To set up a transfer array on a newly claimed world and use it to reach a battlefield with unstable space? That sounded like a deathtrap.

“Child, I was already adept in the profound art of spatial formations during Polbi’s reign. You should thank your ancestors I’m around. These incompetent brats might have sent you into a black hole, but nothing will go wrong under my watch,” a rich voice said, seemingly coming from every direction.

“Uh, I’m sorry, Senior Silver,” Emily said with surprise, giving Zac a pointed look.

Was there something wrong in the head with all sentient Tool Spirits?

“Senior Silver has been an elder of the Imperial College for six dynasties, and an instructor for multiple seniors of the court. Your transfer would have been far more dangerous if not for her expertise,” Rastorik nodded. “We will still provide all your men with a [Voidwalk Talisman], Atmosphere Arrays, and rescue beacons in case you are deposited in space.”

“Isn’t that a relief,” Zac said with a roll of his eyes.

The Dravorak commander paused a moment, glancing at Zac’s axe. “I’m not trying to make things difficult for you. Your vessels have saved the lives of my men countless times.”

“I know. So, what’s the situation? Where exactly are you sending us?”

“The main battlefront is spread across six planets closest to the Mystic Realm,” Rastorik said. “We are sending you to one of the Late D-grade battlefields.”

“Late D-grade,” Zac repeated, knowing the target meant a large number of his men would fall.

The Acheron Company had managed to take down a Late D-grade world as part of his campaign mission after spending a whole month resetting battlefields until encountering a weaker target. That had still been a tough fight only made possible through his armada of Cosmic Vessels. Stepping onto a hectic battlefield with multiple Late D-grade factions was another thing entirely.

“I won’t lie to you, the situation over there will be dangerous,” Rastorik said. “However, with the spatial turbulence, neither side dares to go overboard and use powerful weaponry.”

“That’ll only hold until one side starts losing,” Tussar muttered.

Zac didn’t feel optimistic either, and there was nothing he could do to remedy the situation. Ignoring the order would brand his faction as deserters during a critical mission. At best, his soldiers would become penal warriors pushed to the frontlines. At worst, they’d be branded traitors to Zecia and executed. It wasn’t just Alliance rules, but something enforced by the System.

Their group stayed for another twenty minutes to go over details, and orders were sent back to the army. Zac stopped just as they were about to leave the illusion array and thoughtfully looked at the large silver hand holding the main array pillar. He slightly nodded in thanks before leaving. The Acheron Company was covered in a haze of medicinal energy upon their return, and large braziers were constantly releasing more.

It was an extravagant measure that would increase their recovery, but two hours was too short a span to fully recover. But the orders had been given and it was time to set out. The first division, led by Vilari, stood ready, each soldier a handpicked elite.

“Emily and Ra’Klid, have your seconds-in-command take over your divisions. Janos, you’re in charge while we’re gone. Follow the arrangements of the Alliance.”

‘Your job should be relatively safe, but don’t take any unnecessary risks,’ Zac added in a mental message. ‘If it seems you’ve been given a suicide task, then stall until reinforcements arrive. If you’re pushed against the wall, use the emergency items and drown the enemy with money. Your lives are more important than this mission.’

Zac led his men back toward the base and was relieved to see he wasn’t the only one. Seven more groups had been called, each looking quite impressive. A whole block had been cleared out over the past hours, and a simplified version of the array that brought them here had been installed. It hummed with power, and one army after another stepped onto the podium and disappeared.

“Are you sure about this?” Zac asked as their turn came up.

“I feel responsible, so I’ll see this through to the end,” Tussar said with a solemn expression.

“I understand.”

The array activated and the world turned into a nauseating hurricane of erratic patterns. Zac felt a tight pressure on his intangible form, though it wasn’t to the point of being threatening. Senior Silver lived up to her reputation, forming a spatial tunnel through such a chaotic patch of space. Furthermore, their destination was in the same neighborhood, and their surroundings soon changed once more.

Zac had already learned his lesson, and his army was ready to go the second they appeared. Thankfully, they’d appeared inside a military base, and the region seemed to be fully under Alliance control. It was just a temporary stronghold like those erected in the graded battlefield, and it proved the situation was at least somewhat stable.

“Baron Atwood?” a Dravorak liaison asked as Zac led his men off the teleporter.

“That’s me,” Zac said, stowing the defensive talismans he’d prepared.

“I’m Hask Serlin. Your army will be under General Dossin’s command for this operation. I’ve been ordered to lead you and your second-in-command to meet with the others.”

Zac glanced at Vilari, and the trio flew to a reinforced structure nearby. Over twenty people were already gathered, most of them Middle Hegemons. General Dossin was another Dravorak soldier, and had the strongest cultivation in the room, though her aura seemed more like that of a magician or Array Master than a straightforward soldier.

She was in the middle of discussing something with a seated warrior, and indicated for Zac and Vilari to take two open seats. It became clear that more than half of the leaders were newcomers like himself, gathered from four different subsidiary battlefields. Only one of the faces were familiar. A stalwart woman wearing loose robes, her aura crackling with lightning. She was the first to pass through the teleportation array at Wolf Teeth Camp, while the rest seemingly had been sent elsewhere.

Judging by an irate comment from an elderly Clan leader, they’d been incredibly lucky to be assisted by Senior Silver. Some transfers hadn’t been as smooth, with the unlucky ones losing over 20% of their people to spatial turbulence. Even now, they didn’t know if the lost men were dead or lost in outer space.

“It seems like everyone is gathered. Our time is limited, so I’ll keep things simple. You’re all talents who’ve proven you can accomplish more with less, which is why you’ve been picked for this mission. Rest assured, you are not carrying this burden alone. There are over a hundred similar units spread across this front and a few more worlds. And while there are great risks with this mission, there are also incredible rewards.”

A bloodwood box appeared on the table before the general, and a gust of highly condensed energy spread through the room when she opened its lid. A single green pill was placed upon a bed of white pebbles. It was completely uniform in appearance, except for an unfamiliar sigil imprinted on one side. Zac didn’t recognize the pill at all, yet his pores screamed for it.

“Our main goal is to seize the ancient fortress, but there are more things at stake. This pill was retrieved from the body of a Kan’Tanu who emerged from a pathway. While we don’t know its name, we’ve confirmed it was once a C-grade pill of a quality surpassing anything ever produced within our sector. Even today, it’s the equivalent of a Supreme Late D-grade pill.”

It was possible the Dravorak general had taken out an old treasure of her dynasty to trick them, but Zac doubted it. Zac could tell the pill was incredibly old. Its aura gave a weak hint of antiquity matching the Limitless Empire, almost like it held a glimpse of the original, untamed Dao within.

“Everything you find inside the fortress is yours, be it ancient relics or the loot of your enemies,” Dossin said as she closed the lid. “This is an unprecedented opportunity. For you, and for the alliance as a whole. Victory will allow us to finally push back against the invaders. Defeat will be the nail in our coffin.”
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General Dossin spoke of victory and defeat. Truthfully, it was greed rather than righteousness that shone in the eyes of the assembled leaders. Zac wasn’t surprised, and neither was the Dravorak leader by the looks of it. Concepts like the direction of the whole war were too far removed from Early and Middle Hegemons. Neither could glory keep you and your kin safe when marauders were kicking in your door.

In comparison, the promise of ancient treasure was far more palatable. Most soldiers were constantly wracking their brains to gain an edge, anything that would allow them to survive another day on the frontlines. The pressure was just as real for the leaders who faced not only the Kan’Tanu elites but also carried the weight of command. And what Hegemon didn’t have an obsession for cultivation and an unquenchable dream of walking further down their path?

“In addition, the Alliance is willing to purchase or exchange anything you may find,” the Dravorak general continued. “We’ve already confirmed the System is awarding everyone on these critical battlefields quadruple contribution. In other words, you’ll be richly rewarded even should you fail to enter the Mystic Realm.”

“Fail to enter? Is the entrance contested?” a fiery-looking youth asked.

Speaking of, Zac realized most of the leaders were quite young. And those who were older were invariably accompanied by an elite of Zac’s generation. It made sense, considering the mission called for elites who could fight above their weight class. Ogras once mentioned that one should be wary of two types of elites—the ruddy-faced youngsters and the spicy old gingers.

The latter were those hopelessly bottlenecked who never gave up on the martial path. They spent millennia polishing their foundations and braving dangers in hopes of finding an opportunity to take that next step. Most such cultivators failed to reforge their fate. A few accumulated enough fortuitous encounters to give them incredible fighting prowess.

The room was veritably teeming with youthful exuberance which lacked the measured experience of the skilled veterans who’d overcome countless obstacles. Was the System really gathering candidates for the inheritance, or was this part of some gambit devised by the Alliance? Either case, the imbalance only increased Zac’s misgivings, but there wasn’t much to do except keep his eyes and ears peeled.

“Entrance? There is none,” Dossin said. “Strictly speaking, the space surrounding our target is so unstable that it’s impossible for a stable entrance to form. Neither have we successfully managed to install a doorway ourselves. The only way to reach the fortress is to stumble onto a temporary pathway.”

“Like a Spatial Tear?” another commander asked with an ugly expression.

“In a nutshell.”

Zac and Vilari shared a hesitant look. It was obvious they couldn’t just jump into any random Spatial Tear and expect to reach the Mystic Realm they sought. They’d “enjoyed” front-row seats to one of the rare spatial anomalies connected to the Limitless Empire War Fortress just yesterday. They had better chances of survival flying into a sun than that terrifying explosion.

Others had similar doubts, but Dossin lifted her hand to still the heated discussions.

“The pathways I speak of differ from the chaotic eruptions many of you have witnessed. Those are formed by the fortress’s protective barriers bleeding into our dimension, forming unstable energy exhausts. The pathways are rather gaps in these same barriers. You’ll know when you’ve encountered one. Our challenge is that they only last a second or two, and it’s up to fate who reaches them before the opportunity’s gone.”

“We’re just supposed to wait around and pray a pathway appears next to us?” someone asked.

“No. Some regions hold more promise than others. The situation is in constant flux, but it’s not completely random. Our scholars are constantly monitoring the spatial deterioration and other clues to pinpoint potential hotspots. We’ll move out the second they find a target near our base.”

“I’m guessing the Kan’Tanu have similar means?” another leader asked.

“War will break out wherever a window of opportunity appears,” Dossin confirmed. “Only a few will enter the Mystic Realm while the rest of us deal with the Kan’Tanu. The more elites we kill, the fewer they can send into the fortress. And the farther we push back their ranks, the more of the pathways will be used by our people.”

“So we’re blindly jumping into an unstable vortex when it appears? What if we don’t wish to take the risk?” a thin elder asked.

“Everyone here was picked for their strength and ambition. Our assessment is that few among you would turn down such an opportunity. Remember, there are no powerful War Machines or Late Hegemons inside the fortress. Furthermore, the Alliance will provide incredible rewards to those who provide even the smallest assistance to the fortress’s takeover. Just entering a passage entitles your faction up to 250,000 Alliance Merit,” Dossin said. “Everyone present at this meeting will trigger the full award, while warriors of lower grade or rank will lead to smaller payouts.”

Her calm face and flat delivery would make it seem she was covering some inconsequential details. It still elicited another wave of shocked and excited discussions to erupt. The dangers were still there, but the juicy carrot the Alliance dangled before them would make it even harder to pass up on the battle for the War Fortress.

Alliance Merit was a copy of the official Contribution Stores as an additional frontline perk. Instead of the System, it was the established factions who opened their coffers to provide treasures. The items weren’t as good as the best things in the Elite Exchange, and the exchange rate was worse. Still, the treasury was full of highly sought after items, even by Late Hegemons.

It wasn’t that the people present lacked the funds necessary to fuel their cultivation. All were picked because their faction stood above their peers. They simply couldn’t get their hands on too many items useful for D-grade cultivators. Even Zac, who could freely traverse the whole sector, found it impossible to convert his growing fortune into materials good enough for his Cosmic Core. Just acquiring D-grade Natural Treasures that could speed up his body-tempering and Soul Cultivation was a huge challenge.

The best materials went to those with the biggest fists, and that was the established forces of the Multiverse. Zecia wasn’t any different, and the shortages of good cultivation materials had only been exacerbated by the war. The powerful empires and clans would never let the good stuff reach the open markets. They’d either keep the materials for themselves or trade for equivalent resources with other factions. It was only now that the ancient empires faced the threat of extinction that they’d been willing to make some concessions.

250,000 Alliance Merit wasn’t enough to reforge your fate. It was enough for a leader or a group of strong subordinates to make noticeable strides in their cultivation. Not to mention the fact this mission would award large amounts of real contribution on top of the Alliance Merit. Even Zac would be lying if he said he wasn’t tempted. There were just so many desirable items in the System’s Elite Exchange, and he was almost tapped out after his latest round of purchases. The Alliance Treasury was one of the few remaining places where he could gather the materials necessary for his breakthrough.

Accruing enough Alliance Merit also provided unique perks on the frontlines. More autonomy, higher authority, and the option to choose your battlefields—all things that could prove more important than raw strength when it came to survival.

By the time the meeting concluded, Zac was still carrying a belly full of unanswered questions. There was surprisingly little to go on regarding the situation within the fortress and how they were supposed to take control of the thing. Only a few reports had made their way back to the outside, even after a whole day’s struggle.

The entrances were rare and random, and the same seemed true for the exits. Not to mention, there was a decent risk of appearing in the middle of a Kan’Tanu army if you jumped into a random vortex. Still, the Mystic Realm wasn’t completely isolated, and Dossin relayed some pertinent information.

The fortress was badly damaged, both from an ancient conflict and more recent spatial turbulence. That was the only reason they had a chance to pass through its barriers. Furthermore, the fortress had awoken on its own, and it considered everyone a hostile target. In fact, the Kan’Tanu weren’t the greatest threat inside—it was the fortress itself.

The assembled leaders repeatedly asked for more detailed descriptions and could only glower in frustration when Dossin rejected or sidestepped any such requests. Only those who managed to enter would be appraised of the actual situation, with fear of critical intelligence being stolen by spies cited as the reason for the secrecy.

The information lockdown didn’t just extend to the fortress, either. Even the battles outside were kept vague, and they would only learn of their role right before clashing with the cultists. Dossin assured them the Alliance had provided several aces, and she also implied neither side wanted to make any big moves at this stage.

Any high-energy attack came with the risk of backfiring spectacularly, what with space already being weakened by the War Fortress’s dimensional barriers. Everyone was ordered to use War Machines sparingly and only to use models that spread their force over a large area. The focus was on securing and defending spatially active regions rather than killing cultists.

“The more things change, the more they stay the same,” one of the old retainers muttered as they left the command center.

“Grandpa, what do you mean?” the valiant-looking youth to his side asked.

The young man, a Peak Early Hegemon with an incredibly steady aura, appeared slightly naïve. His combat strength might pale compared to Zac’s, but fighting with a common Middle Hegemon shouldn’t prove a problem. Furthermore, going by his exquisite gear and the respectful attitude of the Middle Hegemon to his side, he was likely a core descendant of their clan.

“Young master, I’ve participated in many similar meetings before receiving your third elder’s grace. Wild Mystic Realms, unpredictable Danger Zones, and newly-formed Grand Formations—they all need someone to sound out the dangers and bring back the harvest. Why would those in control send their own men, the talents they’ve arduously raised? Why not dangle some rewards and let outsiders take the risks?”

“That’s right,” another warrior snorted. “They say this is a critical mission, so why are there only unaffiliated factions in our group? Where are the imperial armies or members of the Eight Grand Clans? Hell, I only recognize a couple of faces here. They’re sending us into the maws of our enemy blindfolded.”

The man was right. Dossin was a Dravorak general, one who led a mixed army of the Twenty-second Field Army rather than a Dravorak elite regiment. Furthermore, representatives from Zecia’s top factions, from empires to sects and clans, were conspicuously absent. It was a worrying sign, even if this was only one of hundreds of similar camps.

“What can we do but enter those maws?” the youth sighed. “Military law aside, I can’t pass up on this opportunity. No matter if it’s for the clan or myself.”

The other leaders wore complex expressions. The young clan leader’s words rang true. One by one, they returned to their armies to prepare themselves. Zac was no different, and they only got another ten minutes before a blaring alarm broke the calm.

“It’s here!” Dossin’s voice spread through the camp. “Assemble within thirty seconds!”

“Go!” Zac ordered, and the Acheron Company moved as one.

They appeared on a designated spot outside their barracks, every warrior teeming with conviction and killing intent. They knew the upcoming battles would be grueling, but they’d also entered the Atwood Empire’s strongest unit just for these kinds of opportunities. Contribution, merit, and treasures were all up for grabs, and those who survived would have taken another step forward on the road of cultivation.

Dossin had already taken up a position in the center of the square, not giving any order to set out. Zac looked around with confusion, wondering if the hotspot was right in their backyard. A spatial collapse would undoubtedly impact the environment.

Zac didn’t have to wait long for signs to appear.

A deep rumble shook the camp, and one barrack after another crumbled as waves of incredible energy surged through the ground. The only surviving structures were two black pillars Zac assumed were Array Towers.

“We’re moving,” Vilari exclaimed, and Zac sharply inhaled upon realizing what was happening.

The commotion wasn’t created by spatial turbulence. The whole square rose into the air, casting off all temporary structures connected to it as it rotated. The entire base was actually a supersized flying vessel, and not a simple one, judging by the energies involved.

“Get ready. This ship is made for speed and little else,” Dossin warned.

There was no time to ask for clarifications before one of the towers shattered with a deafening bang. A sharp tug rocked the whole platform, but the soldiers of the makeshift army were all Late E-grade or stronger. A few had to take a steadying step. Of course, the situation would have been very different without the sleek barrier a few meters above their heads.

Zac was shocked to find they were moving at a speed approaching the levels of an escape treasure, leaving a mile-long streak of spatial chaos in their wake. Their acceleration had been nigh-instantaneous, shattering both space and the atmosphere. Mountains and rivers were reduced to flashes of light as they roared across the continent, and all the while, the indistinct landscape became clear.

Most seemed to think their mad dash had already led to the hotspot. Zac’s brows furrowed as he gazed upon a massive storm formation in the distance. This couldn’t possibly be their destination. He could tell space was incredibly solid, to the point their vessel had lost most of its speed. The kind of environment that could endure powerful War Arrays.

This was an ambush.

A stone bell the size of a city block emerged from the vortex, and even the reinforced space buckled from its mere presence. It seemed to be made from emerald-green jade, but it had seen better days. It was covered in cracks, and one section was completely missing. The whole clapper had also fallen out, leaving a rotten rope within.

Its state wasn’t good, and there were no cultists around to box them in or control the huge treasure. Still, you’d have to be blind to not realize the bell, damaged or not, was a terrifying treasure. It alone was more than enough to deal with their motley army.

The whole bell reeked of forbidding power, the most terrifying emanations released by the lines of engravings covering its surface. The bottom row had been ruined by the missing section, which seemed to prevent a mirrored engraving on the bell’s top from activating.

The three intact bands in the middle was enough to leave Zac’s soul shuddering. Two bands were of complex scripts Zac didn’t recognize. There was just something about them made his skin crawl. They were sinister, in a different way from the Kan’Tanu’s heritage. More like a force of nature than a heretical treasure.

The middle band wasn’t another formation but rather an exquisitely depicted scene. The bell was dozens of miles away, yet Zac could see every detail for some inexplicable reason. And it filled him with an immense sense of wrongness.

The engraving portrayed a motley procession approaching a small cave entrance. The cave looked completely normal, like something you’d find on any mountainside. It filled Zac with much greater dread than the arcane scripts. A primordial evil lurked within, as if staring back at him from inside the bell.

The procession was comprised of beings of all shapes and sizes, from powerful cultivators to small critters. All different, yet all the same. Everyone was decked in matching robes of the finest red silk, even the small mice, and they had joyful smiles plastered on their faces. They could have been a wedding procession, and the celebratory gifts they held were their own beating hearts.

Zac had no idea what this kind of treasure would do. A looming feeling settled around him that they would find out sooner rather than later.

So much for not using large-scale weaponry.
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The bell’s formless pressure grew with intensity as their vessel continued its approach. Those with weaker mental fortitude were already suffering, and a quick scan showed that no less than a third of the soldiers were twitching erratically or holding their heads. More alarmingly, a few displayed smiles resembling those on the carving, despite their eyes being wide with horror.

Zac felt fine beyond a profound sense of wrongness. [Immutability of Eoz] desperately tried to fend off something he couldn’t sense or see. Neither his overwhelmingly powerful soul nor recently upgraded Soul Defense skill seemed to be of any use against the mysterious threat. In other words, it wasn’t a mental attack, but neither was it strictly a curse.

Considering their enemy, most elites carried some form of ward against curses. They should at least have shattered upon failing to block the attack, yet not a single one so much as shook despite one soldier after another adorning a macabre smile.

Although the situation was bad, Dossin made no attempt to turn or evade. The flying treasure pressed through the solidified space like a moth to the flame. Zac doubted that turning around would save them from their predicament or that the vessel was even capable of such a feat. It was more like they’d strapped themselves to a rocket and launched it toward their destination.

Zac furiously went over his means and stockpiled treasures in search of a solution. The most obvious was to jump ship and run away. That would also be like jumping out of the frying pan into the fire. They were no longer moving at dangerous speeds, which only proved just how impassable their environment had become. It was impossible to tell whether space had solidified because of the bell or if the bell had been used because space solidified.

Either way, most E-grade cultivators would find moving impossible when they left the vessel’s protective barriers. There was no way that the common escape talismans his men carried would work either. Even if activated, they’d displace their users a few dozen meters at best. They’d still be exposed to the bell, which was stirring from its slumber.

“Shield your mind and infuse the platform with Cosmic Energy!” a clear voice boomed in Zac’s mind.

It was Dossin, her voice containing a mysterious power that made her order feel like an imperial edict or a God’s decree. Millions of soldiers instinctively followed her command, flooding the platform with streams of energy. Even his undead followers followed suit, but quickly stopped after Zac sent an urgent command.

Whatever treasure Dossin used to cut through the bell’s influence wasn’t enough to pass through Zac’s mental defenses. He still joined the effort, because for now, their best chance at survival was the safeguards provided by the Alliance. If even that failed, Zac could only sacrifice his strongest lifeline and ask Sendor for assistance.

Creaks and rumbles shook the floating barge as it struggled to endure the immense accumulation of Cosmic Energy. It was so dense that a knee-high layer of shimmering light formed on the square. And that was just the spillover the vessel failed to contain. Most of the energy was dragged toward three distinct locations on the vessel—the fore, Dossin, and to the still-standing Array Tower.

Radiant streaks of destruction lit up the desert as an array of hidden weapons all activated at once. The display was far more overbearing than the Acheron Company’s lineup of War Machines, but Zac frowned upon seeing that none of the attacks targeted the bell. Dossin seemed content with randomly firing at empty space.

No, not random. The Dravorak general was using the weapons like an icebreaker, weakening the spatial blockade that had reduced their speed by over 90%. As a result, the vessel was rapidly picking up speed, though that only meant they were hurtling toward their doom with increasing velocity.

“Stop!”

Zac’s head snapped around just in time to see a grinning soldier push a comrade aside. More people tried to restrain him. It was like he’d been imbued with intractable power. The smiling man’s eyes were bloodshot with strain and struggle, and tears streaked down his cheeks as he dug into his chest. The next moment, he was holding his still-beating heart in a gruesome reproduction of the bell’s engravings.

The horrific scene was like the trigger for a mental plague sweeping through their ranks, where the first casualties were the soldiers who tried to stop their friend. Chaos erupted as more and more warriors dug into their chests and presented their gift to the sky. Zac moved to stop a few of them when a scream of danger made him freeze with hesitation when he was about to grab a man’s arm.

“Close your eyes! If you touch a possessed, you’ll be the next! Focus on nothing but infusing!” Dossin shouted, her voice hoarse with strain and determination. “Hold on a bit longer! It’s almost ready!”

Zac wanted to scream with frustration as he helplessly watched his men succumb one after another. Such wretched endings, and there was nothing he could do. Worse, the bell didn’t even grant its victims death. It should be impossible for Late E-grade Cultivators to last long without a heart. Their auras remained steady as they stood frozen with extended, bloody hands.

The only solace was that the struggle on their faces was gone. The profound terror in their eyes had been replaced with joy, completing their transition into the heretical imagery. Hopefully, it meant those poor men had fully succumbed to the bell and were no longer suffering.

Most terrifying was that all the extracted hearts beat in perfect sync, where each thud was a toll that further empowered the bell. The phenomenon created a negative spiral that was rapidly going out of control. Dossin had urged them to hold on, but their armies would be wiped out within the minute unless something changed.

None dared to interfere with the dead, instead trying everything they could to save those who remained. Talismans, War Arrays, and Defensive Treasures were thrown out without any care for expenditure. A few leaders even took out mysterious items to shield their men. Despite their best efforts, the sacrifices only grew more frequent.

The only one who had a semblance of success was Vilari. A blanket of spiritual pressure covered the Acheron Company and two neighboring forces as Vilari activated a large-scale domain. She didn’t possess defensive skills of that size, so she used her emotional manipulation to combat self-harming actions with sloth or nihilism. Unfortunately, a terse shake of the mentalist’s head indicated the effect was limited and that she couldn’t hold on for long.

Then, a pulse of pure light was released from the middle of the barge, and a high-pitched sonorous call echoed through the region. The light formed a huge celestial bird whose song swept the madness aside. Dossin had finally come through, but Zac swore upon seeing cracks appear on the summoned avatar. Whatever Dossin activated stopped the coerced deaths, but it was clearly not a match to the heretical bell.

The bird seemed to understand its plight and shot toward the bell as it sang with increased fervor. Zac didn’t get to see the creature’s final stand, as he felt a tremendous pull from below. The ship crashed into the ground. Instead of an explosion, there was a flash of brown light and an embrace of the earth itself.

It was the second Array Tower that had been activated—a bird to buy a window of opportunity and an earth movement skill to take them away. Zac had become part of the stones they passed through, and felt his speed rapidly increase.

Not even deep underground could provide sanctuary from the heretical bell.

Immense vibrations shook the very essence of Zac’s being. It was like the world whispered in his ears about ancient secrets of boundless terror. He was overcome with despair, to the point there was nothing left to do but rejoice as he embraced the inevitable end. If you can’t defeat them, then join them.

Zac wailed when reality shattered. The only sound was the ebbing voice of earth’s madness. Thoughts eluded him, and the passage of stone and sand provided little context. It might have been a second or an hour before dry darkness gave way to light, and the disjointed impressions solidified into a harried consciousness while clumps of mud became flesh and bone.

The surroundings were utterly foreign when Zac opened his eyes, which was the biggest gift he could ever hope for. He unsteadily got to his feet among a sea of sprawled-out soldiers and broken debris. A voice in the back of his head screamed at him not to look up, to not invite that horror back into his life. Zac calmed his beating heart before warily peering at the sky.

The bell was gone, and the space around them was so fragile it almost felt like he could tear a hole in the dimension with his bare hands. It should be impossible for such a powerful treasure to appear anywhere close—its mere presence would collapse space and deposit it in another dimension.

Besides, even for a Monarch, the heretical bell had to be difficult to control. It might even be impossible to collect for a good while after being deployed. Zac couldn’t imagine anyone getting close and living to tell the tale after it had been awakened.

Zac turned back to the broken pieces of the flying vessel scattered about. Their exit from the ground wasn’t meant to have been so chaotic. There was no doubt in Zac’s mind the ship had saved everyone’s lives. His back became slick with sweat from remembering his mind being fully consumed by madness. Those unstoppable impulses must have come from when they passed right beneath the bell.

If his body hadn’t been in an intangible state, he would have dug his heart out with a smile. And if even his Dao Heart and Hidden Nodes proved insufficient to protect against the bell, then who could possibly have survived the brief encounter? Whatever was hidden within the bell was simply on such a high level of existence, it made any resistance irrelevant.

Zac turned his sight inward as the people around him got to their feet. Everything appeared normal after scanning himself head to toe with every method in his arsenal. Still, that wasn’t nearly enough to fully assuage his fears. His Hidden Node had fully calmed, which hopefully meant the bell didn’t leave any lingering threats behind.

In other words, those who still lived when they entered the ground should have all survived.

No matter where Zac looked, he saw smiling corpses gripping their hearts. At least a tenth of their recently assembled army had fallen in less than a minute, and many more would undoubtedly walk away with Heart Demons.

Zac was still shocked at how powerful a weapon the Kan’Tanu managed to deploy. Being exposed to that kind of calamity differed from life-and-death battles. The helplessness could plant the seeds of fear that poisoned one’s path, preventing you from going any further on the road of cultivation.

“How do you guys feel?” Zac asked with a low voice as his commanders gathered around him.

“I’m… I’m fine,” Emily said. Zac hadn’t seen her face so grim since the day they first met.

“We’ll make them pay for what they did,” Zac said, his voice rising into booming thunder as roiling killing intent spread through the region. “We’ll capture that damn fortress and blow up the bell and every single cultist who had anything to do with it.”

Confused, fearful faces hardened, and eyes shone with a promise of bloody retribution. It wasn’t just his men who stirred from Zac’s forceful proclamation. Fury spread through the ranks like the mental plague before. Smaller gusts of killing intent joined the overwhelming amounts of murderous air Zac deliberately released. It fused, forming something akin to a communal desire. A desire for steel and fire, of vengeance and murder.

Zac was happy that so many had been dragged out of their mental prisons by his actions, but his words weren’t just empty posturing. He meant what he said with every fiber of his being.

Until now, he’d been so focused on survival and potential conspiracies that he’d lost sight of the big picture. Zac was ashamed as he recalled his behavior in the meeting half an hour ago. He’d listened to the discussions like an outsider, judging the other commanders for focusing on personal benefits over the war effort.

How was he any different?

The thought of seizing the ancient War Fortress hadn’t even crossed his mind. If anything, he’d felt it an unnecessary risk, especially since he’d have to hand the thing over to the Alliance if he succeeded. He was better off focusing on keeping himself safe and potentially harvesting seals or treasures.

How could Zecia possibly win if no one ever stepped up? How could he say he’d done everything in his power to keep his friends and subjects safe if he didn’t try to make a difference, an actual difference, to the war? This wasn’t about Contribution Points or quests.

Like it or not, he was one of the people with the highest chances of seizing the fortress. With the Mystic Realm being limited to Middle Hegemons, only the vanishingly rare monsters like Kator could pose a threat to his life. Besides, taking over the fortress might not come down to strength but rather fate and luck. And how many could compete with him on that front?

‘Thank you.’

The voice came from Dossin, and Zac nodded slightly before turning to Vilari.

“Can you tell if there are any lingering dangers?”

Vilari looked lost in her thoughts and had to shake herself awake after a second. “There shouldn’t⁠—”

“LIAR!” an enraged roar reverberated through the valley, silencing all discussions.

Zac glanced over and found one of the young commanders standing before Dossin with fire in his eyes and a sword trained at her throat. He had six Hegemons standing behind him, ready to back him up. They were all from the same faction, though Zac sensed they wouldn’t be fighting alone if a battle truly broke out.

His call for vengeance had momentarily unified their allied army, but reality was bound to come crashing back. They’d been sent blind into this mission, and they’d encountered something terrifying and inexplicable right out of the gates. A tenth of their men had died before seeing a single Kan’Tanu, and General Dossin was ultimately responsible for their mission.

“You said neither side would use large-scale treasures! How do you explain that cursed thing? And where was the Alliance when we were almost wiped out!”

“Since when has war been predictable?” Dossin said. “Our enemy managed to outplay us this time, but they ultimately failed. They activated such a powerful taboo treasure and only managed to kill a small number of our men. What if they had used it on a large-scale battlefield instead? Hundreds of millions could have died.

“I have already reported the situation to headquarters. The Alliance will surely make them pay for exposing such a powerful item.”

“The Alliance,” the young man scoffed. “Who but the Alliance knew where we were going? What regions we would cross? I wonder how the Kan’Tanu could set up an ambush with such speed and precision.”

Dossin’s eyes thinned. “I would be careful about your following words.”

The young man’s chest still heaved like a bellows. One of his retainers knew they couldn’t let their lord go any further.

“The young master is just lamenting the fallen. If we’d entered the ground sooner⁠—”

“It takes some time to charge and deploy the [Eightfold Earth Traversal Array]. Secondly, the ancient bell created mysterious ripples in the ground. I suspected they would damage the ship, and reality proved me right. We barely got through the bell’s sphere of influence. Had I activated the traversal any earlier, we would have been crushed or spat out right beneath the bell. Everything I did was to minimize our casualties and give us a chance at survival.”

Zac nodded in agreement. Dossin was only following orders just like the rest of them, and she did her best during a bad situation. If anything, her judgment and quick thinking were extremely impressive. Her calm and rational explanation also helped defuse the tense situation.

“If you feel my actions or leadership lacking, you are welcome to petition a complaint upon our return. Until then, nothing’s changed. Our mission is ongoing, and I am the commanding officer. Our vessel failed to take us the whole way, but we’re only ten minutes from our destination. The Kan’Tanu didn’t have any covens nearby, so we still have a chance to reach our destination first. Collect the fallen and ready yourselves for battle. We move out in two minutes.”

Zac turned back to Vilari, only to find her dazed off again.

“What’s wrong?” Zac asked as he pulled the mentalist to the side. “Did you harm your soul by using your skill? Or did you notice anything from the bell?”

Vilari flinched at his words, and Zac’s worries only intensified. He’d thought Vilari would be the one who could handle that cursed influence the best. Zac now realized he might have had it backward. Her soul was incredibly powerful, which was ultimately useless when it came to the bell. Conversely, the sense of despair that blossomed into deranged joy had a lot of common ground with Vilari’s path. The way their companions had ended their lives was even similar to Vilari’s puppeteering ability.

However, the bell contained a form of evil that had twisted the Emotional Daos. It resembled the Lost Plane and how it tainted the pure truths of Ultom. Had Vilari’s Daos been damaged, or had the corruption somehow taken hold within her?

Vilari seemed to understand the thoughts going through Zac’s mind and shook her head.

‘I… I’m fine,’ she answered in his mind. ‘But I fear the bell might have come for me.’
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‘You don’t think the bell is related to the Kan’Tanu?’ Zac asked.

‘I’m not certain. But think about it. It’s like General Dossin said—imagine if our enemies deployed the bell on a large-scale battlefield instead. Why use such a mysterious object to ambush us? And what would be the point? Whoever has the strength to wield that ancient bell could just annihilate us with a wave of their hands.’

The situation was undeniably odd. It had only taken a single look to understand there was no way the Kan’Tanu made that themselves. The bell hadn’t even activated, and its mere presence killed so many elite soldiers from miles away.

It was undoubtedly a C-grade weapon despite being so damaged. Who knew what grade it had when in perfect condition?

Even if it were the Kan’Tanu’s, they had no reason to deploy it like this. It almost felt like the Kan’Tanu had deployed a nuclear warhead to deal with a minor threat, only to forget to arm it. There had to be hundreds of better strategies available if they knew when and where to lay a trap.

‘Still, why do you think it came for you? What’s going on?’

Vilari hesitated. ‘I could feel a connection even before the bell emerged. When it appeared, I heard a deep toll in my mind. Before I knew it, the sound transformed into an incredibly mysterious technique called the [Embers of Seven Sensations].’

Zac’s eyes widened in alarm. He was so horrified he almost forgot they were speaking through a mental connection.

‘You absolutely cannot practice it! Don’t even try to analyze the concepts within!’

Any method stored within such a powerful treasure would undoubtedly be astonishing. There was just something profoundly wrong with it. The evil symbolized by that bell felt like a primordial devil. Practicing any method with such a dubious origin would invite a disaster unto yourself.

‘I know. I have already conditioned myself to not think of the details within.’

Zac exhaled in relief, but the situation only made him more confused. Where the hell had the bell come from if it wasn’t the Kan’Tanu’s? Was it related to the War Fortress, or was it perhaps another ancient relic dredged from the depths of the Void? Or could it be…

‘Could it be related to your bloodline?’ Zac exclaimed.

Iz had recognized the young Mentalist who almost killed him in the Battle of Fates as a descendant of the Ignus Clan. He hadn’t dared inquire any further. Any faction known by Iz Tayn had to have some renown, even in the heartlands. He hadn’t expected to hear from them in this remote corner of the Multiverse, though it was no longer so farfetched with the Left Imperial Palace appearing in Zecia.

Zac fearfully glanced at the sky, wondering if a C-grade Mentalist from the Ignus family was currently bearing down on their position. He couldn’t imagine what they’d do to him after finding out he not only killed their descendants, he even turned her into a Revenant. The Undead Empire had suffered more than one calamity by turning bodies with complicated origins.

‘No, that can’t be,’ Zac said after taking a calming breath. ‘I remember the original owner of your body. Her bloodline wasn’t evil or heretical at all. It more felt like something inherited by a high-tier race or a unique being born from the cosmos.’

‘You’re right,’ Vilari said. ‘It’s difficult to say what about me attracted the bell since I’ve unified my path and bloodline through Ultom’s inspiration. I believe it’s connected to the inheritance left by my master rather than my body’s origin.’

‘The Crown of Despair?’ Zac said with bewilderment, but a thoughtful look appeared on his face.

Indeed, the Mentalist inheritance left in his Dao Repository was more closely related to the bell’s true nature, even if there were several critical differences. At the same time, it sounded ridiculous for such a terrifying treasure to be connected to Brazla and the Towers of Myriad Dao. Then again, the details surrounding the Crown of Despair had always eluded them.

Zac had gathered clues to Brazla’s origins over the past years and reached a few conclusions. Towers of Myriad Dao undoubtedly originated from the frontiers, whereas the original Brazla should have lived in a more established frontier sector.

Brazla had been an unattached blacksmith with above-average skill thanks to a fortuitous encounter. Still, he should mostly have been dealing with other Hegemons. C-grade materials were almost impossible to find in these neighborhoods, and no Monarch would let a D-grade craftsman touch them unless they were absolutely out of better options.

Yrial’s situation was slightly special. He may have been a Late Monarch, but Zac had seen snippets of Yrial’s road to the peak. He’d been constantly hunted, barely scraping by through deception, swindling, and outright robbery. Yrial had repeatedly lamented he would have easily become a Divine Monarch or even an Autarch if he’d even enjoyed a fraction of Zac’s lucky encounters.

Zac inquired why Yrial went to Brazla for help during his last visit. As expected, Yrial’s ascent into Late Monarchy had completely wiped out his entire fortune, and he’d even been forced to steal a few incredible treasures from multiple C-grade factions. He found himself hunted from every direction and was forced to make a desperate gambit.

Yrial knew of a certain opportunity. While incredibly dangerous, there was a chance of confirming his Dao if he managed to seize the fortune within. He’d approached Brazla to craft a set of special items that would improve his odds. Unfortunately, Zac and Yrial’s soul wisp had no idea whether he succeeded or not, and Yrial refused to tell him any details about the opportunity.

The details surrounding the Crown of Despair were harder to understand. Vilari had a seal preventing her from divulging most details of her two encounters with her in-name master, but everything about Ralz Calzood screamed ‘mysterious powerhouse.’ Her means and inheritance were incredibly profound, and Vilari even suspected she was a Divine Monarch. Why would someone like that approach Brazla?

A Divine Monarch Mentalist would be unstoppable in a sector like Zecia. She could have walked right into the ancestral homes of the Dravorak Dynasty and abducted their artisans. There was no way anyone would dare raise an issue. So why Brazla? And why would a Mentalist agree to sever a part of their soul to pay a D-grade artisan?

They had come up with two potential scenarios. One, Ralz had stumbled onto a material or Natural Treasure that was critical for some goal of hers, except it wouldn’t last long after being harvested. Brazla was simply the best craftsman she could find before it was too late, and Ralz had been forced to go along with his demands because of it.

That theory would explain how Brazla died and how the Towers of Myriad Dao became a System reward. Extorting a Divine Monarch as a Hegemon was simply asking for trouble. The second theory was that Ralz Calzood had another purpose for leaving behind a piece of her will. Perhaps it was simply a test of fate in search of a disciple, one that Vilari passed.

More importantly, Ralz Calzood was still alive, which made the bell’s appearance more problematic. Was the Crown of Despair embroiled in the contest over Ultom and the Left Imperial Palace? If so, was she hidden among the Kan’Tanu, or was she one of the outsiders? Had Vilari unwittingly become a pawn in an elaborate play for the Eternal Heritage?

‘How certain are you?’

‘Without a shadow of a doubt. The bell’s technique is very unusual. I am almost certain it shares a common root with the original version of my Cultivation Manual.’

‘You’re thinking Ralz Calzood’s inheritance was derived from the bell?’

‘No, they are too different for that. It’s possible that master found an incomplete inheritance of an ancient faction while journeying, and the bell was made by the same people.’

‘Do you think the Crown of Despair is an unorthodox cultivator?’

‘Maybe? There’s something else wrong with the bell. It’s like an artist has painted a masterpiece, then someone else came along and added a few minor details. The additions seem innocuous on their own, but together, they’ve completely subverted the original intent behind the painting. I felt it on the bell, and I felt it within the technique.’

‘The second painter, could it be the Kan’Tanu?’

‘Perhaps,’ Vilari hesitated. ‘I’m too inexperienced to guess what a Monarch can and can’t do. I believe the bell’s subtle corruption would require an almost godlike understanding of the soul and the Daos of the Seven Sensations.’

Zac agreed with Vilari’s assessment. The aura of evil had reached levels where it had essentially become an indelible truth like the forces of nature. Reforging an ancient treasure and a whole heritage in such a sublime way required incredible skill. If the Kan’Tanu had such lofty beings within their ranks, the war would have looked much worse than it already did.

‘What should I do?’ Vilari asked, the worry evident in her eyes. ‘If I stay with you, I might implicate everyone.’

‘I doubt we’ll see the bell again in the short run. We would have seen some signs by now if it really wanted to hunt you down. Honestly, I think we’d have to be more worried if the Kan’Tanu controlled it.’

Zac wouldn’t say it now. He felt the real danger came from the [Embers of Seven Sensations]. Sure, the bell may have sensed someone walking the path of its creators and imparted a technique to continue the lineage. But meat pies rarely just fell from the sky, especially not when the delivery method made people rip their hearts out of their chests.

‘What if⁠—’

‘Then we’ll cross that bridge when it comes. I’ll bring you out of here if it comes back. We’ll see if it can outrun my teleportation arrays.’ Zac smiled. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll figure this out together after we return. If all else fails, I’ll just blow it up somehow.’

‘That thing should have known better than to mess with a professional demolitionist.’ Vilari smiled as she grabbed his hand. ‘Thank you.’

‘Of course, always.’

There were still no signs of the huge bell returning or space solidifying, and everyone was eager to create more distance. Even rushing headfirst toward an army of elite Kan’Tanu was preferable to the certain death the bell represented. It took less than a minute to stow the fallen, and they were on the way.

Dossin ordered a breakneck pace where the Late E-grade soldiers ran close to the limits of what their attributes would allow. Doing so back on old Earth was a surefire way to lose a battle. E-grade cultivators wouldn’t even be slightly winded when they arrived. For Zac, it was like a casual stroll.

He’d joined the other commanders at the vanguard to better coordinate the response to any subsequent threats or traps. Everyone’s eyes were mostly roving the sky, and not just because of the ancient bell. The battleground was a remote corner of an uninhabited world, so aerial bombardment was the greatest threat they’d face.

“You don’t have to worry about attacks from above,” Dossin eventually said while pointing to the sky. “Look.”

It was a streak of shifting light hovering in the sky, resembling the northern lights from back home. Zac didn’t understand what the Dravorak general was driving at when putting attention to the beautiful phenomenon.

“It’s ancient Dao bleeding into this dimension,” Dossin explained. “The Mystic Realm is pushing against our reality while the ambient energy of this world is reinforcing the dimensional barrier. The emptiness outside the atmosphere does not have the same advantages. It’s just an insignificant phenomenon now, but that’ll soon change.”

“A spatial storm?” a commander ventured.

“One that will soon cover this whole continent,” Dossin confirmed. “Truth be told, this whole stellar system is incredibly fragile. We’ve already lost dozens of Cosmic Vessels, and any items we’ve deployed were destroyed within minutes. The Kan’Tanu have fared even worse since this region was originally under their control.”

“Luck is an important part of war,” one of the strategists said.

“True. Now, all fighting is done on the ground, where each side brings in reinforcements whenever we manage to form a link to this unstable region.”

“What about the bell? The Kan’Tanu haven’t used it before?” Zac asked, and Dossin shook her head with a small frown.

“Never. I can’t explain the events surrounding that thing. It should be impossible for it to appear now that the storm is about to break out.”

Zac didn’t press the matter further. They’d have to delve into the mysteries of the bell and Vilari’s master later. For now, there were cultists to fight. Zac could already feel Spatial Energy among the planet’s energy, which meant they were getting close to the hotspot. Meanwhile, the Dao streaks in the sky were rapidly multiplying.

“They’re here,” Dossin said, and Zac suddenly felt a spiritual nudge from the army’s War Array.

He accepted and suddenly felt as though his Soul Sense expanded from one hundred meters to stretch far into the horizon, where a huge monstrosity rapidly approached. It looked like a centipede as wide as a mighty river. A second glance indicated it was a construct created through the familiar arts of the Heart Curses.

The centipede exuded a dark shroud as it advanced, though Zac could vaguely make out an army sitting on its back. A sharp red light released from within the shroud shattered the scene. It didn’t take long before he could see the moving river with his own eyes.

The Kan’Tanu’s approach appeared overbearing, like a beast puffing up their fur to appear larger. Zac could tell their army was roughly the same size and strength as theirs. Zac returned to his men, his mind already filled by a rapid-fire peppering of instructions. The Acheron Company took up a position at the left flank, setting up a solid line designed for a steady advance.

The orders were detailed and exhaustive, which drastically lessened the pressure on Zac and his, admittedly, inexperienced commanders. Dossin’s team of tacticians also showed surprising insight into their strengths and equipment, including War Arrays they hadn’t showcased on the frontlines or mentioned in the short briefing.

It was unnerving to know there was likely a dossier on him and his budding faction in the headquarters, but the detailed strategy also proved Dossin was well-prepared for the upcoming battle.

Suddenly, the huge centipede exploded, turning into a cascading tangle of rapidly advancing thorns. It was a strategy they’d dealt with many times before, so Zac wasn’t worried, even if it contained a stronger aura. His people had already proven their strength, and Dossin had anticipated this move.

Two dozen enormous glass spheres thumped on the ground, and a wave of stellar flames rippled forward. The unrelenting fire collided with the advancing tide, creating a writhing inferno spanning more than a mile. The other armies unleashed similar attacks, and the incoming attack was stopped in its tracks.

The cursed ground was rapidly withering away, but Zac saw hundreds of huge shadows in the smoke. Hulking figures emerged, their heavy steps suffocating the lingering effects of the War Machines. Each was dozens of meters tall and teeming with energy.

These goliaths were wrought from the dense tendrils of Heart Curses, but these creatures differed from the cultists who chose to enter a berserk state. The complex patterns covering their fleshy appendages exposed where these miscreations came from—the Chapter of Hallowed Flesh, one of the seven core units of the Kan’Tanu.

Each chapter was the equivalent of a powerful C-grade empire, and their elites used higher-quality Heart Curses. They also possessed methods to utilize the parasites beyond cultivation accelerators and double-edged berserking methods. Hallowed Flesh focused on the physical manifestation of the Heart Curses, using sacrifices and rituals to replace their bodies or create constructs to fight for them.

Zac couldn’t tell which of the two these lumbering creatures were. Their energy levels were also shocking. They were like mobile Array Towers, shooting thousands of tendrils toward the advancing line of alliance soldiers. The goretide was reborn with redoubled ferocity through their appearance. A bloodthirsty growl escaped from [Verun’s Bite] as Zac gripped its handle tighter, while a savage smile spread across his face.

These enemies were completely different from the uncoordinated and ill-trained warslaves who weren’t good for much else than human wave tactics. It was the kind of enemy he had worked so hard to prepare his men for.

They were ready.
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The desolate tundra was painted in myriad hues as the Dao-wrought northern lights grew into huge dimensional fissures that spread across the horizon. It wasn’t the Void that waited on the other side. It was a mélange of chaotic truths and unstable energies. It reminded Zac of the Void Star, both when the Spatial Nexus blew up and when they escaped Gemmy’s world.

Even today, Zac didn’t fully understand what those realms of chaotic spacetime represented It seemed to be the result of two realms pushing against each other. The immense energies involved opened a temporary space filled with energy and Dao from both realities. Entering such a space was incredibly dangerous, and whether you found your way back before the spatial bubble burst depended on luck and strength.

The scene above was both beautiful and harrowing, though it had nothing to do with their battle. Space still held within the planet’s protective atmosphere, and Zac could vaguely feel an uncomfortable pressure. It came and went like a storm that couldn’t be seen with the naked eye, and was more noticeable wherever large amounts of energy had been unleashed. The sensation filled Zac with trepidation, like they were fighting on top of a thin layer of ice.

If you took a wrong step or exerted too much power, you might accidentally break through and be plunged into the icy depths below. Dossin’s subordinates had released thousands of deep-blue crystals that hovered above their ranks. They emitted subtle ripples that helped stabilize space, but their effect was limited. It was no wonder. How could a couple of low-grade arrays nullify the force exerted by a moving Mystic Realm?

Attacking was fraught with danger. To avoid fighting also wasn’t an option. Over a hundred monstrous goliaths were bearing down on their position, each a walking calamity with enough strength to indiscriminately slaughter their E-grade soldiers. In fact, they wouldn’t even need to breach their lines to devastate their ranks.

Thousands of tendrils grew from their towering bodies, forming an impassable wall of sin. The terrible aura within the thorns and flesh was similar to the common Heart Curses they usually fought, but it was deeper, more refined. It didn’t escape anyone’s notice, and it drastically increased the pressure they found themselves under.

Taking the brunt of a warslave’s Heart Curse was still lethal for most. E-grade cultivators could overcome being grazed or lightly wounded by tendrils or most forms of cursed ground. Their survival chances depended on them not being implanted with too much corruption and that they sought treatment in time.

These tendrils were different. Whatever methods the Chapter of Hallowed Flesh used to create these monsters made the cursed energy they carried far more potent. Zac almost felt a hunger from the sea of fleshy vines that slithered toward them with incredible speed. It would be extremely bad if their lines were breached.

A storm of long-distance attacks pelted the giants as soon as they came in range, doing little to exhaust their boundless energy. Only the Hegemons managed to damage their hardened flesh, yet only a handful collapsed from the initial barrage. The rest trudged on, and even grievous wounds closed with a speed that rivaled the recovery of Plant Kings. Worse, much of the energy from those who fell was siphoned off by their brethren.

Millions of E-grade warriors couldn’t accomplish much individually. Given time, they would be able to exhaust the giants. Unfortunately, there were too few targets, and one of the headaches of large-scale battles reared its ugly head. Dossin’s orders were precise and exhaustive to maximize the damage they caused, there were just simply too many people targeting the same spot.

Space became too congested, and many attacks helped the giants by clashing with other skills in an unintended friendly fire. Such a scene rarely occurred when the Acheron Company fought alone, but this army had been cobbled together half an hour ago. Getting the timing right was impossible.

Most E-grade soldiers were ordered to target the incoming goretide instead. It was constantly growing denser, and an endless rain of attacks was barely enough to maintain a status quo. The situation wasn’t looking good. They were barely keeping the goliaths at bay, and more were already stepping onto the battlefield. The pressure increased, and their soldier’s energy wasn’t bottomless. It was just a matter of time before their defensive line was breached unless something changed.

Zac didn’t set out alone to lessen the pressure on his men, ignoring his worries. He could guess why General Dossin adopted such a conservative approach. Part of it was that the approaching goliaths were just empty meat shields meant to exhaust their elites and War Machines. These fleshy monstrosities were all very powerful, and there were still the cultists themselves to worry about.

And something else too. Dossin had to adapt their response to the constantly shifting spatial pressure. Activating so many War Arrays at once had pushed the dimensional integrity to the limits. They had no choice but to slowly advance while attacking just enough to deal with the threat. Only when they’d exited the danger zone could they deal a decisive blow to Kan’Tanu’s vanguard.

Zac thought back to the powerful weaponry installed on the Alliance’s flying treasure. Dossin had likely planned to unleash a powerful barrage at the enemy and escape the spatial decay before landing. They might even have been able to dodge the first goretide with the earth traversal. Unfortunately, the bell’s appearance ruined those plans, and they found themselves in a passive position.

Now, they would have to endure another culling before seizing the opportunity to turn things around. Until then, Zac couldn’t do anything that might ruin her plans. He could only grit his teeth and endure as the pressure mounted. All too soon, the fleshy tide was within 100 meters in some sections.

They were carving a path to life in a sea of death, and the smell of blood and putrefaction was suffocating. The thorns were within throwing distance of the Acheron Company at the flank, while others had been forced to activate a wall of defenses. The shields held, shuddering precariously under the goretide’s relentless pressure.

“Stop!” an enraged roar shook the army while hundreds of the hovering crystals simultaneously lit up.

Six swords wrapped in engraved bandages appeared above Dossin, each teeming with incredible force. Instead of targeting the looming goretide or the giants beyond, she slashed into her own ranks, killing thousands in the blink of an eye. Zac had kept a low profile. Now, he swore and unleashed a barrage of fractal blades that cleared out a huge swathe of tendrils. They needed the breathing room to deal with the sudden betrayal.

It wasn’t Dossin that Zac worried about, it was the hot-tempered youth who confronted Dossin before. He floated at the front of his army, a sea of tendrils banging against a shield before him. His warriors were furiously unleashing everything in their arsenal to push them back, but it was clear they’d be among the first to suffer the Heart Curses of the Hallowed Flesh.

The young leader was facing tremendous pressure and was clearly no longer in the mood to listen to Dossin’s commands. He was holding a withered branch burning with umber flames that made Zac’s eyes tear up. Dossin’s attack bore down on him with lightning-quick speed, and Zac was shocked at the force and brutality it contained. Even he would be hard-pressed to block that sudden attack, and the young man hadn’t expected to be targeted with such decisiveness.

“You—” he screamed as a powerful barrier sprung up around him, his words dying with him as Dossin’s attack pierced straight through.

The attack cleanly dismembered the general before six runes formed a seal around his corpse. Her subordinates were already following up to reinforce her shield, but it was too late. The branch was an extraordinary item, and that fool of a commander had already unsealed it. The world was drowned in red, and Zac had to squint to barely determine what happened.

The cage was incapable of containing the force, so Dossin shattered one rune to direct the onslaught forward. A monstrous wave of flames swept through the goretide, consuming sixteen goliaths at once. A single attack of the mysterious treasure punched a hole in the Kan’Tanu’s vanguard, except one was celebrating the achievement.

That burning branch was no larger than a shortsword and held dozens of times as much energy as his Early D-grade War Arrays. Even after its outburst, its flames had only weakened by half. There would be no opportunity for the exotic treasure to showcase its might again. Space imploded, swallowing both treasure and its wielder’s corpse. Dossin had cut straight through her own subordinates for a chance to stop a larger tragedy, only for her sacrifice to be undone as hundreds of crystals were reduced to dust.

The collapse was a flash in the pan, covering no more than a few meters and disappearing in the wink of an eye. But a ripple spread through the young man’s ranks just as space mended. The soldiers had no chance to react, and Zac looked on with dismay as half a million men shattered like they were made of stone.

All were equal before the ripple, and Hegemons fared no better than the weakest support staff. Most victims came from the culprit’s own faction, and the neighboring armies were also impacted. Worse, Zac could feel how the whole region had destabilized. The burning branch had broken through the treacherous layer of ice, and cracks were now spreading in every direction, undoing Dossin’s plan in one go.

“Nothing more dangerous than a pig-like ally!” Petrus swore, his eyes blazing with hatred.

Zac wholeheartedly agreed and even regretted not killing all the troublemakers before setting out. Risking a rift between the army’s factions was better than leaving such a troublemaker to their own devices.

At the same time, it wasn’t hard to understand the man’s thoughts. It was easy to brand him a traitor, though the situation was more likely the consequence of arrogance under a whole lot of stress. The bell had reaped the lives of a tenth of their men, where the death toll wasn’t evenly distributed. Part of it might have been bad luck and a difference in mental tempering, but Zac believed some races were more susceptible than others.

Acheron Company only lost 3% or 4%, with not one of them a spectral cultivator. A golemoid race was even better off, where less than a percent had ripped out their cores. In contrast, the annihilated army had lost at least 15% of their men, including a few Half-step cultivators. Then, they had the bad luck of facing more goliaths than most, yet Dossin staunchly denied any requests to launch another salvo with War Machines.

The young lord had already been dissatisfied with the Dravorak general’s leadership and chose to unseal a powerful treasure rather than see his men be sacrificed to accomplish the plan of an outsider. That critical misstep cost him everything, and his actions turned the whole army’s path of retreat into a minefield.

They had advanced more than a mile since unleashing their first barrage of the War Machines, following up with just enough attacks to not tip the scales. New fault lines spread through already weakened space, and Zac could vaguely sense energy and Dao bleeding into their reality through invisible microfractures. It wouldn’t be difficult for the Kan’Tanu to shatter the region altogether.

Zac growled as he shot forth. “Go!”

More than a hundred Hegemons tore into the goretide, each cleaving a path through the thorns on their way to the lumbering goliaths. Dossin previously asked the strongest combatants not to expose their positions, and now had no choice but to activate their hidden reserves early. By hook or crook, they needed to move the battlefield before the Kan’Tanu could take advantage of their mistake. The E-grade soldiers were forced into a sprint, desperately cutting their way through the impassable wall of brambles.

The members of the joint army were all handpicked by the Alliance, and displays of valor and skill were visible no matter where you looked. The tendrils also proved endless and unrelenting, fearing neither death nor damage. Screams of pain and cries of despair echoed through the battlefield as the goretide reaped its first round of victims.

The Acheron Company performed better than most, but soldiers still fell one after another. Zac gritted his teeth with fury as he heard infected soldiers plead for death before they lost their rationality. In a normal battlefield, they might have chosen self-detonation to open a path for their brothers-in-arms, yet even that final act of defiance had been taken from them. Now, they could only die with regret and anger.

Zac did what he could to lessen their pressure by unleashing as much destruction as possible with [Skystriker], his real goal the goliaths. The quicker he destroyed the tide’s source, the more of his men would survive. The sea of thorns weren’t able to deal with the Alliance’s strongest combatants. They either tore straight through the curtain or flew above, reaching their targets in seconds.

An ethereal sigh echoed through the battlefield to Zac’s left as Vilari unleashed a skill. Zac could vaguely sense a spiritual wave passing through three of the constructs, having absolutely no effect. The goliaths lacked souls, which meant they were most likely remotely controlled puppets. It was still possible they had a controller within who was protected from mental attacks, and there was one easy way to find out.

Zac flashed forward, his axe lighting up as it drew an upward arc. A roar of war and dominance echoed through the battlefield as a large blade cut a goliath apart. Its innards were only more madness, and Zac frowned when a wall of stench hit him. It had undoubtedly taken thousands of human sacrifices to create these undying things.

He couldn’t find a core, and the two halves were already trying to merge back together. Zac grunted in annoyance as his arm turned to a blur. A storm of violence descended on the construct, reducing it into dozens of parcels. Their previous approach had been crude, but it really looked like they had no other options. Only shredding these giants seemed to keep them down for good.

A sudden, earth-shattering explosion leveled everything within three hundred meters of the fallen giant. Zac expected something like that to happen and was already moving toward his next target. This time, he activated [Apex Jungle], and a sphere of vibrant trees created an island of life in a sea of corruption. Two constructs were trapped within, and another was blocked from advancing.

“Be careful, they explode,” Zac said as a squad of soldiers entered his domain.

It was an elite vanguard of Mavai Demons led by Ra’Klid. Zac had already learned how to prevent his autonomous skills from attacking his men, but it required less mental effort with the Life-attuned demons. They almost seamlessly blended into his jungle, joining vines and streaks of axelight in combating the enemy.

More and more warriors caught up by following Zac’s trail of destruction, and actual fortifications were added to the jungle’s edge. Zac’s skill was becoming a true beachhead where his men could rest and regroup. Ultimately, it was a trap where they’d bury these oversized monstrosities.

The third giant had already forced its way into the jungle, but Zac ignored it as he methodically dismantled the closest one. Ra’Klid followed on his heels, leading his men to shred, burn, and purify every piece Zac cut off. Others worked together to erect a series of barriers. When the giant eventually fell, it only managed to topple and destroy a single line of trees.

More giants converged on his location, which was for the best. Thanks to Zac’s Late Dao Branches, they barely needed to use any energy. Of course, Zac doubted the Kan’Tanu would let him dismantle their flesh puppets unopposed for long. It was for that reason Zac acted when he sensed something amiss.

‘Watch out!’ Vilari’s warning echoed in Zac’s mind as he cut into another giant.

Zac had already activated [Empyrean Aegis] and was moving away. The golden barrier proved useless in the face of the rune that shot out from the goliath’s body. Zac’s danger sense had gone from a muted whisper to a blaring siren, and he desperately dodged with everything he had.

The early warning and quick reaction were barely enough. The rune passed right by him, though his shoulder was lightly grazed. Zac felt [Immutability of Eoz] heat up, when unbearable pain overwhelmed the sensation. It was like a mesh of barbed wire had snuck into his pathways, and someone was trying to control him with the strings.

Meanwhile, a smaller form emerged from within the damaged goliaths. It resembled an evil god, with six arms and a swarm of tentacles instead of legs. At first, its aura was indistinguishable from the giant, then it shifted in nature as it rapidly rose. Zac’s pathways were still in disarray, yet he forcibly channeled energy into [Rapturous Divide] to create a line of annihilation through the avatar.

The six-armed creature shattered, and Zac sighed in disappointment. He’d hoped to turn his near-death experience into a decisive victory… His opponent was too slippery. The avatar had turned into innumerable floating fingers that spread through his jungle. The rune before was already a strong indicator, and the energy emitted from the swarm of fingers confirmed Zac’s fears.

“Retreat!”

The soldiers urgently followed his order, but the fingers moved too fast. Agonized screams echoed through the jungle. Though the fingers had only tapped whoever they reached, the victims still convulsed on the ground. Some managed to rebuff their advance, and there were still thousands more that deftly avoided Zac’s attacks in search of targets.

They were dealing with a Hexmaster, and a strong one at that.
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Dozens of strings of Mental Energy entered Zac’s skill fractals as he forcibly ordered his domain to destroy as many floating fingers as possible. They were like living things, dodging and weaving among a storm of vines and blocking trees. Most were destroyed, but many reached the soldiers fighting within [Apex Jungle].

The sudden and indefensible attack had taken Zac by surprise. Nothing remotely similar had happened to all the goliaths they’d destroyed until now, and neither his danger sense nor [Inborn Predator] had given him much warning. Only those with powerful treasures or skills that hid your presence and killing intent could accomplish something like that.

There were still many secrets surrounding the Seven Chapters of the Kan’Tanu, and they knew even less about the mysterious leader who had yet to appear. However, Zac was certain these methods weren’t something the Chapter of Hallowed Flesh possessed. Most likely, this hidden attacker came from the Chapter of Tripartite Truth.

Despite being the chapter with the fewest core members, Tripartite Truth was possibly the most feared among Zecia’s elite. Just like Vilari, they all possessed means that few on the frontiers could effectively block. Their ranks included Hexmasters, Array Masters, Mentalists, and a few neighboring classes. And yet, it would be a mistake to consider them mages.

The way they fought was a lot more like assassins. They occasionally appeared to wreak havoc on the battlefield with strange and unpredictable methods. Their focus was almost exclusively on taking out enemy leaders. This Hexmaster had embedded himself within a goliath, waiting for a leader to come close.

Zac had to forcibly stop his body from twitching and his Cosmic Energy from going out of control. He guessed they were actually dealing with a Reincarnator, one of the utmost elites among the Kan’Tanu. Reincarnators were bloody butchers who had undergone a second bloody baptism where only one of a thousand Remoulded survived. They were incredibly rare, and even Zac hadn’t encountered one until now. Someone at this level would normally have been able to run rampant, taking out the whole upper echelon of a motley army like General Dossin’s.

It was simply the Hexmaster’s bad luck he’d encountered Zac first.

New severed fingers appeared among the trees, most of them targeting Zac. It looked like the Hexmaster was trying to take him down from the shadows, but Zac wasn’t convinced. First of all, the fingers weren’t fast enough to pose any real threat to Zac. If nothing else, they were physical skills, and [Empyrean Aegis] was still running.

More importantly, the first rule of an assassin was to never fight an enemy head-on, especially not if it was a one-on-one situation. If the attempt failed, you needed to flee without hesitation. Everything after the opening strike was a diversion.

Zac hadn’t moved an inch after the initial exchange. He sensed the surroundings while directing his jungle, searching for something that didn’t belong. Finally, a clue. He stepped into a tree, appearing in a different section of his jungle. Zac targeted empty air, unleashing a whirlwind of attacks that blanketed the whole region in violence.

It didn’t take long before one of his Dao-infused blades shattered, exposing his target. The six-armed creature had hidden within one of its severed fingers, and his whole body spilled out when it was destroyed. Zac was about to step forward and finish the job before the Hexmaster disappeared again, when a scream of danger ruined those plans.

He forcibly changed his trajectory, narrowly avoiding a translucent hand twice his size. It grabbed right where he stood, and Zac’s mind spun from the sound of hundreds of knuckles crunching. The grab was both physical and spiritual, leveling dozens of trees while extinguishing the souls of the soldiers unfortunate enough to be within a hundred meters of the attack.

Zac was right next to the epicenter, and [Empyrean Aegis] didn’t fail him this time. It blocked the physical aspect at the cost of half a pillar. He endured a bout of vertigo and unleashed a lightning-quick swing. The Hexmaster’s grotesque avatar dodged as he rushed for the jungle edge. Zac pursued and was met with another grab.

The source wasn’t the Hexmaster himself, but the three goliaths trapped inside his jungle. They’d frozen in place, and it looked like an invisible hand had remolded their flesh into enormous chalices.

A severed, pale hand with thin, unusually long fingers floated above each chalice. The hands were without blemish and could have been mistaken for marble sculptures if not for the bloody stumps. They were constantly forming seals that should be impossible if you had bones, and Zac could tell they were rapidly absorbing the cursed energies stored within the former giants.

Zac never took his eyes off the Hexmaster. That guy was too dangerous to be left alive, so the chalices would have to wait. Zac unleashed a barrage of attacks while manually controlling the final lines of defense. The Hexmaster proved agile like a monkey despite his large frame, and he wasn’t lacking in physical strength. A tree that moved to block the cultists’ path was ripped apart with his bare hands, while others withered and were reduced to ash with simple gestures.

The jungle was slowing him down but failed to prevent his escape entirely. They were already approaching the edge despite Zac furiously channeling Dao and Energy into [Apex Jungle] and [Primal Edict] to stop his prey. He launched one fractal blade after another, some aimed at the Hexmaster while others cut off his path.

Suddenly, a third pale hand appeared. Instead of targeting Zac, it opened a small path out of the jungle, providing a glimpse of the situation outside. As expected, the Hexmaster wasn’t the only Kan’Tanu to step onto the battlefield, and clashes between Hegemons raged all around them. The goliaths were strong but slow, unable to effectively counter the all-out offensive by the alliance’s elite Hegemons.

The appearance of cultivators to coordinate with the goliaths drastically increased the pressure their army faced. The cultists held up their Hegemons and protected the giants, leaving them free to spawn more cursed tendrils. It was no wonder so many soldiers stayed at his jungle’s perimeters despite the Hexmaster’s deadly skills.

Emily was furiously battling two Hegemons just a few hundred meters from [Apex Jungle]. Her axe array looked like the apocalypse, where some axes burned while others released lightning. The Kan’Tanu were like iron towers, forcibly resisting the unrelenting assault while trying to break the swirling array.

The Hexmaster was about to escape, leaving Zac with no other choice. He took out a mottled talisman from his Spatial Ring and flooded it with Cosmic Energy. He also used his other hand, temporarily relinquishing his hold of [Verun’s Bite] to take out a pitch-black javelin. A line of scripts lit up across its haft just as he launched the weapon with all the force he could muster.

The throwing weapon shot forth like a cannon, aimed straight at the Hexmaster’s back. The assassin realized the javelin was far deadlier than Zac’s normal attacks and swiftly flashed to the side. The javelin punched through the air just a second too late and left the jungle’s perimeter with unstoppable momentum. A tunnel of incredibly turbulent air was left in its wake, rendering most movement skills unusable.

The cultist was unscathed, which was within Zac’s expectations. The important thing was that the javelin throw prevented the Hexmaster’s escape long enough for Zac’s talisman to activate. A towering deity wrought from stone and steel appeared at the jungle’s edge, forming a final line of defense.

It pushed its arm forward in an unadorned manner. Nevertheless, grandeur hid within simplicity, and the movement held a conviction to move mountains and seas. The Hexmaster tried to flash past the strike using a movement skill, only the push proved an inviolable law of rejection. It formed an impassable shockwave that pushed the cultist right back into the jungle. Where Zac was waiting.

A ruthless strike descended with both power and precision. It dug into the avatar’s head as he flew past. Zac’s vision twisted in a mysterious subversion of reality. The head was made anew, and [Verun’s Bite] finished its trajectory without causing more damage. In return, two of the Hexmaster’s six arms withered and fell to the ground.

The Hexmaster had used an unknown method to turn a deadly strike into a grievous wound. Zac knew such skills came at a cost, and losing two arms was likely the least of the Hexmaster’s problems. Zac didn’t get the chance to capitalize on the opportunity before a third arm exploded, creating a pulse of darkness that crashed into the golden barrier enclosing Zac.

[Empyrean Aegis] failed to fully block the strike, but the remaining force wasn’t enough to harm him. The problem was that the strike wasn’t solely physical. The darkness entered his body and transformed into a swarm of small pebbles inside his Soul Aperture. They were parasites drawn to the immense Mental Energies of his Soul Cores, only held back by swirling nebulae.

An intractable force slammed into Zac right after the exchange. The source was his own talisman rather than the Hexmaster sacrificing another arm. They were both pushed toward the jungle’s center until the wave stopped, forming a huge blockade resembling a City Defense Array. The Hexmaster had used his spiritual attack to slip away, though Zac was certain he hadn’t managed to escape his domain.

The barrier wouldn’t last forever, so Zac forcibly channeled [Apex Jungle] to regrow the destroyed section of his jungle. He strained his senses to pinpoint his target’s location, his eyes still on the battle outside. Or rather on the pitch-black javelin as it pierced into Emily’s axe array, unerringly moving toward the strongest of the two Hegemons.

The spear was filled with his Dao and launched with over 400,000 effective Strength. It contained the force to shatter mountains. Nothing would remain if the javelin connected, even if the Hegemon belonged to the Chapter of Hallowed Flesh. The cultist unhesitantly chose to dodge upon discovering the incoming calamity, but Emily’s tempest had obscured Zac’s ambush until it was too late.

The body cultivator lost an arm and half his torso when the javelin flashed past, and Emily pounced on the opportunity. The whole array subtly shifted, and the fiery inferno gained a sense of decay. Two tomahawks flashed, leaving a swirl of red leaves in their wake. Two heads flew into the air, and the leaves ignited, consuming the corpses in a conflagration before the Heart Curses could emerge.

The last Zac saw of the battle outside was Emily emerging from the inferno unscathed, her face a calm mask as she inspected the surroundings for threats. Zac nodded in appreciation, gratified that the rambunctious kid had turned into a steady warrior who did not hesitate to punish mistakes.

Emily was done while Zac still had his own foe to deal with. He’d prevented the Hexmaster from escaping and destroyed half his arms—they couldn’t play this game of cat and mouse forever. If nothing else, a cornered rat was bound to lash out, and there were still a lot of soldiers inside his jungle.

The assassin undoubtedly had more cards up his sleeve. The six-armed avatar was most likely a skill rather than his real body, and the flesh chalices still stood tall despite the best efforts of his two domain skills and hundreds of his men. The hands had stopped moving yet exuded tremendous waves of energy that formed a mysterious resonance. It hindered Zac’s attempts to pinpoint the assassin’s location, though that was likely more of a side-effect than the arrangement’s true purpose.

[Immutability of Eoz] was growing increasingly agitated despite having cleared out the initial curse. There was something else brewing like the whole jungle had been hexed. He had no choice.

‘Can you help me with this guy?’

There was no telling how long it would take to deal with this slippery eel. It wasn’t a problem that could be solved with superior strength, and every second the Hexmaster wasted would leave the alliance in a worse position. He needed someone to break the stalemate and let him rejoin the battle outside, and Vilari was best suited to counter the Hexmaster.

A brief scene appeared in his mind’s eye. Vilari was facing three Hegemons from the Chapter of Hallowed Flesh, singlehandedly preventing them from reaching the Acheron Company. None were Middle Hegemons, and all were far above the norm and demonstrably resistant to her methods.

Even Vilari was having trouble gaining an advantage, yet she didn’t hesitate to offer her assistance. ‘I’ll come as soon as I can.’

‘No, don’t worry about me. I’ll figure something out.’

Despite his reluctance, Zac took out a blue feather and filled it with enormous amounts of Divine and Mental Energy. The reluctance wasn’t because of the cost or rarity of the item. Months of campaigning, taking out World Lords and looting their treasuries, had let Zac accumulate an incredible stockpile of D-grade methods. Each was once a lifesaving treasure, unable to showcase its might before its owner was felled.

The problem was the huge energy expenditure of repeatedly activating D-grade treasures. Their power came at a cost, and that cost was inefficiency. Each talisman required far more energy than equivalent skills, so using one was a last-ditch measure for most. Even Zac was feeling the burden, and he needed to save something in the tank for the war outside.

Zac felt like the world inverted, where the physical became spiritual and part of his Soul Aperture. The Hexmaster had perfectly concealed his breath and aura, but his soul lit up like a beacon in Zac’s perception. He was already halfway out of the jungle, when his escape was cut short by Zac moving to block his path.

The hidden Hexmaster was drowned in a storm of axelight and Zac’s furious assault. The Hexmaster was ready for his appearance, and innumerable fingers formed a protective cocoon that blocked out most attacks. The Middle D-grade defensive skill was incredibly tough, blocking the peppering of axelights. Thankfully, Zac still had [Evolutionary Edge].

Each attack held the essence of his path and unbelievable sharpness, allowing it to pierce right through the macabre shield. Even though the beleaguered avatar within had other layers of defense, grisly wounds rapidly appeared across his body. The cultist’s repeated attempts to get away were quashed thanks to the lingering effect of the blue feather. It gave Zac an additional sense to predict his opponent’s actions, allowing him to preemptively ruin those plans with his Evolutionary Stance.

He’d become a pack of wolves methodically ripping their prey apart, leaving no path of survival. Zac would have preferred to take his opponent out in one go, he just couldn’t find an opening to land a decisive strike. Even if he did, it might be subverted again, so he approached the Hexmaster like he did the giants—cutting them apart piece by piece until there was no chance to get back up.

Unfortunately, every moment in battle came with the risk of unforeseen variables. A scream of danger warned of impending doom as large cracks appeared across the hands floating atop the chalices. The feather’s spiritual domain shattered the next second. Zac still saw three knives emerge through the vision provided by [Apex Jungle].

The knives were covered in dried blood that released such a sinister aura Zac’s hair stood on end. They were tools of torture rather than tools of war, and years of practicing the evil trade had left a patina of deep-rooted resentment on their edge.

The weapons didn’t move fast, but any attempt to bar their path failed. Worse, their deadly payload could be delivered even at a distance, and Zac’s Soul Aperture and pathways were already under assault by thousands of invisible cuts. It was a spiritual attack of incredible potency that only grew worse as the knives drew closer.

Even then, escape was never on Zac’s mind. Any skill would lose most of its potency so long as its controller died. Zac chose to go all out, and a large amount of Cosmic Energy surged from his core toward [Arcadian Crusade]. However, what was supposed to be a power-up left him with a damaged Skill Fractal and a crack in his pathways.

The soul-rending pain made Zac keel over, which led to another discovery. The cascade of spiritual attacks relented when Zac stopped channeling Dao and energy. The second Zac resumed, so did the assault. It was obviously not the Hexmaster acting gentlemanly.

The knives had a similar effect to [Empyrean Aegis], where his use of Cosmic and Mental Energy caused a powerful backlash. It was still bearable for low-energy and ongoing skills, but his berserking method worked by overloading his body with energy. Activating it was asking for trouble.

Zac’s woes only mounted when his predatorial nose for danger warned of another threat bearing down at him from above. He endured the agony of activating [Skystriker], instantly taking him twenty meters away.

It looked like the sky had split in two when a line of demonic red dug into Zac’s domain. It carried monstrous force, carving a huge hole in his jungle. It passed right by where Zac stood moments before, and Zac’s eyes widened with fear when small dimensional fractures appeared.

No deadly ripple formed from the fracture, but he was in trouble. The newcomer was already bearing down on his position through the hole in the jungle. It was a blade master wielding a large saber, the air around him crackling with barely contained power—another Middle Hegemon, one possibly as strong the Hexmaster himself.

His brutal aura carried a trace of familiarity with Zac’s own. The man possessed a Branch of Conflict and had made significant inroads with some form of body tempering.

The sudden appearance wasn’t bad luck. The strike had almost perfect timing, and the Hexmaster hadn’t used the brief respite to escape. Instead, he’d taken control of the three knives, prompting their speed and aura to more than double.

Death approached from every direction, and space was falling apart. This was a true calamity, and Zac knew he could no longer fight hobbled by his self-imposed restrictions to protect his secrets. The floodgates opened, and the spiritual attacks were suffocated by the touch of the Void.

The Void Emperor had stepped onto the stage.
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Zac’s roar shook the jungle as he lunged at the Hexmaster using only the physical strength in his body. It looked like he was trying to deal with the familiar threat before worrying about the newcomer. Reality proved that theory wrong. A huge axe emitting an archaic air had already appeared above the saber master without warning, going in for the kill.

Its utter lack of Cosmic Energy made it easy to mistake the axe for an apparition, but the force it contained was very real. The saber master quickly caught on, except there were no real defenses against the untraceable peril that Zac’s Void Energy represented. The E-grade skill still packed plenty of power, but it required strict conditions to ever reach a Middle Hegemon.

Void Energy’s instant activation completely side-stepped these limitations. The axe was right upon its target the moment it appeared, and the huge sigil in the sky delayed his response. A resounding crash reverberated through the jungle as the oversized axe hit its mark. The already strained [Apex Jungle] could hold on no longer, and the remaining trees dissipated into golden smoke.

The tumultuous scene far overshadowed Zac’s own actions, especially since he had completely stopped circulating Cosmic Energy. His turbid aura, bereft of any signs of skill activations, gave the illusion that the huge attack came from somewhere else, and Zac planned to make the most of that.

Zac reached the Hexmaster’s fingerstorm the moment [Arcadia’s Judgment] struck. The impervious wall had endured dozens of strikes from [Apex Jungle] and even more from [Primal Edict]. Throwing yourself against it with your own body was tantamount to suicide, or so the Hexmaster thought. [Verun’s Bite] lit up with radiant luster without so much as a flicker of Cosmic Energy, carving a huge hole in the churning wall of flesh.

A surprised, fierce face stared back at Zac as he squeezed inside, The cultist’s response died in its cradle when the cocoon was cut off from the Heavens. Zac had activated [Void Zone] the instant he confirmed the three-armed Hexmaster was within range. The swirling fingers didn’t dissipate as Zac hoped, though they did lose their luster and slow to a crawl.

The energy inside the Hexmaster was momentarily interrupted before resuming at a reduced pace. It might have been enough to disrupt the three daggers, though Zac could no longer observe the situation outside after his jungle collapsed. Although, the chances of [Void Zone] dealing with the knives weren’t great.

His E-grade Bloodline Ability simply lacked the punch to shut down the incredible amounts of energy coursing through a Middle Hegemon’s pathways. Its use was downgraded from nullification to suppression against foes at this level. That was more than enough. It had never been a lack of firepower that prevented Zac from dealing with his enemy. It was the Hexmaster’s varied means of survival and uncanny instincts that foiled him at every turn.

Now, they were once more face to face, and [Verun’s Bite] was already descending. It dug into flesh, cleanly severing two of the remaining arms before continuing into the Hexmaster’s chest. It differed from Zac’s normal approach that went straight for the head, but the cultist had the uncanny ability to sacrifice arms for power and survival.

Rampant Dao wreaked havoc within the oversized humanoid. Zac even added a flood of his Branch of the Pale Seal to create a war within the cultist’s body. At that moment, the ground heaved, almost throwing Zac off his feet. It was the second half of [Arcadia’s Judgment] going off in conjunction with his melee attack. It was the finale of his lightning-quick blitz aimed at taking out two troublesome opponents at once.

So where was the Kill Energy?

Zac lamented that [Arcadian Crusade] had failed to activate because of the knives’ interference. His gambit had failed to kill either elite, and he could only deal with the cards he’d been dealt. The Hexmaster was closest, so he would start with him. The man had already sacrificed his final arm to survive Zac’s attack, only for the technique to accomplish little more than field repairs because of lacking offerings and being operated within [Void Zone].

A second swing followed up on the first just as the Hexmaster let loose a desperate wail and his belly exploded. Zac was mentally prepared to fight off the high-quality Heart Curse of an elite Reincarnator, only to find the demonic Hexmaster to shoot out like a cannon, and it wasn’t because of a Heart Curse. The lunatic had sacrificed most of his organs to escape Zac’s grasp.

The gory explosion was subdued like it took place underwater, and it left a trail of tainted blood. Zac barely noticed how it burrowed into his skin as he pursued. The blood was a mix of corrupted energy and a living curse, and the combination triggered no less than three of his Hidden Nodes.

Zac’s target may have escaped, but he was an arrow at the end of its flight. It was a miracle the Hexmaster was even alive. Especially considering that Zac’s Daos were still destroying what little remained within his body, and it was unlikely he could even channel his energy in such a state.

Zac didn’t want to give his opponent more time to develop new schemes. He’d been surprised enough during this fight.

The appearance of an erratic aura behind gave him pause. A region over one hundred meters across was utterly demolished, with a large scar digging deep into the ground and innumerable jagged stalagmites reaching for the sky. There was even a spot of nothingness at its center, confirming Zac’s hunch his attack had damaged space. And in the middle of it all, an unkempt figure unsteadily got to his feet.

Normally, he would have risked opening a spatial fracture within his body when launching such a powerful skill where space was already exhausted beyond its breaking point. Today, his Void Energy had proven its use in another way. Skills activated with Void Energy appeared instantly in a way Zac still couldn’t explain, and didn’t involve any energy within his body.

It was a shame that even a spatial collapse failed to do in the saber master. Zac had to admit, whatever method the Chapter of Hallowed Flesh used to temper their bodies was very impressive. Of course, the warrior wasn’t like the ancient protector from Zac’s Dao Vision all those years ago. He couldn’t just shatter spatial tears with his body, especially not after taking a hit from [Arcadia’s Judgment] head-on.

The newcomer’s state was better than the Hexmaster’s, which wasn’t saying much. He was missing both saber and right arm, and it looked like a beast had taken a large bite out of his torso. The wound teemed with Spatial Energy and ancient Dao, confirming it was the result of the spatial fracture. Should he swap targets? The Hexmaster might actually die even if left alone, but this guy would not.

‘I got it!’

Emily looked like a comet crashing into the beleaguered saber master, who barely managed to block two fiery tomahawks aimed at his head. Zac gave a brief warning about the spatial decay before continuing his pursuit on the Hexmaster. The body-tempering Remoulded was undeniably stronger than Emily. He’d be lucky to exert even a third of his power in his current state. Emily should be able to stall him while Zac wrapped things up with the other target.

Zac had briefly stopped when the saber master reemerged, and the time was more than recovered thanks to a crackling tomahawk entering his body. Emily had upgraded her buffing skill, where the Lightning-aspected version improved one’s speed. Part of it was a simple buff to one’s Dexterity, while the other half was slightly harder to explain.

Warm arcs of harmless lightning cycled through Zac’s limbs, invigorating his cells and filling them with Vigor. It triggered his body in a way that provided a comprehensive boost to his speed. The effect was similar to the benefits of awakening one’s constitution, like how his Draugr heritage made his skin more durable and provided resistance to all sorts of ailments.

Emily’s buff obviously wasn’t permanent like a constitution. It lasted a minute, which was more than enough for Zac’s needs. No forest remained, but [Primal Edict] was still running just fine. Boundless vines intercepted and bogged down the Hexmaster as he escaped toward the Kan’Tanu’s lines, and groups of E-grade soldiers added insult to injury.

It only took two seconds for Zac to close in on his target, at which point a tremendous surge of Kill Energy almost made Zac give up on his chase. His first guess was that the terrible wounds had done the Hexmaster in, but he was still hanging on. The only other possible source of such a huge influx was the saber master. He must have drastically underestimated Emily’s capabilities and made a deadly mistake.

Zac was extremely curious about how Emily had taken out her opponent at such record speed, except there were more pressing matters. A familiar aura was already brewing within the Hexmaster’s chest. He was planning to go out with a bang, and there was no telling what terrifying methods a true member of Tripartite Truth used.

There was more than just himself to worry about. Half the soldiers who entered his domain had died, most of them to the cursed fingers. Few of the remaining soldiers would be able to survive a large-scale curse fueled by life force. Zac moved like the wind, reactivating [Void Zone] when he reached his target. It temporarily quelled the rising force within the cultist’s chest, and Zac followed up with two rapid slashes.

One shattered the Cosmic Core, and the other tore into the emerging Heart Curse. Zac was about to lob off the avatar’s head for good measure when a scream of danger made him activate [Skystriker] with Void Energy. A powerful pull from within the Kan’Tanu’s chest almost managed to hold him in place—the Hexmaster’s parting gift.

Zac felt like he was being sucked into a black hole. The combination of [Void Zone], the lightning axe, and his movement skill’s piercing momentum allowed him to break the hold. And just in time, as the three bloody daggers collided right at Zac’s previous location. The daggers shattered, releasing a shockwave of resentment that ground everything within a hundred meters to dust.

Zac barely got out of the way in time. The Hexmaster’s broken body wasn’t so lucky. It was utterly destroyed, reduced to a bloody pulp filled with sinister energy. Resentment and remnant curses mixed, resulting in a hurricane roaring with the anguish of a thousand souls. Zac’s vision turned dark, as if his head had been split in two, and he lost control of his flight.

Blood poured down his nose as he crawled back to his feet, but his splitting headache quickly dissipated. His wretched state wasn’t because of the wail, it was the pebbles left in his soul. They’d exploded when the daggers were detonated, attacking his soul from within. Luckily, it only had the strength to give Zac’s soul a painful shock, a small price to pay to take out such an annoying enemy.

No! Where was the confirmation?

Zac furiously looked around—he’d been had, again! A second surge of Kill Energy moments later let him relax. Zac flew to a patch free of vines nearby and was surprised to find Ra’Klid standing with axe in hand over an unfamiliar corpse. The face was different, but the dissipating aura confirmed it was his enemy. The Hexmaster had somehow sacrificed his body and Heart Curse to escape with a clone, leaving him teetering at the brink of death.

Ra’Klid had been at the right place at the right time, finishing the job once and for all.

“Can’t believe I failed to kill him after all that work,” Zac muttered as he landed next to Ra’Klid. “Good job.”

“Just wrapping things up for you, my lord,” the demon grinned. “Damn, I wish I wasn’t level capped.”

Zac was about to ask about Ra’Klid’s men, but Emily’s sudden appearance derailed his thoughts.

“Are you okay? What happened?”

“Oh, nothing much,” Emily grinned. “I remembered I had a little Technocrat toy left from my days in the Wild West. Good thing about those trinkets is that they don’t emit Cosmic Energy. I dropped it by that guy’s feet just before he punched me. He really did me a solid flinging me away since the whole region shattered the next second.”

“You,” Zac said with a wry smile. “Be careful about using those⁠—”

Zac’s voice caught in his throat because a radiant light emerged from the Hexmaster’s mangled chest. It wasn’t a remnant Heart Curse or trap, yet Zac’s heart lurched as he threw a glass sphere into the ground. It shattered, prompting the region to be shrouded in a dense haze that could isolate most energies. The Hexmaster might not have booby-trapped his body, but what he left behind represented a far greater danger in the middle of a high-grade battlefield.

After all, who could resist the call of an unclaimed Outer Court Seal?

The nearby vines writhed with excitement, and it looked like they barely contained an innate desire to consume the seal. The impartment of Ultom was undoubtedly the greatest fertilizer. Zac also knew the truths within weren’t meant for him. One wrong move and they’d all be reduced to ash. Zac and Emily warily backed away out of fear of triggering the Starfall Court’s seal.

The seal would disintegrate most people upon contact. That didn’t mean it was willing to remain hidden among vines and smoke. A beam of utmost truth illuminated the whole area, making it impossible to miss. Zac looked at the scene with mixed emotions, having seen it many times before.

The display was nowhere near the scope of the terrifying pillar of corruption he accidentally conjured back in the Void Star. Still, it easily surpassed what they experienced when encountering seals on the graded battlefronts. It wasn’t that this seal was of higher quality, just that it had sensed more acceptable candidates in the surroundings.

They’d long since figured out a thing or two about seizing seals from the bodies of others. Or rather, the Undead Empire had performed a series of experiments and shared some of the findings. First of all, becoming ownerless didn’t mean just anyone could pick them up. The only one guaranteed success seemed to be the sealbearer’s killer, provided they were under 100 years of age. Others risked the same treatment as the scout who’d tried to snatch Zac’s first seal.

The first rule was a small loophole, where people like Zac could let his chosen land the finishing blow on a known sealbearer. Meanwhile, it wasn’t exactly clear how the seal chose among the rest. Some would feel an inexplicable attraction, but that didn’t mean they were guaranteed to avoid getting dusted.

To make things more confusing, Tavza had reported a few of her subordinates seizing seals without feeling its call. It was truly a matter of fate, and fate’s machinations weren’t easily exposed. People like Ventus might have some means of estimating success or failure. Zac hadn’t found a method to open a safe line of communication with the Numerologist.

Lastly, and most pertinent to their current situation, seals wanted to be captured. They released increasingly powerful fluctuations in an attempt to attract candidates from farther and farther away. And the more people it approved of nearby, the stronger the display. Zac’s obscuration sphere couldn’t completely hide its call, and other methods had proven similarly fruitless.

In a perfect world, Zac would have sealed it away while going over his options, but that was the biggest taboo. Trapping a seal in an array or treasure would immediately trigger a deadly pulse.

“This…” a hoarse voice whispered, and Zac saw Ra’Klid look at the floating lines with a burning gaze.

Zac gave it a thought before nodding. “Take it.”

The Mavai chieftain landing the killing blow meant he could safely take it, and the unusual circumstances strongly indicated Ra’Klid had a natural affinity with the Starfall Court. If not for fate’s meddling, how else would a Peak E-grade cultivator land a killing blow on a Middle D-grade Reincarnator from the Chapter of Tripartite Truth?

Besides, who better exemplified the title ‘Reignender of Ultom’ than Ra’Klid, a man who killed his own father to end his reign?

The demon understood they couldn’t leave such a treasure unattended for long, and he quickly moved back toward the corpse. However, Ra’Klid froze when Zac suddenly appeared before him, grabbing something that had shot out from the haze.

“So you really couldn’t hold yourself back?” Zac sighed as he discarded the throwing dagger aimed at Ra’Klid’s throat.

“You knew?”

“I had my suspicions from the beginning, but I only learned the truth recently,” Zac said with a shake of his head. “It’s a shame. Regardless of your motives, you’ve been a great asset since we arrived.”

“If you’re so grateful, why not cede this opportunity to me?”

With those words, Tussar emerged from the mists.
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“It’s you?” Emily blurted, confusion and disbelief written all over her face.

Zac understood what was going through her mind. Her surprise wasn’t over the betrayal. Emily had experienced much over the years, and there was no way she’d accept an outsider’s words at face value. Especially when the old veteran had gone so far out of his way to provide assistance, even risking his life by joining a dangerous special military operation. Few who reached Late Hegemony were so selfless and generous.

Tussar’s actions could have been explained with Zac’s unique status and connections. He had an ongoing cooperation with the Allbright Dynasty, and Monarchs were personally drawing writs of order for his use. Tussar could have seen Zac as his ticket to the Allbright Empire’s inner circles, where he might find the chance to repair his damaged core and even take the next step on his path.

That may well have been his backup plan, but Zac knew it wasn’t his foremost goal. Tussar had always been after the seals. If this one hadn’t appeared out of the blue, he might even have targeted one of his people. It was this goal that was the cause of Emily’s confusion. After all, Tussar was old—very old, at least 20,000 years by Zac’s estimate.

It wasn’t just Tussar’s appearance. Even his aura showed signs of age-related decline. It was a premature aging brought on by Tussar’s semi-crippled state. A Hegemon’s lifespan was connected to their Cosmic Core. When the core was damaged, so was their longevity. It was clear as day that Tussar was well beyond the limitations of the seals and upcoming trial.

“You want this thing?” Emily said, a smile tugging at her lips. “Go ahead. I’d like to see you claim it.”

“Hoping to make a fool of myself, child? You might get your wish, but I’ve made my preparations,” Tussar said before turning to Zac. “How about it, young man?”

“You think you can target my people and live to tell the tale?” Zac said, glancing at Ra’Klid. “Ignore him.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Tussar said when the demon stepped toward the seal. “If you steal my opportunity, then every single person on this battlefield will know about it. Same thing should I die.”

“You’ve come prepared,” Zac said with a flat voice. Indeed, this was why he hadn’t attacked right away. Tussar knew his strength, so there was no way he’d dare approach them without some safeguards. “It doesn’t matter, though. Sooner or later, everyone will know the situation whether we like it or not.”

“That’s true,” Tussar said, glancing at the floating seal. “I’d say we have a while. Of course, we could avoid this headache if you took a step back.”

“This is a waste of time,” Emily interjected. “You idiot, haven’t you read the bounties your own empire put out? Only those below 100 years of age can take this. You’re causing trouble for nothing!”

Zac inwardly sighed as a ruthless smile spread across Tussar’s face.

“Nothing is absolute, little girl.”

“Sacrificial Rebirth,” Zac said, not hiding his disgust.

“You know even that?” Tussar said, his eyes wide with suspicion. “Don’t tell me⁠—”

“Senior Silver warned me about you. You’ve already been marked as a potential spy because of the mysterious disappearances around you. I only realized the truth moments ago.”

It was only when Zac used the mysterious feather he’d been appraised of the full picture. Tussar had disguised himself as one of his men and hid inside [Apex Jungle]. That was suspicious on its own, and nothing compared to the horrifying thing he’d sensed within Tussar’s body. Thousands of souls, trapped inside a sinister array engraved on his Cosmic Core’s surface.

Zac was no expert on heretical rituals, but everyone had boned up on the subject since the Kan’Tanu invaded. With this knowledge and his sturdy foundations on patterns, it wasn’t hard to put the pieces together and intuit what Tussar was up to.

“Sacrificing your cultivation, countless treasures, and thousands of our allies to build a seed of rebirth?”

Tussar had turned his core into a womb feeding on sacrifices and his own lifeforce. His core wasn’t actually as badly damaged as his appearance indicated. It was the sacrifice that had consumed so much of the old veteran, rendering him to nothing more than a living husk. There was already burning life hiding within the array, and Zac had felt a strong sense of evil coming from it.

Zac didn’t know the exact mechanics but understood Tussar’s plan. He’d shed his old self and be reborn, using his newborn body and reformed soul to access the opportunity.

“What a waste.”

Since when was the System so easily fooled? Would Ultom not see through such a crude method? If it were possible, Zac wouldn’t have been dealing with Tavza and Kator. He’d be stuck with some old monsters reborn through far more exquisite methods than what some Allbright captain could concoct.

Tussar must have lost his mind after his injury, deluding himself that this was his chance to make a comeback. Zac didn’t let him touch the seal because he would trigger a pulse of rejection that would expose the situation to anyone in the know.

“True, my metamorphosis will leave me almost crippled,” Tussar nodded. “And so what? What does a broken soul and crippled core count for in the face of this opportunity? I’d give up far more for this chance, so don’t try to stop me!”

Zac only shook his head.

“You may disdain me, but what does a heaven-blessed child like you understand of the commoner’s plight? You think you’ve struggled—can it compare to millennia of service and sacrifice! I can’t even remember how many desperate situations I’ve endured, just to claim what you nobles deem low-quality dregs!”

Tussar’s eyes were bloodshot, and his aura flickered precariously. Zac was no Mentalist, but he could feel the veteran’s soul crumbling before his very eyes. He’d triggered the process.

“Out of millions of brothers, only I reached these heights. The rest were chewed and spat out by the imperial war machine!” Tussar roared as bleeding cracks covered his body. “How can you understand my⁠—”

“Determination.”

The last word came from within Tussar’s chest before a naked figure burst forth. He was drenched in blood and his own viscera, and his skin was covered in twisted runes filled with heterogenic spirituality. Zac was shocked at the sudden turn. He’d been waiting for an opportunity to knock out the old veteran during his transformation. Who would have thought the rebirth would be so fast and seamless?

There was nothing to be done. Zac followed his gut and moved to intercept. The incoming homunculus opened his mouth, and a storm of virulent blood burst forth. It was dregs left from the ritual yet seemed more potent than the Hexmaster’s blood.

A piercing scream of mortal danger almost made Zac’s mind blank out. Years of slaughter honed his body, and he moved on instinct. Instead of dodging the noxious liquid, Zac lunged straight into it. He didn’t even bother to intercept Tussar, moving to the cracked husk he left behind.

Most would see it as a nonsensical course of action, when really it was that unexpected choice that saved him from hundreds of streaks of light that pierced through the haze. They came from every direction, forming a twenty-meter kill zone around Zac’s previous location.

A flash of warmth was followed by an agonizing burn. Zac had been a hair too slow, and his left foot had been severed. It was proof of the lights’ terrifying power and how close he’d come to dying. He would have been carved into a dozen pieces if the kill zone had been just one meter wider.

Emily fell over with a pained groan. Even though she had been outside the kill zone, one of the lights had passed right through her left shoulder, creating a hole three centimeters across. Ra’Klid was the only one avoiding direct damage, no doubt due to his close proximity to the seal. The fishermen hiding in the shadows had consciously avoided that region when targeting the snipe and the clam.

The most pitiful one was Tussar. Zac was the main target, but the old veteran’s grab for the seal hadn’t gone unpunished. Two dozen streaks of finality ended his ambition and made his sacrifice null and void. Tussar’s face still had a look of fierce determination when his head fell onto the ground, and there was only a brief flicker of horrified realization before the head split in two and the light in his eyes faded.

The overbearing attack had almost wiped them out without warning, and this was just the beginning. The ambush swept away the haze, exposing six figures flying toward their group. All had the same golden figure floating behind them, an emperor wielding a thin sword overflowing with the Daos of Light and Space.

Why was it them? What the hell was going on?

One was a lieutenant of a three-eyed race in their allied army, and another a Half-step Hegemon from the army neighboring the Acheron Company. Only now, both radiated the aura of Late Hegemony that easily surpassed General Dossin’s. The other four were unfamiliar, but they all wore familiar livery belonging to the soldiers of the different factions in their group. Equipment only E-grade cultivators would wear, a stark contrast to reality. All four were Middle Hegemons stronger than the Reincarnator and Remoulded they’d just fought.

The six avatars hadn’t stopped to see if their first attack landed. They were already mid-action, pointing their swords at Zac when he spotted them. Zac’s mind wailed with danger as hundreds of glimmering lights emerged from the weapons.

Meanwhile, one of the Late Hegemons had opened a scroll. There was only one rune painted on the ancient parchment. It wasn’t a fractal, it was a single word written in the script of the Limitless Empire.

Solitude.

The world instantly grew utterly silent, like Zac had been rendered deaf. Something shifted with the space around them as well, separating them from the universe. Even space had perfectly solidified after showing signs of collapse just before.

It was them. The sigil, the powerful cultivators whose hardened eyes indicated they were ready to throw their lives away to accomplish their goal. It was the same as his battle against Valsa Planur in the Perennial Vastness. These were deathsworn soldiers from one of the Seven Heavens.

Knowing the identity of his attackers didn’t help. He was still trapped like a beast, and Emily and Ra’Klid were trapped with him. If anything, their identity meant any chance of negotiation or intimidation had gone out the window. He’d seen how these deathsworn worked. They would lay down their lives without blinking if given the order to do so. And judging by their actions, their order was to kill, not capture.

It was almost like time had stopped as Zac gazed upon the incoming attacks. An overwhelming feeling of impending doom forced his mind into overdrive in its search for a path to victory. He concluded there was none, having wasted a lot of Cosmic Energy on the previous battle, and half his skills were on cooldown.

Zac still had plenty of treasures in his Spatial Rings, but so what? Just going by the barrier they’d used to trap him, wouldn’t an elite unit from one of the Imperial Clans have similar methods prepared? If anything, he would only fasten his demise if he tried to rely on talismans and treasures. This wasn’t like the Perennial Vastness, where everyone was at the same level. The two leaders likely had Late D-grade treasures beyond the scroll stifling space.

Not that any of this mattered—these deathsworn were too powerful on their own. Zac wasn’t confident in surviving the incoming attack, let alone a protracted battle. He couldn’t even protect himself, and he had two more people to worry about. Ra’Klid, especially, would die just from the fallout of a battle at this level. There was only one way to get out of this alive.

They needed to flee.

Except they were trapped by a method beyond Zac’s understanding, and there was no time to properly plan. Zac knew without a shadow of a doubt they’d die if he took a measured approach. Madness shone in Zac’s eyes as his aura exploded. He would have to risk it all.

Every floodgate in Zac’s body opened. A storm of Dao poured out of [Spiritual Void] while the Void once more harkened his call. The inverted mountain in his mind shuddered as it suddenly found Void Energy storming its slopes.

This wasn’t the right way to use the Void Mountain. There was even a decent chance he was damaging it, shortening the time he had to ponder on the Voids of Life and Death. He was trading long-term gains for a short-term potential. Ultimately, you needed to be alive to enjoy your benefits.

The Branch of the Pale Seal approached the mountain, prompting a shift in the Void Mountain’s aura. As a result, pockets of his bloodline’s Void Energy turned into Void of Death.

Months had passed since his fight with Kator, where he first saw the potential of this route. Since then, he’d made some inroads into the nature of the Void by studying the isolated Voids of his path. Zac was still miles away from naturally integrating the Void of Death into his Evolutionary Stance. Briefly elevating the technique when the Void Mountain provided fuel was easily enough done.

The golden hurricanes within Zac’s cells roared as he pushed his Void Vajra Constitution to its limits. Boundless Life coursed through his body and was further kindled by the Branch of the Kalpataru. Even motes of deep-rooted Creation Energy were roused. He was a bonfire burning with the primordial essence that pushed the Era forward and sparked the birth of civilization.

[Void Zone] had already been condensed to only cover his body, and it blanketed the raging waves of Life like a suffocating curtain of darkness. It birthed a ferocious struggle the Branch of the War Axe fanned on, where two domains fought for dominion. The unsustainable situation drastically changed when Zac infused his Bloodline Talent with the Void of Death provided by the inverted mountain in his soul.

The final key was added, and Zac moved in accordance with the triumvirate truth. Ra’Klid yelped as he and Emily were thrown away by Vivi’s vines while Zac advanced. One step, one swing. The actions were simple and unadorned, subverting all expectations. The step took Zac right through the inescapable web of attacks, five of which simply dissipated despite holding incredible power.

The second attack had targeted both Emily and Ra’Klid. If they hadn’t moved out of the way to a safer location, they wouldn’t have looked much different from Tussar. Another streak would have killed Ra’Klid outright, and two others would have boxed in and killed Emily. Now, it was like they’d never existed.

The action may have appeared effortless, but there was a price for his protection. Not even the addition of Void to the Evolutionary Stance could turn the tables against these six hardened killers. It could only delay the inevitable. A deep gash had appeared on his chest, destroying armor and exposing bone. Zac kept going, despite one of his lungs having been punctured.

Just a little more.

The deathsworn were clearly confused with Zac moving in a way that defied the fundamental laws of the Heavens. It wasn’t enough to make them back down. They adjusted their array and attacked again. The speed and power confirmed Zac’s hunch that the avatars were powered by something more than their users. There was simply no way to unleash such destruction, at least not for the Middle Hegemons.

The temporary harmony within Zac’s body was already falling apart due to pain and stress. Another infusion of Void of Death restored order. Zac’s heart hammered with anxiety, and he refused to let it affect his actions. The next step decided life and death. Another step shifted his position, and the world briefly turned white.

Zac swung his axe despite his temporary blindness, ignoring the searing heat from his right as he moved once more. He appeared right beside Ra’Klid, who was sitting atop the Hexmaster with a blank look on his face. The Mavai chieftain had landed on the unclaimed seal and been showered in Ultom’s truths in the middle of the battle. Zac didn’t have the luxury of making sure the demon was okay. His right ear was gone after a sharp cut narrowly missed his head. A layer of skin had been shaved off, and a deep wound dug into his shoulder.

If Zac’s understanding of the Void had been even slightly off, the wound would instead have split his head in two. Taking the risk had paid off. A weak groan escaped from the closest deathsworn as he slumped to the ground, his head falling off his shoulders.

The death of a controller caused a brief backlash to all avatars, granting Zac a do or die moment. He seized a blob of energy gathered under the cover of his technique, and poured it into the freshly drawn fractal on his right shoulder blade. The fractal lit up and became a black hole that greedily absorbed the energy and Dao used to power his technique.

The sense of harmony was gone in an instant. The gold in his cells faded, and [Void Zone] became food. Even the Void Mountain receded further into his Soul Aperture like it was hiding from a predator. Zac went from being a perfect vessel of his path, burgeoning with power and promise, to a hollow husk echoing with weakness. The profound loss felt worse than death, and Zac almost lost control over the unstable energy.

Thankfully, the immense force concentrated on his right shoulder helped anchor his mind, though the pain it brought was enough to drive him mad. Zac said a silent prayer as he activated the fractal.

The never-tested, defective fractal, holding enough energy to blow a hole in the sky.
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FACING DESTINY


Zac’s left shoulder blade promptly exploded, unleashing a storm of opalescent Creation unsuccessfully caged by his Evolutionary Path. One moment, the deluge resembled a leafy branch. The next, a sharp-edged wing wrought from unfettered possibility. The sudden eruption almost blew his arm off, as though a jet engine had been fastened to his back. Unwilling to give in, Zac gritted his teeth and swung his axe through willpower alone.

The counterforce provided direction to the rampaging energy, allowing Zac to direct some of it into his right arm. Zac could feel bone, muscle, and even his Spiritual Avatar morphing under the tidal wave. Thankfully, the familiar nature of the energy kept the mutations at a minimum. Having completed the journey, the torrent of finely woven force poured into [Verun’s Bite].

The Tool Spirit yowled with pain as the energy entered the wooden haft, but it willingly accepted the dangerous payload. This was only possible thanks to Verun officially stepping onto the path of Life and discarding conflicting elements. Even then, [Verun’s Bite] couldn’t endure such extremes for extended periods, and Zac wasn’t much better off.

Luckily, a moment was all he needed.

A shimmering energy blade appeared, barely reaching beyond Verun’s true edge. It was incredibly crude, a mockery of his old skill [Chop]. The blade flickered like a dying flame, utterly incapable of maintaining a solid form. Yet, as his old skill said, there was greatness in simplicity.

The blade was small and chaotic, yet Zac could see a glimpse of his lofty aspirations within. Creation was joined by three forms of fuel: Divine, Cosmic, and Void Energy, where Creation was the outsider who broke the deadlock and breathed new possibilities into his path. The Daos of Life and Conflict joined the Void of Death to keep order and give direction.

Zac understood this balance was tenable at best, and the fuel was rapidly leaking out of his back. He didn’t try to mold the Origin Blade into something greater. Just keeping it together as he finished his swing pushed his Soul and Heart to their limits. There was only one thought in Zac’s mind as he gazed upon the incoming web of inescapable death.

‘Open!’

The opalescent edge tore into reality and carved a wound that exposed its secrets. Zac felt like a painter, his axe the brush that overturned convention and redrew fate. Not even the Edict of Solitude could withstand Creation’s exuberant will, especially not when the Void directed it from the shadows.

Space was cleanly parted like a surgical scar. The opening was no longer than a foot that became a loose thread in the fabric of space. Just a small defect, but that was sometimes enough. The perfect isolation was no more. And through that flaw, madness spilled forth.

Dozens of fractures opened through the cage as the breach turned into a full-blown tempest. The cage of solitude had been turned into a microcosm of the storm in outer space. Vast amounts of foreign energy poured into the cage as the dimensional pressure found a place to vent.

The web of light only exacerbated the chaos, and the deathsworn’s great momentum was turned against them. The avatars turned into deadly fault lines, spawning spatial tears right on top of their controllers. Two immediately died—one from sudden bisection, the other narrowly escaping the same fate, only to have their torso turned into ash by a burst of foreign Dao.

The final Middle-stage Hegemon barely held on, and both Late Hegemons survived the upheaval through quick wits and ruthlessness. Like Zac, they narrowly avoided certain death by accepting gruesome wounds. Not even losing limbs was enough to create a ripple in their eyes. They were still hellbent on completing the mission, turning into streaks of light moving toward Zac.

The Edict of Solitude flickered precariously, and Zac sensed its mysterious law was still in effect. His attack hadn’t destroyed the barrier separating them from the outside world. It had only changed the situation within. It didn’t matter. Zac’s gambit was never meant to kill all his enemies or break him out. It would just have been a welcome surprise.

His true goal was to create a path to survival, no matter how narrow.

Vines pulled while Zac grabbed a shellshocked Ra’Klid. He stumbled into the spatial fracture directly formed by his attack. It was the largest and most stable, and hopefully, their ticket out of there. He could barely believe his plan worked.

However, a sudden snap made his heart drop. Another spatial tear opened, severing Vivi’s vine and cutting Emily off. There was no time. Space was nearing utter collapse, and none would survive if they stayed a moment longer.

Their eyes briefly met, and Emily grinned. She leaped into the smaller tear just as Zac passed through his.

A shaky voice echoed in his mind, holding a mix of fear and anticipation, ‘See you on the other side.’

Then, there was only chaos.
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The shock of the severed connection almost exposed Vilari to the clawing grab of her opponent. It wasn’t the first time she’d been left without the comforting touch of her father’s soul, though it was the first time their connection had been cut off unannounced and so abruptly. It left her empty, exposed, a trembling leaf subject to the winds of fate.

She desperately wanted to follow, to find a clue to what transpired. But her retreat was blocked by the three Hegemons who refused to give in. If anything, they’d been emboldened by her shattered momentum, considering her a sheep to the slaughter. Though her heart was in turmoil, she turned despair into fuel for her path.

A desolate smile spread across her face as she looked at the three Kan’Tanu elites. They might be Remoulded from the Chapter of Hallowed Flesh, sporting constitutions capable of isolating their souls. So long as they could feel, they would never be safe.

“It’s a trap!”

Vilari shook her head, the deprecation as much directed at herself as her enemies. Struggle as you might, destiny would eventually come calling. She had so desperately wanted to believe in the earnest conviction in her father’s eyes that she’d ignored the signs. That he would sweep the dark clouds away and make everything right.

Perhaps it was for the best. She’d long known she would eventually have to step out from Zac’s shadows and face the winds herself. To drag him into this chapter of unfinished Karma would be selfish.

A distant toll echoed as she undid the seal, and the depths of her heart answered the call. Her bloodline surged, and the [Emancipation Eye] opened. It looked slightly different from normal. The vertical pupil still consumed all thought, and it was joined by a horizontal scar that bled the woes of the world.

Struggle appeared on the face of the three Remoulded, even if it was fleeting. One by one, they bowed toward the eye before entering the intersection of her pupils. There was no sorrow or joy, only predestination. Eyes closed and fate was sealed—Karma would never be severed.

A turbulent wave of impressions flooded Vilari’s mind, each a shackle reminding her of the price of her choice. She remained willing, and there was not a ripple in her heart as their last embers of cognizant self became fuel that nourished her soul. The fading light would soon burn out, reduced to pure Mental Energy bereft of the Seven Sensations.

Vilari opened her eyes, and a flash took her to the edge of the spatial collapse. There was no sign of her father or his attackers. The whole battle essentially erased from the River of Time. Her first instinct was to unleash a wave of destruction to reopen the path. Vilari shook her head, reining in the magnified rage in her heart.

Sometimes, it was worth risking everything in your fight against fate. However, ignoring facts and giving in to the dark whispers in one’s heart was only degeneration. Vilari would just have to do better than this.

‘Sister, what should we do!’

Vilari took a calming breath before turning to Rhuger. Three moons rotated behind his back, swallowing the lights of the storm above. He was covered in fresh wounds, where one had almost claimed his left eye. Like her, he sensed what happened and fought to break free.

‘Is he…?’

‘Haven’t you learned the way our father operates by now?’ Vilari answered with a smile. Even she couldn’t tell whether her equanimity was real or feigned. ‘The competition for the fortress started over a day ago, so there was never any chance of Dad staying outside for long. He has his destiny to fulfill, and we have ours.

‘I know you lack confidence. You have no reason to. You were chosen by Ultom, proving you’re qualified to stay by Dad’s side. You might not be our strongest fighter, but you are the greatest general that’s come out of Elysium. It is time for you to spread your wings. The Acheron Company will be relying on you until Father returns.’

‘Me? What about⁠—’

‘Like you, I have a destiny I must face.’

The heavenly dome shattered as the enormous bell broke through. It almost looked like the spatial fractures had come alive as they stormed the heretical treasure. Yet not a single blemish was added to the broken surface, making Vilari absentmindedly wonder what kind of experiences had reduced it to such a sad state.

Space repeatedly collapsed and was forcibly reforged through the weight of the bell’s aura. Each round of destruction let the treasure squeeze farther into the atmosphere, and its intangible pressure had already caused great upheavals on the ground. The vast tangles of cursed thorns stopped their advance, cowering into a defensive curl.

Vilari soon saw the first streak of spiritual light get pulled to the sky and knew her time was up.

‘Tell Dad… I’ll see him soon.’

A spiritual mote burst forth from her glabella like an arrow. Vilari activated [Soulshift] just before it collapsed under the bell’s aura, letting her appear halfway up in the sky in a single bound. She looked down at the sea of warriors, seeing many familiar faces look up at her. Or rather at the bell looming above her like an evil god.

Demons, humans, Zhix, and a hodgepodge of different races. All from different circumstances, many even separated by the great divider that was Death. Still, they shared one commonality that rendered their many differences irrelevant. They had a common root, a place they fought to protect. Home. The Atwood Empire, the creation of her father.

She would do her part.

Another bound, and she found herself directly beneath the bell. The overwhelming waves of ancient thought burrowed into her consciousness, trying to corrupt the feelings she held dear. She gingerly touched the ancient stone and sighed sorrowfully as only turbidity answered her call. Vilari knew her path would break if she stayed any longer, so she unhesitantly took the third step.

The dust of relinquished sensations lining the bell’s inside stirred, gathering beneath the rotten rope. It formed a simple gate made from pure emotion. Vilari stepped through, and the pressure was no more. Replacing it was an utter darkness, one not limited to her senses. Even her heart and soul were closed off, leaving her in a state of blankness.

Then, a voice appeared, guiding her back to reality.

“Child, I expected you to struggle longer.”

It was impossible to make any deductions of the speaker. Its words were crafted with pure emotion, upending Vilari’s understanding. There was not a hint of energy or Dao in the words, yet Vilari desperately held onto the core of her being. A simple sentence had nearly twisted her emotions in an even more grotesque manner than the poor soldiers who sacrificed their hearts with a smile.

This entity was corruption manifest, a subversion of the Dao itself. It didn’t need to do anything to attack her path. Its mere existence was poison to anyone climbing the Peak of Impetus. Despite the danger, she had to face this head-on.

“What will come will come,” Vilari said. She would be lying if she said she wasn’t afraid. She was just a child trapped in the web of an evil entity. Truth be told, its power was a small source of comfort. It could have killed her with a thought, so the fact she still stood meant there was a fighting chance. “My seals wouldn’t have lasted more than a day, and the longer I waited, the more my heart would corrode.”

“True. Some threats are best dealt with alone. Some think themselves clever, hiding in the shadows to deal with their problems after reaching a higher stage. Ignorant that their retreat had already sealed their fate.” The entity laughed. “But, child, why are you so sure I’m a threat and not an opportunity?”

“Opportunities rarely force themselves on others.”

“I would argue they almost always do. Few can choose their direction in life.”

“Are you going to pretend you didn’t have an ulterior motive in forcing a connection between us? Then let’s not waste any more time,” Vilari said as she ignited her soul.

She reached into the darkness, guided by the mark she’d left behind. And there it was, the slumbering thought.

“You wish to use the lingering sentiments trapped in the bell to combat me? Feisty,” the voice cackled. “Why do you think they’re yours to control? That they’re even real and not a way for me to supplant your heart? Do you even know the true nature of those who toiled and tolled, fruitlessly praying for substantiation?”

“Know? No, I merely have a feeling,” Vilari said as a smile spread across her face. “And I know your goal is not possession. Your existence is evil, taboo, and entering my body won’t change that. It’ll only expose you to the Heavens, and I doubt you can survive its attention in your current state.”

Vilari knew the entity could see right through her intentions, which was just what she wanted. It would confirm she was ready to shed all pretenses if she wasn’t given any way out. Vilari wasn’t sure about the details but had clearly felt it before entering the entity’s domain.

The bell’s true spirit had been tricked or forced into slumber, likely meaning the entity needed it alive. What would happen if the spirit woke up, only to find its body so utterly corrupted? The shock alone might drive it mad, severing the entity’s control over the bell. Could a snail really survive without its shell?

“Ah, whatever,” the entity said after a brief impasse. “I suppose I should be happy the one I’ve been waiting for isn’t a fool. And the fact you dared enter my domain means you’re willing to brave dangers.”

The darkness receded, and Vilari found herself sitting in a simple cottage face-to-face with her opponent.

“Still playing games?” Vilari said, a hint of steel in her voice.

“I thought you’d relish a familiar face during this stressful situation,” Zac said, his eyes dripping with malignant intention. “And I wouldn’t call it games. You should understand that our paths, more so than others, require us to act in tune with our hearts. You say I’m evil, but the only evil is denying your true nature. Or replacing the true nature of others with comforting lies.”

Vilari’s eyes were like bottomless lakes as she silently looked at the twisted misrepresentation of her father. Of all the things it could have chosen, it focused on the utterly incorruptible truth in her heart. Eventually, the entity bored, and his appearance turned into a hunch-backed old lady dressed in unfamiliar ceremonial robes.

“What do you want?”

“You wanted me to put the cards on the table, so why play coy with me now?” the kindly old lady countered. “As you implied, I’ve seen better days, and you have access to something I need.”

“Is it inside the main inheritance or an outer court? And what can you give in return?”

“Clever girl.” The entity smiled. “What I’m searching for is supposed to be in the Mercurial Courts. It was those ephemeral dreamers who most benefitted from Pasho’s Songs. If you can call that benefit. Child, can you imagine? A whole race denouncing reality and retreating into a dream. They thought they’d found a shortcut to transcendence, stretching a single slumber into eternity. Do you want to know what I saw when I peeked through the curtain?”

“I want the true version of the method you imparted.”

“Who’s to say what’s true?” the old lady said as she looked out the window. “Those who invented the [Embers of Seven Sensations] couldn’t even withstand the changing seasons. They could have saved themselves. They chose to wait for something that would never happen.”

The old lady turned back, her eyes burning with madness as an impossibly wide grin spread across her face. “Meanwhile, I am still here as we approach the Zenith.”

Horror threatened to overwhelm Vilari’s mind, yet her lips curved upward. The feeling passed before she reached a point of no return, and she disarmed the trigger.

“Suit yourself. You need more strength to accomplish what I need. Although I wonder, will you be able to hold onto the sorrows of old when salvation is waiting around the corner?”

“You said ‘is supposed to.’ In other words, you believe the thing you seek was hidden somewhere else,” Vilari exhaled. “Anima Courts?”

The old lady nodded. “It is Karma coming full cycle. Now, it’s time for us to leave. Our time is short, and there is much you need to experience.”

“Deal with my enemies before you go.”

“Are you sure? Every offering will help me recover a fraction of my power,” the entity said as the world darkened. “Who knows what might happen if the balance is broken? Will your safeguard still work?”

“I’ll risk it.”

“Then let’s go, my little tyrant.” The discarnate soul laughed. “Let’s see if there’s joy or despair waiting at the end of the road.”


78
STORM CURTAIN


An echoing silence lingered in the chamber as the last motes of Imperial Qi dispersed.

“Interesting. A year of planning, yet the fish slipped through our net,” Yselio hummed as he gently stroked his pet’s head. “I wonder what caused the interference. That force completely eluded my senses. Zachary Atwood… Not simple, indeed.”

“This is my mistake,” Werui said, his face pale as he knelt on the ground. The demeanor of a noble and a consecrated knight was swept away in the face of his critical failure. “I underestimated our target. I should have ordered them to back down when we lost one of our three commanders.”

“Who could have expected an [Epiclesis Bell] would appear out of nowhere and ruin our plans?” Yselio laughed. “It’s a gift, in a sense. Seeing it is like being given a glimpse of history. The Beseechment Pavilion was lost to the River of Time shortly after they helped erect the Anima Court. At least, that’s what we were led to believe. Too many secrets were buried in those turbulent times.”

‘And just what was that entity hiding within?’ Yselio thought.

Had it been sealed inside by the Pavilion Master, or had it used the bell and its lingering power to avoid Heaven’s gaze? Its aura was weak but profoundly deep. Just a wisp remained, and that wisp almost completely corrupted the lost teachings of Pavilion’s methods of Seven Sensations. And it had completely eluded his calculations like it was fully disconnected from the river of fate.

Two mysteries appearing in less than an hour. Who knew what kinds of ripples they would cause? Yselio’s eyes glimmered with anticipation. He really made the right choice coming to this desolate corner of space. Where else could he encounter such interesting things? Where else could he hide behind fate’s machinations to act however he pleased?

Yselio was eager to discover what benefits unraveling these mysteries could bring, and had to keep his desires in check. He’d need to make special preparations to observe any trajectories involving such a malignant creature. As for the other… was there any point? Fate was gathering.

He turned to the subordinate who followed him into this realm. One of Ylvin’s new in-name disciples, if memory served him. Perhaps it was fated. His next steps needed to be taken without a chaperone anyhow.

“The fault lies not in you, but you’ve ultimately been discarded by fate,” Yselio sighed. “Keeping you by my side will steer our trajectory off-course.”

Werui froze, then his pallid expression gained a transcendent calmness. “I beg Your Highness to leave a path for this unworthy one’s line.”

“Their fates have no connection to me or our mission. You will be given a grade-two burial.”

Of course, Yselio wouldn’t mention the hidden caveat. A grade-two burial might allow glory to be inherited, but the stain of tarnished fate would render it useless. The Tobrial Dynasty wouldn’t risk leaving any blemishes on their Imperial Providence at such a critical time. Why worry this man with the matters of the living?

“Many thanks to Your Highness! Glory to Edge of the Seventh Heaven and the Tobrial Dynasty!” Werui said before igniting his soul.

“Eat up,” Yselio gently said.

The Desolate Elsofir purred and slid down from Yselio’s lap. Soon, pieces of the martyr’s corpse disappeared one after another, as though whisked off to another dimension. With every bite, Karma dissipated until there was none. It was a shame they were so far from home. Would this man’s family still remember his name? Gauging Ylvin’s reaction would have to do.

“Fate’s whimsy.” Yselio smiled, his thoughts drifting away.

As expected, the experiment ended in failure. Any Flamebearer carried a seed of possibility. That they one day might possess the qualifications to pick up the torch of the forebearers. Such potential was bound to be difficult to seize in a roundabout way. You’d be fighting against the river of fate all the while. He would have to move personally and with sincerity if he wanted to enter Ultom’s Courtyards.

What was more surprising was the way fate fought back. The appearance of the [Epiclesis Bell] was undeniably beyond his expectations and proof he’d misjudged the influence of the cycles. The Outer Courts protected the flame of hope and prevented the pillar from toppling. And by the looks of it, its candidates fulfilled the same role. He would have to make some adjustments to his helpers after returning. As for the Flamebearer, he just had to isolate the candidate to reduce the number of variables. It wouldn’t be long before such a chance was within reach.

The Elsofir opened its eyes, and there was a new spark of intelligence in the dark pools. Most of it would soon fade, it was just a shame to waste such a valuable specimen.

“You have one hour to digest your experience. After that, you have work to do. There are a few secrets I need to unearth before that malignant star descends on this place.”

The beast nodded and turned into a bracelet on Yselio’s arm. The wheels had been set in motion, and there was no point in staying in this room with its faded glory. Yselio briefly stopped before leaving, turning to look at the ancient crest hanging on the wall.

“You were all so proud back then. We were barely qualified to run errands or become fodder for your ambition. Even now, my blood marks me as a lowly messenger in this decrepit fortress. Where are you now? Purple Qi is rising from the east. The Tobrial Dynasty is shining like the North Star while ignorant rats gnaw at the corpse of your fallen house.

“I wonder if you regretted your choice when you faced the Terminus. Would you have reined in your ambitions if you knew the price?”

Yselio smiled as he left the room. “No, I bet you wouldn’t.”

Some things were more important than life or the chance at reincarnation. You could only get swept up by your desire like a moth to the flame.

‘What did you see at that final moment of clarity? Will this be my chance to peek through the curtain?’
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The whole of the allied army released a collective pent-up breath when the terrifying bell rose into the storm above. They’d feared the Kan’Tanu wouldn’t satiate its profane hunger and turn its attention to them. It was a reasonable assumption, considering only a handful had been able to see the figure entering the bell. Even Dossin would have missed it without the War Array augmenting her senses.

“Clear out the remnants and set up the perimeter,” Dossin said, her heart weary despite their fortuitous encounter.

She’d have to be a fool not to realize she’d become an unwitting pawn in a much larger game. And it wasn’t hard to deduce who stood at the center of the plot. Her gaze shifted to the unique army of living and dead. The Acheron Company and the Atwood Emperor.

No one had said it outright, but her mission spoke louder than words. They were a second-string army at best. The Alliance wasn’t expecting them to send any elites into the ancient fortress. Their only job was to ensure the Kan’Tanu didn’t get free access to a spatially active region. So why had a monster like Zachary Atwood been sent to her side?

More importantly, who were those traitors? Dossin was born without any peerage. She only seized a chance at a higher life by surviving the Blackwind Camp’s harsh training, which left gaps in her understanding. However, she knew enough to know that those six weren’t part of Zecia’s forces. Outsiders.

The question remained, whose plot had she been made complicit to and what steps should she take now? The wrong step would land her in a shallow grave. The right one could be the opportunity she’d been waiting for.

“I need to make a report. Seal the area and set up an Empyrean-grade Array.”

“Empyrean-grade?” her subordinate said with surprise. “Directly to headquarters?”

“No. Directly to Archduke Everfast.”

“We only have materials for one Empyrean-grade signal,” the Array Master hesitated. “Moreover… there is a risk our beacon will interfere with the Archduke’s plans.”

“I’m aware. I’ll take all responsibility. Set it up.”

It was time to roll the dice.
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Old wounds were joined by new when Zac fell into the storm of turbulent space and ancient destruction. The chaos resembled the aftermath of the destroyed node inside the Void Star, though there were noticeable differences. Beneath the madness, there was a deadly undercurrent that felt focused. Deliberate.

It wasn’t aimed at him specifically, more resembling the tumultuous aura born on large-scale battlefields. Whether the source was a War Array or lingering intent from the Limitless Empire remnant was difficult to say. It was, however, confirmation that his mad idea held merit. That despite what Dossin said, it might be possible to force your way into the ancient fortress.

You just needed to survive the passage.

Zac’s ragged state didn’t inspire much confidence. His brush with death had done a number on his body, not just his missing foot and bloody gashes. His body was parched like a desert after forcing everything into his ultimate attack, and large sections of his pathways throbbed painfully after being overloaded. Adding the telltale hollowness of using large amounts of Creation Energy, Zac would certainly be better off on a sickbed than traversing ancient Dao storms.

Thankfully, activating the successor to his [Origin Mark] had only drained the free energy in his body and not all his reserves. He still had almost half his Void Energy left, while his Cosmic Core retained a third. Meanwhile, his undead half was already furiously absorbing Crystals and Voidstones to replenish what was lost. It was a useful ability that boosted his already monstrous energy reserves, though his lack of affinities severely limited his absorption speed.

Ra’Klid wasn’t much better off despite not being directly hit by the deathsworn’s ambush. At least two Peak Dao Branches had powered their War Array, likely one from each Late D-grade leader. Just being in the vicinity was deadly to a Peak E-grade cultivator like the Mavai chieftain.

Now, he’d been dragged into this mess. Seizing the fate of the Fifth Pillar didn’t come without a price. The demon had covered his body with radiant golden scales the second they crossed into this turbulent space, only for the storm to tear through Ra’Klid’s defensive skill like butter. The already wounded demon wouldn’t make it much longer, so Zac roused his bloodline while pulling Ra’Klid closer.

The neighboring storm calmed while Ra’Klid’s scales faded until they were barely visible. Completely nullifying the unrelenting barrage was impossible, though. Zac dipped further into his reserves to reactivate [Empyrean Aegis], and the rapid consumption of Void Energy lowered as a golden barrier helped deal with the onslaught. Unfortunately, the skill was not well suited to the environment.

Only the central pillar of the defensive skill was within his nullification zone, while the others were exposed to the unrelenting storm. The skill wouldn’t last more than twenty seconds, but it gave them a much-needed breather. Zac searched for Emily, unable to see her anywhere. Even though the tear she entered was right next to theirs, space wasn’t linear in this confusing realm.

He was extremely worried, even if it was undeniably a small blessing in disguise that it was Emily and not one of his other subordinates who’d entered the spatial fracture. Her misadventures in the Million Gates Territory had imparted his disciple with experience and precaution. And her Spatial Ring contained a veritable arsenal of treasures meant to deal with this exact situation.

While Emily was gone, Zac confirmed they weren’t alone in the storm. The two Late-stage Hegemons had followed him into the spatial fracture, only faring marginally better than Ra’Klid. They were grievously wounded, separated, and their defensive skills and treasures were rapidly being exhausted.

A perfect opportunity.

The turbulent environment made it nigh-impossible for Zac to exert any control, and he had to staunchly inch closer with the help of [Skystriker]. Suddenly, he and the leader were pushed closer, and Zac’s arm turned into a blur as Void Energy and Dao entered [Evolutionary Edge]. The Late-stage Hegemon noticed the strike, but dealing with the storm took up most of his energy.

He tried to activate a skill to counter while repositioning the sword he took out when their War Array failed, then he entered [Void Zone]. Defensive barriers faded, exposing the captain’s back to the storm’s full might. The combination completely disrupted his preparations, and Ra’Klid was poised to strike. He growled as he swung his axe with the remaining dregs of his strength. Though his power was far below the Late Hegemon’s, it was enough to force his weapon slightly out of the way.

Zac’s attack was right on the demon’s heels, when an unpredictable gust came to the captain’s aid. Zac had been aiming for her head, but the axe bit into her shoulder. Still, a damaged Middle D-grade War Regalia unable to channel energy couldn’t block a melee strike empowered by [Evolutionary Edge]. The storm drowned out the axe’s roar, and a torrent of blood proved its ferocity.

A flood of rampant Dao poured into her wound, destroying pathways and attacking her core. Zac and Ra’Klid were dragged away before they could follow up, not that it mattered. As expected, he didn’t have to wait long before an immense influx of Kill Energy filled him. The attack hadn’t killed her, but it was the straw that broke the camel’s back.

The infusion was the largest source of Kill Energy he’d ever encountered. He would have to kill at least twenty powerful Middle Hegemons to enjoy such a bountiful harvest or hundreds of the common Hegemons you normally ran into on the battlefield. It was almost enough to forget his pains as he turned his attention to the next sitting duck.

Unfortunately, the storm dealt with the problem before Zac got the chance. The Hegemon’s armor shattered, fully exposing him to the cutting blades. His body briefly turned into a streak of light that lasted a moment before his dismembered limbs appeared nearby. Out of better options, he’d tried to activate an escape treasure.

Only half a pillar of [Empyrean Aegis] remained by the time the two Hegemons died, and Zac could already sense the storm’s edge. He activated [Skystriker], forcibly cutting through the final stretch. The kaleidoscopic storm twisted as immense spatial forces shattered his defensive skill and overwhelmed his nullification zone.

Zac refused to be ripped apart by the dimensional crossing after coming so far, so he activated a Half-step defensive treasure. It almost instantly failed. The breath of a second that it lasted was just enough to break through and appear in a turbulent sky. Above, a churning thunderstorm roiled and raged, though Zac knew it was a layer of densely packed broken space.

It felt like the unstable barrier could fail at a moment’s notice, releasing the apocalyptic energies they’d just escaped. Zac wanted to create some distance to be safe, but the aura below gave him pause. He turned his gaze, focusing on the fortress that had triggered the massive mobilization of both sides.

The War Fortress didn’t carry much resemblance to the Left Imperial Palace Zac saw in his vision, though it still left a deep impression. The bulk of the fortress’s size was made up of a spherical city, though many of the structures were ancient weapons and arrays. Every single surface was covered in ancient scripts radiating unyielding power.

It looked like the fortress was fighting an invisible enemy as one terrifying attack after another was launched into the sky. Most held enough force to obliterate Zac and the whole Acheron Company, and it was all swallowed by the churning clouds. It was no wonder the whole solar system was on the verge of collapse.

Zac suspected the erratic attacks were the result of damaged wiring rather than someone having gained control of the weapons systems. It was clear that the fortress had seen better days, just like Dossin had said. If anything, her description could be considered an understatement.

There wasn’t a single structure spared of the ravages of war. The fortress’s outer rim was originally lined with a mile-high wall, and less than half of it remained. Whole sections were simply gone, while others had become deathtraps filled with deadly energy. More than one turret had failed, blowing up or striking other parts of the fort.

Most blemishes told a tale of bitter struggle, yet they all paled before a huge, jagged scar that almost managed to cut the fortress in two. The wound was ancient yet still teemed with such intense murderous intent that it affected the whole realm.

On top of the killing intent, Zac could vaguely feel a helplessness hidden within. The intent was so rife with meaning Zac could almost see the battle before him.

It was revenge. Revenge for severing their future and murdering the Dao.

Ancient and current conflicts had overlapped in the unstable spatial pocket, and the winds of fate were kicking up such a storm Zac could see it with his naked eyes. Risk and opportunities were walking hand in hand, where the victor would walk away with a weapon that could turn the tides of war.

The victor had to be Zecia. No matter what.
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The world is ending. Only a powerful mage can prevent it. When he awakens ten years in the past, Kiden Coldsteel dedicates his second chance to becoming a legendary mage to prepare for the terrors to come, when the Acolytes of the Old Gods are destined to shroud the world in darkness forever. Kiden does not have the benefit of years of training as a mage. His martial skills aren't enough alone. He must rely on his method of Law of the Opposites, approaching magic in a way that goes against every establish theory. Until then, he must locate the strongest mage humanity has ever produced and earn his support, or else humanity won't stand a chance... Outspan Foster returns with this action packed LitRPG adventure about one man's quest to prevent the coming apocalypse. Can Kiden save everything and everyone he loves?
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Trapped in a new world. Targeted by everyone. He can either run, or embrace the mayhem! Ben finds himself stuck in the beta of Mayhem, forced to be an evil elf character by the system AI. Their race is universally hated due to their lust for destruction, bloodshed, and world domination, so, he’s understandably a bit irritated. His buddy Chip and his Rainbow Unicow Bessie, on the other hand, couldn’t be happier. Extreme violence is right up Chip’s alley and seeing as Bessie has gotten a taste for human flesh, she’s totally up for the bloodshed bit. The problem with being universally hated, however, is that there’s no one who will take you in. And with only one life, Ben doesn’t much relish the thought of losing it. But he doesn't have the luxury of hiding out in the safety of a major city as an evil elf. Everyone is after him – angry barbarians, villagers with torches and pitchforks, Halflings hopped up on cornstarch, and way too many weird monsters that have no right to exist! Don't miss the start of this hilarious, action-fest of a LitRPG adventure from Aaron Oster, bestselling author of We Hunt Monsters and End of the World.
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Life at the Magic Deck-Building Academy is upended when an assassin is reborn in his body. On the cusp of entering the prestigious Lumin Magic Academy, the young mage Alistair harbors a dark secret: within him dwells Ghost. A reborn master assassin hellbent on revenge. Bound together by fate and magic, Alistair and Ghost embark on a dual journey of vengeance and discovery. As Alistair navigates the arcane halls of the academy, mastering battledeck spells and summoning skills, Ghost seeks to unravel the mysteries of his untimely demise. Their worlds collide and intertwine, revealing a threat far greater than either could have imagined... Reborn Assassin is the next action-packed, deck-building LitRPG Series from Harmon Cooper. It's like My Hero Academia and Breaking Bad got together to write a progression fantasy after watching Kill Bill. About the Series: This Isekai magic academy adventure features a three-tiered LitRPG card system that revolves around summons, wand-based spells, and abilities. Perfect for fans of All the Skills and A Summoner Awakens!
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