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      Zecia is burning Years of desperate resistance wasn't enough to stop the Kan-Tanu Cult's advance. The frontlines are collapsing, and its scattered forces are busy saving themselves. The powerful outsiders have already given up on the war, instead focusing on collecting seals for Ultom's imminent appearance. Zac is unwilling to give up on Zecia and the Atwood Empire, and he has a plan to turn the situation around. He needs to find the Centurion Base and use its powerful weapons to defeat the cult. It won't be easy. The ancient base is hidden in the depths of enemy territory, and the powerful factions are eyeing his seals. But if its to protect his home, Zac will navigate both spatial storms and uneasy alliances. Book 15 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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THE STORY SO FAR


Years have passed since Zac returned from the Perennial Vastness, the Immemorial Realm where he successfully formed his Cosmic Core. His time since then was marked by constant struggle.

The Intersector War against the Zurbor Sector and the Kan-Tanu Cult had already begun.

Taking advantage of the unintended split of his Human and Draugr forms, Zac founded and led the two elite armies of the Atwood Empire. The Atwood Empire performed expectations for a young D-grade faction. Zac was even responsible for the greatest upset in the Intersector War by successfully activating the Centurion Lighthouse’s [Centurion Spear]. It led to disastrous losses among the Kan-Tanu Cult and halted their advance.

It was also in the Centurion Lighthouse that Zac discovered clues to a project that might not just change the course of war, but end it altogether. The lighthouse was an abandoned research base built by the Limitless Empire at the end of its reign. They sought to take control of mysterious existences called the [Foreign Gods] and turn them into eternal guardians of the empire.

As years passed since the events in the Centurion Lighthouse, it was becoming increasingly clear that the Foreign Gods were Zecia’s only hope. Unleashing the [Centurion Spear] only bought Zecia a few months before their favor turned again.

As the Trial for Ultom approached, defeat seemed all but certain, and the powerful outsiders were more interested in seizing Seals of Ultom than resisting the heretical Cult.

The Centurion Base held the final hope for Zecia, and it’s also the location of Zac’s final piece for his Flamebearer Seal. However, reaching the Centurion Base was easier said than done. The base was hidden in the depths of the Imperial Graveyard, a fiercely guarded danger zone in the heart of the Kan’Tanu’s territory.

An unconventional plan to sneak into the graveyard was put in place. If all went well, it would also save Vilari from the evil entity which has trapped her inside the [Epiclesis Bell]. Before setting out, Zac and his companions needed to grow stronger.

When the frontlines grew too dangerous, another alternative presented itself.

Esmeralda, the reincarnating thief and undead toad that Zac met in the Perennial Vastness, had finally reached Zecia. With her help, Zac saw a chance to unseal the Ensolus Ruins. Mysterious buildings had appeared in the ruins when he activated the Centurion Lighthouses Tribulation Throne, but they were protected by impregnable barriers.

The toad successfully managed to open a path, but it turned out the ruins weren’t truly abandoned. An incredibly powerful existence named Rava had been left to safeguard the Order of Empyrean Chalise’s training camp and the mysterious Seed of the Apocalypse hidden within.

Zac gained the Eternal Servant’s recognition by passing the Order’s five pilgrimages, accidentally becoming the ancient Templar Order’s Terminal Son along the way. Accordingly, Instructor Rava agreed to tutor Zac and his sealbearers in the weeks leading up to their mission in the Imperial Graveyard.


1
MOLDING TALENT


Zac groaned and stumbled backward, his body instinctively escaping the floating mask adorning a devilish smile. Once its prey escaped the magic circle, the cursed mask turned inanimate and landed on its placemat. Zac’s heart was hammering, and his mind was an absolute mess after listening to the sinister whispers until he reached a breaking point. He quickly entered his Void State, which soothed the chaos in his heart.

Lasting just under thirty minutes of real-time under the assault of the [Second-stage Mask of Seven Sins] wasn’t very impressive—it wasn’t even enough to complete one cycle, making the cost of 100 merit per activation sting even more. Still, it was a noticeable improvement from his previous attempt. He first faced the Heart Demons based on the seven sensations on the second day of training, and the experience made him run for the hills in only twelve minutes.

The past week of torture was already showing significant results. Most of his merit had been spent on two buildings: the Inverse Observatory and the Hall of Heroes. The facilities tackled the same field—tempering one’s Dao Heart. His pilgrimage showed with painful clarity how far his Dao Heart was from his other cultivation, and it posed a huge danger to his plans. Luckily, Rava’s training regimen was almost exclusively focused on remedying this shortcoming.

The Hall of Heroes refined one’s heart by targeting their path. It was filled with recordings, illusion realms, legacies, and unique treasures. Each held lofty Daos or extremely refined paths. Facing the installations was like visiting the Buddhist Sangha. Your Dao Heart was constantly under assault, forcing your path to solidify or break.

The Inverse Observatory rather dealt with mental states and traumas. The Peak of Impetus did the heavy lifting, like with the mask. It was actually a Natural Treasure and one of the more dangerous tools in the museum of madness he currently trained inside. Its whispers could dredge the weaknesses in one’s heart with pinpoint precision. The mask pushed and pushed until you formed a Heart Demon, sealed the spiritual crack, or ran out of time.

The treasure’s cruel training perfectly suited his current needs, exposing and sealing the weaknesses in his heart. In reality, his Dao Heart was extremely strong for someone as young as him. Most cultivators hadn’t even left their homes at his age, still considered children who needed to train under the protective gaze of their elders. They’d still be in E-grade, focusing on building sturdy foundations, grasping Dao, and searching for their path.

Life-and-death battles and overcoming harsh challenges were the most effective ways to make quick improvements, and Zac’s swift but rough ascent was the main source of his Dao Heart’s strength. His hectic ascent had also worked against him. If you looked at his Dao Heart right now, it’d resemble a huge uncut gemstone.

Struggle and bloodshed needed to be alternated with meditation, consolidation, and tranquility. Meditating on your past, your future, and your path was a requirement to refine the gemstone into an unbreakable diamond. Normal seclusion would work. Cultivating your path was a way to reinforce your conviction. Millennia of practice would stack up, especially if you used Heart Sutras or similar techniques to multiply those gains.

This was the main reason he barely passed the Pilgrimage of Heart. The average age of Templar candidates undergoing the pilgrimage was around 2,500. They’d seen as much or more bloodshed as he, having spent thousands of years processing their struggle while cultivating in seclusion. Zac didn’t have time for that, so he burned merit and used forceful methods like facing the Seven Sins Mask.

Neither the Inverse Observatory nor the Halls of Heroes helped bolster the Void State formed with [Void Vajra Sublimation]. That technique was more like a Soul Defense skill for his Dao Heart. So long as his fundamental heart improved, so would the benefits from Void State.

“Have you decided?”

“Not yet.” Zac looked up, finding Rava floating nearby. “I already have a lot on my plate. My body tempering technique might have to suffice.”

“Few are the Sangha’s equal in cultivating one’s heart. Even a subsidiary refinement of theirs will yield decent results. However⁠—”

“I know, I know. It’s not the real thing,” Zac said. “But I’m already struggling to keep up. I’m not sure if I can bear the extra weight of another method.”

“An Evolved Lord less than sixty years old worrying about time,” Rava said with a shake of her head. “Very well. Your break ends in seven minutes.”

Rava’s suggestion was to add another form of Heart Cultivation to his path. The [Void Vajra Sublimation] did provide benefits in this regard, with most of it concentrated on the major bottlenecks. Secondly, the majority of those gains came in the form of Void State and its evolved versions rather than directly refining his heart.

A traditional Heart Refinement Sutra would be a perfect complement, refining his foundations and removing imperfections. It was the same thing he was currently doing, except he wouldn’t always have access to the Templar facilities. Zac was rapidly burning through the merit he received from the pilgrimage, and his progress would grind to a halt after the three-week boot camp was through.

It wasn’t just about erecting stronger defenses. Heart Cultivation nurtured a stronger harmony with your path, which essentially helped all aspects of progress. Heart Cultivation was inborn enlightenment, something Zac definitely could use with his complex, multilayered path.

There were multiple top-tier manuals available for exchange in the repository, though these training stations only had the early and middle layers. Most of the Heart Refinement Sutras were related to harnessing faith and could be reforged just like the [Void Vajra Sublimation]. Better yet, the repository freely provided most manuals so long as you passed the requisite feats or trials.

The problem was, beyond the added baggage, Heart Cultivation was incredibly unpredictable. One day, you might gain enlightenment and make drastic improvements. Or, you might find yourself stuck at an impasse where millennia of diligent practice yielded nothing. It was also quite dangerous, where mistakes could damage your Dao Heart or give birth to demons.

Being a mortal came with the “benefit” of not having to put any time into normal meditation, if only his schedule weren’t already full. As a compromise, Rava suggested reworking one of his methods to add Heart Tempering like the [Void Vajra Sublimation]. Doing so would shore up a weakness at the cost of progress speed.

Scanning the vast repository of manuals showed that pre-System methods generally worked that way, and some inventions had really opened Zac’s eyes. There were Domain refinement methods that also nourished the heart, combo techniques that strengthened both Soul and Body with the help of Dao Intent, and hundreds of methods Zac had never even heard of. Some Templars fused everything into a singular manual that encompassed every aspect of their path.

It was the System’s push for efficiency that drew clear lines between the different branches of cultivation, where each method or manual improved one thing as quickly as possible. The System must have figured that rapidly raising the strength of cultivators was better, even if it left them slightly lopsided. Those who actually reached greater heights would deal with their shortcomings when it became an issue like Zac was doing now.

Rava’s proposal was tempting, and the most obvious candidate was the [Nine Reincarnations Manual]. He’d already diverged from its original design, so it would need to see significant revisions anyhow. He considered integrating his updated [Thousand Axes Chapter] after it was finished, but fusing a Heart Refinement Sutra might be better.

Adding it to a Bloodline Refining method for his Draugr half would make symmetrical sense, though that would impose too many restrictions. He’d only get full use of such a manual while cultivating inside the Abyssal Lake. Either case, he had a big epiphany coming up, and there should be similar opportunities inside the trial.

Then what? He’d run out of epiphanies at some point, and he’d have to deal with the upper layers of the technique on his own. The more he added to a single manual, the more complicated it would get. Overextending himself could leave him stuck in a bottleneck of his own making.

Zac reluctantly got to his feet when his scheduled break was over and stumbled into another hall. He paid the fee, and a swirl of purple dust surrounded him. Zac found himself back in Greenworth, standing before his childhood home. Zac sighed and walked inside to face the realization of his father’s death again.

Hours passed while Zac was forced to relive every trauma in his life, where his emotions were cranked up to eleven by the array. Every illusion gave him a choice. He had to be the one who stepped through the door. He was the one who had to enter the courtyard where Kenzie was breaking through. He could turn around and walk away—for a price.

Over and over, Zac chose the punishment, stanchly advancing in an endless cycle of suffering. Eventually, the scene faded. Not a minute to soon. Zac’s body was in perfect condition, yet he stumbled like a drunk as he fled the Inverse Observatory. He felt brittle like glass after having his Dao Heart pushed to its limits for the better part of a day. It was as though he’d just come out of a long bout of sickness.

Spotting a fellow victim coming his way did enliven his spirit a bit, though.

“How are you⁠—”

“Don’t even talk to me right now,” a hollow-eyed Emily muttered. “That cra—Instructor Rava, will hang me by my ankles again if I don’t wrap up my mission in time.”

“Keep at it. Instructor Rava mentioned she’s built some sort of gauntlet for those she felt were lacking motivation,” Zac said, which made his disciple’s face collapse.

Zac laughed as Emily scampered into the Inverse Observatory after throwing him an accusatory look. The eager excitement of his subordinates had been quickly tempered by Rava’s personalized training regimens. It was like the Eternal Servant understood all his followers inside and out, knowing precisely how far she could push them without causing permanent damage.

No one would dare complain about the Eternal Servant, who seemed omnipresent throughout the Ensolus Ruins. As a result, some of the pent-up resentment was displaced onto him. Of course, they weren’t actually angry. The Empyrean Chalice Barracks represented an opportunity to come into contact with concepts far beyond Zecia, something only he and Ogras had really experienced.

A few had decisively expanded their paths after having their inadequacies exposed by Rava, with Emily being one of them. She’d even delayed her breakthrough into Middle Hegemony to go through a second round of refinement first. She planned on finding a window in the Imperial Graveyard instead.

Zac was done with Heart Tempering for the day, but there were no true breaks in Rava’s schedule. He soon reached his next stop and effortlessly moved through the barrier that had rebuffed any attempts at breaking through over the past year. At the same time, he felt a weak flicker from the token in one of his pockets, signifying that 10 points of merit had been deducted.

Beyond the barrier waited the Bathhouse. Zac was greeted by a dense aroma that made his cells hum with contentment as he stepped through the teleporter. The temple, true to its name, looked like a city-sized Roman bathhouse. There had to be over a thousand pools and baths within his vision alone, and that was only a corner of the sprawling complex. It wasn’t his first visit, so he directly made his way toward the inner region.

Most of the pools around the entrance held healing arrays of varying types and strengths. The weakest ones were free to use, requiring only the 10-point entry fee. The better ones either added a one-time or accumulating charge. There were even pools that could calm and nourish an embattled Dao Heart, and enduring their tantalizing scent was a trial on its own.

The free pools became increasingly sparse as Zac kept going, and their designs and auras grew more varied. The Bathhouse had all kinds of special ponds, many filling similar purposes as the top-tier cultivation grounds in the Orom World. Most were related to tempering one’s body.

There was everything from pools holding molten liquid or flames to more exotic resources like liquified sound. There were even pools infested with flesh-eating parasites. Thankfully, these types of baths were generally blocked by seals since the parasite populations had long since died out.

Zac hadn’t come to the Bathhouse for body tempering. His results in the Pilgrimage of Body were slightly worse than he’d expected, just not to the point it was a priority. Rava already confirmed his suspicions in that regard. The difficulty of the trial was adjusted based on his grade, not age. His body tempering was far from reaching its limits. He could technically fully awaken his Eoz bloodline if he had unlimited time and resources.

He should be able to advance at least one major stage with a millennium of practice by the lake. The same was true for his [Void Vajra Sublimation], though each layer required far more energy and resources. It would be far more efficient to wait until he had Earthly Daos and a Peak Stage Cosmic Core before continuing to temper his body. With so much potential untapped, it wasn’t too bad being a standout among eons of thousand-year-old elites chosen by the Empyrean Chalice.

A few twists and turns later, Zac found the place he was looking for—an empty pond. Zac placed his token against a plaque, and a swirl of mist sealed off the area. Bubbling liquid poured out of multiple fonts, causing the ambient energy to skyrocket. Zac had never seen the type of energy the bubbling waters were made of. Even then, it was familiar, and not just because he’d visited this pool every day since the training began. He likened it to a middle-ground between Kill Energy and the chaotic energy you’d find inside a Beast Core.

The more Zac discovered about the Limitless Empire, the more he realized how much remained the same. Whether Titles or the Kill Energy the System used, it was all based on something that had already been invented. So much knowledge was lost during the Dark Ages, which led to an inaccurate understanding of the past. It was similar to how most underestimated how people lived in the Middle Ages before the Integration.

The general consensus was that the elites of today were much stronger than in the past. While most likely accurate, Zac didn’t believe the gap was nearly as large as most were led to believe. Perhaps that was common knowledge in the upper echelons of the Heartlands, but why would they admit something like that to the common populace?

Three weeks was not a lot of time to grasp greater power. The most accessible route was to gain a few levels, if not for Zac’s progress having ground to a halt now that he’d left the frontlines. That was something he was remedying with daily baths, pills, and a few extraordinary treasures. Reaching the limit of Middle Hegemony before setting out was impossible. A couple of levels would be fine.

The raw energy pool came with certain downsides compared to modern Kill Energy. The first was that it was a natural resource. Like with most things, you could only absorb so much before your body formed a natural resistance. Kill Energy, in comparison, could theoretically let you advance a whole stage if you took out someone strong enough.

The second problem was that it contained impurities, though that wasn’t an issue for Zac with his bloodline. A little gunk would enter his Cosmic Core and be dealt with sooner or later. The third problem was no longer relevant. The raw energy also held a large amount of the ‘earthly energy’ that the System had removed from integrated space.

Zac’s communication token hummed just as he was about to disrobe and sink into the depths. His subordinates knew he was in the middle of an important training session and would only contact him if it was something important. Zac infused his will into the crystal, and it was suddenly like the exhaustion had been swept away.

“Instructor Rava, I need to take some time off as we discussed!” Zac shouted, having finally gotten the call he’d been waiting for.

“Finish your quests, and I’ll permit one day of absence for one of your bodies.”

Zac burned with anxiety, knowing better than to argue with the Eternal Servant. He entered the pond, and the energy attacked him like he were an invader encroaching on its domain. The pain exceeded the level of his body tempering sessions, and the waters became red as shallow wounds opened across his body.

As human eyes closed, Draugr eyes opened, gazing at a boundless cityscape from his hiding spot. He was supposed to rest a bit longer to recover from the Heart Tempering, which affected both bodies. But how could he sit still with Catheya waiting for him? He shot out from his hiding spot like an arrow released from a bow. Just a little bit of massacre before he could see his love.


2
ANXIETY


Zac moved like the wind to wrap up his visit early, anxiety ratcheting to new heights. He hadn’t been lazing around with his Draugr half while his human side used the Eternal Chalice training camp. In fact, they’d been constantly switching back and forth. One side was always knocking off missions in the Mystic Realms, either alone or with Ogras.

Rava told him to finish all his quests if he wanted a vacation, and he still had over a dozen on his Quest Screen. Rava must have at least partly connected the training base with the System for the missions to show up on his screen. Either way, it was quite convenient, with the System managing the whole mission system now that there were no clerks around.

Thirteen missions sounded daunting, but it wasn’t actually that bad. Rava helped him pick quests with high synergy, where killing one Beast King often advanced multiple quests. And many quests were already halfway done, only needing a final spurt to cash in on merit and leave the Ensolus Ruins.

Seizing the first spot on the Faith Ladder had come with a bonus of 2,500 merit—more than five times what he got from the other four trials combined. With some facilities costing 100 merit for half an hour’s use, the stocks were rapidly dwindling. The mission rewards weren’t very lucrative individually, earning him between 80 and 150 merit a day.

Even that was only possible thanks to having free rein in realms that hadn’t seen humans in eons. It’d quickly become apparent that the Ensolus Ruins were only the top of the iceberg. Each time he’d set off with a gaggle of missions, he’d been sent to a new city with quest monsters to grind right by the entrance.

Zac wasn’t even sure if he was visiting the same Mystic Realms since the topography looked completely different on occasion. The ruins of a whole civilization were spread across the dimensional pockets. Rava didn’t deign to give any exact numbers. A conservative estimate put its peak population in the hundreds of billions.

The city Zac currently traversed stood out even among the grand echoes of great capitals he’d visited. It stretched farther than the eye could see and had likely been one of the major hubs going by the intense D-grade energy. The energy density alone approached the levels of Kavista, and that was without any working City-scale Gathering Arrays.

The Dao felt slightly weak, incomplete, even. Of course, that was weak by context. The Dao easily surpassed Earth’s levels, landing somewhere between what you’d expect on a Late-to-Peak D-grade world.

The megalopolis consumed a whole mountain range to what he called west, where some of the mountains appeared man-made. Bridges carrying entire city districts stretched between the peaks, only two having collapsed from time’s erosion. One could vaguely spot floating structures hidden among clouds, the details elusive.

To the east was an ocean-sized freshwater lake. A few broken spires pierced the waters, indicating the presence of an underwater city or sunken palaces. Zac hadn’t investigated the mountains, seas, or the islands far in the distance. Partly because there were more than enough tasks in the immediate vicinity of the hidden spatial gates, and because of the current rulers of the Mystic Realm.

Even now, Zac could see the tail of a Beast Emperor that had made one of the taller mountains its home. Just the tail was over a hundred meters long, and it radiated a hair-raising aura. It hadn’t moved an inch in the three days he’d been there, with the beast most likely slumbering. Similarly, he’d seen something huge cause a tsunami that crashed into the shorefront.

Thankfully, C-grade beasts appeared to be very rare. There were no more than four sharing the boundless city, and they cared nothing about his presence. He was just another ant scurrying about. The city had been fully reclaimed by the wild, with some trees stretching hundreds of meters into the air. Neighborhoods had become territories, and the energy-dense districts went to the strongest.

It was impossible to estimate just how many beasts lived inside the city’s complex terrain. Zac believed he could keep finding targets until he died of old age. There was no lack of Beast Kings among them, even Middle and Late-stage beasts. Even though few such opponents posed much of a threat, Zac still had to tread carefully.

Some Beast Kings lived alone, unwilling to share their Nexus Vein and Natural Treasures with others. Most had thousands of descendants to whittle down intruders. Furthermore, any battle had a very real risk of attracting neighbors, and hunting required planning and patience to avoid unnecessary risks.

Zac was currently in short supply of both. Ogras, who’d been responsible for information gathering in their joint ventures, was currently exchanging his accumulated merit for a few opportunities. Of course, Zac had ample experience of going at it alone, and smaller mistakes could be compensated for with brutality and money.

It was as if time had ground to a halt as Zac whizzed between the multilayered ruins and oversized plant life sprouting from its cracks. Soon, he spotted his target beyond a half-collapsed residence. It was a large, black centipede just having emerged from a crack in the ground. The Late Beast King had sensed his presence and it turned toward its burrow with lightning-quick speed.

No animal that had reached such a level was a bloodthirsty fool lashing out at everything around it. Zac’s unfamiliar aura made it wary, and it opted for the safer option. However, its lacking experience worked against it. A pulse of utter darkness briefly froze it in confusion. Zac had activated the secondary function of [Abyssal Drive], dragging the Beast King into the Abyss and sealing its senses.

Zac used the brief window to reach the monster before it could escape underground. The beast screeched in fury upon realizing it was do or die, and its body coiled up around Zac like a trap being sprung. Its whole body emitted an intense gravitational pressure, which almost prevented him from reactivating [Abyssal Drive] to escape. The large sectioned body squeezed shut with enough force to damage space. Even Zac would have taken on some serious damage if he hadn’t moved out in time.

The centipede was incredibly quick on the uptake, its body unfurling and repositioning itself for another squeeze. Meanwhile, its domain increased with power to seal space while an endless number of earthen spears grew from the surroundings. Its kit was clearly aimed at equal-size targets, though, and only the domain caused any trouble. Furthermore, the Beast King wasn’t the only one who excelled at restriction and suffocation.

Six unbreakable chains wound around the centipede’s body, each representing a fetter sealing its fate. The strength provided by [Inexorable Subjugation] wasn’t enough to fully subdue a thrashing Beast King. Still, the suppressive effect of six chains was significantly stronger than the centipede’s powerful yet crude domain. Zac’s muscles strained as he fought against the gravitational pressure, avoiding serrated legs, spears, and squeezing pressure to reposition himself atop its head.

The thick plating protecting its skull rebuffed Zac’s fully powered strikes, while the soul-harming component of [Fatehew] was another matter. The centipede twisted and shrieked with agony, its soul being attacked while [Fields of Despair] reduced visibility to almost zero. It repeatedly crashed into neighboring buildings at full speed. It even began stabbing itself with its spears, though its plating prevented any real damage.

Zac was occasionally forced to give up his position to avoid being turned into mush against the durable buildings. Alea’s chains effortlessly let him get back in position to keep swinging away. The centipede grew increasingly erratic and unstable as deep thuds echoed through the Miasmic haze like a drum.

Soon enough, the commotion gave way to a deathly silence as the struggle stopped. The centipede’s body was shockingly durable, to the point Zac hadn’t bothered trying to corrode its carapace with [Deathmark]. In contrast, its soul defenses were frankly pathetic, allowing for a quick kill that wasted very little energy.

You couldn’t really fault the centipede for its obvious weak spot. Beasts utilizing spiritual attacks were even rarer than Mentalists. Not to mention, such beasts were often targeted because of the threat they posed to the region, allowing the population to grow even with souls on the weaker side. This phenomenon was even more apparent in a sealed environment like a Wild Mystic Realm, where the beasts hadn’t faced the threat of cultivators with their refined skills and varied means.

Any Beast King Bloodline would have to reach a minimum threshold of Soul Strength to grasp the Daos necessary to advance, and their souls would naturally grow stronger with age. It also wasn’t uncommon for beasts not to go much further than what was strictly necessary, which was how Vilari so easily got the Apex Hunter title.

A dense stream of a Late-stage Beast King’s Kill Energy joined the violent torrent from the raw energy bath. The centipede’s death had progressed two quests, and Zac was almost certain he’d find the resources for a third in its burrow. Zac threw the whole carapace into a Spatial Ring before disappearing in a streak of darkness.

Zac pushed himself to the limits, becoming a grim reaper, cleansing everything in a large circle around his base. The level of commotion he was causing would destabilize the whole region, making the capital too dangerous to visit in the short-run. Zac didn’t care. There was no lack of cities to reclaim, and this one was too dangerous for most of his people to visit anyhow.

Eight hours later, he shattered a dark red crystal, and the final quest was marked as complete. The crystals were the corpses of certain energy creatures that roamed the abandoned cities. The creatures fed on the Faith Energy that seeped from below-ground, and their corpses acted as disruptors, preventing Faith Energy from gathering.

A few minutes of twists and turns led Zac to the sealed entrance of the underground base with the Spatial Gate. The real teleportation hub, which the citizens had used to teleport between cities and possibly Mystic Realms, was destroyed. Repairing the network was one of the available missions, though Zac wondered if it’d ever be finished.

It wasn’t just a matter of understanding the Dao of Space and Arrays enough to repair them. You also needed to clear out the Half-step Beast Emperor that fed on the leaking Spatial Energies. The pack of spatial beasts was spread throughout the teleportation network, and they could easily provide reinforcements when necessary through their Bloodline Talents.

It was an unfortunate reminder that these hidden worlds far eclipsing Earth’s environment would remain untamed wilds for the foreseeable future. The two hundred people on Rava’s list were simply not enough to deal with such a massive reclamation project. Not that there was much point in driving out all the beasts, anyway. Rava only let her chosen through the Spatial Gate, so there was no way to transfer his armies into the hidden realms.

That would all change the day Rava passed on. Which, as it turned out, the Eternal Servant’s definition of ‘not lasting long’ was drastically different from Zac’s. Let alone Monarchs, Rava would outlive most Autarchs of the current age. It might not be much compared to the pseudo-immortality of true Eternal Servants, but her remaining lifespan was still counted in the millions of years.

Zac activated the gate and transferred to the Halls of Service. He turned in all the quests by touching the Mission Board’s pillar, getting 187 merit in return. It was on the lower end for over two days of work, but he’d only completed the bare minimum on a few quests with dynamic rewards. He didn’t bother looking at the new mission that replaced the old as he rushed out of the ruins and into the sandstorm.

“Lord Umbri’Zi,” the guarding Valkyries said with bowed heads when Zac emerged in the nearby station.

Zac reined in his impatience and stopped when he saw the expectant looks in their eyes. “We’ve confirmed that everything is in order. There is a risk of death or deviation, but it’s limited. I’ll have someone send over an information packet shortly. You can send in the first batch after you’ve gone over the materials.”

“We’ll arrange everything,” Tamira said with excitement.

It was impossible to completely hide the secret that a huge opportunity had appeared inside the Ensolus Ruins. All except a few sealbearers had already entered, and over a hundred elites had been recalled from the battlefronts. It created a noticeable gap in their armies. A problem that could be temporarily countered by spending money, but any discerning eye would realize something was up.

Tamira and another ten Valkyries were among the few who caught Rava’s eyes, and they had the greatest understanding of what was hidden within the ruins. More and more were putting together the bits and pieces. Zac had already received discreet inquiries from multiple sources, from the Zhix Hive Council to the Marshall Clan. Rava didn’t seem to hold the insectoids in overly high regard, only listing Ibtep and Rhubat despite their species’ affinity with Faith Cultivation.

Zac had also gotten multiple messages from Petrus, no doubt on Kator’s orders. He’d held off any deeper inquiry until now. Zac knew the Reaver enough to know he might have to give them something. He didn’t like the idea of exposing the training camp, but Rava’s indifference to the matter did inspire some confidence. She didn’t seem the least worried about the Undead Empire or similar factions turning their attention to the ruins and the Holy Relic it held. She’d only reiterated that their deal only extended to Zac and his subordinates, not any outsiders.

Just how powerful was Rava to show such blatant disregard? Peak Autarch? Even stronger? She might be as unshakeable as Sendor inside the Ensolus Ruins. The Imperial Destiny had faded, but what remained should be more than enough to terrify Supremacies. She certainly wouldn’t fight for his sake, Holy Son or not. Maybe he could use the Ensolus Ruins as a sanctuary after leaving the Left Imperial Palace.

There was no telling how things would shake out when the System’s protective blockade around Zecia was lifted. Even if the outsiders didn’t target him, there was still the Kan’Tanu to worry about. After all, there were no guarantees that the Foreign Gods could solve all their problems. The Ensolus Ruins were like an impregnable fortress. His little empire could hide out until the dust settled, or they were strong enough to contend with the Kan’Tanu directly.

Zac even started to wonder if this was all part of Rava’s scheme. Sending him into the Mystic Realm gave birth to these ideas, making him wonder if genuinely accepting his role of Holy Son might be for the best. If he could save all of Earth and Ensolus by joining Laondio’s cause, wouldn’t he be crazy to stubbornly refuse?

Knowing himself, he would probably be dragged into the war for the Era’s direction one way or another anyhow, provided he hadn’t already fallen by that point. And as Ogras said, being a henchman to the strongest faction wasn’t too bad a fate. It might even accelerate his progression, giving him a greater chance of catching up to Leandra and saving Kenzie.

Of course, the presumed safety and benefits were contingent on Laondio actually having a master plan and more helpers hidden through the Multiverse. If Rava was a lone crusader like his mother, he was better off staying clear. Zac shook his head and tabled the complicated mess as he appeared in his army’s main camp on Earth. After a shower and change of clothes, he appeared by the open-air teleportation station.

“Seal!” Zac roared, and dozens of formations and War Arrays sprung to life.

Soldiers poured out of the barracks, armed and ready for any potential threat. A dozen Cosmic Vessels gathered around the square, their weapon squarely pointed at the teleportation arrays. A Peak Hegemon would be ripped to shreds when faced with such a lineup, and even Monarchs would have to be careful.

“Lord Umbri’Zi!” a general exclaimed as he hurried over. “Are we initializing the plan early?”

“No, not yet,” Zac said. “I’m bringing someone over with a token, though. I figured it was a good opportunity to test our routines.”

“Of course.” The general nodded. “What protocol are we following?”

“If you see the fluctuations of a Monarch, don’t wait for my order. Immediately destroy the teleporter before they can emerge.”

“I understand,” the general said and barked a few orders into a crystal.

His System title was still only ‘Baron of Conquest,’ but he was also the sole leader of two Middle D-grade worlds. It wasn’t a problem for him to generate a couple of Teleportation Tokens per year, and he’d already set up a proper system with citizenship-granting quests for the ever-growing number of outside hires.

Zac stepped onto the teleporter and placed a box, his hands shaking slightly as he activated the array. Every second felt like an eternity until the array lit up. Zac’s words caught in his throat as Catheya stepped out, looking more radiant than ever. Their eyes locked, and it was as though time had stopped.

“You’re back,” Zac said with a hoarse voice and pulled her into an embrace.

“I’m home,” a content murmur appeared from his chest.

It was only much later that Catheya noticed the surroundings and grew stiff.

“What’s going on?” Catheya whispered, appearing half-amused, half-mortified. “So many defenders to welcome me? Just what have you been up to?”

“Stand down,” Zac said and reactivated the teleporter. With a flash, they were transported to his compound and he smiled. “Some necessary precautions. I’ve missed you.”

“Really? I wasn’t sure after you sent me away like that.” Catheya pouted playfully.

“Then I guess I’ll have to prove myself.”

“Oh? How will you—Hey!”

Catheya’s pealing laughter echoed through the compound as Zac carried her to his mansion at a sprint.


3
FIRE AND ICE


“What a weirdo,” Catheya giggled as she lifted Zac’s upper lip. “It’s true! Why would getting zapped by lightning make you grow more teeth?”

“It seems the Heavens have a specific taste.” Zac smiled and kissed her fingers. “You’ve never seen something similar on Draugr elders with multiple awakenings?”

“Never,” Catheya said, snuggling closer to Zac beneath the covers. “I like the sleek model of you better. Well, sleeker.”

“And you keep getting prettier.”

“I have no choice. You have no idea how fierce the competition for good men is,” Catheya said, looking at him askance. “Or maybe you do. I heard the Kavriels worked very hard to win your favor?”

“Don’t worry, I protected my purity.” Zac laughed. “If nothing else, I was busy upgrading my skills.”

“Of course you’d pick cultivation over some random skirts,” Catheya said. “What about you? You’re not worried some dragon princeling will come to snatch your woman?”

“Not really. I’ve killed dragons before.”

“Braggart.” Catheya laughed.

They’d talked about everything and nothing for a good while, both reluctant to leave their little bubble of bliss. Eventually, they shifted to their experiences since they parted. Zac was surprised to learn Catheya had been sent to an ancient undead dragon who seemed no less powerful than Ogras’ master. He’d expected someone strong, but to think Sendor found a master who matched Catheya’s path so perfectly. Then again, the circles at the top might be very small, especially among seemingly unaffiliated Supremacies like the dragon and assassin.

Zac shared what he could of his experiences, mindful of the commandments Catheya was bound by. It was a punch to the gut not being able to confide some matters to his girlfriend that even some of his subordinates knew. Catheya was more than understanding of this, and they’d long since developed a form of communication to skirt these sensitive matters. Zac kept what he needed vague, like how his two bodies worked. Catheya perfunctorily asked for clarification in ways that let Zac know she’d been ordered to investigate before coming over.

Catheya was shocked to find how quickly things had gone south for Zecia, and she’d already been debriefed about the upcoming mission before contacting him. Kator was even happy to see her teleport over to Port Atwood, telling her it was fine to stay until they reconvened in a couple of weeks. Hearing the Reaver act so accommodating left Zac more wary than grateful, reminding him how Kator dealt with Boje after their duel.

Their conversation grew a bit stilted when they reached the topic of their upcoming mission. It almost felt like discussing it would bring the inevitable forward, bursting the bubble. A hum from Zac’s communication token forced him back to reality. He leaned over the bed, fishing out the crystal from his robes scattered on the floor.

“They’re here.”

“What? Who?”

“Iz Tayn and Kruta.”

“Tayn!” Catheya said, sitting straight up in the bed. “You’re not thinking of inviting her here, are you?”

“Well—”

“It makes sense,” Catheya said with an entirely too-sweet voice. “How can one of me be enough when there’s suddenly two of you?”

“You know it’s not like that.” Zac smiled as he got up. “And you don’t have to worry. Kator is keeping me on the straight and narrow. I’ve already agreed not to invite the Tayns on the mission to the Imperial Graveyard.”

“So why does it look like you’re heading over?”

“I have to go back to the ruins in six hours. Before that, I want to fetch Kruta. And while we can’t bring Iz, I can still exchange some information with her. Fate is gathering, and the Imperial Graveyard is probably the best place to look for seals now. Four of my sealbearers already have quests leading there.”

“You’re hoping to use them as a diversion?” Catheya said, a smile tugging at her lips. “You’re pretty heartless, using a renowned beauty like that.”

“I’m not using her,” Zac said with a roll of his eyes. “We’re both benefiting. The more people that enter the graveyard, the less attention each of us will have to bear. It’s up to Iz whether she wants to join in or look for seals elsewhere.”

“Is it a good idea to go in person?” Catheya asked. “Iz Tayn is a monster, and she’ll have powerful helpers. She’s even a Flamebearer like you. Why not send a token for Kruta instead of taking such a risk? You can’t trust anyone when the stakes are this high.”

“You’re right, she’s powerful. So powerful she won’t have to resort to trickery like this if she wants my seal,” Zac said. “Iz is able to find Earth. She could just break in if she wanted.”

“Fine. But I’m coming with.”

“Are you sure?” Zac hesitated. “They’re friendly but a bit crazy. Someone might throw fireballs at you.”

“I’d like to see them try,” Catheya huffed as a shimmering veil of intense cold spread around her. “Kator won’t be able to fault you if I’m present as a witness. Are we going right now?”

“We have some time,” Zac said. “How about an actual tour?”

“I wasn’t sure I’d ever get to see this place,” Catheya said as they walked through Port Atwood a few minutes later.

“Why not?”

“I don’t know.” Catheya sighed, grasping Zac’s arm tighter. “It feels like we’re caught in a storm constantly pushing us forward. We said there’d be rest after the trial, but is that really the case? You’ll have to leave for the Abyssal Shores.”

“I have to?” Zac said with a raised brow.

“Honestly, I think the Abyssal Princes would come to fetch you if they realized you were dragging your feet. It would be for your protection as much as anything else.”

“Did Tavza say something?”

“No one tells me anything. They think I’m compromised, which I guess is true,” Catheya said. “But… Master told me to be careful before she dropped me off. There are dangerous undercurrents in the Undead Empire right now, and you could touch the tension between the two camps in Kavista.”

Zac had suspected as much. He didn’t need any specific news to know something was up. The pillar’s ascent was bound to cause ripples throughout the Multiverse, resulting in a power reshuffle among top-tier factions. You just had to look to the First Heaven to see a practical example. The potential effect on the Undead Empire was no less pronounced, even if they weren’t aiming at the main prize.

If the Primo could get his hands on whatever supreme treasure he was forced to give up to the Hollow Court, he’d be able to consolidate his power even further. It might be all he was missing for claiming the Heart of the Empire; the Death-attuned Eternal Heritage propping up the Undead Empire. With both treasure and Eternal Heritage in hand, the Primo might even be able to set his sights on a Throne or Seal.

Currently, the Primo was an emperor in-name, rarely involving himself with the empire’s matters. He didn’t do anything to accumulate faith either, despite its apparent benefits for Supremacies. From what Zac understood, the Primo mostly acted as a deterrence and an occasional arbitrator. It was the Divine Races that actually controlled the four quadrants of the empire.

If the mission for the Fifth Pillar was successful? The Primo might seize direct control and set himself up like Laondio or the Emperors of the Seven Heavens. Zac hadn’t exposed the Primo’s connection to the Hollow Court, but the Divine Races had both smarter and better-informed minds than his. Even if the Reavers and the others didn’t know the specifics, they’d have to be blind not to realize something was up.

The trial was their last chance to stop the Primo’s plot. If anything, Zac was surprised at the restraint they’d shown so far. Perhaps they didn’t dare rock the boat while things were in flux.

“The Abyssal Shores should be safe even if something happens with the empire. And we’ll be together,” Zac said.

“I hope you’re right, though I doubt we’ll be able to stay clear of the politics. Your bloodline alone makes the situation complicated,” Catheya said. “Are you really going to invite Kator here? He might⁠—”

“I have to bring him over, letting three people from the Empire onto the Yphelion is part of the deal,” Zac helplessly said. “It’ll be fine. You saw the welcome packet I’ve prepared in case he tries something. Kator’s bones won’t save him from that kind of onslaught. And he’ll only be here for a few minutes. We’ll head straight to the Battlefront Array.”

“Still, be careful. He’s not foolish enough to attack you on your home turf, but he might be plotting something else.”

That was Zac’s concern, too. Kator was far stronger now than when they sparred. He also wasn’t at the point where he could run rampant on Earth. It was far more likely he’d try something sneaky like leaving a tracker on Earth. Zac’s whole empire was protected against conventional beacons, but Kator might possess some unique ability like forming a Karmic Link with the planet.

“I’ll keep my eyes peeled,” Zac said.

They toured his island for an hour, with Zac showing some of the places he’d mentioned in stories. They also visited the Echelon class, where Catheya handed out gifts and compliments left and right like an aunt coming to visit. All too soon, it was time to go.

The message from Kruta explained they’d taken up residence on a D-grade world under the Dravorak Empire’s rule. Iz not staying in their capital made things easier for him. He did have Teleportation Tokens leading to Dravok City, but his presence would be exposed. The Everfast Monarch’s faction who’d protected him last time was a clear minority, especially now that the war was going south. The Imperials were cozying up to the Havarok Dynasty, hoping to secure an escape route in case Zecia fell. It would be far too easy to become a tribute.

Zac even had Iz’s planet in his exhaustive list of teleportation destinations, and they set off without warning to not alert any potential spies placed around Iz. Zac glanced at Catheya as they stepped off the teleporter, surprised to see her seeming almost as unbothered as him by standing on a High D-grade world without a speck of Miasma.

A small domain of frigid chill had sprung up around her, sealing off the hostile environment. No, what she was doing was different. Zac curiously observed how the Cosmic Energy actually gained an affinity to the Dao of Ice as it got close to Catheya.

“Is this what you mentioned?” Zac whispered as he threw a Cosmic Crystal to a shocked guard, who let the two hooded strangers pass without further questions.

“It’s not perfect, but it’s a start,” Catheya said, and he could feel the excitement in her voice. “Pure Ice is just the beginning. When I figure out mixed-meaning energy, I’ll be able to go anywhere.”

“And it doesn’t cost energy?” Zac marveled.

What Catheya was doing was similar to the engine of the Yphelion and the Remnants. While they pulled energy from the Lower Planes, transcending dimensional restrictions, Catheya pulled Pure Dao. That way, she could form a natural Domain around her.

“Not at this level. It’s another story if I use it to fight or if the environment becomes too intrusive.”

“Lower Planes…” Zac muttered. “Interesting.”

Iz’s residence was impossible to miss. A whole mountain was set on fire just outside the city, with dozens of Hegemons floating in the air nearby. None dared to fly close, yet they were reluctant to leave. Perhaps they hoped the lofty people on the mountain would need a local helper, which could be the start of having their fate reforged.

A few even tried to bar Zac’s approach. Unleashing some of his killing intent and aura saved Zac and Catheya from having to deal with the fools trying to take up the role of guards. It also served to announce their arrival. A gap in the Empyrean Flames opened, exposing a luxurious palace within.

While looking like the summer residence of a wealthy cultivator, it emitted an intense aura of fire and destruction. It had to be a flying fortress or a portable manor since there was no way it was a local residence. An enterprising Hegemon tried to follow in their wake, only to be turned into ash as the entrance closed behind them. Zac grimaced and pulled Catheya closer, fearing she might not be deemed fated by the burning barrier.

There was no clear main entrance to the palace, and there were no servants or guards to point them in the right direction. The palace almost felt deserted. Zac couldn’t sense a single aura in the building; neither could his Draugr vision spot any hints of Life. It was all fire. Thankfully, they didn’t have to go around knocking on doors, as one opened for them.

“Acting all mysterious,” Catheya huffed as the chill around her intensified.

Zac wryly smiled as they entered, where a floating flame waited.

‘We apologize about the reception, Miss Sharva’Zi,’ the flame said. ‘The Dao on the frontier is exceedingly polluted. The young miss chose to seal the inner residences so as not to harm the training of her subordinates. She only just learned of your arrival. This way, if you please.’

“Thank you,” Zac said, and they were led into the heart of the palace.

The heat grew increasingly intense and filled with profound meaning. Zac looked at Catheya with worry. “Are you okay? Should I⁠—”

“No need,” Catheya smiled. “If anything, this is a valuable experience to temper my Domain.”

“If you like it, you’re welcome to stay as long as you wish,” a crystalline voice spread through the hallway as the final door opened. “Welcome.”

“What in the…” Catheya whispered, though Zac barely heard her.

The inner sanctum was a small garden filled with flowers. Zac didn’t recognize a single one, but he could tell each was worth a fortune. They were all Peak D-grade Natural Treasures, with most emitting a vague pressure indicating they’d begun the transition toward the C-grade. Together, they generated an intensely spiritual atmosphere, though not one purely of flames as he’d expected.

The flowers created an actual replica of the Heavens, forming a natural formation utilizing all seventeen Dao Peaks. With all Daos present and in perfect harmony, none stood out. The garden formed a supreme cultivation environment Zac suspected would stand out even on B-grade continents.

The display of wealth and knowledge wasn’t what had taken their breath away, though it did leave Zac’s cells shuddering with hunger. It was the woman sitting in the garden’s center. Iz’s appearance had already been blessed enough by the Heavens that it almost gained a pathbreaking feature. Zac thought her beauty approached the limits of what was possible before. How naïve he’d been.

Iz outshone the field of flowers, making them look like common weeds. She’d clearly advanced in both bloodline and Dao. The marks from the Dao of her family had grown more profound, and that wasn’t the only thing. Zac sensed an echo of his own experiences in Iz’s features. There was a hint of Law.

A well-aimed elbow woke Zac up from his stupor.

“Hello, it’s been a while. I’m sorry we dropped by unannounced. Things have gotten a bit crazy since you left. This is…”

“Catheya Sharva’Zi,” Iz Tayn said, looking at Catheya with interest.

“Miss Iz Tayn.” Catheya bowed. “You’re as beautiful as the rumors say.”

“Likewise,” Iz said, pointing at the chairs that had been set for them. “You have my sympathy. It cannot be easy being a Dao Companion to this troublemaker.”

“Hey—”

“You don’t know the half of it.” Catheya laughed.

“Your fate will be tested so long as you stay by his side.”

“Maybe. I’d rather live an interesting life than a long one. Of course, both would be the best.”

“Indeed.” Iz slowly nodded, turning back to Zac. “You’ve changed.”

“You’ve heard about my dual bodies,” Zac said helplessly as they sat down.

“I did, and I look forward to learning how such a thing came to be. But that is not what I’m referring to,” Iz said, leaning closer as the markings on her face glimmered. “Law and… Authority.”


4
AUTHORITY


Authority? Zac had never heard the term before. He’d gained an aura of command after leading his armies into battle for two years. That wasn’t what Iz referred to, considering it was broached in the same sentence as the Four Laws.

Could it be related to fate? His Luck had grown inordinately high, with an effective Luck of over 6,000. It was natural that one’s providence grew stronger as you did, but not to this point. His Luck-advantage was far greater now compared to when he was just an F-grade cultivator. Zac felt it had begun going beyond sensing dangers and opportunities, especially after his latest gains in the Ensolus Ruins.

People called him a storm that threw fate on its head. It certainly seemed true. That didn’t mean he had control over the process. He was just as much a victim to the whims of fate as everyone else. Perhaps he was approaching a point where his will would nudge fate in his favor, like an extremely watered-down version of what Laondio seemed capable of.

A tremendous pressure preempted Zac’s question to confirm. Like he’d been placed in the middle of a burning sun, yet neither Catheya nor the gently swaying flowers appeared affected.

“Enough.”

Iz’s light voice dispersed the pressure, and Zac realized a golden-haired man stood at her side. Had he been there all the time, eluding Zac’s senses when even the Vigil’s mysterious nun couldn’t? This was a big boss, emitting a martial aura no weaker than Brigadier Toss. He might have the aura of an Early Monarch because of the System’s restrictions, but Zac suspected he was a Peak Monarch.

There was a clear animosity in his gaze, which was decidedly unnerving. Thankfully, Zac had some experience from his exchanges with Kvalk, Iz’s former guardian. Iz’s status within her family was much higher compared to Kator or Tavza in theirs. If Iz didn’t attack, neither would he.

“I’m sorry,” Iz said with the same helpless expression she had when dealing with Kvalk in the Void Star. “This is Salou, a grand disciple of Grandpa’s. He’s tasked with my protection while here. Your mark of Authority alerted him.”

“Senior,” Zac said with a bow before turning to Iz. “You’re right about the Laws. I encountered an old contraption from the Limitless Empire that let me reforge my body with a weakened Four Desolates Tribulation. I’m not sure what this about Authority is.”

“Limitless Empire? No wonder,” Iz said. “Authority is⁠—”

“Wait,” Catheya interjected, making the two look over. “I shouldn’t be hearing this.”

“The Undead Empire has commandments. She might be forced to expose information about me if it’s deemed in the interest or protection of the empire,” Zac explained upon seeing Iz’s confusion.

“Few can see Authority in others, and the concept is not a secret. It is impossible they are unaware.” Iz smiled. “Especially so, considering they are the ones who have marked you.”

“What!”

“To cultivate is to seize the Dao. Eventually, one will stand equal with the Heavens, with a few even surpassing it. Authority is just what it sounds like. Dominion over a territory.”

“Territories? Supremacies?”

“Indeed. A Supremacy will form a Heavenly Territory, where they are an Authority at the level of the Heavens. Most commonly, the territory is anchored in reality by forming a clan or empire. Those who are chosen will be loved by the Heavens, having their strength and progress improved. Those who offend the Supremacy will be rejected by the Heavens while within their territory.

“You have multiple marks on you. One should be from Lord Primo himself. From another, I sense ancient, suffocating darkness closely matching your bloodline.”

“The Abyss?” Zac said. “Do you feel anything on Catheya?”

“Only the former.”

Zac looked down at his hands in thought. The second had to be related to the impartment he received from the Abyssal Princes and Eoz. When had he been given the Primo’s Authority? And Catheya, too.

“I’m not sure what’s going on,” Catheya hesitated before her eyes lit up. “Maybe it’s that? I’ve received special dispensation to cultivate Pure Death. You should have, too, even if you’re not an official member of the empire.”

“So the ban on cultivating Pure Death might be enforced with the Primo’s Authority? Anyone without the go-ahead would have their progress harmed?” Zac muttered, thinking back to Be’Zi. Was that why she escaped into the depths of the Eternal Storm? To avoid the Primo’s blockade on her path?

“I don’t feel any different, though. Unless you count the improvements from awakening my Draugr bloodline.”

“Being marked by Authority can take many shapes and forms. Usually, it will have no effect outside the Heavenly Territory,” Iz said.

“Usually?” Zac recalled Iz’s comment after their duel. “Was it Authority that let you break through my defensive skill back then?”

“I would have broken it regardless. But yes,” Iz said, prompting an embarrassed cough from Zac. “Supremacies have no clear-cut stages. It’s a gradient. The more Authority over the Dao you hold, the stronger you will be. However, there are two major thresholds. At a certain point, you can claim a corner of the Heavens, allowing your Authority to influence the Dao.”

Zac nodded. This was exactly what the Primo seemed to be doing with the Dao of Death.

“My family wields Authority over certain concepts used in your defensive skill. As such, it was weakened when coming in contact with my attack. The skill would also display greater strength if I or someone connected to my family used it,” Iz continued. “At the second threshold, your path becomes Law, and your will can shape reality. The Dao has room for seventeen Utmost Authorities.”

“Seventeen slots?” Zac said, his eyes widening in realization. “The Thrones and Seals? So, those at the top have fused their path with the Four Laws, surpassing the Dao? Which means those seventeen people can dictate the Laws of cultivation?”

“Yes and no. Each Throne or Seal represents an opening, not all of which are claimed by cultivators. For instance, each Apostate ceded one of the slots to the System. The First Defier broke convention, forcing open a path of cultivation for mortals. It’s technically possible to overrule his Authority by clawing back his Throne, but none have ever managed to take what’s in the System’s hands.

“Also, the seventeen slots only represent a part of the picture. The Heavens are growing more crowded, yet much remains unclaimed. Other forces than cultivators also hold large pieces of the Heavens. Taboo zones, ancient formations, the lower realms, and so on.”

“I think I understand, thank you.”

Zac often heard mentions of seizing a corner of the Heavens, and he finally understood what that actually meant. The battle between the Apostate of Mercy and the Buddhist Sangha over the nature of the Peak of Elements was clearly a war over one of the seventeen slots of Utmost Authority.

Judging by Iz’s words, that control was now in the System’s grasp. Zac was certain the Sangha hadn’t given up on it. Even if they couldn’t snatch it back, they might be able to influence the System enough to nudge things in their favor.

Iz’s explanation also confirmed what Zac already knew. Her family possessed an incredibly powerful Supremacy whose Authority stretched beyond their Heavenly Territory. That was the only way she could use it in a fight far out on the frontier. Of course, it was also possible that Iz possessed something greater than a simple mark or blessing from her elder. Who knew, she might have inherited an actual piece of her family’s Authority.

Zac still leaned toward the former explanation, considering the Tayns’ reputation. Everyone feared them, no matter their origin, to the point they might even have one of the Seals or Thrones. It was a terrifying notion that an elder of the woman before him was one of the absolute peak entities in the Multiverse—a group even smaller than he’d thought, considering the System apparently hogged five of them.

No. Most likely, the System held even more. The most powerful cultivators of the ancient era, including Karz and Laondio themselves, had disappeared when the System was born. It didn’t seem too farfetched that the Limitless Empire held at least a couple of slots.

What would happen if the System claimed them all? Zac didn’t dare stay on the subject, feeling he was approaching dangerous grounds again.

“I can’t call on the marks on me to help me in battle, right?” Zac asked to confirm.

“No. That would require the one leaving the mark to expand their Authority beyond their territory. Mind you, many at that level intentionally avoid taking that step, as seizing a corner of the Dao puts you at a direct collision course with the Heavens.”

“Thank you,” Zac exhaled. “This is very useful information. What can I give you in return?”

“The information isn’t all that valuable. Much of it is common knowledge where Authority is involved.” Iz smiled. “Seeing your situation has helped me understand a few things, opening a new path to the future. If anything, I feel I owe you.”

“Then let’s call it even,” Zac said, feeling Catheya grip his arm a bit harder.

He understood what she wanted to say. The information definitely wasn’t as simple as Iz said. At the same time, Zac felt Iz was telling the truth when she said sharing the information helped her. Zac didn’t think Iz was plotting against him, except there was a critical part she’d left out.

“We’re approaching the deadline. Are you ready?” Iz asked, dragging Zac out of his thoughts.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Zac said. “Do you have a plan for collecting a seal?”

“The Flamebearers have been chosen,” Iz calmly said. “That does not mean all are fated to enter. Only one tributary will become the river, and some might be swallowed before the true battle begins. I shall simply test my fate against another’s.”

“Uh,” Zac hesitated while Catheya tensed.

“It makes no sense targeting an ally, especially when you’re not after the main heritage,” Iz said, looking at him with a raised brow. “Of course, it’s impossible to tell what will happen with an aberration such as you involved. I’m taking a gamble that the chaos you bring to the table will benefit me.”

“I’ll do my best to send some good chaos your way.” Zac scratched his chin. “About Kruta⁠—”

“Little Candle has become a nominal disciple of my great aunt, but we are not fated,” Iz said. “He shall stay in your cycle. In return, I only ask that you provide me with one count of assistance should I need it during the trial. If doing so goes against your interests, the outcome will be decided by fate.”

“That’s it?” Zac said with surprise and confusion.

He’d been worried about losing his second Blooddancer of Ultom if Iz brought him over. It was a reasonable payment for their assistance, yet it would have rendered his second cycle incomplete. Luckily, Iz seemed uninterested in keeping Kruta around despite his evident affinity with the Tayns.

“Wait, Little Candle?”

“It’s what my aunt calls him.” Iz smiled. “And you underestimate your value. Little Candle is talented, but his path is his own. I believe your promise has a higher chance of giving returns.”

“I’ll help out if I can. I do have other obligations, like the Undead Empire,” Zac said, feeling a bit sad for ‘the Great Kruta’ who’d been reduced to Little Candle. Then again, was he any better? It was only recently he’d graduated from his status as Mr. Bug.

“That’s not a problem. I’m not interested in forcing fate.”

“Then I accept,” Zac said. “I also wanted to see if you’re interested in another exchange. Same as last time. I have some intelligence that could prove useful in gathering seals. You can exchange with resources or information of similar value.”

“Hm?” Iz said, a smile tugging at her lips. “You’re about to cause trouble again. No wonder we felt a rise in the winds of fate and had to hurry over.”

“I’m trying to quit, it’s not easy.” Zac helplessly said. “Do we have a deal?”

“We do.”

“I can’t share all the details as there are agreements in place, but there’s a place in the Zurbor Sector called Imperial Graveyard.”

“We’ve heard of it from some of our contacts,” Iz said. “It’s stirring, and many unexplored remnants are appearing. You also need the cultists’ permission to enter, and I refuse to make deals with heretics.”

“What if you don’t have to?” Zac said. “I’m not at liberty to say the exact time. But in a few weeks, we’ll break open the barrier and sneak inside. Everything is already in place.”

“You’ll break open the barrier? How? I hear it’s quite impressive, and a lot of the cult’s elites are stationed in the region.”

“I can’t say.”

“Do you need my assistance?”

“No.”

“Why are you bringing this to us?” Salou interjected.

“Spreading the risks,” Zac frankly admitted. “The more people we can get to enter, the more the Kan’Tanu will have to spread their resources if they want to catch us. As for what we accomplish or find inside, it’ll be up to fate.”

“Interesting,” Iz hummed. “It shouldn’t prove too difficult to find a path there, though your actions might also open up opportunities elsewhere.”

“Without a specific time, how would we know when to strike?” Salou asked.

“Let’s just say… you’ll know it when you see it, so long as you’re in the area.”

“Chaos,” Iz mused and took out an Information Crystal. “This information is very helpful. Let me reciprocate.”

Zac briefly scanned it, his brows rising as he saw a mix of familiar and unfamiliar names. It was a report on a large number of sealbearers, including three Flamebearers that hadn’t appeared during the war. Just where had they cropped up from? While the war was the main road into the trial, it looked like there were a few side entrances for the powerful and motivated.

The three chatted for a bit longer. Zac could tell it wasn’t the time or place to catch up properly. Iz had just arrived and needed to move quickly to catch up with those who’d been gathering seals since before the war started. He was the same. He’d spent the better part of the day with Catheya and only had two hours left before he needed to return to Rava’s side.

“We should head out,” Zac said. “It was nice seeing you again, Iz.”

“Likewise,” Iz said. “Life seems to become more interesting when you’re around.”

“You need to head back to the… thing, right?” Catheya said and thoughtfully turned to Iz. “Is the offer to stay for a bit longer still open?”

“Of course. The power of ice you’re wielding is exquisite. I think both me and my subordinates could benefit from exchanging pointers,” Iz said. “Little Candle is also in the middle of last-minute training. You can leave him here unless you have a special task that requires his assistance. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

Zac was reluctant to part with Catheya so soon. Rather than having Catheya be left alone on Earth or return to Kavista, staying with Iz didn’t seem like a bad option. They could only benefit from staying a few extra days, considering just the flowers in Iz’s garden were worth far more than his whole empire.

“I’m out of Teleportation Tokens, so I’ll come get you two a few days before we set off, then?” Zac said.

“No need. Flies will soon swarm this planet. I’ll send them over in two weeks.”

“You can do that?” Zac said with surprise. “I heard the isolation around Earth has been upgraded.”

“No matter. The path is already explored, and transporting allies will not draw the System’s ire,” Iz said, turning to Catheya. “I need to seclude myself for a bit. The flames will lead you to Little Candle and the others.”

“Thank you.”

“Oh, uh…” Zac hesitated just as they were about to leave. “I kind of borrowed your name to threaten the Dravoraks a while back. I’m sorry about that.”

“I’m aware. Don’t worry. What is our name worth if it can’t be used to protect our allies? Little Candle has already provided compensation,” Iz said. “I look forward to seeing the surprise you’ve planned out for the heretics.”

“Don’t worry; this has the potential to become my best work yet.”


5
COMPLICATIONS


The door closed behind the two guests, stirring a gentle wind that sang a melody of Dao within the garden. The flowers stilled, leaving Iz alone with her thoughts.

“He’s found a companion. I’m not confident she’s fated, but I’m happy he’s happy,” Iz said, ignoring the worried look from her advisor. “Did you see how tired he was?”

“I did.”

“Is it really worth it? Protecting the lives of the unfated.”

“There is no right or wrong answer to that, miss.”

“Will his hard work amount to anything? The providence of this sector has all but dried up.”

“Their performance is too wretched. The general trend has been set despite the best efforts of young miss’s friend. The Heavens have already abandoned this region. The interwar will be over in two months at most.”

“It’s impossible?”

“I wouldn’t dare say so when that young man is involved. I have never seen a providence like his. If young miss and the other candidates are radiant stars, then he’s a black hole.”

Iz wasn’t surprised. There had always been something odd about his providence since the first time they met. It was nowhere near what she sensed today. She didn’t need Salou’s unique vision to understand Zac had undergone a tremendous change since she left for training.

The curiosity was almost unbearable, to the point she briefly regretted returning the mirror to her grandpa. The memory of Zac standing alone, broken and exhausted, after dealing with the energy golem from the Lost Plane doused those feelings. He’d become too real, making it impossible to use his struggles as entertainment.

Iz still felt embarrassed and anxious over the matter, fearing he’d see the truth in her eyes or piece together her excuses. Couldn’t he have exploited their name a bit more to level the imbalance? Aunty Valissa had suggested giving him treasures or testing the fate of his enemies to alleviate the guilt. Iz believed that was the wrong way to go about things.

Now, there was another complication to the tangle in her heart. It looked like her guardian couldn’t hold back any longer.

“Young miss, are you truly letting him leave like this? Ignoring his status as a Flamebearer is one thing—he’s encroaching on the exalted one’s Authority. The family rules are very clear on how to deal with any attack on the Empyrean Throne.”

“That man always brings surprises,” Iz sighed. “Just how did he get marked? Is it part of a bigger tapestry?”

“Any such violation should be nipped in the bud. He’s weak now, but he gives me a bad feeling. Like he holds a seed of our downfall.”

“Is it your Third Eye?” Iz asked, getting a hesitant shrug in response. “Grandma can take care of herself. And I’m not convinced this is a bad thing.”

“Is young miss thinking of bringing him into the family to richen the blood?”

“It would be interesting to see what would happen. The Empyrean Quadrant is very quiet and uneventful,” Iz said with a slight smile. “But no, I’m talking about something else. You said he’s encroaching on our Throne, you could also argue it’s the other way around. The mark on him is ancient.”

“Ancient?” Salou said, his eyes flickering. “Is young miss referring to the Templars of the Flame? Then, there’s even more reason to sever his fate.”

“I will do no such thing. Zac is a friend, and killing him will not release Emperor Evrodok’s hold on Grandma’s Throne. It’s only a weak mark now, but given time…”

“He might seize or destroy the fragment of ancient Authority,” Salou said, slowly nodding in agreement. “I’m sorry, miss. I was shortsighted. Shouldn’t you have at least informed him if you wanted his help? He might not know he’s being targeted by the Remnants of the Empire.”

“His mark is tenuous at best. I think he’s wavering on whether he should accept the Empyrean Flame or not. I don’t want to influence his decision or path,” Iz said. “Fate cannot be forced—we’ll let it run its course. It does not seem ready to materialize just yet, and I believe Ultom will give us an answer.”

“He might become your enemy.”

“He promised to send some good chaos our way,” Iz said with a smile. “I am willing to take a bet on him. I will face the outcome head-on, no matter what it is.”

“I will have to report this matter to Lord Mohzius. I believe he’ll agree with your assessment,” Salou said. “Fate truly works in mysterious ways. To think a chance encounter in an F-grade trial would culminate into such convoluted threads of fate.”

“I think it’s much too soon to say culminate with that troublemaker involved,” Iz said.

“What does young miss think about his suggestion?”

“What will happen to this sector when it’s deemed unfated?” Iz asked instead of answering.

“If it were another enemy than the Black Heart Cult, the System would have handed the sector over and closed the matter. It would keep the Space Gate open for a set number of years or directly fuse the sectors, depending on performance. With such a resounding victory, I’d guess the latter.”

“It won’t do so for heretics, even if they’re integrated?”

“Not if it can find a way around it that doesn’t break its operational rules. The System generally picks one of two approaches. One, it’ll give a neighboring sector a chance to take over after the heretics have been given a minimum window of plunder. Second, it’ll abandon the sector on the basis of lacking energy and potential.”

“Discorporation,” Iz muttered with a slight frown.

“It’s the most likely outcome. The connection with the Fifth Pillar will likely influence the System’s operations somehow, though. It will not do anything before that chapter has concluded.”

“Then it’s settled. If Mister Bug is planning to go to the Imperial Graveyard, that’s where we have to be. He is planning something big. I can’t wait to see if he can overturn the fate of a whole sector.”
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‘This way, miss,’ the bobbing flame said.

“One second,” Catheya answered. “You’re really okay with me staying?”

“Of course. Just be careful. Talk with Kruta to make sure you don’t break any unspoken rules.”

“I know how to carry myself.” Catheya winked before lowering her voice, “What do you think about what she said?”

“There’s not much point in worrying about Authorities and marks. I think she’d have said something if they posed a risk to my life.”

“It’s not like we could do anything about them even if we knew they were there,” Catheya agreed. “Still, we don’t know the full picture. There might be dangers we’re still not aware of.”

Zac understood what Catheya meant. She was reminding him not to take the information at face value. Iz only provided a brief overview to explain the concept. How could a few sentences encapsulate the abilities of Supremacies? Whether it was because of family rules or other limitations, there was much that remained unsaid.

The biggest concern was whether Supremacies could track their marks. He’d felt somewhat safe thanks to his combination of anti-Karma capabilities and Void bloodline. It would be easier said than done to track him down if he escaped into the Eternal Storm or another region of the Multiverse. Such maneuvers were useless if he carried around a tracking signal directly connected to the Dao.

“What did she give you?”

“Take a look,” Zac said, taking out the Information Crystal.

“Are you sure?”

“It’s not a problem. I’ll probably share this with Kator anyhow. No matter what undercurrents are stirring in the Empire, they’re unlikely to take action before they know the outcome of the trial. This information gives us a chance to survive long enough for him to betray us.”

“I hate that such a gloomy outlook sounds reasonable,” Catheya said and took the crystal. “So many powerful people. Those Flamebearers, especially. I don’t think Kator alone can deal with them, let alone us.”

“We always suspected the waters were deeper than we could see. Outsiders have been entering Zecia and Zurbor for two years. Some didn’t join the Intersector War. Others kept their movements hidden. Now we have names and faces, at least, and the Flamebearers should be aiming for the Left Imperial Palace.”

“So long as it’s not a slaughter trial,” Catheya said.

Zac nodded in agreement. That was his worry, too. The biggest risk to his people is if there were a slaughter component like the Eastern Trigram Hunt. Their being uninterested in the Eternal Heritage wouldn’t matter if killing other candidates improved one’s fate with Ultom and the Left Imperial Palace.

His current strength still wasn’t enough to win against Yselio without relying on his bloodline breakthrough or outside assistance, let alone kill him. He might be able to fight to a draw, provided Yselio showed all his cards in their previous fight. The three Flamebearers on Iz’s list were also clearly stronger than the Imperial Prince. Escaping with his life intact was the best outcome if he fought today.

One was the direct descendant of someone called the Centigrade Pryer. Iz only provided a brief introduction, explaining that the Pryer was an ancient elemental who’d achieved pseudo-immortality like the Primo. The descendant’s level was a question mark. The report said the unique elemental race were all monstrously talented, and estimated the young Pryer would have four Earthly Daos on top of their other ungodly advantages.

Another candidate was the Holy Daughter of a terrifying insectoid species. The report said each generation’s Matriarch wielded the strength to fight to a draw with most Thrones or Seals, and the Holy Daughter had specifically been raised to take over in a few million years. How could someone like that be normal?

The third Flamebearer had the shortest introduction, mentioning neither gender nor race. Their name was Eouso, and they came from something called the Pesvati Rift in the Eternal Storm. Zac had never heard of it, but any unintegrated faction that dared contend for opportunities directly related to the System had to be extremely powerful.

“Are you okay?” Zac asked when he noticed Catheya’s look.

“I’m fine. It’s just that it’s all becoming very real, very fast now that I’m back. I always knew the trial would be dangerous. It’s another thing now that there are names and faces to the competition. Do you think Iz can get it? The Eternal Heritage?”

“She has the qualifications. I couldn’t gauge her strength at all this time. She might have already stepped into Late D-grade,” Zac said, not worried about the flame listening in. “Then again, Iz succeeding would only be the first step. The Tayns would have to defend the prize. I’m sure some old monsters are just waiting for the dust to settle to rob the winners rather than muck about with the trial.”

“At least the matter will be out of our hands at that point.” Catheya smiled, clasping Zac’s hand. “I cannot believe we only got half a day to ourselves.”

“Maybe we’ll get some time to ourselves in the Imperial Graveyard,” Zac said helplessly. “Just give me a call if you want to go back, and I’ll figure out a way to pick you up.”

“Go, do your thing. I’ll see if I can find some answers here. It’s an interesting juxtaposition after spending the last years in a world of ice and a reminder of why I’ve chosen this path.”

Zac made his way back from the castle after saying his goodbyes. His safe exit from the burning mountain was enough deterrence to prevent any of the lingering Hegemons from having any ideas. He spent an hour getting updates and reading reports before returning to the Ensolus Ruins.

He passed five shell-shocked soldiers hurrying toward the temples on his way. The addition of almost a hundred soldiers had added some life to the training camp, though it still gave off a desolate air. He found himself at the entrance to the Halls of Service.

His human side had kept training all the while, having already emerged from the raw energy bath and returning a day later. The only difference from the norm was he’d swapped out the more strenuous exercises with things that wouldn’t incapacitate his Draugr half. Rava would no doubt make him pay back for lost time, but the day off was definitely worth it.

Zac looked into the sky. He could vaguely see a river of providence connecting the Ensolus Ruins with the distance—the Imperial Graveyard or perhaps the pillar itself. Catheya was right. It all felt more real now that everyone was back and everything was in place. He only had two more weeks to prepare. He’d better make it count.

“There is a lingering aura of flowers and powerful flames on you. One of the outsiders you mentioned?”

“A friend of mine just returned to Zecia, and I visited her before I had to return,” Zac said, glancing at Rava, who’d appeared to his right.

“A friend…? No wonder.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You have the aura of a man who’s fought a fierce battle. To think your Obsidian-eyed companion wasn’t enough. Being young and full of vigor is natural, do not forget what’s important.”

“That’s not—” Zac coughed. “I have a question. Does the repository have any information on Authority that I can exchange for merit? I should have some left over after going through the schedule.”

“Why concern yourself with the matters of Supremacies and Godkings? You’re just an Evolved Lord. Your glory points are better off spent on strengthening yourself.”

Autarchs in the pre-system era were referred to as Celestials, with each stage having its own name like the stages of Hegemony. Only Supremacies were the same during both periods. Godkings were likely something even greater. He recalled Rava calling Joanna’s master Godking Eyler.

Zac didn’t have much luck figuring out what that meant during his short visits to the repository. This was a training camp, and there wasn’t too much general information available. He had a better idea after meeting Iz, though. A Godking should either be a Supremacy who’d extended their Authority beyond their Heavenly Territory or one who’d seized a slot of Utmost Authority.

“I just learned I’ve been marked by two Undead Supremacies, possibly more,” Zac explained. “I want to understand what dangers I’m facing, if they can use the marks to control or track me.”

Rava spoke after a few moments of thought, “Don’t waste your time in the repository. Authority only has a marginal impact on the masses—not even Supremacies can dictate the will of the Heavens. It is easier if you think of Authority as the final stage of Dao, and not as a special ability. The Dao is boundless, but only one cultivator can control the full extent of each expression. Someone reaching the limits of a path and lack its specific Authority will exhibit a fifth of its strength at best. Few had the luxury of wielding the full Authority of their Dao in my time. I believe it’s even more difficult today.

“You have little reason to worry about the marks left on you. Even a Godking would have a hard time tracking down its chosen through a mark alone. Your unique bloodline and Void Destiny will make it even harder, if not impossible. Frankly, I doubt anyone would be willing to try even if you ran off with the whole pillar.”

Zac didn’t understand why Rava was suddenly so accommodating after stonewalling him for over a week, but he wasn’t about to ruin things with questions.

“The Heavens is not a servant. Using it as such will cause a backlash and trigger a premature tribulation. If unlucky, pieces of Authority they worked a million years on seizing will escape their grasp.”

That was a load off his shoulders. The threat of facing a tribulation or crippling backlash would keep the Primo and everyone else on their best behavior in these critical times.

“Of course, there are exceptions to everything,” Rava added. “I recall a Holy Relic from a previous Era that could accomplish such a feat without drawing the ire of the Heavens.”

“Those things can’t be very common,” Zac muttered before looking at Rava with suspicion. “What’s changed?”

“My job is to teach you and ensure you’re ready for whatever fate has in store. I believe this knowledge might be part of that.”

It was obviously not the truth. Still, Zac felt the information was accurate.

“I’ve been thinking. I want to go through the Endless Crusade before I leave.”

“You’re not ready.”

Zac looked at the river of providence a final time before stepping into the halls.

“Everything worthwhile comes at a price. And I might not be ready now, but I still have two weeks.”


6
WHAT IS DEAD


Furious roars shook the dojo, and the oppressive aura of its combatants made the observers lining the walls strain to remain upright. The murderous intent pounced on Tavza as she stepped inside. It was swallowed by the Abyss before it could come close, leaving her mind unaffected.

“What’s this?” Tavza icily said, ignoring the onlookers while holding up the communication token.

There was no response except deep thuds of fists crashing into leathery skin and claws grinding against bone and stone. Three circles of utter darkness appeared without a sound, forming an array around the struggling Beast King. Three flashes disintegrated the head of the Peak D-grade simian before it could react, ending the battle prematurely.

“Poor guy,” a muffled voice said from beneath the headless carcass before it was flung out of the way. “I promised it could live if it managed to pin me down.”

“What is the meaning of this?” Tavza repeated.

“Isn’t it self-evident?” Kator said. “I’ve reorganized our group.”

“You’ve removed me from the task group, replacing me with one of your sycophants.”

“Right-hand man, but yes,” Kator said as he applied some paste to remove the shallow marks on his armor. “You’ve been sealed in your crypt so long I didn’t know if you’d emerge in time.”

“I was preparing for our mission.”

“And I appreciate your dedication. Nevertheless, I realized that having both of us aboard that brat’s ship was a bad idea. What would happen to our mission if something went wrong? This way, there’s still hope in case I should fall in the line of duty.”

“You might be in charge, but this is a joint operation. Removing me is breaking the agreement. Remember, you are still on Draugr land.”

“Relocating. Someone needs to lead our sealbearers and remaining candidates into the graveyard. You have ample experience in that regard—your experience in the Million Gates Territory makes you perfect for the assignment. Of course, you’re welcome to stay behind if you feel the task beneath you.”

“If only one of us can stay with Arcaz Umbri’Zi, it should be me. Your strained relationship with the asset is well-documented.”

“We don’t need to get along to work together. Rather, it’s you who’s too close to him. How can I be sure you won’t try to run off with the little bastard?” Kator laughed. “I’m not convinced your allegiance with the Empire supersedes that of your lake, so I’ll be the one to make sure Arcaz Umbri’Zi holds up his end of the bargain.”

“You have the audacity to talk about allegiance at this time? It’s you who⁠—”

“You shouldn’t believe every rumor you hear,” Kator said with a shake of his head. “Either case, my decision is final.”

“I will⁠—”

“Oh, I’ve imposed a seal on Kavista. This mission is of extreme importance to our cause. We can’t have any information falling into the hands of our enemies.”

“So that’s it?” Tavza said, the Abyss in her eyes growing darker.

“That’s it, Draugr,” Kator rumbled as patterns formed across his War Bones.

“I hope you don’t choke on your appetite.” Tavza turned around and left, unwilling to stay with the insufferable Reaver for another second. Giving in to the desire to rip him apart would do her no good. Her chances of victory were slim, and it would accomplish nothing. Despite her best efforts, there still hadn’t been any word from the Heart. Kator was still in charge of the mission, which had been created by Lord Primo and ratified by the four races.

Lashing out was no different than breaking the cardinal laws of the empire, so long as his orders were within reason. They were out of options. Tavza soon reached her study, where Laz was waiting.

“He’s not budging,” Tavza said.

“I guessed as much. That daredevil used the Primo’s Writ to create a blockade, so he must be ready to face the fallout. He’s digging himself deeper if they’re truly planning something,” Laz said.

“It’s a small price to pay for the White Sky Phalanx if it means furthering their goals. There is no way around the seal?”

“Not by anyone bound by the commandments.”

“Still no word from home?” Tavza asked.

“The Lake remains sealed per the last report, and we’ve received no word of any big changes on the outside. Garrisons close to our empires are still seeing a constant influx of common-race soldiers.”

“The lower races would never dare act out on their own,” Tavza said.

“True. And yet, such movements cannot be faulted under any law or regulation.”

“Do you think they’d actually dare attack?”

“If they see an opportunity? Absolutely,” Laz said. “For now, they should only be exerting pressure. Rattling their spears and attacking are two very different things. They want us to join their camp or remain neutral at the very least.”

“Have the others made their will known?”

“No. The Serpentine Sea Phalanx is still ignoring the actions of their race. If anything, they’ve escalated their war with the Primal Council. The Blood Progenitor remains silent, and the Eternal Court appears to be split down the middle. Who knows what the Eidolon are thinking?”

“They move as one,” Tavza sighed. “The Hiveminds must have given some form of assurance if two Phalanxes and half the sanguine aristocrats dare raise their weapons.”

“It might not necessarily come to war,” Laz said. “This is not the first time this has happened. Even the Abyssal Shores have participated in similar activities in the past.”

Laz’s words were meant to comfort. Unfortunately, they both knew this time was different. The Primo had been seen less and less frequently over the past generations. His true body didn’t even appear to officiate when the Imperial Supremacies left on their final journey.

The once-unmentionable rumors were now openly discussed among the common populace. That true death had finally caught up with the Primo. That his Dao Heart could no longer take the eternity it’d been forced to endure. That the Heart of the Empire had finally bested him and it was time for the next chapter of the Undead Empire. No emperors, no futile wars, and an age of prosperity.

Even now, the Primo remained quiet, adding oil to the fire.

His reticence left the Abyssal Shores in a difficult position. This was the worst possible time for a civil war. Her ancestor was approaching his limits, with none being ready to pick up his mantle. Worse, discovering the missing branch of Eoz was a glaring weakness until it had the chance to mature.

A single order from the Primo could have pulled the Abyssal Shores to his side—to let her bring back the son of Eoz and complete their bloodline. Even handing her back command of the mission would have sufficed. The Primo had done neither. Was his position truly so weakened he didn’t dare push back against the Reaver’s grab for control? Was he unable to communicate with the outside world, as some suspected?

The crushing burden of command weighed on Tavza. As much as she hated to admit it, she wasn’t as skilled as Kator in leadership. Her path was another. She prayed that would be the key to avoiding disaster.

“We have no choice. I’m going to perform the ritual.”

“You’ve managed to finish it?” Laz exclaimed with shock.

“I believe so.”

“You believe? Death looks completely different compared to the age of the Limitless Empire. Just the slightest error in your calculations, and⁠—”

“We are out of options. We cannot sit idly by while the world moves forward,” Tavza said with determination. “I have to speak with the lord.”

“Let me or Sepravo do it.”

“Impossible. You lack the required affinity with the Dao of Death and the precise knowledge to channel it. There might only be ten people in the shores who have a chance of getting a message through,” Tavza said. “Please help hide my actions.”

“Of course.”

Tavza made her final preparations before activating a hidden array that displaced her into another room. A series of transfers using complex and everchanging patterns and her bloodline took her into a hidden chamber in the depths of Kavista, a place not even Tassar Kavriel knew of. It teemed with Miasma, far surpassing what the local holy lands could provide.

Part of it came from Tavza’s modifications over the past years, another from the fact it was a hidden vein drawing from the continent’s very essence. In the middle of the cave was an enormous sphere made from an intricate mesh of thousands of strings. It was one of the most incomprehensible arrays she’d ever encountered and the culmination of her efforts.

Being stripped of command had awoken her from her comfortable dream of superiority. There would be little chance of her reclaiming command during the war—she was a historian and Array Master, while Kator was a skilled general and fierce fighter. Tavza had still believed she could have achieved her goals as a vice-commander, keeping the seed of Vanguard safe from the backlines.

That was before she fully understood the storm Arcaz stirred. Seeing the Abyssal Pond explode was a slap to her face that shattered any lingering notion of safety or surety. Not even the Abyssal Shores were safe when facing the coming storm. Since then, she’d worked herself to the bone, fighting, cultivating, and scouring the depths of the Million Gates Territory for anything that could help. Then, she found it.

An array created by the Primo himself in an age preceding the System’s birth. A gift left to a benefactor who extended a helping hand at his lowest. Tavza was unaware of the details, and she hadn’t dared prod too deep, fearful of triggering a hidden safeguard in the commandments. Still, the array had become a beacon of hope when the Heart grew increasingly distant.

‘When all options are exhausted, and all you see is darkness, light the pyre. Death will bring life.’

The message wasn’t an empty promise. A year of research deduced there was Law infused into the array. Activating it without the prerequisites in place would cause a powerful backlash that would rip even Monarchs to shreds. Tavza believed she’d checked all the boxes, yet her hands shook as she ignited the logs of ancient wood.

Black flames were sucked into the labyrinthian mesh, and millions of archaic runes lit up. The Miasma around her twisted and transformed, regressing into a primal state. Past and present connected through the tapestry of Death, forming an illusory gate.

Tavza exhaled upon seeing the successful connection. As confident as she’d appeared, there’d been some guesswork involved in the array’s restoration. The most difficult step was complete, but Tavza didn’t relax. She made an incision on her arm and a stream of ichor filled with Abyssal Death came pouring out. It wriggled as though alive, gradually taking the form of herself. Tavza cut off a sliver of her soul and infused it into her creation.

Creating a perfected clone would leave her weakened for weeks, but it was her only option. Tavza carefully extracted streams of ancient death from the gate, weaving it into the duplicate.

It wouldn’t save her in case something went wrong, and it couldn’t take her place for the next step. The body was an anchor to reality, and it could cover for her in case the journey took up too much time.

With everything in place, Tavza took a steadying breath and stepped through.

The River of Time tried to rip her apart. She staunchly held on, her personal Abyss resisting the backlash of the paradox she’d formed. Space stabilized and madness was unleashed. She stood on a desolate expanse under an utterly foreign sky. Decay and madness had taken up all reality, twisting her senses and perception. It didn’t accept anything else, and Tavza would have been instantly Remoulded by foreign Death if not for the small, black flame in her hands.

‘Child of Azol, you should not have come.’

The wasteland shook as it spoke. The ground rose, forming a sphere made of bedrock. One eye after another opened on the dusty stone until a million gazes were trained upon her. No two were alike, except for the profound Death their pupils were made from. It was a different darkness than the comforting blackness of the Abyss and not any weaker.

Eyes opened and closed, forming a pattern that encompassed all life’s terminus. Space lost all meaning as the eyes bent and expanded into dimensions where Tavza’s mind couldn’t follow. The undivided attention was just as fatal as the Fallen Death of a previous Era, which still whispered in Tavza’s ears. The eyes were completely different from the Founders, the homunculi carved in their lord’s mortal image.

She was facing one of the true facets of the Primo—Galgallim.

“My Lord, I was out of options, and all I can see is Death in our future,” Tavza groaned, struggling to keep herself from eroding.

‘You are traversing on ancient Karma. What befell the original owner?’

“Their descendants succumbed early in the Dark Ages. They died before they could finish the sphere.”

‘Fate inherited… and accepted. Speak.’

“There is unrest on the outside, and we could not contact you. We feared something had gone wrong.”

‘The Heart has been sealed.’

“What!”

Just who was powerful enough to trap the Primo inside the Heart of the Empire?

‘No matter. Heart and empire is one. Kingdoms crumble, civilizations fall. Death reigns eternal.’

Tavza held back a gasp. Was the Primo happy to stay in his cage, depriving the empire of its lifeline as a way to fight back? Their population had grown far too great to survive without the Eternal Heritage’s constant infusion of Miasma. Even the colonies couldn’t survive without the Heart of the Empire.

Losing its gift would lead to calamity, especially so for Draugr. The Abyssal Lake was the empire’s second-greatest source of Miasma. The other races couldn’t enter its depths, but the shores could provide sanctuary. The longer the Heart remained closed, the more danger they would face.

“Lord, the Abyssal Shores have not moved against you! The son of Eoz is being targeted by the other races. His fate is tied to our race. If lord could extend a helping hand, the Abyssal Shores will stand with⁠—”

‘I cannot help you.’

Tavza’s heart sank even further.

‘His fate is not yours to control, nor anyone else’s. He is gathering Chaos; the tapestry has already been corroded. I can only sense he will face mortal danger.’

“Is there anything I can do?”

‘Perhaps. Perhaps not. Child of Azol, are you willing to face the unknowable? In Chaos, seize life.’

“I’m willing!”

‘Very well. Thus, Karma dies.’

Pitch-black runes poured out of the myriad eyes, forming a web that expanded space toward infinity. The madness was swept away, replaced by the pure bliss of the Grand Tapestry of Death. Tavza only got a brief moment to take it in before she felt a tug, pulling her further into the tapestry until she reached a writhing knot.

It was a small gathering of Chaos, causing unpredictable changes that spread through the tapestry. Tavza felt she could accomplish anything if she grasped that power. She shook her head, remembering her goal. The key to her predicament should be inside. She’d seize it, no matter what.

‘Remember, fate is not set, and what is dead may rise anew.’

A gap opened, and Tavza entered the broken peak.
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ETERNAL CRUSADE


Invir parried the stab, pushing the spear into the ground. His retaliatory lunge turned into a stumble by legs betraying him from exhaustion. His arms burned, yet he managed to raise his blade, where it sank into the chest of his enemy. Madness gleamed in the Krovath’s eyes as he grabbed the hilt and dragged Invir closer.

The masked barbarian pulled a bone dagger from his belt as his lifeblood seeped out of the wound. Invir saw his doom in the sharpened edge yet was unable to mount even a perfunctory resistance. Warmth followed cold, as blood seeped down his throat. It mixed with the Korvath’s blood and they fell onto the ground. The roars of war raged all around, with Lords and Heralds battling in the sky above.

How did it come to this? He’d joined the town guard for its steady pay and reputable enough status to court Dara. If he’d made sergeant, he could have afforded a house in the third district in just fifty years. Everything was in place, so why did he ignore Dara’s pleas when the recruiters passed through town?

Greed. He’d seen the Lords flying in the sky, their lifespan counted in millennia. Even making captain wasn’t enough to come in contact with the mysterious truths and profound methods required to reach that step. He’d sacrificed happiness for the chance of power. Now, he’d die like a cockroach on the ground, his strength not even at the level of his old instructor back home. War was a sickness of the mind!

The fragments of Invir’s life passed through Zac’s mind in a flash, replaced with another in an unending stream. A hundred wars, a thousand lives, a million deaths. Some lives were heroic, others ignoble. The Eternal Crusade enshrined everything from F-grade cultivators who’d barely stepped onto the road of cultivation to Peak Hegemons with eons of experience.

There were as many causes as there were beings. Justice, wealth, revenge. Some experiences could become tales of valor and bravery, others, tales of caution.

The memories of war and their origins stacked, forming mountains that overshadowed everything else. Each revolution tried to wash away Zac’s path and replace it with its own. Zac desperately held onto a core of self. It grew harder and harder when facing a millennium of memories, and his own life became nothing but a footnote.

Finally, there was release. The last glimmering light in the towering crystal faded, and no more memories were added to the storm raging in his mind. Separating what was his and what was outside influence would have been impossible without his Void State. Even then, he’d come awfully close to having his life scattered among the ancient cultivators.

With the self extracted, tranquility returned, allowing the mountains of a thousand lifetimes to sink into the depths of Zac’s mind. The encyclopedia of experiences added to the struggles Zac endured to reach his current heights and the insights he’d gained into Conflict from his personal crusade.

A box appeared on the ground, and a storm was kicked up in the Halls of Heroes when Zac opened its lid. A Supreme quality Dao Treasure attuned to the Dao of Conflict was revealed—one of the treasures he’d bought from the Middle D-grade Limited Exchange. All the fuel he’d need to form an Earthly Dao of Conflict.

The path forward was clear, and he knew an Earthly Dao would be a huge help in overcoming the dangers he’d face in the near future. And yet, his hand didn’t move, no matter how much his body screamed at him to consume the treasure. He sighed in defeat and closed the lid, stowing the box before the enticing fluctuations could change his mind.

“You did the right thing.”

“I failed in the end,” Zac said, looking up at the enormous crystal with regret.

It had been just under a year since he advanced his Branch of the War Axe in the wake of his breakthrough into Middle Hegemony. Aiming for an Earthly Dao after such a short window could be considered greedy, but war was an incubator for the Dao of Conflict. He’d spent every day on the battlefield fighting for his life, finding the truths of Conflict at the edge of life and death.

His comprehension had gone through multiple cycles of broadening and sharpening, advancing far quicker than his Branches of Pale Seal and Kalpataru. It hadn’t been enough. Forming an Earthly Dao was a huge step, where you created a Dao uniquely yours. Dao Fragments could be considered prefabricated snacks provided by the System, and Dao Branches dinners made by following a recipe.

An Earthly Dao was a dish of your invention, designed to perfectly suit your taste based on your understanding of ingredients, palate, and cooking technique. That was the true meaning of the slightly confusing name. It didn’t have any connection with the Inverse Peak. The Earthly in Earthly Dao referred to the distinction between man and the Heavens.

An Earthly Dao was a complete, man-made Dao. The very first step of the journey that would end with becoming a Seal or a Throne, where your personal Dao rewrote reality. Zac hadn’t quite reached that point, feeling his comprehension lacked something to qualify as a signature dish.

The issue was his lack of time. A few more years of battle or a few decades of digesting and refining his experiences would have done the trick. Zac didn’t have that luxury, and neither did he want to fill in the gaps by relying on treasures. He’d hoped the Eternal Crusade would provide the answer. Understanding and deconstructing the experience of others could help him better understand his path.

It’d worked. His understanding of Conflict had taken another step forward. Unfortunately, he’d realized he wasn’t ready to crystallize an Earthly Dao just as he stood at the threshold. The things he remembered were not fully his yet, and the fractured memories left a few blanks that caused imperfections.

Borrowing concepts that he didn’t fully understand to add the Void into his core had worked out well. Doing the same with his Dao would be no different than poisoning his path. Dao was the lynchpin of cultivation, and Conflict stood in the center of his path. Any weakness would ripple into every aspect of his cultivation, creating cracks in his foundations that would be extremely difficult to fix.

“It would have been nice having an Earthly Dao before setting out.”

“Which makes it all the more important you didn’t take it,” Rava said. “A moment of weakness will lead to a lifetime of regret.”

“Did you know it wouldn’t be enough?”

“You’re wrong. It was enough—you just need more time. My reservations came from your age. You’re but a child who has lived for a moment. How can you take in millennia of experience so easily? Now that you’ve survived without losing yourself, you only need to give it time to internalize.”

“Time is exactly what I don’t have,” Zac said with a shake of his head. “Those memories… they were real, weren’t they?”

“They were.”

“Why were there so many unrelated memories? Most weren’t battle or training. And so many low-grade cultivators?”

“The experiences come from the collapsing souls of fallen soldiers. The memories that survived were those that had the greatest impact—good or bad. Love, camaraderie, happiness. Setbacks, betrayal, regrets. These core memories formed their paths and shaped their future. Conflict does not exist in a vacuum—there is always a causality, even if it doesn’t make sense to an outsider.”

“The order went around and reaped the souls of the departed?”

“It is more accurate to say we presented a choice, and they were volunteered,” Rava said as she looked at the crystal, where lights had begun to ignite. “For many, being forgotten is more terrifying than death. Through the Eternal Crusade, they have a chance to live on forever in the memories of others.”

Zac grunted and got to his feet. It was disappointing not to form an Earthly Dao. Even then, he didn’t regret spending his last merit on the Eternal Crusade. Rava was right in that his age was working against him. A thousand years’ worth of memories had been crammed into his head. Most Templars who used the relic were already a few thousand years old, and their minds were used to dealing with such a wealth of memories.

He almost felt like machines were whirring in the back of his mind, extracting the insights hidden in the stream of memories and adding them to his own experiences. Though he would not break through before they set out, he should do so before reaching the Foreign Gods. At least, he hoped so, just like how he prayed [Void Heart] would finish its refinement sooner rather than later.

His heart had benefited greatly in addition to the boost to his insight into the Dao of Conflict. The Eternal Crusade was one of the special training devices placed in the Hall of Heroes, which had first required passing a series of other feats. Surviving it added a last round of tempering to round out his boot camp.

“Do you regret not focusing on your other branches? Your odds of success were far greater if you chose the Altar of Revival instead.”

“I have another plan for them. Besides, it wouldn’t have made much of a difference,” Zac said. “Late or Peak—it’s still Dao Branches, even if I boost the concepts with Dao Braids and other methods. It can’t bridge the qualitative difference of possessing an Earthly Dao.”

“Are you leaving?”

“For now,” Zac said. “I’ll leave my elites in your care.”

“I’ll fulfill my end of the agreement,” Rava said. “On that note, I have a mission for you.”

“Is it related to the pillar?” Zac frowned. “I already⁠—”

“Do not worry, Voidwalker. I’m not asking you to revive our order or strike down our enemies,” Rava said with some helplessness. “You and the others are planning on desecrating the remnants of our empire and pillaging our treasures.”

“Uh—”

“Any relics related to the empire and its orders can be traded in for glory. There is no upper limit.”

“Thank you. I’ll see what I can do,” Zac said.

He had no reason to decline such a win-win task. Rava got to reclaim some lost artifacts of her people, and Zac got a chance to replenish his exhausted merit pool. The things left by the Limitless Empire that survived until today were often powerful. That didn’t mean they were useful for him or his subordinates.

Instead of letting unidentifiable and unusable relics collect dust in the Atwood Empire’s treasury, they could be directly converted into opportunities with Rava. Three weeks had given him the chance to drastically strengthen his foundations while gaining a full five levels. And yet, he and the others had only scratched the surface of what the temples had to offer.

“And thank you for all your help over the past weeks. I’ll hopefully be back in a few months.”

“Be careful. History is repeating itself, gathering momentum for the Zenith.”

Zac left the Ensolus Ruins and returned to his compound. The boot camp had officially ended a few hours ago, with the rest of the sealbearers having returned already. Three weeks in Templar training had taken the years of bitter struggle and sharpened it into strength and purpose. There was so much to do and so much potential to excavate. Unfortunately, they’d run out of time.

They were three days away from the start of the mission, and everyone needed to rest and prepare. The very first step of their plan was to break through the Wall of Resolution, and the Imperial Graveyard would be filled with danger. Going in physically and mentally exhausted was suicide.

The others had all retreated to their homes and were no doubt in a deep sleep after having been deprived of rest for weeks. Zac was no different, though his rest was interrupted too soon when an alarm went off. He reluctantly roused himself and lit a small fire in his courtyard.

Twenty minutes later, the flame twisted. An ember leaped into the air, causing space to shudder. The floating flame expanded, consuming space and distance to form a steady gate. Zac mutely watched the spectacle, not knowing what to say as he took a step back to avoid the blazing heat. Iz never failed to impress, forming a direct tunnel instead of using a Teleportation Array.

“You made it,” Zac smiled as his Draugr half went up to greet Catheya.

“Buddy!” Kruta grinned, his face flushed red as he rushed forward. “I’ve missed that face of yours!”

“Ah?” Zac said, his exhausted mind now wide awake.

A blazing flame erupted atop Kruta’s head as he unleashed a herculean punch. Zac raised his hand to block, surprised to find himself pushed back a few steps. He was even more surprised by the cascade of Conflict-imbued flames that swept over him. There was no time to ask about the transformation. An enormous blade covered in spiritual flame descended. Axe met blade, and the collision would have leveled his manor if not for the defensive arrays that sprung into action.

“Use your words!”

A frigid chill swept through the compound, leaving a layer of frost while extinguishing the remaining flames. Zac waved his hand to disperse the dense mist formed by the collision of opposing elements. He smiled sheepishly at Catheya before getting a proper look at his attacker.

The most attention-grabbing thing was the Ancestral Spirit standing behind Kruta. He was far larger and more corporeal than before, almost looking like he was made from flesh and blood. The spirit had certainly seen a drastic transformation, now made from extremely fierce flames instead of an unattuned spiritual energy.

Kruta’s physical transformation wasn’t nearly as obvious. The burly orc had gained a slight reddish tint, otherwise looking mostly the same. His transformation came from the flames that still burned atop his head. They’d spread across his body, forming a semi-opaque armor that seemed to fulfill the same function as his spiritual network.

“Welcome to Earth, Little Candle.”

“Evil star!” Kruta said, his eyes wide with indignation.

“What’s wrong?” Zac asked, a helpless smile tugging at his lips. Zac obviously knew some of it. He still remembered the kind of training Ogras had been put through. How could the attention of one of the top elders of the Tayns be any less hair-raising?

“You, what kind of friend are you! Do you know how I’ve suffered to come to your aid? Do you know how close to death I’ve come from having my fate tested on a daily basis? I’m surprised I don’t already know my ancestors on a first-name basis. Two weeks ago, I thought I was free. I could finally see the light at the end of the tunnel. I could smell the grass after years of nothing but ash and blood! And you leave me behind? Come, let Kruta give you one good punch!”

Zac scratched his chin under the unrelenting glare of his orcish friend. “I’m sorry about that. I figured you wouldn’t mind after becoming a disciple of one of their elders.”

“Ai, it was Little Ca—Kruta’s—fault for being greedy,” Kruta exhaled. “I knew grabbing the seal back then would send a tribulation my way. I just didn’t understand how much I would have to suffer before I even got to the trial.”

“Your aura is a lot stronger,” Zac offered.

“I am!” Kruta said, his harrowed expression giving way to almost childish glee. “I never expected to surpass the ancestors. Coming close would have been enough to become a member of the tribal council, get a nice world tent and enough wives to keep Kruta busy. Now? There’s no limit! And hog duty for all who crossed me!”

“Well, I’m glad you’re here.” Zac smiled, not wanting to know what hog duty entailed.

“So, your wife updated me on your plans. When’s the skeleton coming?”

“In a couple of days.”

“Can he be trusted?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“I’ll give you this, I never have to worry about lacking excitement with you around,” Kruta said as he curiously looked around. “Now, will you please offer Kruta something to drink? Something icy-cold and refreshing!”
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CHANGE OF PLANS


Their mission could change the direction of the war, giving Zecia a final chance to turn things around. There couldn’t be any mistakes.

The next few days passed in a blur. Zac was in and out of meetings, going over the latest intelligence and ironing out the final details. Unfortunately, information about the Imperial Graveyard remained sparse.

The only thing they’d been able to confirm was that Iz was correct. The spatial turbulence in the region was rising to the point they could measure it on their conquered worlds. The changes went beyond the randomness of an unstable region, and it wasn’t limited to the Imperial Graveyard. There was a similar phenomenon currently taking place in the Million Gates Territory, giving them a hint of what to expect.

The storms had become fiercer, and the number of spatial tears leading to Mystic Realms and Remnants was increasing. Similar things were happening throughout Zecia, although not at as great a frequency. It was still enough to further weaken their fractured defense against the Kan’Tanu’s offensive.

Instead of throwing their lives away on the frontlines, many sought opportunities in these newly-emerged realms. It was hard to say whether these people hoped to find the resources needed to fight back or the means to escape Zecia before they were caught and implanted with a Heart Curse.

The whole situation left Zac bitter and frustrated. Luckily, he had found an outlet in the relentless sparring sessions with his companions. Those who’d trained in the Ensolus Ruins needed to get used to their newfound strength, and Zac needed to better understand the gains Ogras, Kruta, and Catheya had earned during their tutelage off-world.

“How is it?” Zac asked as he sat down next to Kruta, who was watching Joanna fight back against the ice age conjured by Catheya.

“I don’t know what to say,” Kruta said. “I thought you were the exception to the rule. How are there so many little monsters on the frontier, in one little D-grade faction less than twenty years old? Just what kind of providence are you carrying?”

“Hard times birth strong men,” Zac said. “For better or worse, our home got integrated at the perfect time. Zecia didn’t fully understand it back then, but the whole sector had already entered a golden era from fate gathering. If they’d better seized the opportunity, our situation might not have looked so grim.”

“You know, you could ask for passage from the Tayns if things don’t work out,” Kruta offered. “Your tribe has no real connection to Zecia, right? You just got integrated. Master’s ship can easily fit your two planets. Even if you don’t join the Tayns, you can have them relocate your tribe to a better region.”

“It’s a good idea, except I don’t have anything to offer in return,” Zac said. “And I think it’s too early to decide our path.”

“It’s your decision. Remember, things come and go. There is no point in complaining about fault or injustice when the steppes are on fire. You just need to find a path to survival before it all goes up in smoke.”

“I know,” Zac sighed. “I’ll do what I can, but I won’t go down with the ship.”

“I’m guessing it’s time?” Kruta asked, getting an affirmative nod. “Your people are as ready as they can be. I can’t believe I let you drag me into another harebrained adventure.”

“Our memories might be partly sealed, but we both know you were the one who dragged me into the mess with the Imperials,” Zac scoffed.

“Hey, Kruta graciously brought you an opportunity,” Kruta said with a haughty look. “You were the one who brought the trouble. And you’ve just kept poking the Imperials since.”

“It was just the one princeling.” Zac smiled.

“You’d be treated a hero if you ever visited my homeland.” Kruta grinned. “Officially, you’d be a fugitive, of course.”

“Of course. Did you hear anything back home?”

“Not much,” Kruta grunted. “I didn’t even get the chance to say hello to my fiancées before Master came and whisked me away. Though I heard from some of the others that dozens of empires are preparing for war. It’s like a mind plague is spreading through the Cosmos.”

“Conflict is Heaven’s Mandate,” Ogras said as he stepped out of the shadow. “Which faction doesn’t have a few old enemies or targets they wouldn’t mind wiping out? Civilization is a thin veneer atop the law of the jungle.”

“The pillar’s ascent is like a rock thrown into a calm pond,” Zac agreed. “The ripples will spread from the top to the bottom, setting the universe on fire.”

“You two seem awfully calm, considering,” Kruta said with a raised brow.

“What can we do?” Ogras snickered. “When the steppes are burning, you don’t raise your hands at the Heavens. You take advantage of the chaos and loot what you can. We can find reasons and assign blame after the dust has settled.”

“No wonder you hid in the shadows the whole time we stayed in the Perennial Vastness,” Kruta laughed. “But you’re right. This is a rare opportunity. Those who survive the chaos will have a chance to rise beyond their station, and ancient lines will be redrawn.”

“Let’s get ready to meet our guests,” Zac said. “Whether there’ll be anything to loot depends on our cooperation going smoothly.”

The orders were sent out, and the team assembled before the teleporter, along with the reinforced defensive perimeter. Zac would be lying if he said he wasn’t worried as he waited for the teleporter to come alive. Kator hadn’t thrown any last-minute demands his way, although, the lines of communication had been sealed.

It was impossible to contact anyone other than Kator since two days ago. Even the Mercantile System was sealed off. A few inquiries indicated this was not solely directed at them. The whole Kavriel Province had gone dark, shutting off all communication with the outside world. According to Kator, it was a safety precaution to prevent any accidents. Zac wouldn’t trust the Reaver as far as he could throw him, but they were caught between a rock and a hard place.

The Undead Empire was still needed to bring the [Epiclesis Bell] into the Zurbor Sector, at which point Zac would lure it a final time to bring it to the Great Wall. Kator already had people in place to call the bell away at the smallest signs of betrayal. All their planning and preparation would be for nothing. Zac wouldn’t get the final seal, Zecia would be doomed, and Vilari would have to fend for herself.

This was what it was like to make a deal with the devil, and Zac prayed his preparations were enough to counter any schemes coming his way.

The array eventually activated, and Zac exhaled when the energy density failed to trigger any alarms. However, Zac’s eyes hardened upon seeing the three people who appeared on the teleporter.

“So this is the place you prefer over the Abyssal⁠—”

“Stop. Where is Tavza?” Zac asked, having already taken out his axe. The reaction spread like wildfire through the ranks, ensuring the trio would be blown to kingdom come if they made any sudden moves.

“What kind of reception is this?” Kator scoffed, oblivious to the threat to his life. “And don’t mention that foolish girl. She went and had a deviation. Now, she’s no good to anyone. She’ll join the other squad. It’s up to the Heavens if she’ll be back in shape in time for the mission. This is why you don’t bring pampered aristocrats when there’s work to be done.”

“What a weird coincidence,” Zac said with an even voice. “Tavza is out and is replaced by another one of your subordinates.”

“I couldn’t have written a better script myself.” Kator laughed and threw over a Communication Crystal. “See for yourself.”

Zac scanned the contents, his frown deepening upon hearing Laz Tem’Zul mostly confirming the situation.

“You forgot to mention you’d already reassigned her before she was wounded.”

“Does it matter? The foolish girl couldn’t take such a small setback and harmed our undertaking. So now, you’re stuck with us. Take it or leave it.”

Catheya didn’t say anything, but Zac could sense how she tensed up to his side. The story was very similar to how Kator manipulated events before the Perennial Vastness. Had Kator done the same against Tavza? A combination of angering her by the reassignment and some hidden trap to make her cultivation go out of control.

Zac hesitated a moment before waving his hand.

“Good choice,” Kator said as the army lowered their weapons, his gaze passing over the smaller group standing behind Zac. “Is this everything you’re bringing to the table? Fifty people, most of them non-combat personnel?”

A tremendous wave of killing intent billowed out, putting the whole base camp under pressure. Only two appeared oblivious to the mental attack—Joanna and Ogras. Kruta and Catheya had no problem dealing with it, though only after flames and ice appeared on their bodies. The rest were forced a step back, even Emily, who could break into Middle Hegemony at any time.

“You two aren’t bad,” Kator said, looking back and forth between Joanna and Ogras. He studiously ignored Kruta, who shot him a baleful look. “Interested in Awakening? Death would be a suitable addition to your paths, and our Phalanx values strength over anything else. Revenants face far less suppression with us than in the other camps.”

“I’ll keep young lord’s offer in mind in case things don’t work out in this life.” Ogras smiled while Joanna stoically ignored him.

“Enough,” Zac said. “Our goal is to infiltrate, not battle. Adding a regular company of soldiers will only increase our danger without providing tangible benefits.”

It was true that Zac’s contribution didn’t look like much compared to the vast resources the Undead Empire had poured into the plan. Zac had decided to bring the bare minimum, manning the Yphelion with a skeleton crew of talents taken from every department of his army. From pilots to healers and engineers, they had just enough to cover their bases without bringing too many people into such a danger zone.

The only real combat force was the sealbearers: Ogras, Emily, Joanna, Carl, Rhuger, Ra’Klid, Janos, and Bubbur. Even if he added Catheya and Kruta, their force wasn’t enough to make much of a splash in the Imperial Graveyard. Still, they were the strongest people he had, and everyone was armed to the teeth.

Zac didn’t expect there to be much fighting. They were mostly there in hopes of finding the final piece of the seal, and on the off-chance Zac needed a full cycle to activate the Foreign Gods. In addition, Zac brought Galau, Jaol, and Ibtep. All three possessed unique skill sets that would be a great help to their mission, they wouldn’t be much use in a fight. Except Galau, if given the chance to bring out his weapons of mass destruction.

Jaol had long since replaced his Technocrat body parts and stepped into Early Hegemony the proper way. He also had more experience in traversing the Eternal Storm than the rest combined, and he was a navigator to boot. Galau had spent years in the Centurion Lighthouse, and his expertise could prove critical when they finally found the Foreign Gods. As for Ibtep… Well, it remained to be seen if his experiment would work out like they hoped.

“I thought some time on the frontlines would toughen you up, but you’re still this softhearted,” Kator snickered, looking around. “Where’s your other half?”

“He’s training,” Zac lied, not worried in the least that Kator could see through Esmeralda’s shroud around the shrine in his chest.

“Oh?” Kator said, looking down at Zac with his towering stature. “And he’s fine with that? You’re fine with that?”

“What does it matter? You were the one who wanted him to stay behind.”

“Since when have you cared about the wants of the empire?” Kator laughed. “If I were a betting man, that boy’ll pop up sooner or later.”

“You’re free to check the Yphelion before we set out.”

“It’s fine. You have your ideas, and I have mine.” Kator leaned closer and whispered, “Did you know that you have a shocking bounty on your head? One large enough to make even me consider taking a risk and breaking the oaths.”

“Eternal Clan?”

“No, it’s all of us,” Kator said, the creaking of his bones sounding like laughter. “Not everyone is enthused by the idea of the missing bloodline coming home. For Draugr to rise, someone else must fall.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“It’s a reminder and a warning,” Kator said. “I don’t mind your selfishness—in fact, I prefer it to the false righteousness you often see. I am just as selfish. I’ll strike the moment the value of your head eclipses the value of our mission. So you better do everything in your power to ensure success. With the graveyard and the pillar.”

“You don’t have to play these games,” Zac said, turning away. “Transfer us to the twelfth.”

A Cosmic Vessel Picked them up and dropped them off at another battlefront a few minutes later. Not wanting to give Kator any chances to play more tricks, he ushered everyone through the Battlefront Array. Zac couldn’t stop himself from grimacing when the array activated. Even with the battlefront having been upgraded to Middle D-grade, the cost of ferrying over Kator was enough to make his stomach ache.

Between his level and belonging to another faction, Kator cost almost one million Faction Merit to send into the Zurbor Sector. His two peak Middle Hegemons added another 250,000. It paled before the 4.3 million Faction Merit they’d spent resetting, splitting, and fusing battlefronts to shift their targets to those closest to the Imperial Graveyard. Still, Kator insisting on joining them early cost him as much as claiming multiple D-grade worlds would have.

“What’s with that look?” Kator laughed. “Do you know how much we’ve paid to fulfill our side of the agreement? Can it compare to what you stand to earn if we succeed?”

Zac rolled his eyes and led the group to a huge warehouse with powerful isolation. He took out a massive block of metal from his Spatial Ring the moment they entered, and it slowly began unfurling into a Cosmic Vessel.

“How long?” Kator asked.

“Six hours. We should reach our destination in another ten.”

“Just ten? Our tacticians estimated a Late D-grade Iliex Yphelion would require twelve to fourteen hours from the deadzone’s edge. You should know the timing is important.”

Zac glanced at Kator, not the least surprised he knew of his ship’s origin. The small redesigns might have been enough to obscure his Cosmic Vessel’s models and make when dealing with the local factions. But how could the outsiders not realize his fleets were made by the Creators? The Iliex Golems were recognized as some of the best System-affiliated shipwrights even in the Heartlands.

“My Yphelion’s performance is slightly above average thanks to using special components, and we stumbled onto a planet that had drifted closer to the wall.”

The deadzone was a defensive measure by the Kan’Tanu, where they had drained all planets in the vicinity of the Great Wall. There was barely any spirituality, making most vessels stick out like a sore thumb on their approach. It made their mission far more dangerous, to the point Zac wouldn’t have dared attempt his plan with any vessel but the Yphelion.

Six hours later, the ship had fully unfurled, showcasing the upgraded version of his personal Cosmic Vessel. The sleek design resembling a catamaran was mostly unchanged, and it was only 50 meters longer than the Middle D-grade version. The most noticeable difference to its outside appearance was its propulsion.

Six ten-meter-wide crystals covered in engravings and teeming with Spatial Energy were released through special chutes, forming a powerful spatial field around the vessel. They only remained visible for a minute before disappearing in a flash, having entered a subspace directly connected to the vessel. The Yphelion suddenly appeared almost illusory, like it only had one foot in their current dimension.

It was accurate, in a sense. The Yphelion utilized constant dimensional phasing. It greatly increased the ship’s speed while also making it harder to spot with tracking arrays or similar methods. Adding its other means of camouflage, the Yphelion could move unnoticed and unhindered almost anywhere on the frontier.

C-grade arrays still had a chance of picking it up, especially a powerful one like the Great Wall of Resolution. However, the Yphelion should be able to get very close without raising the automated alarm, which was key to their plan.

“Let’s go,” Zac said, and the expedition members were teleported into the ship one after another.

The Yphelion left the Kan’Tanu world behind, turning into a streak as it set course for the Imperial Graveyard. The route was already plotted, and the scanners indicated everything was in order. And yet, trouble quickly arrived. Zac barely had time to install his crew before Kator started throwing his weight around.

“You want to perform a full sweep?” Zac asked with a raised brow.

“Of course,” Kator calmly said. “Didn’t you tell me to?”

“Fine, do whatever you want,” Zac said, barely managing to finish the sentence when a deep thump interrupted him.

Unfortunately, Kator saw right through his guise. A dangerous aura began radiating from the Reaver’s hulking body.

“You, what are you up to?”

“I’m having a minor breakthrough,” Zac grunted as Faith Energy came flooding out of his heart. “Go, do your sweep. Have fun.”

Zac turned around to leave, but a heavy hand on his shoulder kept him in place.

“Do you take me for a fool?”
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Zac glared at the Reaver, trying to understand why he was acting this way. The Reaver had been relentlessly henpecking him and their mission for the past six hours despite having signed off on most aspects already. Kator was clearly trying to get a rise out of him, as there was no way he was just bored. Interfering with one’s breakthrough could cause a backlash or even death.

It was impossible to not draw parallels with Tavza’s situation. According to Laz’s explanation, something had indeed gone wrong with Tavza’s cultivation after Kator infuriated her. She could barely exhibit the strength of an Early Hegemon right now.

Tavza would recover much of her strength after fixing her pathways, though that was easier said than done. Zac had discovered over the past two years just how superior he was to most cultivators in this aspect. Damage that Zac fixed within a day could take a week for his elites. This had always been the case, and it was only recently he learned the truth.

It was not a benefit of the Void Emperor bloodline or the Kayar-Elu experiments as he’d believed for most of his life. It was a benefit of his Sindris Clan Heritage. The Sindris Clan was famed for their resilience and recovery; an advantage he’d inherited from the biological father Leandra had mentioned.

Tavza didn’t have those abilities, and the Azol bloodline didn’t appear to excel in this regard. Kator wasn’t lying when saying she might not recover in time for the trial, depending on how bad the damage to her foundations was. Was Kator trying to force a similar situation on him, thinking he would be easier to control in a weakened state?

If so, Kator was doomed to fail. Energy refined by his [Void Heart] wouldn’t harm him, especially not when the source energy was so gentle. On the contrary, the refined Faith Energy was so beneficial it caused another problem. Some of it was already being dragged into his cells and toward his Cosmic Core. If he waited too long he might miss his last chance to upgrade [Void Mountain] before he had to face the [Epiclesis Bell].

“Do we have a problem?” Zac said, killing intent slowly seeping out of his body.

“Scary, scary,” Kator laughed.

His casual tone didn’t match his actions. The immense force of multiple Earthly Daos exploded from his body, making the whole corridor shake. Just its latent pressure dispersed Zac’s intent and suppressed him to the point his Miasma grew turbid. He would only be able to exhibit half his strength unless he activated [Void Zone] to combat the assault.

It was the first time he’d fully experienced Kator’s overbearing aura since their duel. His improvements weren’t quite as noticeable as Zac’s. Unfortunately, that didn’t mean much if they came to blows. Kator’s attributes and Daos had been suppressed when they fought, which was no longer the case. And while Kator hadn’t made as many breakthroughs as Zac, his gains could still be considered extreme for two short years.

Iz had warned him about this before she left for training. The elites of the Multiverse were more focused on foundations than practical combat strength in the early years of their cultivation. With the upcoming trial, their focus would shift to leveraging their inborn and accrued advantages into actual power.

The current Kator was far deadlier than before and undoubtedly among the strongest sealbearers. Only the Flamebearers mentioned in the report seemed to have a clear edge on him, which was the whole reason he’d been picked for the mission. Worse, Kator had already experienced Zac’s usage of the Void. He’d adapted to the unpredictability of Zac’s Void-imbued technique during their duel, and had two years to plan for counters.

Zac couldn’t fight him now. But he wouldn’t have to endure that much longer.

“You want to slink away the second we’ve entered the deadzone?” Kator sneered. “How am I supposed to know you’re not planning on contacting someone? Perhaps the Tayn Clan? You’re not leaving my sight until you’ve upheld your part of the bargain and taken us into the Imperial Graveyard.”

“Are you trying to prevent my breakthrough?”

“When did I say that? Although I am concerned. You’re making a breakthrough out of nowhere, and your body is suddenly flooded with foreign energy. What if you follow in Tavza’s footsteps? How will you call over the bell then?”

“You’re acting like we don’t have a safeguard in place. And you don’t have to pretend to worry about me. People have tried to stop my ascent from the beginning. It never takes.”

“I guess I should be careful then?” Kator snickered. “Go, have fun. But this guy is coming with.”

Zac glanced at a floating sphere that appeared by Kator’s side. It was made from greenish bone and covered in dense engravings that formed an abstract eye. Its runes lit up, and Zac felt a sensation similar to a spiritual consciousness locking onto him, except it never relented.

Kator’s demand clearly overstepped the norms of cultivation. This level of invasiveness was something you’d only see on penal cultivators and deathsworn. Zac’s veins bulged from resisting the urge to smash the drone. Instead, he disappeared in a flash. He couldn’t waste any more time. [Void Heart] was pumping out more and more refined Faith Energy by the second, and some was already seeping into his cells and Cosmic Core.

The orb had no problem keeping up with Zac, maintaining a distance of five meters with pinpoint precision.

“Will the spy device be a problem?” Zac’s human half asked from a nook in the small space erected in his Draugr half’s chest.

“The device is nothing compared to the defenses I’ve breached in my days,” Esmeralda assured from the seat of honor inside the [Shrine of Kanba].

Rather than a shrine, the small subspace looked like a mud pond surrounded by a dense haze. Zac was sitting in a cramped, hollowed-out trunk to get some privacy. They barely had twenty-five square meters between them, of which Esmeralda took up over twenty.

“This is important. There can’t be another situation like the Ensolus Ruins.”

“That was different!” Esmeralda furiously signed. “This tool is a Peak D-grade observer—it can’t accomplish something beyond its grade. It won’t notice anything amiss as long as you don’t let anything leak more than two meters from your body.”

Esmeralda’s assurance provided some relief as his Draugr half entered the cultivation chamber. Kator’s delay didn’t cost him too much energy, and his past weeks of training let him find his center and give up on the bubbling anger. He activated [Void Mountain] and infused himself. It would be hard to notice anything amiss with his body even if Esmeralda’s obfuscation failed at that point. He roused the Faith Energy, gently steering it toward the waiting mountain.

A river of faith formed between Heart and Mind, where the illusory mountain accepted what [Void Heart] supplied. The last blanks were rapidly being filled in, and Zac breathed in relief when he felt the Void Sigil shudder and stop accepting energy. The Hidden Node released the last of the refined energy soon after, and Zac steered it to his Cosmic Core to be used as Kill Energy.

The remnants were far from enough to provide another level. The requirements now that he’d reached level 193 were immense, and he’d barely crossed the threshold before finishing his training. Having his Cosmic Core consume the leftovers removed any distractions from his body at least, allowing him to focus fully on [Void Mountain]’s transformation.

Zac didn’t know what to expect now that the Bloodline Talent was about to evolve. Karz’s vision hadn’t shown that part, and none of his other talents shared this feature. [Void Zone] was static, and [Force of the Void] gave absolutely no indication of having been improved. Zac generally only realized he’d gained a few percent after opening his Status Screen.

Slowly but surely, the mountain’s aura rose. It energized the Void Energy infused throughout his body, and even his Void Emperor Hidden Nodes began to hum. It finally looked as though the mountain imploded, which released a wave of extremely condensed Void Energy that carried [Void Mountain]’s unique aura.

The energy wave crept forward like a tsunami reaching land. What would happen when it left his Soul Aperture in his current state, entering his two bodies? Esmeralda could safeguard everything within two meters. What if it spread farther? More importantly, his other body was hiding inside the [Shrine of Kanba], a space that definitely wasn’t immune to the spiritual extinguishment of [Void Mountain].

Zac shuddered at the thought of the space collapsing, depositing a toad and his other body right in his chest in a gory explosion. Thankfully, the pulse was slow enough to give him some time.

“We have to get out,” Zac’s human self said from his cubby. “Can you keep hiding us?”

“Why do you insist on making trouble,” Esmeralda groaned. “I’m already fearing what you’ll do to this place when you absorb those cursed things later.”

“You should have known what you were getting yourself into when you approached me back then,” Zac scoffed. “Can you do it?”

“Two minutes at most, and don’t move! I can only trick the sentry so long. Our safe range will shrink to just over a meter.”

“That should be enough.”

Zac was already spying on the Reaver through the Yphelion’s security system. Kator actually stayed true to his words. The Reaver was seriously scanning room by room with the help of his two assistants. Ogras was keeping them company, and Kator’s barbed comments slid off without leaving a mark.

Space rippled, and Zac’s alter ego appeared with Esmeralda in tow. Following the thief’s instructions, human Zac didn’t move an inch. He remained seated on his Draugr body’s lap, with a pocket-sized toad resting in his palms. It was highly uncomfortable, and Zac thanked the Heavens that Kator hadn’t insisted on a human guard. It would have been incredibly hard to explain the scene, and not just because his human half was supposed to stay on Earth.

Zac didn’t have time to worry about optics. The wave had already reached the edge of his Soul Aperture and continued into his bodies. Golden vortices and abyssal ponds absorbed a little bit wherever it passed, adding to their stockpiles of illusory motes of Void Vigor. It quickly became apparent he’d been worried about nothing. The amount of energy contained in the pulse was impressive, but so was the hunger of his bloodline. Zac even had to restrain his body to make sure his legs and arms didn’t get shortchanged.

The process was quick and uneventful. Zac gently squeezed the toad after thirty seconds, and they were gone without leaving any hints of their aura. To the outside world, they’d never been there.

Draugr Zac remained unmoving the entire time, occasionally releasing ripples of Deathly Dao to make the room’s energy more turbulent.

The mountain in his mind had already calmed down, and everything appeared stable. There were no measurements to [Void Mountain] like [Force of the Void], though Zac estimated his breakthrough had increased his stockpile of Void Vigor by roughly 40%. Zac was still more interested in the mountain itself.

He deactivated the Bloodline Talent to confirm his hunch. The mountain didn’t disappear like before. Instead, it’d inverted in a way Zac couldn’t quite comprehend. It was there, yet it was not. Rather than seeing it with his mind’s eye, he sensed it through his bloodline. Zac somewhat felt it was the same as with the real Void Mountain. It was right there, yet out of reach even for Supremacies. There was no fate without affinity.

Zac reactivated the talent, nodding in appreciation when it cost less Void Energy and not more. It was a small benefit of inverting instead of summoning the mountain. He infused himself, letting the Void fill his body. It was impossible to properly test things out while being under surveillance, yet Zac could tell the energy density was significantly higher.

He didn’t sense any new features added, indicating a comprehensive boost to the talent. It would let him phase through sturdier barriers and stronger Daos while improving his camouflage and fusion with his other cultivation aspects. Interestingly, it didn’t seem to draw any more Void Vigor than before, meaning the addition to his reserves was a pure boost to how long he could keep the talent going.

Finally, Zac turned to the part he’d been looking forward to the most. [Void Mountain] rippled, and [Spiritual Void] answered. Streams of Void of Life, Void of Death, and even Void of Conflict poured out of the Hidden Node, each a perfect mirror of his actual Daos. Zac struggled to keep his expression impassive while roaring in triumph within the [Shrine of Kanba].

His theory was correct, and his prayers had been answered. Zac finally had a stable source of the Voids that belonged to his path. Adding Void to his technique had proven incredibly powerful. It almost allowed him to turn his duel with Kator around. Unfortunately, he’d lost the ability to replicate the technique since the original mountain was consumed during his bloodline evolution.

The ability to generate Void was back, stronger than ever. A few tests indicated it was quite draining to convert the stockpiled Dao into Void. Even then, it was clear he could draw far more from his Hidden Node than he ever could before. It was also incredibly easy to replenish [Spiritual Void] compared to the old mountain that needed to rest for a week after moderate use.

The only downside was that it was impossible to draw Void and Dao simultaneously, even when using different Daos as sources. He’d have to pick between adding Void to techniques or empowering skills with [Spiritual Void]’s original function. It was a shame, as the combination would have been absolutely deadly.

Zac stayed in his chambers for another hour, partly because of his reluctance to deal with Kator, though he couldn’t stall for long.

“Had your fun?” Zac asked when returning to the bridge.

“For now,” Kator said. “I asked around. None of your people even know how to repair this vessel.”

“Where would I get shipwrights of that level?” Zac shrugged.

“You’re underestimating the dangers in the Imperial Graveyard.”

“All of us are carrying spares in our Spatial Rings. I’m more worried about the troubles inside the ship than those outside it right now.”

“Ha! Fair enough. Don’t worry, I won’t tease you anymore. I can’t have you mess up the next step. I’m too handsome to die in this blighted corner of the Cosmos.”

The Reaver stuck to his word, and the bridge remained blissfully quiet while everyone mentally prepared for the upcoming storm. A few hours later, a beep made everyone open their eyes.

“Ten minutes out, huh?” Kator said and took out a box. “Are you ready? Because there’s no backing out afterward.”

“We’re ready,” Zac said.

Ten minutes later on the dot, Kator opened the box. Inside was a crystalline flower that instantly withered when exposed to the environment. In another area of the deadzone, a butterfly would just have died, alerting the others it was time to drag the [Epiclesis Bell] into the Zurbor Sector. The timing was important. They couldn’t be too early or too late.

The bell’s aura was almost blinding after two years of joyful sacrifices. The Chapter of Carnal Resolution was bound to notice its appearance. If everything went according to plan, a Monarch or two would be sent to investigate, at which point Zac activated a second ritual.

Another hour passed, and Zac had to calm his beating heart. He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t nervous. There was so much that could go wrong in the next steps. Even if everything proceeded as it should, he would still have to face the Atavism of both the Spark of Creation and Heart of Oblivion in quick succession.

There was also the entity inside the [Epiclesis Bell] to worry about. It was highly likely that sinister thing had planned a counter after being forcibly dragged so far across the frontier.

A sudden tremor interrupted his thoughts, and Zac shot to his feet with alarm. “Activate the shields!”

It was too late. The lights had already dimmed, and the consoles went dark. Zac could only access a few emergency routines. The rest was locked down by an incredibly powerful Karmic restriction that reminded Zac of his meeting with the 84th Lord. It wasn’t that their ship had been sealed. Rather, any future where the ship was working had been blocked by an immense amount of opposing fate.

“We’ve been caught!” Jaol said with shock, displaying an image he’d recorded just before the Yphelion’s systems failed. “I swear, this thing came out of nowhere! Not a hint of it on the scanners.”

A seven-storied pagoda glowed with celestial lights and radiant shrouds. It was as though they were being shown a glimpse of paradise, a grandeur that shouldn’t exist on the mortal plane. Zac swore, knowing his fears had been realized. They’d been intercepted by the Buddhist Sangha.

“Damn! What are those bald lunatics doing here?” Kator roared, his body turning into a blur. Zac felt himself lifted from the ground when Kator grabbed him by the collar. “Bastard, what have you done?”
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A bloody atmosphere filled the room as weapons appeared and auras were unleashed. Kruta faced off against one of Kator’s subordinates and was joined by two of Zac’s sealbearers. Catheya did the same, the rules of the commandments working in their favor. Kator made the first move, so protecting themselves broke no oath.

Ogras had already disappeared into the shadows, while Joanna radiated a monstrous killing intent as she placed herself at Kator’s back. Swirls of bloody conviction danced around her spear, and Zac could feel an echo of the skill she’d used to save him in the Halls of Service. Kator appeared uncaring about the explosive situation he’d caused, his three crystalline eyes staring into Zac’s.

“I can honestly say I have no idea how they found us,” Zac said, resisting the urge to test the spiritual extermination of his upgraded [Void Mountain] against Kator’s War Bones.

Zac wasn’t lying. Yes, he was hiding certain aspects of his plan from others—this wasn’t one of them. The pagoda’s appearance struck at their brittle cooperation at a critical juncture, playing right into Kator’s previous accusations. If it had been anyone except the Sangha, Zac would have assumed this was all part of Kator’s schemes.

Not to mention the irreconcilable differences, the Sangha had powerful and mysterious means. If anyone could track Zac down, it was them. Even then, Zac hadn’t expected such a forceful and poorly-timed response after ignoring him for two full years.

It seemed completely outside the Sangha’s normal mode of operation, where they manipulated events and people until their goals were met. You could even argue their blockade assisted the Kan’Tanu, which should be completely unacceptable to them. Whether you leaned toward the Sangha being benevolent or sinister, they were undoubtedly an orthodox faction. Some branches of the Sangha did nothing but deal with heretical factions.

“Amitabha, benefactors,” a rumbling voice spread through the Yphelion. “This poor monk hopes to invite almsgiver Atwood for a talk. If Young Master could come out and grace us with his presence?”

A swirl of Dharmic light appeared in the middle of the bridge. It created a screen that matched Jaol’s recording, except that the pagoda’s gates had already opened. The previous speaker was actually a large metal golem wearing a golden kasaya. It emitted a soothing aura of Karma and Nature. It momentarily felt like the embodiment of Cosmos, a feeling Zac quickly shook off.

The golem was powerful. Very powerful. The profound aura it emitted couldn’t possibly belong to a contender of the trial. It was clearly a Monarch, likely a Late or Peak Monarch suppressed by the System, like Iz’s guardian and Brigadier Toss. And the gate exerted a pull that grew stronger by the second. The invitation was clearly not voluntary.

The golem’s appearance was both concerning and confusing, not just because he’d never seen a golemoid monk before. Why had a Monarch stepped out for matters that should be dealt with by the younger generation? They should be aware there were no Monarchs aboard the Yphelion, since they managed to seal the ship so perfectly.

Even Kator seemed at a loss and put Zac down. Just intercepting them was pushing the bounds of the unwritten rules for the battle over seals. Had law and order crumbled along with Zecia’s frontlines? Or did the Sangha feel their mission was such a threat to their plans that they chose this route?

Their situation wasn’t unsalvageable, at least. His plan relied on raising a storm of fate, and not even the Sangha should be able to divine the future when Chaos was involved. If they played things right, their cage would become fuel to the fire.

“Damn it, why now?” Kator growled, clearly not sharing Zac’s outlook.

“It’s not necessarily a bad thing.”

“Not bad?” Kator spat. “We have a ship full of sealbearers, and these sanctimonious bastards are going all out. You’ve either made a deal with the Sangha, or they’re no longer playing by the rules.”

“Why would I screw up the plan at this juncture? If I wanted to work with these people, I’d have them meet up with me after we entered the Imperial Graveyard. We still have options. Having a talk with the monk won’t hurt,” Zac said with exasperation as he made a few signs.

“Now, here?” Kator said, glancing at the waiting golem.

“What choice do we have?”

“Will it work?”

“No idea,” Zac admitted. “Then again, I didn’t really have any idea before, either.”

The bridge was locked in its tense standoff for a few more seconds before a rumble emerged from Kator’s body—a laugh. “Fine! I’ll play along, Draugr! But that monk is not simple. One minute. That’s it.”

“Fine.”

There was nothing else to say. Zac took out a sinister-looking Array Disk, and Kator exploded into action. He turned into a grey streak that stormed through the Dharmic gate with such force it broke down behind him.

“Gather up! We’re going!” Zac roared, and a circle of sealbearers formed around him.

Zac activated [Void Zone] and the Array Disk. It was the lure to attract the [Epiclesis Bell]. The sign he’d made was to start the mission early while Kator dealt with the monk. The Reaver wasn’t strong enough to defeat a Monarch, at least not a powerful one like the golem. However, he was the only one strong enough to stall him while they performed the sacrifice.

Rounds of testing had let them perfect the Crown of Despair’s method of sacrifice, and they’d found that the [Court Cycle Token] was the perfect fuel. It was immune to [Void Zone], allowing him to fuel the sacrifice while hiding from the Heavens. At least, that was the idea.

A powerful consciousness locked onto Zac the second he activated the array, and he was forcibly pulled away within seconds of activating the Array Disk. Space twisted, and Zac was suddenly floating in outer space, the Yphelion more than five miles away. He’d even moved farther than Kator, who looked like a roiling wave of violence approaching the monk.

“You!”

Zac said nothing, only glancing at the disk he held. Its pace of gathering fate had slowed down after he’d been dragged away from the sealbearers, though it was still running. Kator growled with annoyance as he took a protective position.

“Esteemed monks, may I ask why you’ve stopped our journey? Zachary Atwood isn’t here, I’m afraid,” Zac said, hoping to buy a few extra seconds.

“Blessings, blessings,” the golem sighed, its attention clearly on the Array Disk in Zac’s hands. “The call of fate has brought us together. We had no choice but to impose on benefactor’s time. Without balance, there can only be suffering.”

Zac imperceptibly frowned as he looked at the unfamiliar golem and the pagoda behind it. He had neither seen its race nor did he recognize its aura. And yet, there was a familiarity that triggered a powerful sense of danger. Entering Void State only amplified the feeling. And while nothing changed about the golem and its temple, his heart told him he wasn’t seeing the truth.

Something was wrong, making Zac leery of making any sudden moves.

“Is that so?” Zac said, looking around. “Where’s Sacred Insight?”

“Benefactor is mistaken. While we are here for you, our purpose is unrelated to the pillar’s ascent.”

“What?” Zac blurted, and even Kator’s body language spoke of confusion.

“Benefactor’s providence is blinding, illuminating fate and future,” the golem said with a bow. “This poor monk believes benefactor’s Karma holds promise to become an instrument for great merit, bringing salvation to countless lives.”

“I’m doing my best, but you’re blocking our path,” Zac said, glancing at the Array Disk. It was still far from activating, and it would take even longer for the bell to arrive.

“Alas. Suffering brought by ignorance is no better than suffering brought by greed. This poor monk can see the light in benefactor’s heart, and this one urges you to turn back from the sea of regret before it’s too late. We sincerely invite benefactor to find his path on the Fourth Mountain.”

“And if I’m not willing to join your side?” Zac said.

“For the sake of the Cosmos, we can only sin. Almsgiver will understand the necessity of our actions after seeing the truth.”

“When did you parasites start to abduct people?” Kator scoffed. “I didn’t think your corruption had come this far. Maybe it’s to be expected. There has to be a price to pay for feasting on the rotting flesh of your fallen God for so many Eras. For hiding your sins from the Heavens.”

“What can a yin creature understand of Buddha’s boundless love and sacrifice? Your existence is a blight on the Samsara, and your influence can only lead the benefactor down the wrong path. I shall purify you before we continue this discussion.”

“Good! I was growing tired of your nonsense!” Kator laughed as a flanged mace grew from his hand.

Space strained when Kator unleashed his battle form, and Zac had to move away to protect the disk from his brutal aura. The Reaver activated his Miracle Bones from the get-go, except for the final ability he used right at the end. The power the Reaver exuded approached that of some of the weaker Monarchs Zac had seen, only lacking that additional pressure of carrying the weight of a world.

It looked like Kator had stepped out from the River of Time as he advanced on the monk. His right arm turned into a blur, after which he slowed down almost to a crawl. A cascading wave of explosions rushed toward the golem. At the same time, a swamp covering more than a mile spread out from his location. It was a temporal quagmire, empowered by Kator putting himself under a similar temporal restriction.

Even the radiant lights coming from the pagoda slowed when they were swallowed. The only thing unaffected were the attacks Kator launched in lightning-quick bursts of acceleration. Explosions and swamp were joined by an enormous eye made from bone, and Kator gained the aura of an unstoppable general.

The display of multiple skills and Miracle Bones being combined into a terrifying assault wasn’t enough to give Zac any sense of safety. The domain had slowed the golem, but it somehow seemed like that was the monk’s natural state. The golem was still in perfect harmony with the cosmos and unrestricted by any oppression. The golem didn’t lift a finger to deal with Kator. Instead, a six-armed deva formed behind it, each hand rebuffing Kator’s skills with a mudra.

Neither had gone all out, yet Zac could tell Kator’s estimate of one minute was highly optimistic. The hidden threat remained, and the golem hadn’t even made use of the immense Dharmic energy surrounding the pagoda. Zac was even a bit surprised Kator dared to keep going with the deck so stacked against him. Did the Reaver have such confidence in his ability to generate enough fate for the sacrificial array?

The [Court Cycle Token] wasn’t fast enough, and it looked like it would run out of infusions before the lure had grown strong enough to overcome the bell’s reservations. Was it time? Zac hesitated, ultimately deciding to trust the heart he’d worked so hard to temper over the past days. Something would go very wrong if he fueled the sacrificial array with an atavistic breakthrough right now.

Zac took out another box, which generated a powerful swirl of providence that spread for hundreds of meters. Hidden streams of Dharma were pulled out of the air, adding to a growing storm of fate with the Array Disk. Even some lights from the pagoda became part of the sacrifice.

The box opened, and the pagoda’s lights pounced like they’d found prey. Its gates swung open, and Zac looked on with incomprehension when four elementals emerged. Their auras put them solidly in Late D-grade, yet they were clearly young enough to contend for seals. That wasn’t the confusing part, and neither was it the fact they traveled with a golem guardian. Elementals and golemoid species often had strong bonds out of necessity since they were a small minority in a Multiverse dominated by flesh-and-blood humanoids.

The incomprehensible part was that Zac had read about this specific race of elementals just two weeks earlier. They were Silzurians, a subordinate race of the Centigrade Pryer. There were no indications of the Pryer being in cahoots with the Sangha. If anything, they were opponents. Iz’s Information Crystal mentioned the Pryer had tried to seize an Utmost Authority multiple times.

The Centigrade Pryer’s goal was likely to leverage the Left Imperial Palace into another attempt, which meant the Sangha should be their biggest competition. So why did the Silzurians emit the Dharmic aura of monks, just like the golem? Worse, Zac got the same sensation of wrongness and danger from the D-grade elementals as the C-grade golem, even when their auras were significantly weaker than Kator’s.

Zac’s danger sense told him they weren’t a big threat, yet something deeper screamed of mortal peril. Even the golem moved when Zac took out the Fate Treasure. He placed his hands together, a sea spread out from his feet. It enveloped Kator’s swamp and continued toward Zac. It felt bottomless, endless, and able to take on all the sorrows of the world. Just looking at it scattered Zac’s thoughts, like they were sinking to the depths.

A fierce rejection from his bloodline snapped him out of it, and a roar indicated Kator had overcome it as well. [Void Mountain] infused Zac’s body, and he channeled the talent down his leg. The waters that had reached his knees shattered, their spiritual nature extinguished by the Void. More water poured in to fill the blanks. Zac had already risen enough to avoid the ocean at that point, and the Fate Treasure had already been reduced to a hollow husk by the sacrificial array.

There was still no sign of the bell, and the elementals were almost upon him. Zac gritted his teeth and grabbed the bead necklace hanging down his chest. The [Lucky Beads] resisted being removed, which only furthered Zac’s desire to destroy them. They could very well be the reason his position was exposed, and they were the best fuel for the array anyhow.

The elementals were already upon him at that point. Zac’s danger sense was quiet, though that was only because they targeted the disk rather than him. Fighting back wasn’t an option. Just releasing his aura risked damaging the array. He could only dodge.

He’d broken through just hours ago, but circumstances didn’t give him the chance to ease into his new power. [Void Mountain] formed a connection with [Spiritual Void], and large amounts of Void Life poured into his body, joining Abyssal Death and unrelenting Conflict.

They fused, giving Zac a glimpse of true Inexorability. He took a step forward, effortlessly escaping the elemental’s encirclement. He only left the shards of broken beads and a tail of fate in his wake. Zac could feel the storm growing. The array was approaching critical mass, and there was more than enough fate to go around. Zac wouldn’t even need to feed it much longer; he just needed to keep it safe.

The temporal quagmire exploded, prompting a deafening scream of danger. The golem couldn’t sit still after seeing the elementals fail to deal with Zac, and unleashed an earthshattering palm strike. Kator’s aura exploded with boundless bloodthirst, and a twisted monstrosity made of bone appeared to block the golden palm. Its tail lashed out at the elementals while dozens of arms lunged at the Monarch in an unhinged barrage of violence.

Kator had bought a few more seconds by going all out. Zac followed up on his end, five more beads in one go. The flood of fate made the whole Array Disk groan, and cracks appeared across its surface. It was enough.

Space buckled, and a tremendous pressure subdued even the glowing pagoda. The [Epiclesis Bell] emerged in a storm of blades. The significant cracks and structural damage Zac had previously seen were fixed by years of sacrifice, though they’d been replaced by multiple new scars. Some likely came from the natives, whose factions were used as bait. Others seemed even newer, and the chaotic air around the bell indicated something had happened on the other side.

Zac exhaled in relief upon seeing the bell, but his joy became the chink from which madness sprouted. The Heart-protecting arrays and treasures were all installed aboard the Yphelion. They were supposed to lessen the bell’s influence, allowing him to deal with the next step with an open mind.

A smile tugged at Zac’s lips, and a twitching hand closed in on his chest. Thankfully, his latest training had borne fruit. This time, he didn’t need the earth to escape or Captain Dorsin’s vessel to avoid mutilating himself. There was still a core of clarity in the joyful madness generated by the [Epiclesis Bell]. It wasn’t enough to stop his actions, but that didn’t matter.

He only needed to take out the Splinter of Oblivion from his Spatial Ring before he ripped his heart out. Time would stop, and nothingness would sweep the madness away.

Then, Zac froze. The madness was gone, along with his freedom. A powerful brand had appeared out of nowhere, locking down his Daos and Miasma.

There was no time to register what just happened, let alone come up with a new plan. A bone fist the size of a mountain crashed down from above, each finger far larger than the pagoda. Kator’s malevolent beast and the golem’s vajra looked like ants before its descent. Zac would have gasped if he hadn’t been rendered immobile. It was impossible to mistake the strength behind the incoming strike.

A genuine Autarch had descended, one wholly unaffected by any of the System’s restrictions.
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GHOST AND BONE


Zac’s mind was a mess as he looked at the mountainous fist. It contained blinding amounts of Dao and conviction, putting him under far greater strain than any of the training devices in the Halls of Heroes. The threat to his path was nowhere near the immediate physical peril. He’d witnessed the destruction caused by a battle between Divine Monarchs in Twilight Harbor, yet this attack was significantly stronger.

The hidden attacker was likely a First or Second-step Autarch. It might not be much compared to the power of Be’Zi or Iz’s guardian, but it far eclipsed the Havarok General who’d tried to stop the Eventide Asura’s Dao Defense. That frontier Autarch had been wounded from forcing his way to the harbor in time, while this was a full-powered strike by someone with much deeper foundations.

The still-trapped Yphelion five miles away could be considered point-blank range for an Autarch, not to mention Zac, who was right beneath it. Death was certain if so much as the fist’s shadow grazed him.

Zac couldn’t rouse any other feelings than despair and regret at that moment. He’d known he was tempting fate by plotting a scheme based on chaos and gathering fate, but this was too much. He hadn’t even started the real plan, yet variables, one deadlier than the other, kept popping up. There was no point in seeking a counter. Zac couldn’t hold onto any thoughts when exposed to the Autarch’s path, and the fist was faster than lightning.

The pagoda lit up with golden splendor, raising a grand wall of Dharmic Karma to block the attack. It couldn’t resist the bloodthirsty punch for even a fraction of a second. Then, an enormous finger was all Zac could see. Hymns were silenced, Karma was crushed, and fate pressed down on the whole region. And yet, Zac didn’t feel a thing.

Boundless destruction and berserk power surrounded him. Zac couldn’t tell whether he was inside the fist or if it somehow split to avoid harming him. It was as though he’d fallen into a training bath designed for a Templar Cardinal, and not so much as a thread of Energy or Dao touched him. The fist had become Life and Death’s arbiter. Whatever it wanted dead would be destroyed, and whatever received a pardon would live.

The attack came and went in a flash. At the very least, it should have caused spatial tears that spread for hundreds of miles in every direction. Just as likely, space should have collapsed entirely, causing a semi-permanent fracture like those you’d find in the Million Gates Territory. In lieu of common sense, the attack didn’t leave so much as a mark on space or any of his companions. Neither was there any trace of the brutal force contained in the attack.

It would have been easy to chalk the whole thing up as a powerful illusion. Although, there was one significant change to the surroundings; not a smudge remained of the Sangha. The golem, pagoda, and elementals were gone, as was the Karmic seal on the region. That, by no means, meant they were out of the woods. The sealing brand didn’t come from the Sangha.

Zac was still under lock and key, where the restriction was an absolute suppression of his energy and Dao. It hadn’t managed to spread to his human side, instead, the seal possessed a spatial component. It was most likely a measure to deal with escape treasures, and the [Shrine of Kanba] had inadvertently become a prison.

Only the Void remained unbound. The seal had suppressed his Draugr bloodline, but he still felt a connection to his Void Emperor talents and nodes. He could use [Force of the Void] to activate skills or take out treasures from his Spatial Ring. He could also target the brand with [Void Mountain] and [Void Zone].

To what end? The restriction was more powerful than the Orom’s prison seal, and even a blind man could have figured out the Autarch’s affiliation. The Autarch was here for him, and they could kill him a thousand times before he could do anything about it.

“Greetings, esteemed Lords!” Kator said with a deep bow. “My apologies about the unexpected company.”

“The Sangha has always been impossible to predict,” a voice sounding like a chorus of a thousand souls answered.

Space bent, and an unfamiliar Izh’Rak Reaver stepped out from a crack no wider than a strand of hair on the [Epiclesis Bell]. His overbearing aura was a perfect match to the fist, and his War Bones shimmered with an ethereal glow that made Zac’s soul shudder. Zac’s guess that it’d been a treasure or Miracle Bone that shielded him from the bell’s madness was quickly proven wrong.

The glow separated from the Reaver, turning into a complex fractal made from Mental Energy and Miasma. It was actually an Eidolon whose aura wasn’t below the Reaver’s. The fluctuations were also a perfect match to the seal that trapped Zac.

The moment he saw the fist, Zac knew the White Sky Phalanx had managed to send an Autarch into the Zurbor Sector. That was terrifying enough on its own, and the fact there was a spectral Autarch at his side carried worrying implications.

The Eidolon was likely the reason the [Epiclesis Bell] had remained unmoving since it descended. It was trapped like him. There was a barely discernible film of Miasmic spirituality that covered every inch of the bell, including the five array bands. Zac hadn’t noticed it before because of the bell’s chaotic entrance.

The bell shook with minute tremors, struggling to break free. Zac inwardly cheered it on with every fiber of his being. As paradoxical as it sounded, he needed the bell’s assistance to create an opening.

By coincidence or fate, the [Epiclesis Bell] actually shook off the restraints. A deep toll filled with twisted jubilation rang in the darkness, and Zac was suddenly immensely thankful that the Yphelion was quite a distance away.

“You have to assist me!” the Eidolon urged as its body grew.

The Eidolon reached over five miles in an instant, resembling the maw of a Beast Emperor as it bit down on the bell. Its actions released no aura like the Reaver’s attack. It looked like it imploded onto the bell. The next moment, the Eidolon crystallized.

Zac couldn’t tell whether it was a skill or if the ghost had turned into a mountain-sized amethyst. Its insides were hollow, and Zac could vaguely spot the bell trapped within, looking no larger than a dot. There were Spatial Dao no weaker than the Orom’s affecting the space within.

The crystal’s interiors were no smaller than an E-grade world, and its walls were strong enough to trap all energy fluctuations. Zac was forced to avert his gaze. The complex patterns covering the crystal’s surface were too much, and he feared his thoughts would seize up if his eyes lingered any longer.

Zac didn’t so much as breathe, praying his presence would be forgotten while they dealt with the heretical bell. It was futile, of course. He felt an immensely powerful consciousness lock onto him, and a stream of brutal energy dug into Zac’s body. It eclipsed the ancient killing intent permeating the Centurion Lighthouse. The B-grade Reaver wasn’t necessarily stronger than that ancient Autarch who took out the fortress, but he was alive and well.

Fighting back with the Void would be no different than using an egg to smash a rock. Zac could tell he’d run out of Void Energy ten times over before he could exhaust the invading energy. Just that small tendril held more energy than his Cosmic Core, and it was guarded by Daos beyond Earthly Daos. Thankfully, the control was no less precise than the fist strike from before.

The energy sliver completed a cursory scan before leaving without causing any damage. Zac even felt a bit better than before. The tendril had subtly adjusted the Eidolon’s brand, releasing the physical seal. Of course, it was only a small gesture of goodwill after confirming there were no threats inside his body. With his energy and Soul Aperture locked down, Zac was still not much stronger than an F-grade cultivator.

“Not bad, kid. We’ll talk later.”

A gargantuan cage made from bone sprung from below, trapping the crystal, Zac, and even the Yphelion in the distance. Its bars split and fused, giving the cage the appearance of a line of closely planted trees whose branches had been entwined. A dense canopy formed a ceiling far, far above. An eerie silence rolled out as the Reaver stepped into the crystal to unleash a series of attacks on the bell.

The intense silence was not physical. It was a silence of Dao, similar to his [Void Zone], though relying on completely different concepts. The whole cage had been hidden from the Heavens, like a lower plane where the only Dao available was the Reaver’s own.

The gaps between the cage’s bars were hundreds of meters wide, more than large enough for the Yphelion to squeeze through. Unfortunately, his Late D-grade vessel had replaced one seal with another. Zac could feel a similar brand through his control link, and he suspected even his people trapped within had been targeted. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have remained so silent.

It was for the best. The gaps in the cage weren’t actual weaknesses. He couldn’t see or sense any barrier, but one had to be there for the area to be uncoupled from the cosmos. Zac didn’t hold out much hope he could pass through the barrier when using [Void Mountain], so how would the Yphelion replicate the feat?

“You did well, Draugr.”

Kator had moved to his side, and his teasing posture indicated he was here to gloat as much as stand guard. Zac tried to figure out the best way to deal with their situation. He wasn’t completely out of options. So long as he could call down the System, he had a chance of borrowing its strength to intimidate the Autarchs. Unfortunately, any tricks were useless when faced with such an utter, unbridgeable disparity in strength.

Eluding Kator’s watch was enough of a headache, and that paled before the Autarchs themselves. He was already in their range, and they could kill him with a thought before he could fuse with the Remnants. He needed to create a window, a distraction, before making his move. Until then, he might as well gather information.

“It looks like I underestimated you yet again,” Zac sighed.

“You cultivation maniacs are often simple that way. The more you despise someone, the more you’ll underestimate them.”

“I thought I had my guard up. Didn’t expect you’d figure out a way to sneak people into Zurbor using the bell. Or that you’d be crazy enough to bring in Autarchs under the System’s nose. Just what are you people thinking?”

“We’re struggling for supremacy, just like we’re supposed to.” Kator shrugged. “The Ruthless Heavens have always been impartial that way. It’ll look the other way if you pay the price or overcome its restrictions through ingenuity.”

“Is that so?”

Zac wasn’t convinced. He’d assumed the pressure of fate he’d briefly sensed during the attack was related to the bell’s descent or the Sangha’s demise. Seeing how securely the region was sealed off now, another explanation seemed just as likely. The bone cage was way overdoing it if it was only meant to confine Zac and his subordinates while they dealt with the [Epiclesis Bell].

Their entry was not as sanctioned as Kator wanted to make it appear, and the System wouldn’t be as accommodating if the Autarchs started to throw their weight around. The battle within the spatial crystal raged, and not even a whiff of the tremendous powers being unleashed could be felt. They were being extremely careful.

It was only a theory as of yet, but it might be the key to getting out in one piece. After all, there was no way the appearance of two non-Draugr Autarchs after losing contact with Tavza and Laz was a good thing, if the seal wasn’t clue enough. A plot was brewing.

“The System might look the other way, but you’re putting the mission at risk. And colluding with Eidolon? You’re breaking the terms set in the Writ.”

“We’re breaking nothing, Draugr. The agreement encourages sending any and all reinforcements into the sealed sectors. We even informed you of our goal of bringing seniors into the Zurbor Sector to assist. The Writ only disallows the other branches of the Empire from interfering. General Eimal is uncoupled. She has been fighting for the White Sky Phalanx for over three million years, so her presence is within bounds.”

Zac looked to the crystallized Eidolon with surprise. While not unprecedented, it was very rare for the Divine Races to join other camps. Between the status of an outsider and the suspicion of being a spy, it was usually better to stay home even if you faced suppression from an opposing faction within the race. Furthermore, the Eidolon was undoubtedly the most cohesive among the Divine Races of the Undead Empire, a natural consequence of them being part of a hivemind.

It wasn’t difficult to understand what the term uncoupled meant. This Autarch had severed her connection with her hivemind, striking it out on her own as an individual. Zac didn’t even know that was possible. Still, he didn’t hold any suspicions to Kator’s words in this regard. Whatever they were plotting, they weren’t ready to completely fall out with the Primo just yet.

“You might not have broken the letter of the agreement, but you’re clearly breaking its spirit. Who knows what effect bringing in Autarchs will have on fate? There is no way the Primo has sanctioned your actions. Are you betraying the Empire?”

“Betraying? We’re here fighting for its future. The Eternal 108 were unavailable, and time was of the essence. We simply picked the route we felt held the most promise.” Kator snickered, cocking his head at Zac. “You don’t seem surprised? Did Tavza manage to send you a message? Is that why she ended up in such a wretched state?”

“Weren’t you responsible for that?” Zac countered, his eyes thin with suspicion. It was getting increasingly difficult to figure out the Reaver’s thoughts. “I didn’t need some warning to put two and two together. I just didn’t expect things to fall apart this early. Has something changed?”

“What do I know? I’m just following orders. I only found out about this part a few days ago.” Kator patted Zac’s shoulder. “You don’t need to be too worried. Our agreement holds for now. The Divine Alliance has no intention of interrupting our quest. On the contrary, we’ll do our best to help you achieve your goals in the Imperial Graveyard.”

“Raising a pig to the slaughter?” Zac snorted.

Kator might be telling the truth about not being killed today. However, the White Sky Phalanx was also aware that his reward for finding the Foreign Gods was the final piece of his Flamebearer Seal. After that, his future was a big question mark. His importance for the trial might be considered a threat rather than an asset if civil war broke out, especially if they suspected what the Primo sought in the Hollow Court.

“Your words. But hey, anything can happen. Just sit back and relax. We’ll deal with everything from here. The Lords will drag out the entity and throw it at the barrier for us.”

Zac reluctantly bid his time. Every second brought his camp closer to its doom, though it was still too early to make a move. The Eidolon could undoubtedly sense his every action through the brand, and the two Autarchs had a clear advantage. All attempts to escape had been foiled, and the bell was covered in cracks and dents. Only one of its five formations remained intact after the Reaver’s battering.

Still, the [Epiclesis Bell] had put up a fight with a ferocity greatly surpassing Zac’s expectations, to the point he felt the intervention might have been a blessing in disguise. The bell had been hiding its true strength. Or perhaps, the entity dared use more of its strength thanks to the sealed environment. In either case, its unexpected power indicated his original plan might have been flawed.

His opportunity was fast approaching. No matter the risks, he’d stake everything when the final seal on the entity snapped, and the chaos reached a crescendo.

A deep hum threw Zac’s last-ditch plan out the window. Two lotus flowers had appeared where the pagoda once stood. They were translucent and lacked even a speck of energy, seeming like a dream or an echo of the past. And yet, the flowers were utterly, irrevocably true. Five threads of fate poured into the flowers. Four came from where the elementals fell and entered the left lotus. A thicker stream came from the golem’s resting place, entering the other.

The illusion became real, the past connected to the present, and the flowers bloomed. A Buddhist warrior emerged from each lotus, their strength nearly on par with the Reaver’s. They clasped their hands, and a world was born.

‘Namo Buddhaya.’
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HUNGER AND DESIRE


The voice was filled with patience and compassion. It was everything and everywhere, from the blade of grass to the boundless Heavens. Zac screamed as two radiant halos rewrote reality, turning the desolate space of the deadzone into a part of Buddha’s kingdom. He became one with the cosmic consciousness, where time held no meaning.

Mountains formed, seas surged, and civilizations rose and fell in an endless cycle of Samsara. With each reincarnation, the world grew more complete. A thousand generations passed in the blink of an eye; Zac could no longer tell whether the world was real or not. History created context, and a pure Buddhist tradition was born. Centuries passed, and the monks reached true enlightenment.

Merit was accumulated and pooled. Holy temples were erected and reinforced by millennia of prayer. Arhats emerged, and true saints soared through the sky. The wheel of Samsara kept turning, and eminent monks returned to the dust. And then, he appeared.

A normal monk, no stronger than an E-grade cultivator, sat beneath a tree in a minor temple. His gentle gaze was fixed on the rustling tree crown above. A leaf fell into his hand, and he saw the past, present, and future within. It first looked like the epiphany was too powerful, winking out his life’s fires. It did, and what remained was pure and unblemished.

Boundless merit accrued over thousands of lifetimes had been unlocked, and the dukkha that had followed him through reincarnation was discarded. The monk’s aura rose without end, his ascent creating auspicious omens that spread for thousands of miles. All beings stopped in prayer, and the whole world celebrated their first Bodhisattva’s nirvanic ascent.

Bolstered by a world steeped in history and consecrated by eons of devout prayer, the Bodhisattva shed his mortal coil. His celestial form grew to the size of a mountain. He stretched out his hand to pluck a star just as he did with the leaf that triggered nirvana.

The world darkened, and the star gained a sinister purple hue. For a moment, it looked like an eye. Then it shattered, and a bone spear as large as the Bodhisattva emerged. The apocalyptic clash between the Izh’Rak Reaver’s spear and the Buddha’s palm snapped Zac out of the dream.

Zac’s body was slick with sweat after realizing he’d been swept up in the attack of a true Heart Cultivator at the B-grade. He only slightly relaxed upon realizing there seemed to be an implicit agreement not to expose Zac and Kator to the energy out-spill. Perhaps this was simply how skilled Autarchs fought. Wantonly releasing their energies and Daos wouldn’t just scatter the force of their attacks. It would cause almost irreparable damage to the fabric of space. It was the same when Zac saw Iz’s guardian deal with the Orom.

That didn’t mean he could stick around. Zac never fought a Heart Cultivator before, but the past weeks had given him a glimpse of their terror. The paradisial world with its thousands of temples was still there, pressing against the cage’s walls. It tried to pull him back, to make him become part of it once more.

That was how many Heart Techniques worked. The growth of the Sangha from primitive ritualism to the Buddha’s ascent had never occurred. It was more apt to consider it a backstory that strengthened the attack. The more real the world was in the monk’s heart, and the more it affected those around him, the more power the skill would exhibit.

The power of the B-grade Arhats was utterly terrifying. He clearly wasn’t the target of their attack, and yet he was still a hair’s breadth away from giving in to the Buddha’s majestic aura. The brand that kept Zac trapped became a saving grace, resisting the intense righteousness. Except the brand was faltering, and every flicker cost a significant chunk of his Miasma.

The culprit, if you could call it that, was his Specialty Core going all out to resist a Karmic connection. Even then, Zac vaguely felt a towering mountain far, far in the distance. Zac would have thought it was one of the pillars holding up the Multiverse if he hadn’t already seen the Void Mountain first-hand. It was large beyond comprehension, where continents were nothing but small outcroppings.

Zac swore, realizing what the monks were up to. While it might look like they were helping out, they were using Zac’s predicament to force a Karmic Link to the Fourth Mountain the golem mentioned. His Specialty Core would only delay the inevitable for a few seconds, and that was provided the Eidolon’s brand didn’t suddenly fail.

Whoever won, he’d lose. Zac couldn’t wait any longer. He’d been hoping for a distraction, and this situation certainly qualified.

All at once, Zac felt two sets of eyes land on him. He quickly suppressed his bloodline just before he heard the powerful voice echo from his heart.

‘Amitabha, benefactor. We meet again.’

It was like a curtain had parted, and Zac’s eyes widened in comprehension. He finally understood where the threat and familiarity came from when facing the elementals. The monks looked like identical twins, and their auras may as well have been one. It was the very same aura that had spied on him during his breakthrough to Middle D-grade.

Zac couldn’t help but wonder if Kator’s scathing remark was actually right on the money. It seemed as though the monks had been parasites hiding in the hearts of the golem and elementals. Zac wouldn’t even be surprised if the hosts hadn’t been Buddhists before. The Centennial Pryer’s subordinates might just have been the unlucky people picked by these Arhats.

It was impossible to say whether they’d been turned into puppets or if their will was subverted by carrying B-grade Dharmic will. It was very similar to how the entity used the [Epiclesis Bell]. And when their vessels were destroyed, their true forms were forced into being. Even then, they didn’t appear too worried about being exposed.

‘Let us have a proper exchange after the seas have calmed.’

The monks turned back toward the crystal, which was guarded by the Izh’Rak Reaver. He radiated a monstrous killing intent that unraveled the world all around, while the Eidolon targeted the opponent’s souls. It quickly became clear that the Sangha’s approach was the opposite of the Undead Autarch’s. It was as though they wanted the whole cosmos to witness Buddha’s glory.

They held nothing back, pushing their Heart World against the bone cage, making it strain with duress. Its bars twisted under the invisible onslaught of Dharmic truth, transforming by the hundreds. The spectacle resembled Creation’s unfettered transformation, just founded on the theories of the heart. The bars became the chains of ignorance that trapped the world in the wheel of Samsara. The Bodhisattva’s ascent meant shedding the mortal coil, breaking these very constraints.

Whole sections were demolished, creating glaring weaknesses in the Reaver’s shroud. A distant rumble and a familiar pressure indicated the System was about to descend. It was at that moment Kator turned into a blur, slamming the cudgel into Zac’s chest. He was unable to put up any resistance with his energy still locked, and a deadly mix of Earthly Daos left bloody lacerations across Zac’s body.

Zac thoughtfully looked at the Reaver as he disappeared in a flash, then quickly discarded any errant thoughts. A deluge of Void Energy spread through him, filling him with power. It was far from enough to deal with the faltering brand, and his personal Void wasn’t strong enough to reject the Sangha’s invasion.

It did open the door to new possibilities. Zac’s human half emerged from the [Shrine of Kanba] to stand by his side, not bound by the imposed restrictions like his Draugr side. The difference allowed him to trigger the ace he’d been holding onto for years, and the world was suddenly calm.

“Little troublemaker, you’re asking for too much.”

Sendor smiled at the chaotic scene like he was looking at a performance. He looked the same as when they met inside the Perennial Vastness, except for the clear difference in aura. Zac felt nothing when looking into the old Realm Spirit’s eyes or at his antlers. They lacked the supreme Dao of the original. Thankfully, even the shadow of such a powerful being was enough to stabilize the situation.

“Please, senior, the sealing brand,” Zac said, resisting the temporal vertigo of being placed inside Kator’s time-accelerated domain.

“That I can do,” Sendor said.

Both the brand and wounds on his body were gone the next moment. Even the nascent Karmic Link had been removed after Sendor rewound Zac’s state to before being sealed, though he didn’t get back the three-quarters of his energy pool that had been used to resist the Karmic Link. There was no point in asking the ancient Realm Spirit to give the four rampaging Autarchs a good thrashing.

Their background had nothing to do with it. Just shielding him and dealing with the seal had noticeably weakened Sendor’s projection. It was just as Zac expected. Sendor had already warned him the saving seal was not like the Edict Valsa Planur of the Seven Heavens used during their fight. The old spirit refused to go beyond the limits of what the System allowed, so the projection’s aura was roughly Early C-grade.

Certainly, the C-grade wisp of a Peak Supremacy was completely different from the Monarch guardians traveling with the outsiders. This sliver of Sendor’s will seemed like it could deal with Brigadier Toss with a wave of his hand. Even then, facing Autarchs was beyond its capacity. That was fine, Zac never expected Sendor’s brand to do more than what he’d already accomplished, and he was already moving on to the next step of his plan.

Multiple tendrils locked onto Zac as he took out two boxes, each presence so powerful the weight seemed insurmountable. His flurry of actions had caused a pause in the battle between the Sangha and undead Autarchs. They’d realized Zac was up to something, and Sendor’s barrier wouldn’t last long against anything more than their indirect auras.

A moment was all Zac needed. The run-down prison in Zac’s mind shattered when he grabbed the fifth Shard of Creation with his human body. Simultaneously, his Draugr side welcomed Oblivion. He hadn’t dared to directly remove the Remnants before, fearing the Eidolon’s brand was strong enough to seal them before they could activate. With the seal gone and his bodies protected from the Karmic entanglement by Sendor’s protective mark, there was nothing holding him back.

‘Please protect my ship with any leftover strength you have,’ Zac urged in a mental message.

The sky rumbled again, much closer now, and time ground to a halt. Even the Autarchs were frozen in place, their gargantuan avatars staring at Zac with inscrutable expressions. Zac glared right back until his vision faded. These bastards had broken the rules by sneaking into Zurbor, causing a disaster that risked the mission and the lives of his companions. He had no idea if Vilari had survived the Reaver’s battering or if his crew aboard the Yphelion had enjoyed the same protections as he.

He couldn’t wait to pull down the Heavens onto their heads.
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A frantic, scattered heartbeat echoed throughout the void, each thump bleeding with the primordial Dao. For untold ages, the Heart of Oblivion had grown, with each cycle inching closer to that impossible threshold. All to dust. A single breath annihilated Oblivion; reality became ash with a thought.

The heart was angry but also relieved. Death was destruction, and destruction was life. Not even Oblivion could overcome the ancient Law of Balance, and every end was a beginning. Hatred. Destruction. Desire. The splinters diverged, their madness tainting every corner of the myriad planes.

Oblivion was never over.
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A crackling sound full of dejection echoed throughout the void, each snap leaking the primordial Dao. For untold ages, the Spark of Creation had left its mark on the universe, its conceptions inching ever closer to that impossible threshold. A single breath brought stillness; marvels beyond compare faded with a thought.

The spark didn’t mind. Death was Creation, and Creation was life. Not even Creation could overcome the ancient Law of Balance, and every beginning had its end.

Hunger. Growth. Desire. The shards flashed, their tendrils transforming every corner of the myriad planes.

Creation was never over.
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Two simultaneous visions assaulted Zac, their overlapping intensity nearly enough to end the Atavism before it began. It was never Zac’s intention to absorb both Remnants at the same time. He was supposed to deal with one first and then call the [Epiclesis Bell] over. The moment the bell appeared, he’d freeze it with the second Atavism. The Sangha and Kator’s ‘Divine Alliance’ had thrown those plans on their heads, and Zac was left suffering for it.

Using two bodies would lessen the overall strain, with the shards entering his human form and the splinter entering the undead. It was a small benefit, though it did nothing to help with the real threat he was about to face. If anything, he was in even greater danger.

There was no stream of scenes showcasing the miserable end of resisting the Remnants. Now that they’d reached this point, there was no purpose. Instead, the original vision lingered, intensified, and expanded as they showed the aftermath and the birth of the immortal will.

Zac’s mind was pulled beyond its breaking point as he was forcibly integrated into two vast, opposing networks. They were tapestries formed by the Remnants scattered through the Cosmos. Together, they emulated the Grand Dao, the obsession of their existence. Most dots on the network were weak and insubstantial, having only drained some unlucky stragglers to nourish themselves.

A few shone brighter, and their radiance bolstered a section with sturdier truths. Zac could even sense a familiar aura from a few lights. They were the cultivators whom he’d seen when absorbing the second and third pairs of Remnants. Their auras were mottled and mixed with dozens of foreign markers, meaning the fates he’d witnessed were only one of many tragedies these clumps of Remnants had caused.

Twelve marks shone like bonfires in the night on both tapestries, pushing back the darkness and becoming major nodes. Their auras were clear and unblemished. Again, Zac sensed a few familiar auras: the minstrel, the flickering flame, the Dragon King, and so on—carriers of great conviction, one and all. And yet, they’d ultimately failed to resist the ancient madness, instead becoming a major node of the tapestry.

Some auras were missing, like the inquisitor who’d sacrificed everything to slay the mad god. He was one of the few to survive the Atavism, seizing a corner of the tapestry for himself. It made him the exception to the rule. Over the endless eons, the Remnants had lured in countless people desperate for power, and the vast majority met a wretched end.

The day the tapestry of Oblivion was made whole, the heart would beat once more. Similarly, the Tapestry of Creation would ignite the spark, ushering in another age of Creation. They were close, and Zac was a prize that would let them take a tremendous leap forward—the number of carriers who could survive until the Atavism were too few and far in between.

Zac knew he’d cheated his way to this stage. Collecting both pieces certainly added to his difficulties in some aspects, but it helped him in others. The Remnants restrained each other as much as Zac had restrained them, and generating Chaos let him keep the Remnants in a perpetually weakened state. It would have been significantly harder having to deal with the one seal.

Only this time, the two sides were working against him. Zac’s mind and bodies were being taken over by the ancient will of the Innate Existences. He wasn’t fighting the combination of five Remnants. He was currently no different from the fallen bonfires, so he was fighting the whole tapestry.

He tried to resist the creeping obliteration of his mind and seize the tapestry’s corner for himself. It felt like trying to hold back floodgates with his bare hands. Worse, the crazed drive of Creation simultaneously invaded his mind, turning thoughts of resistance into twisted nightmares. Resisting the Creation with temperance only invited Oblivion.

He was being destroyed from both ends, and his Heart Cultivation only prolonged his suffering. Of course, Zac hadn’t taken such drastic measures without a plan, even if Autarchs were bearing down on him. Zac had considered his Atavism from every conceivable angle and turned to the plan that best suited the situation. Like before, he needed to have the Remnants fight each other to lessen his load.

It was easier said than done. He might only have one soul, but the visions were fully separated. It was like Zac was watching two separate windows, and the Dao Tapestries didn’t actually touch each other. Zac furiously rallied, resisting Oblivion and Creation’s delineated nature. He could feel the other half of his soul in the distance, and he pushed beyond the vision’s bounds, carving a tunnel through nothingness.

The closer he came, the fiercer the resistance. Zac had no choice except to cede more and more territory of himself to lessen the load. Eventually, only a core of unyielding will remained. Zac roared without a voice, piercing the curtain, and two visions became one. Tremendous explosions rocked Zac’s consciousness, almost knocking him unconscious.

Zac desperately held on. He’d created the path, but the fight wasn’t over. He needed to survive the upcoming clash. Opposing wills met and mayhem ensued. Zac’s mind was rocked by a blast of Chaos. Another wave followed, though the pain never arrived. A hand had appeared in the darkness, shielding his frayed will. Zac’s muddled mind rapidly cleared. Or did it? He looked at the newcomer standing before him, unable to compute what was going on.

“Tavza? Is that you?”
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“It’s about to start.”

“Ironic, isn’t it? For our kin to have the Cursed Heavens at his beck and call,” Qul’Uster said with a smile. “No mishaps on your end?”

“It’s all taken care of, and the signal remains stable,” Nutzu said, her face scrunching with annoyance beneath her mask. “I wouldn’t have saved that little shit if I’d known he would turn me into his helper.”

“Yes, you would,” Qul’Uster said. “If nothing else, the pay is quite generous, no? I hear you’ve been awarded access to the Sixth Outer Band.”

“So what? Doesn’t mean I have to enjoy it,” Nutzu huffed. “You should’ve just taken over negotiations with that slippery bastard.”

“You have to see things from his perspective.”

“What? As a test tube baby? Most of us are. Or as an integrated cultivator?”

“No. I mean his loneliness. Look,” Qul’Uster said before activating the hologram.

Nutzu had to admit, her commander wasn’t just here because of his pedigree. To think he’d managed to improve their ship’s scanners to such an extent. They were over a week’s travel away in a spatially unstable region. And yet, he’d managed to extract the relevant energy fluctuations through subspace and interpret it into an actual display.

“The Sangha is fighting the unliving?” Nutzu muttered before taking a sharp breath. “Wait, are those Class-5 energy signatures?”

“Yes. He’s all alone. Abandoned by Leandra Kayar-Elu, facing threats and schemes from every direction. If we push too hard, we’ll just become another party, and our dealings will remain nothing but transactions. He might even cut and run. How are we supposed to find him again?”

“You’re still on that? Shouldn’t we contact base?”

“We can’t provide any tangible reinforcement in time for it to matter. We’ll do our part as agreed upon and trust he’ll deal with things on his end. If he’s truly the Void Emperor’s inheritor, he shouldn’t be stopped by something like this.”

“How did they sneak inside? Even our elders didn’t dare take the risk.”

“The world is full of mysterious arts and powerful people. Although the Edge has made us strong, the cosmos is different from the one our ancestors left. You need to be careful later.”

“I know.” Nutzu shrugged. “So, we’ll just do him some favors now and pray he reciprocates? Is this the best your family could come up with? We should just pummel him a bit and drag him back, like how we do with those who try to shirk the Oath.”

“He’s Sindris, but he’s also Kayar-Elu. Any attempt to force fate will most likely fail. See? Even the Sangha is having trouble dealing with him,” Qul’Uster said with helplessness. “For now, we’ll try to show him that not everyone is out to get him.”

“Not counting those traitors,” Nutzu muttered.

“True,” Qul’Uster agreed. “Either case. The elders activated the Eclipse. She said he has a strong connection with the Eternal Storm. Maybe he’ll approach us himself at that time.”

“Sounds flaky,” Nutzu said. “By the way, can you tell me what those things were now? I couldn’t make heads or tails of them. They only felt dangerous.”

“A special model of Heavenly Disruptors.”

“They were disruptors?” Nutzu said, her body tensing. “After all that talk, you’re actually betraying him?”

“Of course not.”

“Then why are we spending a fortune on hiding the fortress when we’re supposed to mark it for the Cursed Heavens?”

“As I said, they’re a special model. Grand Aunt and Grand Uncle have made some modifications and asked me to field test it.”

“The twins?” Nutzu shuddered. “Are you planning on blowing up the whole graveyard?”

“They haven’t installed any of their proprietary weapon systems,” Qul’Uster explained.

Nutzu exhaled in relief, but she still felt a pang of fear. Not only had she come into contact with something made by those two lunatics, their next mission would take them into the neighboring region.

“They’ve simply replaced the shielding with a newly-designed amplifier.”

“So they’ll try to wrest the Cursed Heaven’s control over the Heavenly Dao without hiding their traces? That’d do it,” Nutzu said. “Without the shielding… they’ll be destroyed instantly. It might not be enough to cause a lingering effect.”

“The elders were of the same opinion, so they placed the innards of a Class-4 Outer Beast in each disruptor for good measure.”

“Bastard, you actually had me carry around such a dangerous item?” Nutzu glared, though her mouth started tugging upward as she glanced at the screens displaying the Fort of Resolution.

“Serves you right for making me waste four of my puppets.”
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The distant rumbles reached all the way to the chamber in the depths of the hidden base. Or maybe not so distant. It’d only been two hours, yet the eruptions of the pitched battle had drifted much closer. The energies funneled into the room would have been soiled by the Dao of Conflict if not for the stabilizing arrays.

Thousands of schemes and countermeasures were born and refined every second. Yzum Tobrial discarded them all. Now that things had come this far, there was no need to perform feasibility calculations. Their Royal Father had ensured there was only one path forward. Only time would tell whether he had what it took to face his destiny.

The twenty-sixth rune was added, finalizing the circuit. Yzum exhaled as his Soul Aperture was shrouded in a primordial haze. Imperial Destiny was swallowed by the building storm, subtly altered by its Grand Tapestry. Thread by thread, Yzum bound his Imperial Soul to the Heavens, anchoring his path to its mighty river.

The rumblings grew louder, mirroring the tearing pain in his head. One by one, the defenses of his base were run over, torn apart by unstoppable force. Yzum’s heart bled as he felt the soul brands on his carefully nurtured subordinates shatter one after another—ruthlessness was his only chance at survival.

Eventually, the fighting stopped, and a deafening silence spread through the room. The final door wasn’t locked, and it slid open soon after.

“You’re here,” Yzum sighed.

Yrin’s eyes held their usual disdain for the world as he stepped into Yzum’s inner sanctum. His shoes left sanguine prints on the ground, and his sword still dripped after slaying the two final guardians. Yrin’s appearance and armor were otherwise spotless, like he’d taken a stroll through a garden instead of breaking into Yzum’s carefully arranged base. Proof of the monstrous power locked within his eldest brother’s frame.

Not that any reminder was needed. Yzum had observed his brother’s brutally direct actions after picking up the mantle. Building on the foundations set by Yselio, Yrin slaughtered everything in his path. The Seventh Heaven was unable to replace the steady loss of manpower, leaving them with a skeleton operation on the inside. Yzum inwardly railed at the misuse of their limited resources, especially when he knew the truth.

“Fate approaches,” Yrin calmly said. “There can be no loose ends threatening the Empire’s goals.”

“Empire’s goals, is it?” Yzum gently smiled. “Or did you realize you couldn’t take the next step while remaining incomplete? After all, a strong constitution won’t help you see the whole picture.”

“How long have you known?” Yrin asked, seeming content to wait a while longer.

“My whole life,” Yzum calmly said. “Just like I’ve always known you’d be the one to eventually knock on my door, Second Brother.”

A familiar smile spread across Yrin’s stony face—one that had given Yzum nightmares since he was a child. It was the smile of a devilish heart that wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice everything, even the Dynasty, to achieve their goals.

“As expected of you, Youngest Brother. You overcame our blind spot. Your incisive mind always left me in awe. I’m embarrassed to admit, I didn’t realize the truth until the very end,” Yrin said. “But you shouldn’t call me Second Brother. Yselio is dead.”

“Then why are his words coming out of your mouth?” Yzum said. “I’ve observed you over the past year. You’ve hidden it almost perfectly. I estimate that Yrin only accounts for four or five percent of your personality. The rest is you putting on a show.”

“Nevertheless,” Yrin, or rather Yselio, said with a smile. “The smallest things can have unexpected effects, and change can come from the most unexpected of places.”

“A body without direction holds blind power. A soul without purpose will become a stagnant pond,” Yzum said, looking at his brother with a profound gaze. “A heart unfettered will be led astray.”

“Do you think the experiment was a failure? That the three returning to their origin is futile because our experiences have tainted us?” Yselio said, his smile growing wider. “Have you ever considered it was our Royal Father’s intention? Many say my heart is wicked, and so what? Righteousness doesn’t translate to power. It’s just another shackle. And won’t I have your soul to expertly calculate the bounds, keeping us on the right side of the Law?

“I know you’re tired, little brother. The weight of your soul has burdened you for so long, leaving you infirm. I also know you’ve made your preparations. It may very well be you who’ll form the nucleus when we fuse. You’re curious, aren’t you? About the missing variable that has eluded you, the source of the disturbance—the answers are hidden in my mind.”

Yzum gripped his robes, then quickly calmed his racing thoughts. “There’s no point dragging this out. Do it.”

“At the very end, I asked Eldest Brother whether Truth or Empire was most important,” Yselio said as he raised his blade. “What do you think?”

Yzum looked into the dark eyes of his brother, feeling a great weight lifting off his shoulders.

“Empires crumble. Truth is eternal.”
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“You!” Zac exclaimed in shock. “How can you be here?”

Zac initially suspected his overloaded mind was playing tricks on him, yet he was almost certain his first guess was correct. The entity before him was formed from pure Chaos, a churning mass of steely confluence that remained unable to stay static. Nevertheless, it was Tavza who’d somehow forced her way into his Atavistic Tribulation through the Dao of Chaos.

There were hints of the Abyss in the chaotic mesh, acting like glue on the mercurial energy. It was the pure aura of the Abyssal Lake that only the Azol branch wielded. How was she doing that? Zac tried the same, but neither his Eoz nor Void Emperor bloodlines were accessible to him. He was just a spiritual wisp, equipped with nothing other than determination and grit.

‘I—’ Tavza’s words were drowned out by a deep groan.

The pathway Zac had forced open had become a faultline between two opposing realms. Deep, chaotic cracks had already appeared, and Zac could feel the deranged hatred from the tainted tapestries.

Neither the Heart nor the Spark were backing down, and their tapestries generated a pull far greater than his small tunnel could endure. The layer between realities shattered like glass. Tapestries were suddenly superimposed, with Zac and Tavza caught in the middle.

The consciousness from thousands of Remnants combined, awakening a presence far greater than what Zac previously faced. It didn’t feel like he was looking at a sprawling tapestry erected across the Multiverse. He was looking at the Heart of Oblivion and Spark of Creation in the flesh.

The active erosion of his mind was gone, with an equally oppressive domain replacing it. Unlike the Autarchs from before, the two entities didn’t care whether he lived or died. They unleashed their auras to the fullest, using their nodes to destroy or take over the Heavens.

Each clash unleashed tremendous waves of tainted Oblivion and Creation that dug right at Zac’s mind. The bombardment was unrelenting, growing with intensity. Zac was already on his last legs, and he could barely withstand the Chaos by relying on his Void State.

Tavza was faring even worse. Her bloodline wasn’t enough to make up for her lack of experience. She’d never dealt with the Remnants before and was forced to face two Atavisms from the get-go. Her incorporeal body was becoming increasingly unstable. She wouldn’t last long. In fact, even her short visit might cause her irreversible damage.

‘Wh…at⁠—’

Tavza’s voice was incredibly unnerving. The voice was indistinguishable in that it constantly changed cadence, pitch, and direction—the result of using pure Chaos as a conduit.

‘I—Hel…p’

Zac gritted his teeth and made his decision. At this point, how she was here didn’t matter. It was clear she’d come to help him through this tribulation, and he wouldn’t waste her noble gesture.

“Cover me! Just for a second or two!”

Tavza’s voice and figure were disjointed, while her actions remained swift. Her grey mesh of Chaos darkened, forming a thick wall infused with the Abyss. Shockwaves were almost completely nullified, and Zac made his move. He fiercely tugged at the hundreds of invisible threads that connected him to the tapestries.

A third of the strings were dislodged, and he reeled them in like a fisherman pulling in his catch. A surge of power filled his weakened spiritual body. He pulled again, this time with far greater strength. Again and again, Zac repeated his actions as fast as he humanly could. The remaining tendrils were lodged much harder, but Zac was also growing stronger with each successful catch.

Tavza acted like a Dao Guardian all this while. Zac sensed she was being tortured by the hostile Daos. Thankfully, his goal was achieved faster than he’d expected. The entities were no different from the individual Remnants. They had only lashed out in his general direction when small snippets of their tapestry were removed, their minds fully occupied by their nemesis.

“Thank you. I will repay this favor,” Zac said with utmost sincerity before pushing with all his might. Tavza’s consciousness was ejected from his vision. Hopefully, her short visit wouldn’t cause any permanent damage.

Once more, Zac was left to fend off the encroaching desire of Creation and the eroding nihilism of Oblivion on his own. However, thanks to Tavza’s intervention, his situation was completely different. A few tugs retrieved the final threads, making him whole.

A failed Atavism meant the Remnants extracted everything you had and turned you into another node on the tapestry. You survived by seizing their power and extinguishing their will. He’d already relinquished almost 90% of his mind to create the tunnel, putting his back right against the wall.

Zac could probably have survived until now without Tavza’s aid, but it would have been a pyrrhic victory. Getting back two-thirds of what he sacrificed before severing his connection would have been the best possible outcome. It meant losing millennia of longevity, along with a significant chunk of his memories, emotions, and desires.

Retrieving everything would have been almost impossible. Even if he had the strength, it would have taken too much time. The intensity of the battle between Creation and Oblivion was reaching a point of no return, where an errant shockwave could snuff out Zac’s soul in one go.

He’d already gotten everything he wanted. The final link between him and the ancient madness was severed. He couldn’t feel his body in his current state, but he instinctively knew the Remnants had become part of him now. He was already feeling his mind being extracted from the vision since there was nothing holding him back.

Zac resisted, his gaze trained at the lofty tapestries. His very being shuddered with hunger, though he remained careful not to let his emotions leave a gap. The Grand Daos of the Heart of Oblivion and Spark of Creation were awfully close to perfection. They might be sullied by their undying obsession, but didn’t he have ample experience extracting benefits from tainted sources?

So why stop now? The Remnants had seen him as prey, whittling away at him for decades. Why should he settle for breaking even after Tavza had paid such a heavy price to let him reach for something more? Why not treat it like a Dao Impartment, like the one he received from Yrial at the beginning of his journey?

The environment was still incredibly dangerous. Zac furiously resisted the chaotic eruptions as he scanned the tapestries for what he sought. His soul was exhausted, and he could feel his Soul Cores being drained beyond safe limits to scan the seemingly unending paths for insights matching his path. The second he feared his search was for nothing, he discovered it.

Zac pounced, ripping a thread of Pure Dao from each tapestry. Murderous wrath shook the realm as the battle stopped. Zac groaned as cracks appeared on his soul. He didn’t care, because it’d worked. The next moment, he was gone, ejected from the vision after he’d stopped resisting the pull.

Left were two fractured and damaged creatures who resumed their battle with a redoubled frenzy.
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Zac felt like a burglar, narrowly escaping before the security doors slammed shut, when he was pulled out of the vision. He’d undeniably made off like a bandit, and the day wasn’t even over. The madness of two destabilized Dao Tapestries and their infuriated owners was replaced by tranquility. His vision had been split once more, and he faced familiar scenery. He was back where it all started, two spiritual threads floating before Be’Zi and A’Zu.

He was brought here the first time during the Eastern Trigram Hunt. At that point, he hadn’t reached level 75, nor had he discovered all the Dao Seeds that would eventually become the foundations of his path. He’d experienced enough major events to last multiple lifetimes since. And yet, his decades of struggle almost felt like a dream when he faced the two Autarchs.

Everything remained exactly the same in the mountain. The Miasmic river of liquified energy slowly swirled around Be’Zi’s subterranean island, while gentle winds carried the whispers of possibility around A’Zu on the mountain peak. For all Zac knew, they might not have moved since their previous meeting. A decade or two was nothing to an Autarch, who would often seclude themselves for millennia at a time.

Their promise was straightforward; survive the Atavism within one hundred years, and they would impart him something from the Daos of Creation and Oblivion unblemished by the Remnant’s ancient madness. Zac had accomplished that with flying colors, and was eager to find out what that entailed. There was just something he needed to deal with first.

Or so he thought. There was no hint of the pieces of the Dao he’d stolen. It only took a moment to realize why. The visions came from him being pulled into the Remnant. So when he took something back, it should have been deposited within the Remnants rather than his soul. And since he couldn’t sense his actual bodies in his current state, he’d have to wait until he was back to investigate his haul.

“Child of Draug, you have⁠—”

Be’Zi stopped and gazed into the cave’s ceiling with a slight frown. The surroundings shifted, and Zac suddenly floated inside a grand hall made from alabaster and obsidian. Two thrones were placed on opposite ends, with husband and wife ruling over the side cast in their Dao. Zac was placed on a circle in the middle which looked just like the yin-yang sign of Earth. Profound energy rose from the stone, transforming Zac’s spiritual threads into fully formed avatars.

“You. All this time, you were one?” A’Zu asked, a slight tremor discernible in his voice.

“I’m sorry for keeping it from you. My situation has caused a lot of trouble over the years,” Zac said with a bow. “Is… something wrong?”

“It’s nothing,” A’Zu said, a small smile tugging at his lips as he glanced across the hall. “Just a small side bet with my wife.”

“He’s alive,” Be’Zi calmly countered.

“Fine, it’s a wash.”

Zac looked back and forth between the two. They’d actually been betting on him, even whether he’d survive. Zac was slightly annoyed at their cavalier attitude. Then again, neither one owed him anything, and they had guided an outsider brought to them by the System. Be’Zi was even the one who first erected the cage in his mind before the System came along and reinforced it.

“Uh, anyway. I made it through.”

“Life… Death… Chaos,” Be’Zi muttered as swirls of Oblivion danced around her throne. “Ripples on the lake.”

The Aetherlord nodded, his four eyes seemingly trying to peer into Zac’s soul. “What have you done?”

“What do you mean?” Zac asked. “I survived the Atavism and was sent right here.”

“Don’t worry, child. We have no intention to renege on our promise, even if I found it unlikely you’d reach this point. However, something is happening to the Peak of Chaos. We’re currently outside time, yet we can feel its trajectory changing.”

“The timing of your appearance is not coincidence. We need to understand the source of the disturbance,” Be’Zi added.

“Oh,” Zac said, thinking back to how he survived the process. “I think I might have sent the Spark and Heart down a path of no return. Or at least wounded them badly.”

“You? Impossible,” A’Zu scoffed, and Be’Zi’s usually impassive face revealed doubt.

Their reaction was reasonable, even if they wouldn’t have been as quick to dismiss his claim if they’d known the storms he’d kicked up during his short career. Zac still had a strong suspicion that what he’d experienced was more than a vision. At that moment, he’d been faced with the full tapestries of the Daos of Oblivion and Creation, at least as how the two unique entities saw them.

Zac had been almost fully consumed by their collective will, which gave him much deeper insights into their nature than what the short visions provided. He’d realized the Heart of Oblivion and Spark of Creation had never met before. In fact, they couldn’t.

The nature of the Peak of Chaos could be explained through the theory of the Three Purities. The Dao produced the one; the one produced the two; the two produced the three; and the three produced all things. The one referred to the Primordial Chaos, the Terminus of the broken peak he climbed. The two referred to Creation and Oblivion, the delineated Dao.

The three could be interpreted in multiple ways, where Zac leaned toward the addition of ‘Man.’ Man didn’t necessarily mean the interference of cultivators. It was any outside input on the unblemished Dao that Creation and Oblivion embodied. When Man was mixed in, Life and Death were born, creating one of the fundamental facets of the cosmos.

The concept of Three Purities could be observed in most peaks. For instance, the Inverse Peak and the Lower Planes were inextricably linked to the Heavenly Peak, with Man forming the bridge in the middle. It was also part of the conflict between the Sangha and the Apostate of Mercy when they fought over the nature of the elemental Daos.

The Heart of Oblivion and Spark of Creation were the broken avatars of the delineated Dao. Separation was part of their fundamental nature, even if it filled them with a sense of being incomplete. Their existence was exactly like the yin-yang symbol beneath him: forever in motion, their trajectories not fated to intersect.

That had been the case until Zac came along and broke that balance. First, it was through having his Remnants duke it out. Their fused state could only have one outcome—the delineated Dao would return to its origin, in this case resulting in the appearance of hollow Chaos.

It wasn’t that the Remnants were stupid by repeatedly falling for his tricks. They had no choice. The Innate Existences couldn’t stay delimited when meeting its opposite. Merely encountering each other broke their inherited nature of separation. It was one thing when it only involved isolated slivers. This time, he managed to connect the whole network with their collective consciousnesses.

Zac had no idea what would come of that. The undying creatures were extremely powerful, so they might be able to overpower their nature and disengage before it was too late. Even then, it would probably come at a price greater than the small section he managed to snatch. If something was happening to the Peak of Chaos, that was likely the cause.

“No wonder the Cursed Heavens tried to force our hands, even setting up this Temporal Tributary.” A’Zu laughed after Zac explained the series of events, only skipping Tavza’s involvement. “Worth it. Definitely worth it.”

“Temporal Tributary?”

“You are aware time has stopped, no?”

Zac nodded. “I actually can’t stay too long because of that. I’ve overused Temporal Chambers recently.”

“You don’t need to worry. What the System has done is something far more impressive. It hasn’t separated our domain from the temporal river. It has created a tributary, allowing time to flow naturally while keeping us in place. It has all the upsides of a Temporal Chamber without the downsides.

“And before you ask, only the System and Temporal Supremacies can accomplish something like this. From what I know, the latter are unable to create a perfect loop—at least not a stable one like this. The costs are unimaginable, and the river will fight back with increasing ferocity.”

“Why is the System paying such a heavy price?” Zac asked, his curiosity piqued.

“Balance,” A’Zu said. “Those things have been a blight on the Heavens for too long, making everyone’s lives harder.

“The creatures you faced were born in the earliest period of our Era. The rules of cultivation were different. The Heavens were an unstable tangle. Moving the Dao toward its natural state of equilibrium caused great upheavals that gave birth to the first generation of beings. The Heavens was weaker, and there was no one to contend with them. As such, they were blessed with a stronger connection with the Cosmos than what can be observed in the present. They are often referred to as the Primordials.”

Zac mulled over the explanation before it clicked. “The first generation of Innate Existences were born with Authority?”

“Oh, you know of the concept?” A’Zu said. “Yes. That’s correct, in a sense. Even B-grade creatures were born with something resembling Authority. However, that Authority was flawed, just like the primordial Dao. And since few Innate Existences ever advanced beyond the level of their origin, neither did their insights.

“The Peak of Chaos took the longest to reach a stable state, and the Heart of Creation and Spark of Oblivion should be two of the last Primordials to appear. They were lucky, in a sense. Most of the original Primordials had already disappeared one way or another, and the next generations of races had yet to figure out the rules of cultivation of the higher grades. They were left to their own devices until the world caught up.”

Zac sighed in awe. It was no wonder those things were considered Pseudo Supremacies with unusually high comprehension of the Dao.

“What do you think happens when Flawed Authority blocks the path to the Terminus?”

“The peaks can’t mend,” Zac answered, his thoughts turning to the hand he’d seen in the visions, which effortlessly crushed the Innate Existences.

Zac had never delved too deeply into why that mysterious Supremacy destroyed the Heart and Spark. He’d always felt the scene came from a pre-System period or at least during the first stretch of the System’s expansion. He’d even guessed it might be Laondio or Karz who did the deed. It was hard to imagine anyone else wielding such power.

As for why, Zac assumed it was retaliation or protection. Those things were wandering calamities that left utter destruction in their wake. Who knew how many regions their obsession had turned into ruins? Someone was bound to strike them down sooner or later.

“One individual cannot stop Heaven’s reformation, especially not such broken creatures. They can, however, slow down the process. The pieces of Authority they wield are like pools of stagnant water. And with one section blocked, the road for others has grown narrower.”

Zac nodded, his notion that the creatures were killed by Laondio or perhaps one of his generals growing stronger. Reforming the broken peaks was one of the System’s prime directives, so it stood to reason the Limitless Empire had a similar goal. They might have hunted down any remaining Innate Existences born with Flawed Authority they could find, liberating the Dao from imperfect masters. In fact, that might be why they targeted peak existences like the Primo, too.

“These two have proven exceedingly difficult to deal with. Destroying a fragment will only result in the birth of a new one after some time. You might have discovered the only way to cause permanent damage. I’m of a mind to kick you out so I can witness the change you’ve brought,” A’Zu continued. “Alas, I’ll have to be patient a while longer. First, let me ask you a question.

“What is Creation? What is Life?”

The Aetherlord’s tone sounded uninterested, though the question was anything but simple. It encompassed the crossroads Zac faced now that he’d survived the Atavism.

The Remnants had caused a lot of trouble over the years, manipulating his fate to put him on a collision course with the Spark and Heart. They also saved his life innumerable times, and they’d been instrumental in strengthening his body and soul. Ultimately, the Remnants and the Daos they held were an external strength that was approaching the limits of its use.

His Creation and Oblivion-fueled abilities wouldn’t be much stronger than his normal skills by the time he reached Peak Hegemony and started to plan for his Inner World. He’d also need dozens of splinters to provide any tangible benefits after his soul and constitutions evolved again.

It was time to clarify what his path entailed. Was it one of orthodox purity, where his Daos of Life and Death were just the first stop of a longer journey? One that continued into Creation and Oblivion before fusing into the Dao of Chaos. Or should he stake out a path of his own, ignoring the Dao’s natural order?

The most relevant example of this path was the Undead Empire, which subverted the traditional hierarchy to make Death a Terminal Dao. There was clearly nothing stopping you from reaching the peak this way, although his recent interactions gave him a better idea of the downside. The price was a greater push-back from the Heavens.

You were trying to impose your path on the Heavens, and the resistance would grow fiercer the higher you climbed. Iz mentioned that many Supremacies avoided expanding their Authority beyond their Heavenly Territory, and Zac believed this was part of the reason. It was a road that entailed greater struggle. It was also the road Zac saw for himself.

“Life is possibility given shape. Creation is the motor. They are the sun and the moon, two sides of the same coin. Only when they’re together can they display the full extent of their power.”

This was the answer he’d ultimately reached with his Branches of Kalpataru and Pale Seal. Rather than evolving them to Creation and Oblivion, his path would encompass both. Like the Void upholding the Dao, so would Creation and Oblivion uphold his paths of Evolution and Inexorability.

The first step was infusing the concepts of Creation and Oblivion into his Daos. For this, he’d stolen fragments from the Grand Dao that best suited his path. He was certain they were enough to clarify some of his confusion, enabling him to push the Daos to Peak Branches. Depending on how his words were received by Be’Zi and A’Zu, they might even set the foundations for his Earthly Daos.

Zac understood he was taking a risk with this answer. It was clear that A’Zu and his wife were on the path of fully embracing the Daos of Creation and Oblivion, discarding their inborn Daos of Life and Death. There was a clear difference in the aura Be’Zi exuded from any other Draugr. She had begun integrating Oblivion into her very bloodline, though it was still in an early stage.

Their determination could also be seen in how they’d sealed themselves off in the depths of the Eternal Storm. They’d ridden themselves of any entanglements that would taint their path of purity. Be’Zi had given up on the Empire and her clan, and A’Zu appeared similarly unfettered.

In a way, Zac’s explanation was a rejection of their path. He was saying there was no need to do what they did, sacrificing one to grasp the other.

“Your vision goes against the natural hierarchy. Life is Creation tainted by Earthly desires. Death is Oblivion diluted with the sorrows of the world,” A’Zu said. “It’s impossible to travel with someone walking down a different path. If you insist on this answer, we will not take you as our disciple.”

Be’Zi’s silence was a tacit confirmation of A’Zu’s decree, and Zac couldn’t help a seed of hesitation being born. Rava’s guidance over the past weeks was a reminder of the benefits of having the guidance of an experienced senior. A true master-teacher relationship would go even further than the relationship of quid-pro-quo between him and the Eternal Servant.

“Fate cannot be forced,” Zac said, to himself as much as the two Autarchs. “My path is set. I’ll follow it to the end, for better or worse.”

An oppressive silence lingered in the throne room for almost a minute until a smirk appeared on A’Zu’s face.

“Good! Only trash would give up on their Dao to follow in the footsteps of someone else. So what if that means going against the Heavens? How can someone mend a broken peak if they’re afraid to face the Terminus head-on?”

Be’Zi slightly nodded in agreement, speaking up after a long period of silence, “We are not fated, yet Karma still binds us. Your gift is larger than we anticipated. Nevertheless, all things must end, including this chapter of fate. This is Heavenly Law. You have survived the Atavism and excised the lingering will of the ancient apostles. Have you decided on a path forward for the power trapped in your body?”

“I’m planning to keep it contained for now,” Zac said. “I’m still not at a stage where I can freely control that power, and their truths need to be refined to better suit me.”

“As expected,” A’Zu nodded, and a glimmering light of pure Creation appeared on his finger. “This is the first of the four gifts we’ve prepared.”

Zac only had time for one fleeting thought before the glimmering light flew into his forehead and overwhelmed everything else.

Did he say four?
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The streak of light was joined by a swirl of utmost darkness entering Zac’s Draugr avatar, pushing his soul to its limits. It took Zac over ten minutes to gather his wits, and that was just from accommodating the impartment. Digesting it would take even longer, possibly his whole life. He’d only managed to scratch the surface of what was held within, yet what he’d found left him in awe.

“This should prove useful whatever direction you choose.”

A’Zu’s comment could be considered the understatement of a century. The repository of information that had taken up a corner of his mind was more valuable than a complete heritage in Zac’s eyes. There were no skills, manuals, or techniques inside, nor were there any actual insights into their Dao. There was something even better. The two marks contained a terrifying amount of data.

Just the reports and calculations from a mindboggling number of experiments would put the Void Gate’s nuns to shame. They were also filled with notations, conclusions, and unconfirmed directions of thought. In addition, there were mountains of common research drawn from multiple outside sources Zac had never heard of.

The library was similar to the [Book of Duality] he received from Yrial, except the information was solely focused on the Peak of Chaos. The recording method was ingenious, too. The information was transformed through the lenses of his Branches of Kalpataru and Pale Seal.

Zac couldn’t even read the contents in his current state. Almost everything except the introduction was missing critical context without infusing his Daos. He could only intuit that what he saw was the surface of a bottomless lake of information. Zac had no idea how deeply the information went. He could tell most of it would remain hidden due to his limited level of comprehension.

The repository left Zac humbled. It drove home the efforts and dedication required to approach the peak of cultivation, especially when climbing a broken peak like Chaos. At their level, it probably took thousands and thousands of expensive and time-consuming experiments just to take a small step forward. These two were no doubt performing countless experiments within their Inner Worlds even now.

A whole chapter also covered the Remnants, discussing their composition, nature, and usage. Those notes were clearly not just theory. There was practical experience behind the concepts, meaning A’Zu and Be’Zi must have found some Remnants for experimentation. This chapter was created with him in mind rather than the result of this powerful couple’s own cultivation.

The last section on the Remnants posited dozens of ways they could be utilized after surviving the Atavism. Zac already had very strong theoretical foundations for his level, and he could tell they all held great promise. He wouldn’t even need the help of an epiphany to create a working technique from many of the concepts introduced.

The possibilities were endless. The libraries would be extremely helpful for most aspects of his cultivation going forward. He could draw from them when upgrading blueprints, creating or upgrading skills, and dealing with his cultivation methods. Zac even believed the wealth of information would prove instrumental to one of his most important long-term goals—fusing his two bodies back into one.

Being split into two had proven unexpectedly useful in the war. It would also allow him to visit Sanctuary and the Abyssal Shores simultaneously after Ultom, though the current situation in the Undead Empire had introduced uncertainty to that plan. Despite the benefits, Zac had never given up on returning to normal. Being a duality simply didn’t feel like his natural state. Becoming one was also required to unlock his true power. Evolution and Inexorability needed to be fused to display the limits of his path.

Zac had already begun drafting a basic framework for reverting the split. Progress was slow on that front because he lacked the theoretical foundations, and Ultom’s inspiration couldn’t solve these deficiencies. Ultom held all the answers, but the key was knowing the right questions. If you used it blindly, you’d only be able to build on something that already existed.

There were three subjects Zac needed to master before successfully fusing: his origin, the Void, and the Peak of Chaos. He still only grasped bits and pieces of the Kayar-Elu’s experiment. He needed to actually understand how his Specialty Core and the Quantum Spaces worked before he dared fuse himself back to one body. He also needed to know if any more surprises awaited him in the later stages of his journey.

It was highly likely he’d need to modify the Duplicity Core to suit his Human-Draugr combination to avoid an even worse fate than what he encountered during his D-grade breakthrough. Doing so without knowing the complex schematics that went into its creation was bound to backfire. Thankfully, he already had a lead on uncovering these secrets. They were the supposed reward for completing Leandra’s task to infiltrate Sanctuary in the Eternal Storm.

Relying on the Void was unavoidable if he wanted to fuse before comprehending the Dao of Chaos. He’d formed his core by borrowing truths from Ultom and relying on the Quantum Space. If he wanted to fuse his two halves, he’d need to understand the Void and tailor a solution that worked without the help of a special environment. He had finally made inroads on this aspect after upgrading [Void Mountain] and activating [Spiritual Void]. There was also the upcoming trial and possibly the Sindris Clan to provide further clarity.

That left the Peak of Chaos. It was his Daos of Life and Death and incompatible constitutions that almost killed him back in the Perennial Vastness. His Branch of the War Axe amplified the conflict, but it wasn’t really part of the problem. He’d need a much better understanding of the mechanics of the Peak of Chaos, even if he had the Void to act as a mediator. The library he’d just received would do the heavy lifting in this regard.

Zac’s ambitious goal of fusing his bodies when stepping into Monarchy suddenly felt a lot more achievable. He would have been more than satisfied with this impartment alone, and it was only the first of four.

“Thank you,” Zac said. “This is extremely helpful.”

“Experience can only save time. It cannot solely be relied on,” Be’Zi reminded. “The fine details of your Dao can only be explored on your own.”

“I understand.”

“Next—”

“I’m grateful, but this is already more than I expected,” Zac said.

He squeezed out the words with great reluctance, having become more conscientious about the importance of balance lately. He’d certainly be taking too much if he kept accepting gifts from these two. He’d feel in debt, and they’d fail to sever Karma and wholeheartedly focus on their path of purity.

“Providing these records came at no cost or difficulty to us. Its value is negligible compared to the value of you passing the Atavism.”

“Why would that—” Zac said, his question stalling as multiple pieces of information crystallized into an answer.

Zac’s actions had struck a grievous blow to the Primordials. Since these two could already sense changes in the Dao, he might actually have cost the Primordials some of their Authority over the Daos of Creation and Oblivion. This represented a huge opportunity for those who were searching for the deepest truths on the Peak of Chaos.

Surviving the Atavism the normal way wouldn’t have nearly that kind of impact. It still meant ripping a piece out of the tapestry of the Grand Dao and damaging its owner. With the Primordials being so intimately connected with the Heavens, it would likely create ripples on the Dao. Observing those changes might be more valuable than eons of normal experiments for cultivators at A’Zu and Be’Zi’s level.

“Ripples on the lake,” Be’Zi murmured, understanding the thoughts running through Zac’s head.

“I think I understand. But why the hundred-year deadline if you’d benefit either way?”

“Speed is critical,” the Sharva’Zi Matriarch said.

“The longer a carrier takes, the more they will have sacrificed by the time they make their final stand. You’d already be halfway integrated into the tapestry. Passing the Atavism after 300 years is impossible. One hundred years is the limit of succeeding without crippling yourself,” A’Zu stated. “You’re intimately connected with the Cursed Heavens and swept up in its schemes. We needed to be careful about what we said not to become targets of its ire. So we chose to present an incentive instead.”

“Thank you,” Zac said again.

Zac was certain he would have reached this point no matter what. Whether by fate’s or the System’s design, he kept running into the Remnants. However, Be’Zi’s mention of surviving the Atavism and putting a seemingly harsh deadline on passing it changed his frame of mind, making him put greater efforts into preparing for it.

“The second gift is a helping hand. We can see the shadow of a great suppression on your spirit. You are currently facing a threat on the outside.”

“My situation on the outside is a bit tricky.” Zac coughed. “I’m currently trapped between four Autarchs fighting over me.”

“Aren’t you popular?” A’Zu said, his brow slightly raised.

“Well, one side wants to enslave me while⁠—”

“Stop. The circumstance does not matter,” A’Zu said. “We do not wish to have our sanctuary tainted by the woes of the outside. Like you, we’ll follow our path to the end. We’ll imbue your spirit with a thread of our power. It should be enough to deal with the threat you face. How you use it is up to you.”

Zac felt a weight lifted off his shoulders upon seeing the Aetherlord’s calm expression. In terms of long-term value, a wisp of B-grade power was nothing compared to the library. On the other hand, it was exactly what he needed right now. There were a lot of moving parts on the outside, and there was no guarantee that calling on the System could solve his problems.

Autarchs were ultimately beings who’d formed a ladder to the Heavens, giving them some ability to resist it. The System wouldn’t come in full force for his Glimpses of Chaos like during his talk with Sendor. Exposing the entity within the bell would definitely do the trick, except that would take a moment. Between the bell, Vilari, and his crew aboard the Yphelion, there was a risk someone would be harmed or captured before he could coerce the System and the old Heavens to swoop in and deal with things.

The absolute power of the two Autarchs before him could remove the risk entirely if he played his cards right. He wasn’t the same person as the one who stood before them last time. For one, he could better gauge their strength than before. They were far more powerful than the Autarchs who’d snuck into Zurbor.

If Zac had to guess, he’d say A’Zu and Be’Zi were Fourth or Fifth-step Autarchs. It might not sound like much compared to Peak Autarchs at the Eighth-step like Iz’s guardian or the mythological Ninth-step Autarchs that might only exist as a theory. Even then, it made them bigshots within the grade. Only one percent of all Autarchs managed to advance beyond the first step.

B-grade factions neighboring the frontiers, like the Radiant Temple and Havarok Dynasty, would generally only have First-step Autarchs, with the leader being someone with deeper foundations or stronger equipment. The strength of the married couple before him would be a huge deal even in the Multiverse Heartlands. Be’Zi could become one of the leaders of the Zi branch of the Abyssal Shores if she returned, and Sharva’Zi’s status would skyrocket.

“The third gift is connected to the second. You’ll receive both upon leaving,” A’Zu continued. “It’s the thing we originally promised—a glimpse of true Oblivion and Creation unsullied by that ancient madness.”

“A Dao Impartment will damage your foundations,” Zac said. “It’s a waste of such a precious gift since we walk a different path. I even got a piece from the Primordials already.”

A’Zu’s outer eyes rapidly blinked in a way that Zac, for some reason, felt mocking. “You might have your own ideas for the Peak, but you need to learn to walk before you can run. No matter how you arrange things in the end, you have to begin with the basic building blocks.”

“The accord cannot be broken. It was spoken with the Heavens as a witness,” Be’Zi added.

“You don’t need to worry about us. Our difference in level is great, and neither of us has left an impartment before. We’ll fully recover in a few millennia, and we’re mostly forgotten by the world. Our wisps will take you to the Grand Dao before bringing you back,” the Aetherlord said, settling the matter.

“I won’t waste the opportunity,” Zac said with determination.

“Good,” Be’Zi said, taking out an item. “The final gift we leave represents our gratitude for going far beyond our expectations and our aspirations for your future. In accordance, it is the most valuable by far.”

Most valuable by far? Zac gulped, looking at the nondescript, mottled key in Be’Zi’s hand with a mix of expectation and confusion. That thing was more valuable than two Dao Impartments, a lifetime’s worth of experience, and the killing blow of a Mid-stage Autarch?

“What is it?” Zac found himself asking.

The key looked like something used to lock up an old toolshed rather than a supreme treasure. It appeared crudely made and disfigured, having been bent and scratched up after extended use. It didn’t emit a speck of energy, either, to give a hint of its purpose.

“[Chaos Cipher],” Be’Zi said. “A relic from a bygone time.”

“Chaos Cipher…” Zac said, his eyes gradually widening in alarm. “Don’t tell me it’s related to an Eternal Heritage?”

“Yes and no,” Be’Zi said, drawing a confused look from Zac.

“You should be aware we’re currently in the Era of Order since you know of Eternal Heritages,” A’Zu said. “Order has brought structure. A hierarchy of established factions controls all integrated space, and society gravitates toward the order of Empires. The torch of cultivation is passed on through familial bonds, and a delicate balance is enforced.

“The Era of Order could be considered a reaction to the previous one, which is commonly referred to as the Primordial Era. Primordial Chaos being the lynchpin of reality led to a very different environment. Factions neither grew as large nor as enduring as what we’ve witnessed in our time. Those seeking the Dao more often resembled wandering cultivators.

“They traveled alone or in small groups of like-minded people. The weak walked the earth, and the strong traveled beyond the stars. They were generally referred to as Demonic Cultivators. Mind you, they were not intrinsically evil. They followed their inner voice, ignoring the law of man and the Heavens.

“This chaotic environment wasn’t necessarily worse than the road of cultivation we have today. Fewer reached the peak because they relied on nothing except their hands and determination to seize a corner of the Heavens. Those who did were generally stronger than the cultivators of today. Of course, our generation also has the System, so it’s impossible to make a perfect comparison.”

What A’Zu described lined up with Iz’s description of progenitors with humble origins. The few who managed to rise to B-grade and higher often wield greater power than normal while having stronger Dao Hearts. They had built their path through greater effort since they didn’t have any elders or ready-made heritages to rely on.

“The downside of the Primordial Era’s environment was the limited culture of inheritance. You may not be aware, but Eternal Heritages can be separated into two categories. True Eternal Heritages are likely those you’ve heard of. Places of ultimate power that surpass the Dao, allowing it to survive Era after Era.”

“The [Chaos Cipher] is not related to one of them,” Zac concluded.

“No,” A’Zu sighed. “Not a single faction born during the Era of Order has the resources and strength necessary to erect a True Eternal Heritage. The Limitless Empire was the only one that possessed the qualifications, and they created the System instead. So, how could the solitary cultivators of the previous Era accomplish something like that? As far as we know, there are no True Eternal Heritages left from the Primordial Era.

“That brings us to the second category of Eternal Heritages. They’re called Cataclysmic Heritages. The [Chaos Cipher] we’re bequeathing you will provide access to one called the [Waking Nautilus].”
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“Cataclysmic Heritage?” Zac muttered, his eyes drawn to the key. “What’s the difference?”

“A Cataclysmic Heritage does not surpass the Dao,” A’Zu explained. “Instead, it uses tricks and accumulation to survive the cataclysm. This method can generally only be used once by exhausting a special invention or resource. It’s not Eternal in the truest of sense, so they’re named after the cataclysm it was designed to overcome.”

“That means all Cataclysmic Heritages come from the Primordial Era?” Zac said with interest.

“That’s the general rule. Cataclysmic Heritages will come from the previous Era. The ones hiding across the Cosmos today come from the Primordial Era. The Remnants found during the Primordial Era came from the Five Elements Era, and so on.”

“Nothing is absolute,” Be’Zi said.

“That’s true. One should be careful about making sweeping declarations,” A’Zu agreed. “I’ve heard of one Cataclysmic Heritage surviving multiple Eras, the Temple of the Emerald Sky. It has endured four cataclysms without surpassing the Dao, and thus delaying its collapse. Many also consider it a True Eternal Heritage because of that ability.”

“Enduring the cataclysm,” Zac muttered, giving the Aetherlord a second look.

Apart from A’Zu’s obvious strength, he seemed very well-informed. The Aetherlords were a small yet powerful race, but the hidden knowledge he possessed appeared to go beyond the norm, even among Autarchs. He must have held a powerful position before becoming a hermit, possibly one related to research like the Vigil or one of the large scholastic factions.

“It almost sounds harder than surpassing the Dao.”

“It’s still a monumental feat, which is why they’re not named False or Lower Eternal Heritages,” A’Zu said. “Nevertheless, there is an unbridgeable gap between the two. There are currently a few factions with the means to create Cataclysmic Sanctuaries if the Heavens began showing signs of an early collapse.”

Zac nodded in thought. It sounded like one could liken Eternal Heritages to a boat caught in a storm. A Cataclysmic Heritage would keep rowing, scoop water, and mend leaks until the storm calmed. A True Eternal Heritage would simply rise to the sky and stay above the clouds until it was safe to descend. Of course, it wasn’t a perfect analogy.

The Technocrat Codex was the first thing that came to mind. The Technocrats of the Primordial Era hadn’t endured the cataclysm; they transferred information through time to avoid it. Still, it was definitely a Cataclysmic Heritage by this definition. The information had already been disseminated, and it would be gone by this Era’s end unless the Technocracy built another time machine.

The term also made Zac think of the Abyssal Lake and the things hidden in its depths. Could the whole lake be another Cataclysmic Heritage? It would explain why the lake closed down when the System was born and later reopened without any issues. A Cataclysmic Heritage would be designed to withstand a complete loss of Dao, so what was a million years of drought?

These two supposed heritages also confirmed that Cataclysmic Heritages weren’t anything to scoff at, even if they weren’t as impressive as places like the Ultom Courts. The Technocrat Codex almost allowed the Selvari to fight on equal grounds with the Limitless Empire and Laondio Evrodok. Even today, they were an unshakeable power residing in the depths of the Eternal Storm. Meanwhile, the power hidden in the depths of the Abyssal Lake had left a powerful impression on Eoz himself.

The subject was very interesting, and not just because of the [Chaos Cipher]. Not all Cataclysmic Heritages would be related to the Dao of Chaos, just like those practicing the Dao of Order were just a minority in the present. Even then, A’Zu’s description indicated there might be even more heritages related to the previous Era than he’d anticipated.

Even if he didn’t find what he needed in this [Waking Nautilus], there might be more chances of discovering methods and resources related to the Dao of Chaos.

“Can I ask what kind of realm the [Waking Nautilus] is?”

“That’s…” A’Zu said, scratching his chin in thought. “We’re not certain.”

“A place of beginnings,” Be’Zi calmly said.

“Yes, that’s where my wife and I first met. It’s also where we found the method and courage to reinvent ourselves so late into our journey.”

Zac blinked as the Aetherlord gently smiled at his wife hundreds of meters away. Be’Zi didn’t show much of a reaction, though Zac felt he could see a hint of warmth appearing in her Abyssal eyes.

“Uh, anything could help,” Zac coughed, slightly uncomfortable with the ambiguous atmosphere. After all, Be’Zi was almost the spitting image of Catheya. At best, it was like watching your grandmother-in-law flirt.

“We almost died forcing our way into the Nautilus,” A’Zu grunted. “We did, however, get what we came for. We also unearthed the Cipher, which let us avoid the defenses on our second visit. We broke through our shackles and prepared for over a hundred thousand years. And yet, we never made it beyond the outer reaches.”

“That dangerous?”

“We lack the qualifications to cultivate Chaos. Bloodline binds us, and our Terminus will be found in Creation and Oblivion,” Be’Zi said.

“The Cipher should hold greater value for you,” the Aetherlord said. “The coordinates and our experiences inside are hidden within the repository. You’ll be able to read it when you’ve reached the minimum threshold. Don’t be too eager to rush into things. The key can only be used once more, and the first visit yields the greatest results. Not to mention, the dangers cannot be overstated, even if your compatibility with the Nautilus is much greater than ours.”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” Zac said, looking at the key that had floated into his hand.

The [Chaos Cipher] was essentially the equivalent of his Flamebearer seal. In a way, it was even more valuable. Ultom might be one of the greatest Eternal Heritages in existence, but there was the matter of fate and suitability. The Awakening Nautilus was a peak heritage related to the Dao of Chaos. The things inside should be more useful than anything he could get in the lower courts of the Left Imperial Palace.

He felt like key weighed as much as a mountain. The fourth gift was simply terrifying, to the point a voice of caution urged Zac to take a step back before his greed consumed him. Even if it seemed like this was a matter for a distant future, inheriting the key meant he’d also inherit the troubles that it came with. He’d already witnessed how the established factions acted over Ultom.

“It’s not altruism that made us give up on the Cipher,” Be’Zi said upon seeing Zac frown in thought.

“We’ve already visited and failed twice. Our fate with the Nautilus is dried up. Going again would be an act of desperation no different than entering terminal seclusion. In contrast, leaving the key in your hands might yield surprising results,” A’Zu said with a slight smile. “I wonder what would happen if that thing exploded, releasing the Chaos it has carried all this time.”

Zac scratched his chin, opting not to comment on the last part. “I’ve read about the struggles over True Eternal Heritages. There’s enough blood to form rivers.”

“There’ll always be risks with a grand opportunity. Keep in mind, the Nautilus is constantly on the move and incredibly difficult to locate without the right knowledge and Dao. Not to mention, the struggle over Cataclysmic Heritages is nowhere near the level of True Eternal Heritages. A few are well-known taboo zones claimed by no force since the risks outweigh the reward.”

“I thought the established forces would do anything to claim these things.” Zac frowned.

“Many of the resources and techniques found in heritages are useless in our current Era, or they’ll require immense effort to redesign,” A’Zu said. “The True Eternal Heritages are so valuable because they contain the dream of all Supremacies. They’ve surpassed the Heavenly Dao, glimpsing actual Eternity. They represent the possibility of going beyond the Terminus.

“In comparison, Cataclysmic Heritages are just peak Troves, not much different from the ruins of this Era’s Supremacies and A-grade factions. In fact, they’re often worse because of their incompatibility with the Era of Order.”

So it came back to the pursuit of Eternity. Indeed, that was the only thing that could truly move those ancient Supremacies who’d already reached the limits of their path. What did methods and treasures mean to them? Ultimately, it was too early for Zac to worry about those matters, though it was an important warning and reminder of just how far the outsiders would go in their battle over Ultom.

“Is the Heart of the Empire a Cataclysmic Heritage?” Zac asked out of curiosity.

“The Primo’s playground?” A’Zu said, shaking his head. “No, it’s a True Eternal Heritage at least ten Eras old. You should be careful of that thing. Most heritages carry a spirit of hope. Or at least one of defiance. The Heart… is a thing made of despair.”

“This thread of fate is concluded,” Be’Zi calmly said, preventing any follow-up questions.

The audience was over. Which meant it was time to head back.

“Again, thank you for this gift. I will not let you down,” Zac said with a bow. “Is this the last time we meet?”

“Only time can tell whether a new thread will form.”

“The top is quite narrow, and those climbing the same peak are more likely to have their paths intersect.” A’Zu shrugged. “You might encounter us if you climb far enough. At that time, we’ll discuss the Dao as equals, comparing our beliefs.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Zac hesitated as he looked at Be’Zi, who may as well have been Catheya’s older sister if you solely went by looks. A’Zu had made their stance clear. They wished to sever their past and pursue the Dao without mortal chains weighing them down. But could he just leave without saying anything about his relationship with Catheya? Without mentioning the unrest in the Undead Empire and how the Abyssal Shores already face pressure from all sides?

“You are only responsible for your own path. We are secluded, not isolated. My presence will not change the course of destiny. I would only get swept up in a struggle I have no interest nor stake in. Remember, even if the Empire falls, the Abyss will remain. And with the Branch of Zi being connected to your chariot, I am confident they will come out stronger. Follow your conviction,” Be’Zi said.

“Good luck,” A’Zu said, and the throne room was swallowed by streaks of boundless power.

They formed a cocoon around his spiritual threads and shot to the sky. A moment later, Zac felt his vantage shift. He could tell he was no longer in whatever hidden realm the two had secluded themselves in. Zac didn’t even know if he was in a physical plane.

He’d at least regained his connection with his bodies. There was no other choice. How was he supposed to advance his Dao without being connected to it? Thankfully, the scene back by the Imperial Graveyard was locked in stasis, no different than when he left. Zac put any distracting thoughts aside, focusing wholeheartedly on the impartment.

The streaks pulled him higher and higher, to the point Zac felt he’d soon reach the shimmering barrier of the Imperial Faith he’d witnessed at the end of his pilgrimage. Of course, that never happened. Zac’s vision was gradually filled by larger and larger stars made from Creation and Oblivion, respectively.

And then, he floated right before the Grand Dao of the two Autarchs he’d just met, the essence from millions of years of struggle and discovery. Zac had been worried he’d encounter another situation like when he faced the tapestries of the Primordials, where their scope and pressure almost tore Zac’s soul apart. His meeting had let him recover a bit, though he wasn’t sure he was ready for another round.

His fears proved unfounded. The tapestries were only a few percent the size of the vast networks formed by the Heart of Oblivion and Spark of Creation. Taking in their mysteries as a whole was still far beyond his ability, but Zac didn’t feel like he was being pulled under and torn apart by a deadly current.

He also had the protective field of the energy slivers that carried him here. They formed something akin to a filter that held back the more dangerous aspects of their almost perfected paths. It let him observe the tapestry without being overwhelmed, making his mission much easier.

The fact that the tapestries were only a fraction the size of the Primordials’ didn’t make them any less impressive. Zac could fully appreciate what A’Zu meant when he called it untainted Creation. They walked a path of purity, leaving almost nothing but the orthodox version of the delineated Dao.

Which was exactly what Zac sought. His goal wasn’t to fully fuse Creation with Life and Oblivion with Death today. It was too early. One would support the other, like the Void upholding the Dao. They would be separate parts of a larger whole. What he needed was to erect a stable, pure foundation and connect it with his current Branches of Kalpataru and Pale Seal. Only when his Daos held all the concepts they needed could he work toward an actual fusion.

Time was still frozen back in his bodies. Even then, Zac couldn’t waste time. The System’s patience wasn’t unlimited, and every second he dragged his feet would worsen the backlash A’Zu and Be’Zi faced. Keeping their backlash to a minimum was the least he could do after receiving their incredible gifts.

There were critical differences between the two sets of tapestries he’d observed. They also shared the same root, and the experience made Zac’s search easier. Besides, Zac felt as though the pertinent snippets of truth were calling out to him. There was no need to rob. Zac called, and the tapestry answered, freely providing the answers he sought.

The protective filter faded, exposing Zac to the unblemished truths. Light and darkness rained down on him, filling his mind with familiar warmth. This was the Dao he’d sought for years, the Dao he’d never dared to reach for. All because of the whispers that had always accompanied him from the prison in his mind.

A strengthened soul and tempered heart made him impervious to the bouts of uncontrollable rage that haunted him after he was first saddled with the Splinter of Oblivion. There had always been a seed of suspicion lingering in his heart and a fear that refused to be overcome.

Most of the cultivators in the visions were blind to the insidious effect the Remnants had on their mental state. They’d walked down a road of no return, forgetting why they grasped that power in the first place. Some destroyed what they sought to protect without blinking. Even those who’d avoided the unchecked corruption understood they were fighting a losing battle. Could he be certain he was any better?

The Dao couldn’t be approached with a dagger behind your back and misgivings in your heart. It required sincerity, something Zac couldn’t afford with the Remnants lurking in their cage. There was a very real risk that any insights he incorporated related to Creation or Oblivion would add new links to their Grand Dao. With Karma severed, there was no need to hold back.

Creation was the spark of hunger that let the beast break the shackles of their bloodline, igniting their flame of Life. It was the unyielding ferocity that let the sapling hold on in the shadows of towering trees, living on nothing but darkness and the desire to grow. It was the inherent drive of the cosmos given form, moving toward greater heights.

Life without Creation was doomed to wither away. Creation without Life was possibility without purpose. When joining forces, they held the power to overcome everything. Fate would be reborn, evolving to match the vision in his heart. This was his Dao of Evolution; a cycle of perennial improvement. An improvement that would only stop when he broke through the curtain and gazed beyond the Terminus.

Oblivion was the impartial judgment that equalized everyone in Death. It was the intractable hand that pulled on the chains of mortality, delivering release to even the staunchest of struggles. It was the inherent finality of the cosmos given form, closing a chapter to open the path for the next generation.

Death without Oblivion was an empty threat. Oblivion without Death was destruction without purpose. When joining forces, they held the power to balance the scales of destiny. Fate would be seized, inexorably moving toward the vision in his heart. This was his Dao of Inexorability; a cycle of perennial control. A control that would only be relinquished when he broke through the curtain and gazed beyond the Terminus.

Together, they formed a loop. Creation brought Life, putting its mark on the world through evolution. Life reached its end, facing the Inexorability of Death. Flesh, purpose, and memories faded, sinking into the depths of Oblivion. It was from this void of thought that possibility was born, creating Life anew.

The cycle was complete, and the Heavens rumbled with warning. It would have to wait.
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VOID DIVIDE


Zac’s soul was back, bringing with it its priceless cargo. The [Chaos Cipher] was diverted into the subspace of [Purity of the Void] to protect it from the upcoming storm. Zac only had time to slightly refine the plan in his mind before time resumed. Heavens drummed in warning as motion and chaos replaced stillness.

The already pressured cage groaned from an outside strain as two towering presences descended at full force. The System had already homed in on the region when he took out the Remnants. It was now joined by the ancient Heavens that were out for blood. The immense bone cage had become a pebble in a storm without end. The overbearing scene left Zac wondering if Heaven’s descent had spread across the whole deadzone.

The canopy of sealing bone began to snap when golden and purple clouds pushed down with the weight of the cosmos. Space twisted and frayed, forming angry red scars dripping down like bloody rain. Even the Laws were coming undone as the arid spirituality of the frontier found itself pressured by forces beyond what they could sustain.

Zac stood in the middle of it all, his two bodies side by side. Layers of unprecedented power coursed through his pathways, where the ferocious might of an Earthly Dao was the least tyrannical source. The vast reserves of Creation and Oblivion overshadowed its glory. After all, it wasn’t these Daos that had advanced to the next stage. It was his Branch of the War Axe that crossed the threshold.

He’d already been pushing against the bottleneck since the [Eternal Crusade], and his recent experience let him overcome it early. Conflict held a central role in his Daos of Evolution and Inexorability, and having his mind connected with the Spark of Creation and the Heart of Oblivion greatly furthered his insights into the nature of their obsessive struggle. Confirming his understanding of Creation and Oblivion provided the final push.

Zac’s personal Dao of War had been born, a Dao of ceaseless, unrepentant struggle. Whether it was breaking free from the chains of fate or taking control over your destiny, you needed an indomitable will and the courage to face any threats or opposition. Even if that put you against the Heavens themselves. So he did nothing to hide his transformation, willingly accepting his role as a harbinger of Chaos and the eye of the storm.

Sendor’s translucent avatar smiled and disappeared. He followed Zac’s previous request by forming a protective barrier around the Yphelion, leaving Zac fully exposed to the Autarchs. He was no larger than a speck of dust facing their four domains connected with the Heavens, and even smaller when compared to the ever-expanding clouds filled with hunger and wrath. And yet, there was no fear in his heart.

He was no longer prey or prize to be fought over. He was the predator. Zac felt like a sun before flickering flames, holding the power to repaint reality in any shade he desired. His mind was still awash by the crystallization of his path, and the powers of Evolution and Inexorability harmonized with the streaks of perfected Oblivion and Creation.

The Heavens roared as Zac’s Dao was put on full display. Arcs of sanguine lightning rained down to put his conviction to the test. The bone cage was in the way, becoming a lightning rod for the Heavenly wrath. Everything happened too fast. The tribulation had already begun the moment time resumed, and the Reaver had inadvertently been dragged into Zac’s tribulation.

Interfering with someone else’s tribulation was to go against the Laws, a cardinal sin in the eyes of the Heavens. The power inside the clouds skyrocketed when the embodiment of Heavenly punishment sensed a high-grade blockade hampered its mission, and the cage instantly crumbled. Red destruction spread like a wave, and the Heavenly wrath only grew more intense when it encountered the Dharmic world that had formed a separate microcosm within its domain.

The four Autarchs had already paused their battle upon seeing Zac take out the Remnants. Even then, they hadn’t been prepared for the impossibly quick turn-around, where they were faced with a deadly punishment from above. It gave Zac the brief window he needed to take charge of the situation.

Five Remnants floated in each body, having taken up key positions in his pathways. It was most likely the first step of their planned takeover. The calamitous items should have been bereft of any tainted will by now, but that wasn’t the case for Zac. He could feel a frantic yet unyielding consciousness spread between each set of five.

It wasn’t a mistake caused by an imperfect Atavism. Rather, it was the result of his counterattack at the end. He’d stolen a piece of the Remnants’ tapestries. It was unavoidable that it would come with some corruption attached. Luckily, these slivers of consciousness were different from the ones before. They were rootless after the connection between the Remnants and the tapestry had been severed.

That didn’t mean it was impossible to connect to their origin. They would simply never get the chance. The Remnants that were supposed to be going haywire with their huge accumulation of energy were like weak kittens before a far superior source of their existence. It was the threads of spirituality imparted by Be’Zi and A’Zu.

They didn’t just rebuff the dangerous energies in the air; they also dealt the Remnants a critical blow without even trying. The Remnants’ last threads of will were like moths to the flame after being faced with such pure and powerful exhibits of their Dao. Malevolent desire was twisted and reborn, torn apart just like how the Spark had terrorized its surroundings for uncountable years. The will inside the splinters faded away, eroded by the powerful aura of Oblivion.

At that moment, two bolts of crackling lightning crashed into his heads, and Zac was flooded by boundless destruction. Zac found himself simultaneously relieved and disappointed. The tribulation’s power was enough to make most Hegemons’ hair stand on end, though it was well within reason. There were no hints of Law in the crackling lightning coursing through his body, and its intensity was nowhere near the levels of the unhinged resistance he faced when forming his core.

Zac was still exploring the rules of his being targeted by the Four Desolates, and it appeared as though Earthly Daos were spared. Zac had somewhat expected as much, considering they had no relationship with the Void. It meant the danger he’d face was negligible. It also meant he’d missed out on additional rounds of Law tempering.

The tribulation had grown stronger by half to punish Zac for outside interference—one of the reasons tribulations were rarely used as a weapon against one’s enemies. It didn’t change much. Zac realized he’d developed a natural resistance to Heavenly Lightning after being repeatedly reforged and tempered by the Four Desolates. His body alone was enough to withstand the first bolt.

He only used his Void Energy to seal off the two streaks of B-grade force, as having them come in contact with the Heavenly Lightning risked attracting the terrifying punishment the Autarchs suffered. Zac did the same for the entrance to the shrine in his Draugr half’s lungs, even if Esmeralda already had set up layers of defenses to tide the storm outside.

The mayhem surrounding the four Autarchs was blinding. His two measly bolts were nothing before the sea of lightning. They came from everywhere, pouring out by the thousands from the sanguine scars in reality. The annihilation within the bolts was beyond anything he’d ever seen, to the point they reminded Zac of the desolate nothingness beyond the Void Mountain.

Zac wouldn’t be surprised if the whole deadzone could sense the energy fluctuations now that the cage was broken. The Eidolon abandoned her crystalline form, once more fusing with the Reaver like when they emerged from the [Epiclesis Bell]. The combination of impervious skeletal armor and unbreakable spirit formed an impenetrable defense against the onslaught. Even then, Zac couldn’t imagine they’d come out unscathed.

The monks managed to avoid being directly targeted. Furious lightning descended on the Heart World instead, and Zac was almost dragged into another hallucination to witness a civilization’s end and their conclusion of Karma. The denizens of the simulated world would take on the punishment in the Arhats’ stead, though doing so would have to cause some damage to their hearts.

The tribulation swept through Zac’s bodies like a storm, and neither were the Remnants spared. The few remaining motes of stubborn obsession were purified by Heavenly Dao, nipping the latent threat in the bud. One thorny issue cropped up the moment time resumed, and Zac refused to let new problems replace the old.

The monks had sacrificed their world, while the Undead emissaries completely sealed their auras after discarding their protective measures. They might still be in the System’s crosshairs, but they shouldn’t be targeted by a second bolt. Before that, he needed to make his move.

The chaos had gone far beyond what he originally planned with the unwelcome introduction of these infiltrators. In the end, it didn’t matter now that things had reached this point. Fate and Dao were aligning with his will. Who was qualified to control the chaos other than him? Giving the Autarchs no time to adapt after being targeted by Heavenly wrath, Zac unleashed the full force of his borrowed power.

Zac initially planned on using the energy with the special fractals on his back. However, he was still in a devilish state of enlightenment, and it was as though the imparted energy was sentient. It told him he could use it for something greater. Something spectacular.

[Verun’s Bite] fell, and [Death’s Duality] rose. His swings embodied the dualistic beauty of his Dao, where his axes moved in perfect harmony. Each side activated a Skill Fractal that complemented one another. Life and Conflict entered one, Death and Conflict the other. So did all three energies his Cosmic Core could produce.

Finally, the streaks of borrowed power were added, one in each fractal. They had the power to vastly overwhelm everything else, yet they were content in following Zac’s lead. They even helped fill in the gaps in Dao and theory, bringing his skills to new heights. A [Rapturous Beginning] formed and was joined by a [Sonorous End].

Two primal forces augmented by A’Zu’s authoritative conception were born in the wake of [Verun’s Bite]. A mirrored version shaped by Be’Zi’s tranquil desolation appeared by its side, and the two forces joined in unholy matrimony. A deafening crack shook the Cosmos, and Zac suddenly felt like his two bodies stood in different dimensions.

An unbridgeable gap had been carved in reality, stretching farther than Zac could see. The meter-wide scar even stretched for dozens of miles behind him, and that was nothing compared to its reach in the intended direction. The attack was instant and unstoppable, severing lingering Dharmic Will and Deathly furor. Even the Heavens were torn apart, creating a gap in the roiling clouds.

Zac hadn’t planned on using his most recent skill today, but he’d felt destiny urging him on. It would be a huge missed opportunity if he didn’t test his new fusion skill in this state. The divide before him may as well have been a blueprint for the future.

The scar was just the start. Each side of the boundary was reinforced by the energy of a Fourth-step Autarch. Wherever they touched, change followed. The Daos of A’Zu and Be’Zi supplanted Samsara, becoming the utmost expression of destruction and rebirth. The two Arhats were subsumed by a sea of Oblivion, like two wayward souls falling into the Styx River.

The Undead Autarchs fared no better. They’d been swallowed by a primordial soup of Creation, becoming the target of its boundless drive for reinvention. Zac’s vision was split between these two opposing realities. In the middle was the utmost demarcation, the unpassable chasm of delineation. Even the Dao had been cut, leaving only the Void. That is, the Void and one more thing.

Space cracked, exposing a crumbling [Epiclesis Bell]. The Undead Autarchs had already shifted their focus to the Arhats before, lessening the pressure it faced. The moment the spectral cultivator retreated into the Reaver’s body, the heretical bell had decisively torn through space to get away before it was discovered. How could Zac let it leave just like that?

Zac’s fusion skill had cleanly cut off a section of the bell, severing the final formation while opening a large incision across its body. The cut had terminated its escape route and power, yet it felt more dangerous than ever. A boundlessly evil aura radiated from the shrouded interiors. The entity had been exposed, and the reaction was instantaneous.

A fury unlike anything Zac had ever felt before pushed down on the world. He’d thought he was Heaven’s greatest enemy for cultivating the Void, but his previous breakthrough was nothing compared to the anger now emanating from the Heavens. The System was no better. The impartial, almost disinterested presence had gained a ruthless determination that could cut steel and sever bone.

No billowing surges of Kill Energy poured into Zac’s body after unleashing his attack. Autarchs were ultimately almost impossible to kill. He might have succeeded if he targeted one of them, but what was the point? He wouldn’t gain anything from it. The energy used in the skill came from an outside source, making it no different than using an Array or a Cosmic Vessel in the System’s eyes.

Targeting the bell instead had accomplished his real goal, and the Autarchs were by no means out of the woods. Between the tribulation and being swallowed by the mirrored worlds of Oblivion and Creation, they would be on their last legs. Meanwhile, the heavenly clouds had turned pitch-black, exuding a tremendous desire for destruction.

It was like the entity’s mere presence tainted everything in its vicinity, and the Heavens were ready to burn it all to ensure nothing remained. The Autarchs were already put under the System’s scrutiny by sneaking into a sealed region. The Undead Autarchs had the worst of it. They’d actually snuck into the sector through the bell, and Zac saw how a shroud of utter darkness descended on them.

With the entity exposed, the System would likely hunt them down to the ends of the universe. Since they dared target the bell in the first place, they likely had some fallback. Whether it would work in the current chaotic circumstances would depend on their luck. It didn’t look good for them since they hadn’t even managed to extricate themselves from the roiling sea of Creation.

Zac didn’t have time to worry about the fate of his enemies. He wasn’t spared from the malignant attention from the sky, knowing neither he nor his companions were any safer. Even his tribulation had been hijacked by a greater wave of destruction. Pitch-black lightning began raining from the sky. It wasn’t Tribulation Lightning. It was the Heavens going to war, unleashing pure extinction. He didn’t have much time.

The last tendrils of B-grade power became an accelerant for the tremendous amounts of energy still coursing through his body. The B-grade impartment was mostly expended, and Zac had intentionally avoided using any of the energy released by the Remnants. With the addition of the Grand Dao he’d stolen, they held stronger and more profound energy than ever before.

The last streak of A’Zu’s might pushed half the Creation into his Draugr body, using his Soul Aperture as passage. Meanwhile, half of the Oblivion was corralled to his human side through his Specialty Core. Each body finally held an even mix of each, and Zac rallied his exhausted mind to drag the rampaging energies into the fractals on his shoulders before they could clash.

With the lingering will of the Remnants gone, there was no concerted resistance. And as soon as the process started, it looked no different than the previous times he formed a Glimpse of Chaos. Only this time, he was doing it in both bodies. The energy might have been insufficient if it had been his second or third attempt. With five sets of Remnants, a piece of Grand Dao, and the last scraps of B-grade power, the situation was the opposite.

An unprecedented Glimpse of Chaos was born, and a hint of extreme desire appeared in the darkness. Zac smiled, knowing he’d seized a path to Life in this sea of Death.
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CHAOSBRINGER


A profound and singular Chaos was born, bringing with it a gift of tumultuous clarity that transcended time and space. Last time, Zac was able to harmonize with the Calamity within the Perennial Vastness, exposing its true nature and purpose. Today, his mind was stretched even further, making him catch a glimpse of a potential future. Zac could almost touch it—the illusory, yet-formed tapestry representing the broken Peak of Chaos.

If he could just reach a bit further, he could⁠—

Zac quickly guarded his heart and turned his sight away from the magical transformations in his chest. The allure of a perfected Dao was no less than the Sangha’s promise or the insidious whispers of the Remnants. Zac was painfully aware he was far from qualified to grasp those concepts at his current level. If nothing else, he would put himself in direct competition with both the System and the Heavens if he wanted to take the Dao of Chaos for himself.

Just approaching one of the seventeen peaks provided a unique vantage, even when he stayed in the shallows. The improved Glimpse of Chaos brought him closer to the Heavenly Dao, allowing him to understand what his benefactors meant before. Zac could sense changes in the tapestries of Creation and Oblivion. Authority that had been arrogated and monopolized for untold years was being relinquished.

This rotting dam of ancient wood had finally succumbed after Zac came along, allowing the water to flow into the tributaries on the other side. It wouldn’t immediately mend the cracks covering the Peak of Chaos, though it would make the System’s job easier. A stabbing pain forced Zac to retract his consciousness, and he realized streaks of Chaos-filled blood poured from his nose and ears.

Observing the Heavenly Secrets didn’t come without a price. If he’d let his mind linger, his soul would most likely have shattered.

After retracting his consciousness to the mortal plane, Zac’s vantage point remained extraordinary. The roiling clouds above acted as a bridge, allowing him to see where they covered—and it was even more ground than he’d anticipated. They stretched well into the Zurbor Sector, far beyond the planet they set off from.

Thousands of worlds had been drowned in darkness, and the animosity was so palpable that the planets trembled. The Kan’Tanu must be wondering whether the final judgment had arrived, whether Karma had finally caught up to their ways. Thankfully, his subordinates had returned and closed the battlefronts hours ago.

In the other direction, the heavenly clouds dug deep into the outer rims of the Imperial Graveyard. Zac could see cracks appearing on the endless line of repeating towers. They were the pillars of the Great Wall of Resolution, the impassable barrier that could hold off even Late Monarchs. It was impassable no longer, with the sections in the immediate vicinity flickering precariously.

It just needed a final push, and the fortress in the wall’s center was the key. The Chapter of Carnal Resolution’s headquarters was the main node and controller of the array. So long as it was suppressed and isolated, the wall would lose most of its power. The pillars would crumble when losing their protection, and a gap would be opened until someone mended the weakness.

The Kan’Tanu were already an unorthodox faction that flaunted the Law of Balance with their sacrifice-based cultivation, making them an enemy of the Heavens and the System alike. However, the Heavens could be avoided, whereas the System wouldn’t directly act against unorthodox factions without proper justifications. It used them as training devices, just like in the intersector war.

So factions like the Kan’Tanu were safe from retribution, though they had to deal with fiercer tribulations and Heart Demons. Zac had set out to shatter this frail balance. Justification could be engineered, and light could be shed on those who hid in the darkness. The only problem was that the fortress was more than a week’s travel from their current location, which was pushing it even for the boundless clouds.

Zac still had his misgivings about the Sindris Clan, even if they were undeniably the best suited to solve this issue. The Sindris would infiltrate the stronghold, fanning the flames with the Dao of Technology. It would draw the System’s attention, which would likely result in the Heavens also descending.

The Sindris Clan had clearly gone above and beyond with their task. Zac couldn’t sense exactly what was going on, but the gathering of Heavenly wrath was almost as strong over the Chapter of Carnal Resolution as in his immediate vicinity. Blinding shields and Guardian Treasures surpassing anything Zac had seen tried to resist a deluge of pitch-black lightning.

It was a one-sided slaughter. Let alone suppressed, Zac wouldn’t be surprised if the whole Chapter was erased from existence. Levying a permanent, devastating blow to the Chapter of Carnal Resolution was part of his best-case scenario. A significant portion of the Kan’Tanu’s elites were gathered in that area. Taking them out should drastically lessen the pressure on Zecia, allowing them to hold on a while longer. It would also reduce the dangers they’d face in the Imperial Graveyard.

None of that mattered if he didn’t succeed in the next step of his plan. The scene of his immediate surroundings was awash with roiling clouds, and their slow-moving arcs of annihilation were almost enough to make Zac’s mind shut down from despair.

The oppression was so overwhelming that Zac wondered if his plan would even have worked without the extra ingredients that went into the Glimpse of Chaos. Zac’s fifth and final fusion was different from previous rounds in multiple ways. It contained far more energy and Dao than ever before, and being split between two bodies did nothing to dilute the depths of the truths they held.

The him who got the fourth pieces from the Calamity would have been grievously wounded by the formation process alone. Even the fourth creation nearly left him crippled, causing a lot of headaches during his Core Formation. And that was after extracting the glimpse from his chest. It wasn’t wrong to say Zac had changed even more than the glimpse since then.

His Draugr bloodline had awakened, and he’d taken another step forward with his Void Vajra Constitution. His Branches of Kalpataru and Pale Seal had also taken another leap forward, advancing them to Peak Branches with solid foundations to begin looking at Earthly Daos. Just as importantly, his pathways were greatly reinforced, and a Cosmic Core supported his cultivation.

The fused Remnant Energies that were far beyond what an E-grade cultivator could withstand only put him under strain, and his insights allowed him to exert a semblance of control. There was no need for him to release this treasure and expose it to the outside storms. The glimpse would stay with him until the System upheld balance and gave him what he needed.

Zac moved in perfect sync, and his two bodies looked like puppets connected to the same strings. Yet, when influenced by Chaos, they moved in opposite directions. His human half appeared above the Yphelion. Almost no time had passed since his mind returned from A’Zu’s and Be’Zi’s side, and Sendor’s barrier was still almost fully extinguished.

The close proximity to the Cosmic Vessel allowed Zac to reconnect with the internal systems. Zac’s heart burned with fury upon realizing most of his non-combat crew members were dead. The majority of his sealbearers had been knocked unconscious, likely by the resurrection of the monks and their Dharmic world.

Kruta sat in a pool of blood, the scorched corpse of one of the Revenants by his side. The other was contained by Ogras and Joanna, who resisted the Heart World’s influence with sheer force of will. No one was moving, and not just because Zac felt his mind move dozens of times faster than usual.

They had their hands full resisting the impressions and Daos that had seeped through the special dampeners installed throughout the Yphelion. They were only meant to resist the [Epiclesis Bell], but it had become a saving grace when the Buddha was born.

Zac snorted as he sensed the anomaly in one of the compartments. This wasn’t the time to clean the slate. Sendor’s protective bubble broke just as Zac appeared, and the old Realm Spirit left a final warning before dissipating.

‘Be careful of the balance. The price of abiding creatures of a foreign sky is steeper than you realize.’

Zac took the warning to heart. He didn’t understand exactly what Sendor was saying, but it wasn’t hard to grip the gist of it. Sendor knew about his deals with the System, where he traded Chaos for favors. He also seemed to understand what the entity was, and that things were more complicated than Zac expected.

Still, could it compare to the Karmic Debt the System owed after Zac released the Flawed Authority? Zac refused to believe that was the case, and he extracted a sliver of Chaos from his chest. The mote was dragged into a skill, and Zac groaned with pain when a sprawling jungle rose to enclose the Yphelion.

Zac wasn’t deluded enough to think that [Apex Jungle] could withstand the crushing pressure that exhausted Sendor’s protective mark in seconds, let alone block the incoming bolts intent on erasing the whole quadrant. It was him marking his territory while displaying his determination.

The jungle looked decidedly different than normal. It was constantly shifting, like something conjured from a nightmare. Zac had no control over the alien trees that sprouted and disappeared, remaining connected to the skill all the same.

Zac looked at the roiling clouds in defiance, daring the Heavens to strike his domain. He was ready to fill any tree about to be struck by the pitch-black lightning with pieces from the glimpse. This was the only way he could think of that would let him protect the whole vessel and his crew within.

“Time to pay up.”

The System’s presence pressed down on him, and Zac felt some of its ruthless determination turn toward him. This was the angriest he’d seen the System since the Technocrat base, when Zac rejected its mission and focused on saving Kenzie instead. It wasn’t even about holding the glimpse hostage.

It was about preventing a cleansing wave of destruction from sweeping through the region. Even with Sendor’s warning echoing in the back of Zac’s mind, he refused to back down when the lives of his followers were on the line. Thankfully, the System relented, and a golden barrier appeared in a flash of light.

Zac exhaled in relief, even if his job wasn’t finished. He could tell the protection would only last as long as his Chaos-formed skill. He furiously held onto the unstable connection while urging his other half forward. The sooner he wrapped things up, the sooner they could leave.

While one side became a sentinel standing guard over the Yphelion, the other moved through the collapsing corridor of Void. The fusion skill had left a meter-wide gap in reality, though such an aberration was doomed to quickly collapse. The oceans of Creation and Oblivion couldn’t rebuff the dimensional pressure, and Zac’s route to the bell was rapidly becoming a death trap.

The mountain in his Soul Aperture descended, and he infused himself with the Bloodline Talent. His Chaotic Aura receded, triggering a warning thunderclap from the System. Zac paid it no heed, more focused on the transcendent feeling as his speed skyrocketed. Using Chaos Energy already let him move at a frantic pace by ignoring the logic of linear space. Activating his Bloodline Talent took it one step further.

He’d become one with the Void in a more palpable way since upgrading [Void Mountain]. He could feel the whole scar left from [Void Divide] like it was part of his body, and a slight push moved him through hidden paths that placed him right before the crumbling [Epiclesis Bell].

A rippling curtain of devilish energy fought against a sea of even darker lightning. Zac’s mouth curved upward as he entered the gauntlet, seeing the end of his suffering in the clash. He only needed to let go, and it would all be over. He’d reached the end of his journey, and his heart sang with bliss over finally reaping the rewards. The storm of joyful sacrifice suddenly crumbled under Zac’s staunch resistance and the protection of Chaos. Not even the entity’s heretical madness could tame the Dao of Chaos.

Form, order, and definition were rejected by Chaos, making it almost impossible to corrupt. The return of clarity brought agony, and Zac realized he’d already lost chunks of his body to errant streaks of annihilation. The power that had left Uona trembling with despair couldn’t deal with the Heavenly Judgment imposed on the foreign creature hidden inside the bell.

The madness was already creeping back, the darkness attracted by Zac’s clarity of mind. Zac couldn’t win a war of attrition with the entity, even if he somehow found a way to resist the lightning. The Glimpse of Chaos might hold a corner of a Peak Dao, but the glimpse’s energy was at Half-step C-grade at best.

Surviving a moment was enough, and Zac didn’t even have to voice his demand. Streams of golden lightning formed something like a Faraday Cage, fully separating him from the mayhem outside. The black arcs of annihilation were rebuffed as they tried to weasel their way through. They weren’t exhausted, though, and they refused to give up. More and more gathered, becoming a second layer of protection against the entity’s corroding influence.

The protection allowed Zac to gain his bearings, and he focused solely on the [Epiclesis Bell] in the heart of the storm. The curtain of evil energies couldn’t safeguard its sanctuary. Streaks of lightning pushed deeper and deeper in search of its target. The ancient metal that had survived countless years crumbled under the relentless attacks.

Each clash completely disintegrated a piece of metal or a sliver of energy. The annihilation was absolute in a way that even eclipsed the Dao of Oblivion. Seeing the carnage made Zac’s heart clench. Zac may have held back far longer than he wanted after the bell descended, but he’d never forgotten his goal of saving Vilari.

Zac had hated the loss of agency caused by his lacking strength. Every breath wasted delayed Vilari’s rescue and lowered her chances of survival. There was no telling what kind of effects a rampaging entity would have on its captive. Zac wouldn’t wait a second longer, desperately holding onto the hope that it wasn’t too late.

The System’s protection had infuriated the Heavens, just like when it intervened during Zac’s breakthrough. The Heavens were adamant to mete out punishment, and it actually seemed to have found a loophole. Streaks of purplish-black lightning formed a thin band of light in the curtain of crackling darkness.

It was the second strike of his tribulation, which had been belayed when he cracked open the bell. Only now, it absorbed slivers of the punitive lightning, growing darker and darker as it approached. The System’s protection wouldn’t prevent the tribulation. It was a separate matter and something unavoidable.

Zac ignored the incoming tribulation, diving toward the fiercely guarded crack he’d opened with [Void Divide]. The golden arcs of lightning flickered precariously as Zac entered the heart of the conflict. They held, and Zac was soon right in front of the crack. It was impossible to see anything inside, nor were there any hints of Vilari or her aura.

‘Welcome, Chaosbringer,’ a laughing voice emerged from the darkness. ‘Is this what you envisioned? Does it live up to the desires in your heart?’

The rumblings of the collapsing oceans of Creation and Oblivion were cut off, as was the more immediate clamor of the entity’s war against the Heavens. There was only suffocating darkness and an intense aura of wrongness.

‘Of course, a hero needs to save the damsel to fulfill his destiny,’ the voice taunted, coming from every direction. ‘Only, what if the hero’s quest was misguided? Where his hasty actions brought everything crumbling down? How would he feel, knowing he’d ruined everything with his own hands? Ignorance is the greatest of evils.’
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The simple taunts wouldn’t normally have fazed Zac in the slightest, even with the great pressure he was under. However, the entity’s words were laced with hidden barbs of malevolence. The completely foreign magic tried to form seeds of artificial Heart Demons while fomenting a schism in his mind. Each attack held the potential for corruption and possession.

The subtle attack would have posed a real threat if the circumstances were different. The entity was nowhere near as carefree as it wanted to appear. It had fused with the [Epiclesis Bell] to survive under a hostile sky, and damaging the bell meant damaging the creature. With the heretical bell almost completely gone, the entity was already on its last legs. The Heavens were adding insult to injury, erasing its existence layer by layer.

The bell had lost its isolating properties, too weak to even sever the link with Zac’s other body. Sensing his location and the differences in time flow indicated he’d been dragged into an illusion and not subspace. The System’s protection remained around his real body, and only a fraction of the evil energies managed to pass through the lightning cage.

A wave of nothingness spread through the darkness, causing the evil domain to turn sluggish. Zac’s answer to the entity was a call to war, which began by activating [Void Zone]. The Bloodline Talent was followed by launching a third of his skills using [Force of the Void]. He was holding nothing back, using his Void Emperor bloodline to its fullest.

A Miasmic shroud reeking of antiquity poured into the bell, and the darkness of the Abyss fought for supremacy through [Deathmark]. The two domains reached beyond his nullification sphere, while [Indomitable] and [Profane Exponents] erected new layers of defenses within. Zac also activated three rings on his fingers, causing a significant chunk of his core’s Miasma to be drained.

Finally, Zac threw out a pitch-back crystal, which shattered and unleashed a sea of Miasma and Death-attuned Mental Energy. Zac hurled everything at the oppressive darkness, and it was nowhere near enough to put him on even ground with the heretical creature. The entity’s imminent demise didn’t change the fact it was an existence as old as the System. Zac’s actions were only enough to briefly contest its domain.

Soul Sense and scouting rings pierced the curtain, scanning every corner of the crumbling bell. Zac almost cried with relief upon sensing familiar spiritual fluctuations. He disappeared in a puff of Abyssal haze, using [Abyssal Drive] to follow the signal to Vilari’s location. She didn’t react to his sudden appearance.

Vilari was caught in a trance-like state, her soul almost fully drained from combating an onslaught of darkness. Scanning her insides made Zac reel. Everything, from her organs to her pathways, was covered in a murky patina of evil. Her situation was awfully similar to Zac’s after being dragged to the tapestries of Oblivion and Creation. She had been forced to retreat over and over and was left defending the final bastion of her being with the last of her strength.

“You came,” Vilari smiled, her eyes briefly opening.

“Of course. Always,” Zac said, knowing she’d already fallen unconscious again.

Zac forcibly calmed down, recapturing the turbulent ball of Chaos in his chest that had momentarily slipped out of his grasp upon seeing Vilari’s plight. Calming down also let him grasp the situation more clearly. The entity’s influence was still limited to a surface infiltration. The patina hadn’t seeped into the depths of Vilari’s cells, soul, or Cosmic Core. The attack must have started recently, considering how quickly Vilari was losing ground.

The situation was bad, not irredeemable, though the System didn’t share his outlook. The lightning cage buckled when he drew closer, intent to strike down Vilari like she was part of the invasion of foreign Dao. Zac was infuriated and absorbed a number of Chaos Motes to mark his conviction, almost collapsing under the pain it caused.

“If you kill her, I won’t just keep the Chaos for myself,” Zac growled. “I’ll tear down the Peak of Chaos with my own two hands.”

‘How fierce,’ the entity laughed. ‘I pray you won’t come to regret your choice.’

Zac ignored the voice, afraid that entertaining its antics was part of its unfamiliar skill. He gingerly grasped Vilari’s hand when the lightning cage parted. Zac dragged her to his side, his mind screaming of immediate danger.

A final, cackling laugh shook Zac to his very core, just before the darkness shattered in an explosion that ruptured Zac’s eardrums. The entity had chosen to detonate itself and the bell in a final act of joyful sacrifice. Zac desperately held on, shielding Vilari’s unmoving body in a tight embrace. The protective band of lightning crumbled, and the Void couldn’t withstand the incoming onslaught.

Just as they were about to be swallowed, a steely sun bloomed with Zac and Vilari in the middle. A million eyes opened and closed across its surface, their chaotic stares eroding the wave of madness before they could reach. Zac only managed to see the twisted beauty and mad grandeur of his chaos-infused [Eye of Desolation] for a brief moment before the cage shattered. Thankfully, that brief resistance was enough for another cage of golden lightning to appear.

It wasn’t just the entity that had shattered the protective bands and destabilized Zac’s skill. It was helped by a streak of dark red, taking up the vanguard of an army of angry black lightning bolts filled with erasure. The Tribulation Lightning targeting his Draugr body had finally caught up when his human side almost finished dealing with his half.

There was no time to weigh the risks. Zac saw only the solution he sought hidden within the tribulation bearing down on him. Zac lifted the Mentalist at the last moment, making it look like he planned on using her as a shield while flooding her with Void and Chaos. A furious clap of thunder answered, and the lightning grew in intensity by half. Vilari had been deemed interfering with the tribulation, increasing the punishment for them both.

Zac’s heart hammered with worry, but it was the best solution he could think of. He’d planned on the System cleansing her as part of their trade, except its limit was letting her live while she remained steeped in sin. Sendor’s warning had come back to haunt him, and it was up to him to find a solution.

It wasn’t a problem his bloodline could solve. [Void Zone] and [Void Mountain] couldn’t discern friend from foe, and Vilari would die from having her Daos suppressed long before Zac could strangle the stubborn energy.

The Chaos Energy was a possible fallback—a last-ditch solution if all else failed. He could barely control it within his body. If he infused Vilari, there was no way to tell what would happen. The most suitable candidate was the black lightning, which was exceptionally efficient at rooting out the entity’s aura. Unfortunately, it was too overbearing, to the point it erased pieces of his body after lightly grazing him.

What if it were diluted by Tribulation Lightning? It was still pushing the boundaries of what Vilari could be expected to endure, but it gave her a shot at survival. Any wounds or missing limbs could be fixed later with some of his leftover Creation Energy.

Barriers infused with Zac’s upgraded Daos and a sliver of Chaos safeguarded Vilari’s Core as the crackling lightning tore through every inch of her body. Zac faced an even greater punishment, though it still wasn’t enough to push him over the edge. He let it rampage through his body, focusing on Vilari instead.

Zac tried to direct the tribulation to target the web of corruption. It buckled at his interference. Manipulating his Mental Energy and Dao inside Vilari’s body without harming her was incredibly difficult in her fragile state, and Tribulation Lightning was already something that approached being uncontrollable.

Luckily, the black streaks of annihilation remembered their prime purpose. They took charge of the red tribulation, targeting the entity’s mark on Vilari’s soul and pathways. Zac furiously flooded her with soothing energy from his Branch of the Pale Seal while using slivers of Creation to mend whatever was broken.

The lightning was soon exhausted before finishing the job. There was simply too much buildup for one round of diluted lightning to cleanse it all.

“Please, help her!” Zac shouted.

His words fell on deaf ears, though Zac could tell the System’s hostility had noticeably been reduced by removing more than half of the sinister patina. Zac wildly looked up, hoping to see a third bolt to provide another round of cleansing. Even if a little remained at that point, it should be enough to overcome the immediate threat.

Instead of a final arc of dark-red judgment, Zac was greeted by a full dimensional collapse. The region had already been teetering on the brink of collapse after enduring a series of clashes beyond its limit. Entity’s death was the straw that broke the camel’s back.

A tsunami of evil tore apart the fabric of reality, swallowing the remains of the oceans created by Zac’s fusion skills. The entity knew it couldn’t win against the Heavens and that Zac was under the System’s protection, so it had chosen to bring down the others who had participated in its demise.

The Autarchs struggled in the heart of the domains of Creation and Oblivion. Their grand auras were already unstable after being forced to resist the deadly combination of an attack powered by Middle B-grade energy and Heavenly Judgment. They had been forced to rely on their Inner Worlds to survive, which was a dangerous gambit on the frontier.

Zac didn’t understand the exact mechanics, but there were reasons beyond lacking resources that B-grade cultivators and above avoided the regions as much as possible. The might of their Inner Worlds had kept them alive until now, but it now worked against them. Their resistance had turned them into dimensional fault lines, and the entity pushed them off the cliff.

The chaotic mix of powers was pulled into two blindingly powerful singularities. Zac couldn’t imagine anything surviving that madness, but the Autarchs weren’t ready to go down without a fight. A six-armed Buddha, even larger than the previous one, appeared in the heart of the storm, holding back against the collapse. The giant grasped the singularity between his hands, and Zac briefly felt it resembled a seed of rebirth.

Cracks appeared on its hands, and golden flesh grew pustules. Even the benevolent gaze gained a malevolent sheen as the entity’s corrosion spread through the construct. The undead infiltrators fared no better. A mind-bending maze made from thousands of complex arrays crumbled, and the four ivory sentinels the Reaver conjured weren’t able to uphold the dimensional integrity.

‘Blessings,’ the monk from before said, his voice reaching the depths of Zac’s heart. ‘Balance is upheld. Benefactor, remember our discussion. The Sangha’s doors are always open for those willing to listen.’

A blinding flash of light overwhelmed all senses except for the sixth sense of his Luck. A scream of danger let Zac ready himself for the final tribulation bolt that struck him at the most inopportune time. The final bolt was far more powerful, and it held even more streaks of annihilation. Zac released his hold on [Void Heart], which pounced with voracious glee.

The Hidden Node drastically reduced the pressure Zac faced, allowing him to fully focus on dealing with Vilari’s situation. And yet, Zac felt the situation go out of control. The fierce lightning twisted at being used as a tool, and Vilari’s already precarious state was rapidly worsening through the brutal cleanse.

It was at that time that Vilari’s soul erupted with a tremendous wave of desolate will. It flooded her body, shaking loose the taint and throwing it into the crackling pyre. Zac switched from leading to following, supporting her actions as best he could.

The mayhem within gradually calmed, as did the chaos around them. Zac blinked a few times and looked around, even if it was superfluous. He could feel the familiar environment of the Void of Space, hiding beneath the raging waves of the energies that had fallen through the cracks with him. Zac shook his head and turned to Vilari.

After the final round of purification, there was no corruption left. It wasn’t just Zac’s diagnosis. The golden lightning that kept them alive through the collapse had gone from overt hostility to the System’s default mode of indifference. The worst had passed, though Vilari had clearly over drafted her already exhausted soul to finish the job.

The Yphelion was kept safe through the upheavals, though it had been dragged into the Void with everything else in the area. The Cosmic Vessel wasn’t designed to travel the Void of Space, but it wouldn’t have to if everything worked out.

An impatient clap of thunder showed how the System was running out of patience. The pitch-black heavenly clouds had followed them into the Void, and millions of black arcs of annihilation were still swimming about like vengeful snakes in search of prey. All energy that had been deposited in the region was targeted, and it didn’t look like the judgment would end before every speck was dealt with.

Heaven’s attention on Zac had drastically lessened after the tribulation was over and Vilari was cleansed. That didn’t mean he was spared, he was merely a D-grade cultivator in a sea of higher-grade energy. He was a low-priority target, and Zac used that to his advantage. He turned into a streak of Abyssal Darkness, carrying Vilari through a labyrinth of safe pockets.

The confusing nature of the Void of Space couldn’t stump Zac any longer. It may as well have been his backyard, a testament to his efforts since he was deposited in the Void during the Eventide Asura’s ascent. It took no time to navigate back to the Cosmic Vessel, where his other half was already waiting with a box in each hand.

One held a small vial of purple liquid that made Zac’s Soul Cores shudder with hunger. The other was a pill covered in dense engravings. Zac placed the pill in Vilari’s mouth and gently guided its medicinal energies to the most damaged sections of her body. Meanwhile, his human side opened her eyes, dripped two drops of the purple liquid into each eye, and used the Branch of Pale Seal to guide it into her Soul Aperture.

The treasures were the top-tier elixirs he’d prepared for Vilari. It was almost a given she’d be in a bad state after a year of captivity, and a plethora of treasures and arrays had already been prepared. Zac looked for a spark of consciousness in her eyes, shaking his head in defeat. A proper reunion would have to wait.

“Please help her,” Zac said, this time not talking to the System.

He activated the Yphelion’s Teleportation Array to place her in the medical ward.

“I’ll do what I can,” Catheya assured on the other end as she hurried to Vilari’s side.

Catheya didn’t have much knowledge of medicine, but the doctors were unconscious or dead. Catheya could also seal Vilari in ice in case she noticed something was wrong. At least it wouldn’t be a repeat of Alea’s situation. Vilari’s soul was only damaged and overtaxed, showing no hint of collapse. Zac’s real worry was whether the experience had damaged her in a less visible way.

A stabbing pain brought Zac back to the present. The tribulation had come and gone without causing any real problems. The issue was the Glimpses of Chaos. He’d held onto them far longer than ever before, even using skills with them as fuel. Enduring the streaks of annihilation damaged his pathways, and his soul was approaching dangerous levels after forcibly containing the glimpses for so long.

It was time to let go. The jungle around the Yphelion collapsed as Zac finally lost control over the skill. The System didn’t make a move.

“Get us out of here, and we’re even,” Zac said with a hoarse voice.

The answer came in the form of a lighting pillar hundreds of meters wide, large enough to consume him and the Yphelion whole. Zac’s eyes were wide with alarm, his heart full of horror and doubt. The System couldn’t be done with him after he’d released the Flawed Authority, right? What about its schemes for his bloodline to mature?

“You—!”

Zac’s furious roar was cut short when he realized the System hadn’t actually decided to smite him. The pillar of lightning was painful, but not like the black eradication. The Heavenly Lightning caused no harm as it swept through his body, leaving after performing a final check. The same thing was happening to his crew and even the Yphelion.

The next moment, they were back in the deadzone, only an hour’s distance from their original position, judging by the immense cloud of darkness. There was still black lightning all around, which seemed to avoid the Yphelion after it had been annealed by the System. It didn’t appear to be a temporary protection, either.

Zac looked down at his vessel, barely recognizing it. It’d received a complete overhaul by the pillar of lightning. The basic features were still there, though elevated, following concepts far beyond Zac’s comprehension. It couldn’t even be considered a Creator Vessel any longer, feeling more like a Natural Treasure born from the cosmos.

Uncovering its transformation would have to wait. Zac teleported into an empty corridor and instructed the Yphelion to set off, using every method in its arsenal to increase its speed. The black lightning had become their protection, and they needed to use it to cover as much ground as possible before any outside parties caught up.

Zac’s human form disappeared in a puff of Spatial Energy, returning to the [Shrine of Kanba].

‘You lunatic!’ a deflated Esmeralda signed inside.

The toad was so exhausted that she’d turned grey, and the vats on her back were emptied. Protecting the shrine had taken its toll, even with Zac doing his best to shield it.

“I’m sorry,” Zac sighed. “You saw how it was outside. Things far exceeded my expectations.”

‘Isn’t that always the case with you?’ Esmeralda said with a wronged expression.

“Well,” Zac coughed. “At least it’s over now.”

‘Not quite,’ Esmeralda said, her eyes serious. ‘I can’t help you.’

“Don’t worry; I can handle it,” Zac said with a determined expression. “It’s time Kator and I had a heart-to-heart.”
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Zac was in a sorry state, especially his Draugr body, after rushing into the sea of lightning to enter the [Epiclesis Bell]. Multiple Skill Fractals were damaged from cramming Chaos Energy into their delicate circuits, and his pathways were a mess. He’d even damaged his soul and Cosmic Core. It wasn’t just the black lightning or the tribulation. The biggest problem was the dozen Chaos Motes he’d absorbed at once as a warning.

His Mental Energy was equally drained. The exhaustion from overcoming the Atavism and digesting the Dao Impartment was fast catching up with him now that he wasn’t running on Chaos and adrenaline. Containing the Glimpses of Chaos for so long provided Zac with valuable insights at the cost of overdrawing his reserves. His Soul Cores looked like dying stars, and swallowing a handful of recovery pills did little to help.

Zac wanted nothing more than to sleep, but having such a dangerous stowaway aboard the Yphelion was an issue that couldn’t wait. The audacious Reaver hadn’t actually teleported away after slamming him with his mace. Kator had immediately snuck aboard the Yphelion, hiding his presence from the security systems by installing an unfamiliar array directly to one of the vessel’s power lines. It created a bubble of isolation that perfectly matched the Yphelion’s energy signature.

In hindsight, it was definitely the correct choice. Zac had seen just how far the Heavens and the System were willing to go to erase the threat. Top-tier escape treasures could certainly overcome such a vast distance, except that was when space was normal. The immense pressure from the Heavenly clouds combined with the weakened spatial integrity made any teleportation incredibly dangerous.

Not to mention, activating an escape treasure risked drawing the System’s attention. It was a far safer choice for Kator to hide inside the Yphelion, betting on Zac’s refusal to let his people come to harm. As such, he was safe and sound, having retreated before Zac even cracked open the bell.

Luckily, Zac had caught him early. Kator’s measures couldn’t elude Zac’s Chaos-augmented senses after activating [Apex Jungle]. Kator was a being of Death, and he’d lit up like a beacon. His subterfuge was even more hopeless after the System upgraded the ship. Kator’s array must be custom-made to work with the Yphelion model, and it’d lost much of its efficacy now that it was plugged into something else.

“I’m back. The plan worked, but we have a problem,” Zac said with a muted voice into a communicator. “The Reaver is still here.”

“Damn, I was forced to retract my shadows when the monks reappeared,” Ogras swore on the other end. “They were coming alive.”

“He used the commotion to his advantage,” Zac sighed. “Knock out the other one and bring some people.”

Zac kept a measured pace toward Kator’s hiding spot. His state was far worse than the Reaver’s, and Kator remained content to stay put. Every second gave Zac the chance to recover a bit more energy and come up with a plan. The problem was that Zac still couldn’t figure out what Kator was thinking. It was clear that Kator’s final attack was a disguised attempt to help him.

Kator knew about his plan of using the Remnants even if Zac hadn’t explained it outright. His uncle, Kaldor, had already seen Zac use the Remnants in the Orom World, and it was impossible to hide the fact that he’d bought the set from the Limited Exchange. Kator wanted to facilitate their activation by putting Zac in a time-accelerated domain. He would most likely have managed anyway, though the assistance made his job a lot easier.

Even so, that olive branch wasn’t enough to discern whether Kator was friend or foe. Zac didn’t have enough information on the White Sky Phalanx and the brewing conflict within the empire to understand Kator’s position. He could be caught in a plot he wanted no part of or turned into a sacrificial pawn.

There were aspects of their recent interactions that supported that notion. Kator had always been annoying, but he’d been unusually infuriating since the mission began. Kator had also given him hints of the threat Zac faced from the Heartlands by mentioning the bounty, and there were similar clues hidden in their discussion when Zac was trapped by the Eidolon’s seal.

Kator was also a ruthless opportunist. He’d called himself selfish, and Zac didn’t doubt that part for a second. His actions painted his faction in the worst possible light, and Zac hadn’t thought twice about attacking the Undead Autarchs with the borrowed power of A’Zu and Be’Zi.

Now that the situation was calmer, Zac was left with misgivings. The sudden appearance of Autarchs was absolutely not a good thing, but Zac felt Kator had led him toward the wrong conclusion. Were they really planning on killing him and taking the Flamebearer seal after he wrapped up his quest? Zac wasn’t convinced after having some time to think it over.

A warning beep dragged Zac out of his thoughts, and he swore with alarm. “Hurry, he’s targeting the ship arrays!”

Zac forced his body into action, setting off into a sprint. Kator had ripped open a panel of the Yphelion, and was already digging around inside. This went far beyond siphoning some energy for his array. It was outright sabotage. Zac had hoped he could trust the Reaver’s sense of self-preservation and that he’d lay low at least until the black lightning dispersed.

Kator must have realized the problem with his array and concluded his situation was so unfavorable that he had to take drastic measures. His actions didn’t pose an empty threat, either. The Yphelion wasn’t the most durable of Late D-grade Vessels, and he’d seen Kator’s offensive prowess in his fight with the golem.

The situation was even worse when the ship was targeted from within. Any critical arrays were guarded with additional protection, and there were multiple redundancies in place. However, Kator clearly had an intricate knowledge of the ship, going by his earlier inspection and how he could install the obfuscation array.

Kator’s choice of hiding place was unlikely to be chosen at random. There were hundreds of rooms and service tunnels throughout the ship, some even harder to access than his current location. Had they discovered a weakness in the design? If so, an all-out attack could very well cripple the Yphelion.

The ship was only so big, and Zac appeared before the chamber in no time. Ogras stepped out of the shadows while Kruta, Emily, and Galau caught up soon after. Emily wasted no words, imbuing Zac with a set of tomahawks while a miniature totem pole appeared behind her back. Zac felt a rush of vitality from Emily’s layered buffs as they stabilized and strengthened his body.

“Your right-hand woman is guarding the other one. She’ll kill him if he makes the wrong move. I left one of my shadows just in case,” Ogras whispered as he looked Zac up and down. “What’s our plan?”

“Be ready, just don’t do anything hasty. He might not be an enemy,” Zac said before opening the door.

“The locals kept gossiping about you, and the tales grew taller by the day. I even heard someone call you the reincarnation of an Abyssal Prince in Kavista before setting off. I was never convinced, even after you somehow activated that ancient piece of junk.”

“And now?” Zac said as he stepped inside, [Death’s Duality] firmly gripped in his right hand.

Kator shook his head like he still couldn’t believe the course of events over the past minutes. “Seeing is believing. Suffice it to say that my horizons have been broadened. I’ve never heard of someone bickering with the System and coming out ahead. The road was a bit bumpy, and it looks like you got everything you wanted.”

“Not quite.”

“I suppose. Can’t get rid of me that easily.” Kator laughed.

“Then let’s talk,” Zac said. “But first, get your arm out of the wall.”

“I think I won’t.” Kator shrugged.

Killing Intent began leaking from Zac’s body, and two similarly ruthless auras appeared in the room as Kruta and Ogras entered. Emily took up a position in the doorway, ready to provide support from the backlines. Galau remained outside, working remotely with the shipwrights on rerouting any critical systems and energy away from the area.

“Quite the lineup,” Kator said as a shield grew on his free arm. “Are you sure you want to fight right now? I can tell you’ve taken a step forward, but you’re in a wretched state. Can the Yphelion withstand our battle? It’d be a shame for everything to fall apart now after you managed to navigate those dangerous waters.”

“I will if I have to,” Zac said with determination.

The standoff grew tenser by the moment, with neither side moving. Kator didn’t remove his hand from the hole he’d created; he also didn’t channel any energy. Eventually, Kator’s body began creaking and rumbling. He was actually laughing.

“I’m just joking. You’re right. We need to talk, so I prepared a little something. Call it a belated greeting gift. Take a look.”

Kator stepped aside, leaving Zac lost and suspicious. The Reaver’s frantic dismantling had removed multiple layers of protective plating to expose a section of the arrays that made the Cosmic Vessel run. The complex, interlocking system was far beyond Zac’s understanding, and the System’s alterations made them even more alien.

However, even Zac could tell there was something odd going on with the exposed spot. The Yphelion had been completely reborn from the golden pillar. Zac had asked the System to bring them to safety, expecting it to teleport them or open a spatial tear. He’d never expected the System to interpret Zac’s request in such an oddly generous way.

Perhaps it felt the balance was skewed and added extra benefits. As such, the System didn’t half-ass things as it did with some rewards. Anything Zac inspected with his administrator access or Soul Sense said the same thing. Not a single inch of the Yphelion had missed the System’s attention. Light fixtures, decorations, anti-dust arrays, storerooms—everything had been touched up.

Everything except a small section hiding in the wall of this remote service room.

The blockish fractal patterns that were the calling card of the Iliex stood out as a sore thumb in the middle of graceful patterns engraved by the System. Zac pushed his sense deeper into the hidden crawlspaces to confirm. The exposed spot was the only aberration, and it didn’t seem like an external addition like Kator’s obfuscation array.

The Iliex-designed section was fully integrated with the Main Array, and running diagnostics indicated everything was in working order. Pulling up schematics stored in the Yphelion’s database even displayed this part, indicating it was part of the propulsion system of one of the subspace generators. Still, Zac had a bad feeling the longer he looked at it. The System wouldn’t make a mistake like this.

“The Ruthless Heavens did me a solid,” Kator said as he lazily scratched his chest, where a scar from his fight with the golem remained. “It would have been harder to convince you otherwise.”

“What—” Zac said, only stopping himself at the last moment. He’d been led around the nose enough by Kator today. “Step aside.”

Kator sauntered over to the far side of the room, with Kruta and Ogras taking up defensive positions.

“Galau, come over,” Zac said, and the merchant peeked over Emily’s shoulder. “What do you make of this?”

“Huh, what’s this?” Galau said, his wariness over Kator’s imposing presence gradually giving way to academic curiosity. “It’s part of the schematic, but why is this pathing suboptimal? No… don’t tell me…”

“Can you identify it?”

“There is something odd going on… It’s hidden in an ingenious way. I need some help to figure out what the secondary function is. Can you call over Jaol?” Galau asked, his eyes never leaving the Iliex runes.

It didn’t take long before a glassy-eyed Jaol stumbled through the door, clearly having trouble coming out of the Dharmic vision. The tense atmosphere woke him right up, and he scurried over to Galau’s side. Ogras had already thrown out an isolation array to mute their discussion, but their confused expressions indicated their analysis would take a while.

“Don’t look at me,” Kator said. “I have my suspicions, but I’ll wait for your helpers to confirm them. We wouldn’t want our new partnership to start off on the wrong foot because of a mistaken guess, now would we?”

“Alright, what games are you playing? One minute you’re antagonizing me, the next you’re acting buddy-buddy.”

“Why not just throw him overboard?” Kruta said. “The easiest way to deal with stowaways.”

“Forceful teleportation is easier said than done, Blooddancer. Especially when the target is wearing a spatial anchor,” Kator snickered. “Besides, doing so would have nasty consequences for everyone involved. Draugr, you explain it, one barbarian to another.”

“The binding clauses of our agreement are still active,” Zac said. “Throwing him overboard now is a death sentence, which means I’ll be hit with a backlash. The contract was witnessed by more than half the Undead Empire’s Supremacies, including the Primo.”

“How is that possible?” Kruta sputtered while Ogras looked thoughtful. “How can the agreement still be standing? They sent Grand Elders into the region!”

“Even so.”

Zac had tried to make Kator admit to breaking the agreement or rebelling against the Undead Empire. The man proved extremely careful with his words and actions since the get-go. Kator was correct in that he hadn’t broken a single clause, and Zac could still sense the magic stamp that meant the Primo’s Writ remained active. Conversely, simply attacking Kator without proper justification risked triggering a backlash, as it would be a form of insurrection against their official party leader.

It would have been one thing if Kator actually tried to damage the Yphelion, as that was equivalent to an attack on everyone aboard. Even that turned out to be a false opening. Zac felt a headache coming on, and he looked at Kator with annoyance. It was as if he were dealing with a lawyer rather than an elite soldier.

“Buddy, you need to read everything twice over when dealing with old schemers,” Kruta lamented. “Otherwise, you’ll end up digging trenches in some penal colony for a few Nexus Crystals a month.”

“I guess I missed this loophole.”

“That’s a pretty big loophole to miss,” Kruta muttered. “Ai, whatever. I knew what I signed up for.”

“So you’ll be the one who faces the backlash if we want this guy gone?” Ogras snorted. “Like a bone stuck in the throat, this one.”

“I can’t relate, but I’ll take your word for it,” Kator said.

“We got it! It’s a tracker!”

Everyone’s attention was drawn to Galau, who’d emerged from the isolation array.

“What did you say?” Zac growled. “A tracker? Is it active? Can the Autarchs use it to follow us?”

The fate of the four Autarchs had suddenly become the most pressing issue. Their positions had imploded into unstable black holes filled with malevolence and Heavenly wrath. Zac couldn’t imagine even an Autarch surviving such a deadly concoction. However, there were no signs of them inside the Void.

A Monarch was essentially a walking Mystic Realm, and Zac remembered how specialized units hurried over any time a Monarch fell during the war. A Low-grade Monarch’s Inner World could survive for a couple of weeks after its creator’s demise, becoming a time-limited Trove holding the wealth of a C-grade cultivator.

Of course, it was a risky venture, considering it was almost impossible to kill a Monarch without also crippling their world. It could collapse at any time, and whole sections could split off and disappear without notice.

No matter how weak or stable their worlds are, there would be signs of spatial instability. This wouldn’t change when an Autarch fell. If anything, the commotion would be hundreds of times greater. Yet there wasn’t a whiff of spatial fluctuations or broken pieces of an Inner World around the blast site.

Zac had been too preoccupied with Vilari at the time and simply figured they’d managed to escape by the skin of their teeth. He hadn’t been too worried, as their main priority should have been to escape Heaven’s pursuit. By the time things calmed down, they would have been forced out of Zurbor, and any trail leading to them would have gone cold.

If they were being tracked, the situation was very different.

“Don’t worry; it doesn’t work after the ship broke,” Galau assured Zac, allowing him to breathe out in relief.

“What, you still think this is related to us? How are we supposed to have installed this thing?” Kator scoffed. “You’ve been monitored by someone else.”

“Who?”

“The Centigrade Pryer must have had his eyes on you for a while.”
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“The Pryer?” Zac said, remembering the four Buddhist Silzurians accompanying the C-grade golem. They were indeed a subordinate race to the Centigrade Pryer. “It seems awfully convenient to blame some dead elementals. How can I be sure one of your spies didn’t install this thing? I have been forced to use the Yphelion a few times since the war started, and you seem to have both the means and knowledge.”

“Explain it to him,” Kator said with a lazy wave, prompting Zac to turn to Galau.

“See how seamlessly it’s connected in the original blueprint, to the point it’s impossible to see anything wrong? That’s because there isn’t. This tracker is an actual part of the Main Array, fulfilling the function it’s supposed to. Removing it will cause a malfunction.

“This array isn’t something you can just add on. The untransformed module here could be considered a control unit of sorts. Apart from this section, you’d have to make thousands of precise alterations to the engine and surrounding pathways to generate the actual signal. It would have to be done during construction or a complete engine overhaul.”

“The Yphelion has never needed that kind of service,” Zac said, the veins on his forehead throbbing.

It was impossible to miss the implication. Anger and betrayal surged in Zac’s chest as Karunthel and Rahm flashed before his eyes. They’d actually dared install a tracker on his personal vessel as part of their modifications. Was that why his upgrade quest was so easy? Maybe it wasn’t about the war; it was about protecting their investment.

“It gets worse,” Galau sighed. “I checked the original schematics for the Middle D-grade version… It seems the tracker was there since the start.”

Zac was even more enraged upon hearing that. He couldn’t believe he’d been waltzing around with a tracker ever since returning from the Void Star. No wonder they were so willing to work with him on a custom model, pushing the reward beyond what his quests were meant to give. So much for making an investment on account of his potential.

With anger came the cold realization of how close to ruin he’d come. His original plan was to take the Yphelion into the Million Gates Territory and search for seals. Staying on Earth to focus on his blueprint might be the only reason he was alive. He was also lucky he’d only used the Yphelion for short stretches during the war, and never close to populated areas.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Zac muttered, looking at Kator with suspicion. “Only the Undead Empire and possibly the Starbeast Alliance should have known about me when I got this ship.”

“Whoever installed this thing might not have targeted you directly,” Jaol said, shying away when Kator looked at him with interest. “We call it a tracker, though it’s more complicated than that.”

“It’s looking for seals, isn’t it?” Kator said, sounding profoundly pleased with himself.

Zac nodded at Jaol to answer. “Short version? Yes.”

“And the long version?”

“We have a pretty good idea of what’s going on,” Galau said. “This installation uses extremely exquisite techniques to form a conditional array of a type I’ve never even heard of. There are no nodes, flags, or physical pathing. It’s just profound understanding of energy flow, where thousands of seemingly random variables combine into something intangible and invisible.”

“And almost impossible to discover,” Zac surmised.

“Exactly. This particular array needs two conditions to activate. One is for the ship to be running. The other is for the Yphelion’s scanners to pick up one of several specific signals. When that happens, this module will intercept the information before it reaches the navigation systems. This is where we’re not certain, but we think the array actually turns the whole subspace engine into a beacon.”

“And the signals it’s looking for are the seals,” Zac muttered. “I was already a sealbearer before I got the ship.”

It was very difficult to uncover whether someone was a sealbearer. For instance, Zac still couldn’t find any clues of where his seal was hidden, and he’d never sensed anything from his subordinates. The only exception was Yselio and Iz, where he sensed a vague pull of fate.

Difficult didn’t mean impossible, as Valsa had proven. However, the scanners he’d seized from her subordinates reached no more than a hundred meters and only gave a general direction. He doubted even the best scanners could spot sealbearers at great distances. Covering the Yphelion wasn’t very difficult, though.

“That’s why it functionally became a tracker,” Jaol said. “If the ship were piloted by someone without a seal, the Yphelion would only release subspace signals when discovering the fluctuations of an unclaimed seal in the area. I’m not sure how far those signals could reach, but it’s technically possible to cover a whole sector with a network of receivers.

“From there, you can build a system to triangulate all signals. With enough scanners and receivers, you would be able to tell where every single seal was located.”

“You’re thinking there are more trackers out there?” Zac asked.

“If it were me, I’d cover the whole frontier and the neighboring sections of the Eternal Storm. The more data points, the better.”

“Damn, we’ll have to check our whole armada.” Emily swore.

Zac also grimaced, though for another reason. He glanced at the prayer beads around his neck. Only a third of the original beads remained. The rest had become fuel for the Beseechment Array. It was a necessary sacrifice, except he’d crushed more than he needed because he believed it was the reason the Arhats discovered him.

Even if [Lucky Beads] still worked because he’d saved the main bead, it wouldn’t be nearly as effective. Furthermore, who could possibly repair it except the Sangha? It was annoying, but not all items could survive until the end. He’d traded his [Cat’s Eye Agate] for the beads and the bead for the upgraded vessel. He still came out ahead.

“If you weren’t a specific target before, you’re definitely one now,” Ogras said, dragging Zac out of his misery. “With so many sealbearers onboard, this ship must have lit up like one of your Christmas trees.”

“Could there be more trackers installed?” Zac asked with a dark expression.

“This particular design would only work next to this engine. The Yphelion’s scanning arrays are nearby, so this engine is equipped with additional isolation to prevent any signal interference. The hidden module is part of that system,” Jaol explained. “Of course, someone this clever is bound to have other methods to blend arrays into a Cosmic Vessel.”

“Perform a full sweep,” Zac said. “We can’t count on the ship upgrade to have disabled any potential fallback systems. After you’re done, plot a new course just in case.”

“I have a few ideas on how to track these things down,” Galau said. “It’ll take an hour or two to perform a full sweep. Do you need us here?”

“Go ahead, we’re fine.”

‘Wait,’ Zac sent a mental communication to Jaol after he’d moved out of sight. ‘Investigate the scanner that picked up the sealbearer signals and see if it can be repurposed. It’s probably much better than anything we have. Confirming we’re safe takes priority, though.’

‘Got it, boss.’

“Not bad, huh?” Kator said. “Would have been even better if it still worked, though.”

“Thank you…” Zac said after taking a calming breath. “But why are you convinced it’s the Pryer that put the Creators up to this? Any of the sealbearer factions could be responsible.”

“For example, the Undead Empire,” Emily piped in.

“I can’t prove anything. It does make sense, doesn’t it? The Iliex are a bunch of craftsmen. Their ships are famous, and they are no good at fighting. They’re rich, skilled, and weak—perfect prey. Even their ‘Allfather’ confirmed his path through craftsmanship and can be considered a hybrid cultivator at best. They would have been enslaved long ago without the protection of someone,” Kator said. “Who better than the Centigrade Pryer?”

“They’re aligned with the System, but I see your point,” Zac said.

He didn’t need to look further than Calrin and the Thayer Consortia to see how much the System’s protection was worth when faced with a determined foe. Selling themselves to the System isn’t enough to gain protection for their homeland. And while he hadn’t heard of the connection before, it certainly made sense. The Centigrade Pryer was the natural choice of a golemoid faction like the Iliex.

“There’s more. What do you know about that old monster?”

“Almost nothing,” Zac freely admitted.

“He’s one of the Multiverse’s greatest Formation Masters. And Alchemists, for that matter,” Kator said.

“Dual paths?” Zac asked with surprise.

“No, he’s got a hundred of them.” Kator laughed. “According to rumors, his talents aren’t very good. He’s just relentlessly diligent and effectively immortal. His path to the peak is mastering one thing after another. Formations are his main subject, though, and the Array Alchemy he’s invented is a subset of that. So he’s got the connections and skills to modify the proprietary blueprints of the Iliex.”

“If he’s so amazing, how did you discover the beacon? And why didn’t you say something? You clearly knew about the beacon before we were intercepted.”

“I followed a hunch, and it wasn’t impossible to find when you knew what to look for. As for why I didn’t say, why should I? I wasn’t sure whether this beacon was part of your schemes. It was only after seeing the possessed elementals I realized what was going on.”

“Pretty gutsy to face them alone if you thought it might be a trap,” Ogras commented. “If Arcaz planned on crossing you, he could simply have skipped or delayed summoning the bell.”

“Do you think I’d gamble my life on this troublemaker?” Kator guffawed. “Why do you think I brought two subordinates? There’s more than one way to summon an ancestor. By the way, what happened to them?”

“They’re dead,” Zac said. “The Yphelion wasn’t designed to withstand the kind of battle we just saw. There are casualties on both sides.”

It wasn’t a lie. Ogras had finished off the still-living captive before Kator finished his sentence. The Reaver’s core, soul, and pathways were already shattered, and K’Rav had erected a sealing formation with the help of a few spectral servants that slithered through the shadows.

It was exactly in line with Zac’s intention, he just hadn’t given the order. He couldn’t because of the agreement. Ogras wasn’t under any such restrictions, so he’d taken matters into his own hands. And Kator wouldn’t care about details.

“Dead, huh? I’ll miss those two,” Kator said with an exaggerated sigh. “You best destroy the bodies. There might be lingering threats after succumbing to a high-grade Buddhist technique. We can’t have more Arhats popping out in our midst.”

“We’ll let the Heavens cleanse their bodies,” Zac promised.

“How does the Sangha figure into this mess?” Kruta interjected. “If what you say is true, we should have been intercepted by the Centigrade’s descendant and his elite subordinates. Not a Dharmic golem and foot soldiers from a subordinate race.”

“Shouldn’t you ask your boss that?” Kator said. “They were clearly there for him, and I don’t think they lied about this not being related to the pillar. I guess they want your disgusting providence for themselves.”

“I have no idea,” Zac said. “Is the Sangha connected to the Pryer?”

“They’re not,” Kator said. “The Pryer should be targeting the unclaimed Seal that belongs to the Peak of the Grand Tapestry. The Sangha already has a Seal for the Peak of Karma. I hear they’re after a Throne next, likely the one belonging to the almost-mended Heavenly Peak. Those Arhats must have peered into Heavenly Secrets and realized the Silzurians had a method of finding you.”

“That’s probably why they stopped us at such a bad time,” Ogras grunted. “Between the Chaos, the Heavenly Intervention, and interference of the Imperial Graveyard, we’ve become incredibly hard to pin down. They couldn’t wait any longer.”

Ogras indicated he mostly believed Kator’s explanation, and Zac felt the same way. It wasn’t Kator who installed the tracker, and the Pryer was the most likely culprit. It wasn’t a good feeling to be on the radar of yet another ancient faction, but it didn’t change his plans.

His Flamebearer seal was already enough reason to be targeted by the Pryer’s descendant, and the scanner had been dealt with before Zac even knew it existed. There was a chance the Pryer’s minions were lurking in the graveyard. Still, Zac was more worried about the variable standing before him.

“I’ve received your gift. Now what? Why did you go this far?”

Kator didn’t immediately answer, turning his gaze to the others in the room. Zac gave it some thought before shrugging.

“There’s no need to stay in this cramped room. There’s a lounge nearby; we can have a one-on-one there.”

“Lead the way, Captain,” Kator said with an exaggerated wave.

‘You sure?’ Ogras asked through a mental transmission.

‘Yes, but stay ready. Can you deal with the Revenants and make a pass through every room Kator visited?’

‘He doesn’t strike me as someone without an exit plan or fallback,’ Ogras agreed. ‘I’ll bring the goblin this time.’

Zac led Kator to the unused lounge, leaving Kruta and Emily outside. He sealed the door and took out one of his Isolation Arrays.

“We’re alone. What couldn’t you say in front of others?”

“Nothing particular, but the orc was right. One has to be careful when the stakes are this high,” Kator said as he slumped down on a too-small sofa. “You asked me why I went this far? Simple. I want to pursue my Dao. I want to live, and I’m willing to do anything to find a road that won’t end with me dead or discarded.”

Zac sighed. “I guessed as much. Is the bounty you mentioned real?”

“Sure,” Kator said. “It’s a big one, too. Of course, I should mention that it’s not the route the White Sky Phalanx landed on. They fear killing you would drive the Abyssal Shores right into the Primo’s arms. It’d be a real headache if Aewo An’Azol went mad. General Nesko was tasked with bringing you back to the Phalanx if you survived the pillar’s ascent.”

“As a political prisoner?”

“Let’s go with guest,” Kator said. “Honestly, I think you would have liked it there more than the stuffy necropolis of your kind. You might be Draugr, but you have the temperament of a Reaver.”

“Not much chance of visiting now after you goaded me into taking out two of your Autarchs,” Zac snorted.

“They’re alive. Don’t ask me how because I have no idea. I think they might have used some desperate method to escape into the Lower Planes. The Dao is incomplete there, so it’s easier to hide from the Heavens. I doubt either of us will have to worry about those two again. I wouldn’t be surprised if they have to seclude themselves for eons. Even then, their ladders might have cracked or collapsed.”

“You sound pretty cavalier. Even the White Sky Phalanx should feel some pain from having two Autarchs taken out of commission.”

“Ah well.” Kator shrugged. “Like Toss said to me, any great cause needs heroes and martyrs. It turns out they’re the latter.”

“So I’d stay with you people, and that was supposed to make the Abyssal Shores join your rebellion?” Zac said. “You overestimate my importance.”

“Our strategists are rarely wrong.”

“And yet you worked against their wishes.”

“Everything is a mess when you’re involved,” Kator said. “One day, I’m ordered to create negative Karma. The next, to find a way of killing you. Now, I’m supposed to lead you through the trial again, and then bring you back to the Heartlands. Who knows what the future holds? I’d be in deep trouble if the winds changed while you were under house arrest.”

“Why?”

“Can you imagine the backlash of breaking the Primo’s Writ and facing the backlash of fate simultaneously? I can’t even benefit by claiming your seal. What good is a crippled, Heaven-forsaken soldier to the elders? Someone would appear to replace me, reaping all the benefits without suffering the backlash. I’m sure one of my rivals was hiding inside General Nesko’s world, just in case.”

“Sounds like you’ll be killed either way when you get back.”

“Why?” Kator laughed. “I’ve fulfilled my duty. You might even say I went above and beyond by facing the Sangha to ensure the bell’s descent. It’s not my fault the monks came and messed everything up. And aren’t I here now, fulfilling my part of the agreements?”

“History is written by the victors, huh?”

“Exactly. I don’t care about the situation back home. It’s just a fight over benefits like everything else. No matter the outcome, the situation won’t change much for the grunts. I’m only interested in surviving and using this opportunity to grow stronger. That’s the only thing I can control. The more strength I wield, the better my position will be, no matter who ends up claiming the crown.”

“Sounds like you want to stay with us in the graveyard and for the mission?” Zac said, his eyes cold. “You’ve explained the troubles you face. I’ve yet to hear anything that makes me want to take you along. If anything, you’ve only proven you’re unreliable.”

“I thought you might say that,” Kator said, his aura growing darker. “You’ve been given the carrot. Now, here’s the stick.”
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ACTIONS AND CONSEQUENCES


Zac had no time to react before a chain shimmering with the System’s golden radiance and a dense aura of Order connected Zac and Kator’s arms. The illusory chain only appeared for a second before it disappeared, leaving a mark on his left hand. His danger sense remained quiet throughout, as did his Specialty Core and bloodline.

It was expected, considering Kator hadn’t attacked him. Zac swore as he looked at the familiar mark, which made Kator laugh. The laugh was abruptly cut off when Zac’s leg crashed into his chest with the force of a speeding train. The Reaver slammed into the wall on the opposite side, leaving a deep indent. Zac grunted and took a step back, feeling like he’d been punched in the heart.

“You—!” Kruta said, his body already alight as he stormed through the door.

“It’s okay,” Zac said, massaging his chest as he sat back down in his chair.

“Just a friendly exchange,” Kator added as he stumbled back to the sofa.

‘Are you sure?’ Emily asked, getting an affirmative nod.

Zac hadn’t actually planned on fighting it out with Kator. He needed to confirm his suspicions, and pummeling the infuriating Reaver seemed like the most satisfying method. A second form of confirmation came in the form of a warm stream of energy that nourished Zac’s drained soul. Emily and Kruta left again after giving the hulking skeleton a warning look.

“And thus, our fates align.”

“You crazy bastard,” Zac said in defeat. “I can’t believe you’re the one who bought the [Solidarity Link].”

The [Solidarity Link] was a special treasure in the Limited Exchange, costing a whopping 750,000. Zac remembered it well because he’d considered buying it for himself. He’d been surprised to see it disappear one day, considering its significant downsides. Zac was even more surprised that Kator was the person who bought it.

Kator had reveled in slaughter since the war began. He’d unearthed multiple sealbearers and claimed their bounties, and that was just the beginning of his many accomplishments. He’d climbed to the second spot on the Late D-grade ladder after advancing, despite the competition being incredibly fierce. Late Hegemony held dozens of generations of Zecia’s greatest elites, and the strongest outsiders were also in that bracket.

Even then, the purchase must have taken a significant chunk of Kator’s accumulations. He didn’t even use it the way it was intended, and it looked like the Reaver suffered from a pretty bad backlash. After all, Zac’s kick wasn’t powerful enough to actually hurt Kator to the point of making his aura fluctuate erratically.

“Why not?” Kator snickered. “I knew I had to get it the second it appeared in the exchange. It felt like destiny, like the System put it there just for me. I’ve been searching for something similar since I first saw what kind of bastard you were. I’d planned on saving it until the trial, though I feel it’ll come in handy during this mission.”

“We have to cross an incredibly unstable environment on the way to the Centurion Base. One spatial anomaly and we’re screwed,” Zac said with a glare.

“Not if we stick together.” The Reaver only laughed harder when he saw Zac’s agitated expression. “Now, don’t look like that. I called it a stick, but you’re not walking away without benefits. Am I not generously helping you right now?”

[Solidarity Link] was a unique treasure designed for Dao Companions who’d chosen to advance and retreat as one. It formed an incredibly strong connection similar to [Adaptive Symbiosis]. Instead of the Dao of Life, the bond was forged through the Peak of Impetus. The connection was even stabilized with a System-enforced oath based on Order.

Accepting the link had significant upsides. It had two main features. The first was that it provided a boost equivalent to a Top-tier D-grade title while the bonded fought side by side. The second was an incredibly powerful damage transference.

Part of any damage would be split between the linked, just like some of Zac’s old skills. It wasn’t a simple split, either. The link sought balance, so the more wounded would transfer away more damage while the one in a better condition would retain more of the damage. With someone as durable as Kator on the other end, Zac could divert extreme amounts of punishment if need be. Kind of like getting a second life.

The link even worked on things like Vigor, Mental Energy, and Cosmic Energy. It was also easier to absorb than any recovery pills. That was what Zac was feeling right now. Kator had emerged almost unscathed from the previous battle, so the link was already feeding Zac Mental Energy. Zac inspected the stream warily, but it really was pure energy without any hidden dangers. The link even transformed it, making it ownerless and without any defining features.

Zac had once felt the item might be a good fit for himself, adding a second link. The energy transfer was useless, but the added attributes and damage transfer would be very useful. Ultimately, he’d felt the drawbacks were too steep, and there was uncertainty about whether the treasure would work properly when used to connect two clones.

The price of such a powerful bond was enough for anyone to think twice about using the [Solidarity Link]. The most important was that the link had no limits on the damage transfer, even though there were limits on its healing effects. It couldn’t regrow a lost limb, for instance. So, if you lost an arm, the damage would be continuously transmitted through the link until your Dao Companion’s arm rotted off.

If one was crippled, so was the other. If one died, so would the other. Just like its name said, it was a link of true solidarity. This part wasn’t enough to faze Zac since his situation was mostly the same already. He’d been more worried about the second downside. The bonded couldn’t stay separate from their companion for long.

If the bond snapped, the other side would treat it as if your companion had died. It would self-destruct in an attempt to have the companions enter the afterlife together. Zac and Kator might survive because of their extraordinarily durable constitutions, but they’d be lucky if they were back in fighting condition within a year or two.

This was what prevented Zac from buying it. If it didn’t work through his quantum connection, Zac would have been forced to always keep his bodies together. That would ruin many of his plans, and the upsides weren’t enough to risk it.

To think he’d encountered the item anyway. Kator’s idea was evident. He might as well have attached himself to Zac with an actual chain. It was impossible to kill or discard the Reaver until Zac could deal with the link.

“This is an insurance to keep us both on the straight and narrow,” Kator said. “My demands aren’t excessive. I took a huge risk helping you out, and I need a return on that investment. You’ll take me to the Limitless Empire base without any tricks, and you won’t prevent me from getting a piece of the war contribution those things will generate.

“You’ll also assist me in finishing the quest for my last piece—only if we find an opportunity on the way. We’ll part ways after Ultom is dealt with.”

“Part ways?” Zac said. “You should have thought of that before you linked yourself with me.”

“Let’s not pretend this restriction is permanent. The [Solidarity Link] is not designed to be used against one’s will. It hasn’t fully latched on because we lack love and brotherly bond. It’ll erode on its own in a few months.”

Kator was right. The oath couldn’t properly form without an actual emotional bond between the two users. That was most likely why Zac couldn’t feel any attribute boost from the link. The fact it transferred energy proved it was at least partly functional, though. If anything, that made their situation more precarious. Who knew what was enough to make a precarious link like this collapse?

“Don’t forget, I’ve seen your methods,” Kator continued. “The so-called Eoz abilities you showcased are the nemesis of any Dao. You should be able to whittle down the seal with them. Whether you can do it without me noticing or triggering a backlash is another matter, of course.”

Zac kept his face impassive, trying hard not to give any hint of the truth.

“Ah, then again. I can’t help but feel worried after seeing the winds of fate you’ve kicked up. Someone once warned me not to go too far, or I might find myself dragged under by the currents. I hope this little trinket will help me stay afloat.”

Zac mutely looked at the item the Reaver placed on the table, his hair standing on end from the intense sense of danger it emitted. Not only that, a series of alarms from the Yphelion had been triggered. It autonomously tried to teleport the thing out, but the treasure was rooted in place. No, not treasure. Bomb.

“You’re a right bastard.”

“Many of my cousins said the same thing when I ripped this opportunity from their broken hands,” Kator said. “In a way, I did them a favor. Those straight-backed simpletons would have been swallowed and spit out by you a long time ago.”

Zac tried to understand the incredibly intricate, sinister contraption. The only thing he could glean was that it seemed to seal an unstable scar that emitted the Dao of the Inverse Peak. If the bomb went off, a rift leading to the Lower Planes would tear apart the Yphelion.

There was no way his bloodline could contain or eradicate the energies trapped inside. He would be like an ant before a chariot. Worse, the bomb looked damaged, judging by the two broken runes on its front.

“Ah, those are the seals,” Kator explained when he followed Zac’s gaze.

“Let me guess, if the third seal breaks⁠—”

“—you’ll get to see something extraordinary, yes,” Kator said with a sigh. “My subordinates and I needed to be in agreement to trigger this toy. Just one dissident would prevent its activation. Now, I have to shoulder this burden alone.”

Zac looked at the doomsday device for a few more seconds before slowly exhaling and getting to his feet. “Welcome to the team.”

There was nothing else to say. Zac couldn’t get rid of Kator right now. Anything else could wait until he was in better shape. And Zac worried he might do something rash if he stayed with this maniac any longer.

“Glad to be on board,” Kator said as Zac walked toward the door. “I’m not unreasonable, so I’ll just leave this thing here. Feel free to investigate and disarm as you wish. Just remember, actions have consequences.”

“I’ll remember it well,” Zac said as the door opened. “I look forward to seeing what consequences fate has in store for you.”

“As do I, Draugr.”

Two minutes later, the core of his group had gathered in another section of the Yphelion. Kator had been led to his chambers, and the lounge was sealed off with multiple barricades.

“How’s the situation?” Zac said with a steely expression.

“They’ve scanned for sources of disharmony similar to the hidden tracker,” Joanna said, her whole demeanor reeking of bloodlust. “There’s none. Galau is still performing a deeper scan, but it seems we’re safe for now.”

“Safe,” Zac muttered with a crooked smile.

“How did your talk with the skeleton go?” Emily asked. “What was that thing we sealed?”

“Not great. I keep getting the short end of the stick when he’s involved,” Zac grimaced and explained the situation.

“He used the couple booster on you?” Emily gawked. “I would have made a joke if it wasn’t so messed up.”

“He’s as scheming as the heretical fugitives I hunted, only with the means of an ancient faction,” Ogras exhaled.

Zac had hoped the meeting would go better, but he was relieved he’d been the main target of Kator’s plot. Zac worried that Kator’s stick would involve his subordinates or even Earth. If worse came to worst, he could simply put his people on another ship and stay with Kator and the bomb.

“What do you want to do?” Ogras asked.

“For now, keep the peace,” Zac said. “Luckily, I have some experience in dealing with shifty frenemies and troublesome brands.”

“Hey—”

Zac smiled at Ogras’ glare before his brows furrowed again.

“For now…” Joanna said. “We’re striking back?”

“Of course,” Zac said. “He’s a ticking time bomb, literally, and his goals keep shifting. We have to get rid of him. We just need to figure out a way that doesn’t get us killed, too. There can’t be any mistakes.”

“There’s no point in dismantling the bomb while the skeleton is running around,” Emily said. “He can just bring out another one or take hostages.”

“It won’t be easy. He won’t let down his guard,” Ogras added.

“We have time to come up with something better,” Zac said. “I just checked the beacon. The signal is confusing, but it should take us at least two months to reach our destination. I’ll work on the link from my end. I’m not sure about defeating it, at the very least I should be able to hold down Kator by the time we’re approaching the target.”

“We’ll investigate the device from a distance. He seems confident since he’s left it in the open. Maybe that confidence will become his downfall,” Ogras said with a sinister gleam in his eyes. “We’ll get through this one, too.”

“I need to rest, so I’ll hand things over to you guys. Stick to the original plan,” Zac said. “Call me if Vilari wakes up or something big happens.”

The meeting adjourned, and Zac almost had to drag himself to his quarters. His vision was swimming, and he forcibly kept himself awake to turn his gaze inward. Some things couldn’t wait until he’d rested.

Five smoldering pyres of ancient power lingered in his body, tainting their surroundings with foreign truths. They were the ownerless Remnants, mostly drained of their energy after forming the Glimpse of Chaos. Like before, they were drawing energy out of thin air, just like a planet. The process was noticeably slower now that wills filled with boundless desire were not controlling it.

Zac would normally have taken advantage of their drained state to shove them back into their cage. That wasn’t an option today. The prison was gone, as was its subspace. They’d both collapsed during the last prison escape. Zac wasn’t confident in putting them together without damaging them, anyway.

Leaving them as they were wasn’t an option, either. They were currently like a recently-formed core or skill. The Atavism left them malleable, and the window was closing. He needed to at least set the foundation for the future before he collapsed, and Kator had already wasted half an hour of his time.

Zac combined Mental Energy and the techniques of [Cosmic Forge] to create the precise spiritual instruments. Tendrils poured from his Soul Aperture, targeting two splinters and two shards. Complex runes were rapidly added to their surface, rippling with the Void and Zac’s Daos.

While his Draugr half had dealt with Kator, his other side had scoured the recently awarded library with the help of his upgraded Daos. He already had a plan for the Remnants, but there was a lot of room for improvement. The answers were hidden in A’Zu and Be’Zi’s exhaustive notes, and the engravings appearing on the Remnants were a combination of new and old.

One after another, the Remnants were marked, ensuring they would keep providing benefits until he formed his Inner World. Zac felt his vision close in on him as he drew on more and more Mental Energy. The fifth set was soon completed, and Zac pushed it into his Quantum Space where his Cosmic Core waited.

Zac breathed out in relief and keeled over. He’d made it through in one piece. He looked at the tattoo on his hand before falling into a deep slumber, a final thought flitting through his mind.

Be careful what you wish for, bastard.
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FALLOUT


A burnt chip of a shattered bone floated through the vastness of space. It was so innocuous that even the lingering streaks of annihilation ignored its voyage as it sailed farther and farther from the epicenter. Suddenly, it slowed down, as though trapped by a sinkhole. Space rippled and it was gone.

The shard continued through a slipstream between the folds of reality, using the broken, forgotten roads of a bygone age. Soon, it emerged in a different corner of space. Aquamarine halos of utmost power emerged from its depths one after another. Each was a seal undone, and together, they formed an intricate maze that obscured the chip from Heaven’s scrutiny.

The broken bone grew beneath the protective canopy. What was lacking was made whole, and a figure with barely constrained power now stood in the labyrinth’s heart. Tendrils of evil danced across plates of unyielding bone, making the Dao shiver with discontent. Waves of Mental Energy emerged, dragging the wayward streaks back into the shell.

It wasn’t enough. The Heavens had picked up the scent, and it was narrowing down on his position.

“Interesting, interesting.”

He glanced in the direction of the abandoned sector, peering through the veil. Such an unusual convergence of fate. It was the greatest of sorrows that he’d only get to witness the opening act. The rumbles grew more urgent, and the hulking skeleton began twitching.

“That’s enough of you.”

Radiant lights of Dharmic will joined the Miasmic Array Structure. It severed the last tethers connecting him to the Heavens, and four Inner Worlds darkened. Two of them even began fading. Stopping a Heart’s death was outside his ability. He muttered an ancient chant, and six hundred spikes attached the crumbling worlds to the others.

“So you were just Heart Puppets all along. I should have figured. Your kin is more slippery than anyone,” he muttered with annoyance, tapping the runes engraved on his chest. “Well, real or not, you’ll have to do.”

The three pillars were sealed, and any hint of his existence was erased. A furious clap of thunder shook the sky, but there was no follow-up.

“Empowered by Laws and trapped by convention,” he laughed. Or at least he tried.

“This won’t do,” he hummed, and a pitch-black nail grew from his finger.

A sharp grind pierced through the area as a mouth was carved on the vessel’s face. He could feel the pained screams from its original owner, and the newly formed mouth curved upward, causing splintering cracks. Within, there was only darkness.

“That’s better.”

The smile widened as he finished the rest of the engravings across his body, until the modified [Epiclesis Seal] was finished. The three pillars were twisted into a knot of mutual suppression. He would only be able to use a few percent of the original’s strength, which was more than enough. It was only a temporary vessel, one that wouldn’t last more than a few years.

A carefree laugh reverberated through the region as he disappeared into the air, following a random thread of fate. So what if he’d boarded a sinking ship? There was no point worrying about the future when one could enjoy the present. His little disciple had successfully escaped the mayhem, and she’d understand what needed to be done.

All things considered, it was hard to be disappointed. He glanced at the stream of fate. It was so thick it resembled a river, winding toward the region he’d just escaped. Little Vi would have to struggle with all her might not to be carried toward her fate when in the presence of such a fine specimen.

“So I’m called Nesko? That’s perfect. I seem to have forgotten my name,” Nesko said as he traversed the stars. “Izh’Rak Reavers. What an interesting species. And that Abyssal-eyed lad. I thought those dour things fell during the previous Era. Was accepting death your method of passage? If so, what’s the point?”

He cackled. “We’ll meet again. I can’t wait to see what happens when the Terminus Council makes its move. The final round is about to begin.”
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Sothorom’s veins bulged as he looked at the scene conveyed through the array. If not for the coordinate array and a few clues floating about, he’d have thought the probe had made a wrong turn somewhere. But no. The occasional piece of rubble was all that remained of the once-indomitable fort that had suppressed even the greedy hearts of the scheming outsiders.

Eons of effort and investments reduced to nothingness. The lower-tier workers could be replaced, and he had enough C-grade subordinates to fill the gaps. More importantly, he’d already disconnected the chapter from the network after hearing the whispers from the spies. The destruction was far worse than the previous setback, yet he barely suffered a backlash.

It didn’t do much to assuage his fury. The Chapter of Carnal Resolution was just a tool, like the other branches of the Kan’Tanu. Except it was his tool. Destroying it was no different than slapping him across the face. It was even that same bastard who stood at the center of it all—the child who’d thrown his carefully arranged plans overboard.

Sorothom had been so close to finally suppressing his insatiable passenger, only to have his work undone and his foundations damaged. Sorothom bitterly regretted not pushing himself a bit harder, using more Zecian blood to mollify his Heart Curse. The outsiders wouldn’t have been able to stop him, and their so-called righteousness had proven more flexible than he’d anticipated. Reaping a few more Monarchs would have let him stay long enough to hunt down Zachary Atwood before sealing himself again.

The whispers for vengeance were almost overwhelming. Sorothom’s vision turned jagged, and the walls twisted. The derisive faces of his senior brothers were back, laughing at his struggles over something as simple as confirming his Dao. Saying he was no different than the walking dead who’d escaped all those years ago.

His thoughts grew erratic, and Sorothom felt himself losing the thread. Another face grew from his arm, looking at him with a hungry gaze. This one was not a hallucination.

“Is this your grand plan?” It snickered. “What you suppressed me for?”

“It doesn’t change the big picture,” Sorothom spat.

“Little flames of fate, flying into the pyre. Blind to what’s to come.” Moro grinned as fleshy tendrils poured out of his eyes. “Are you any better, grasping at straws after your Grand Array was destroyed? You’ve been looking for so long, and you’re no closer than when you started. Instead of blind faith, just accept my offer. Your chances of success are higher, even if we use the incomplete version of [Fall of the Black Heart]. It’s the orthodox path, far better than chasing shadows.”

“Enough,” Sorothom growled, his skin wriggling from his resistance.

His Inner World shook. Moro was trying to use his anger as a bridge to his consciousness. Sorothom had played this game many times before. The parasite may already have surpassed his strength, but it was ultimately held back by its dependent nature. Sorothom may be fighting a losing battle, but he had a bit more fight left in him.

An acid rain showered Moro’s gargantuan body with poisons and curses whose value could bankrupt a kingdom. Together, they formed an intricate array that dug at the Heart Curse’s consciousness. If Moro continued his attempt to become the main consciousness, it risked becoming a discarnate soul. The avatar snorted and began rotting away.

“It’s just a matter of time. Think it over. My terms will not be as generous if I have to forcibly claim what’s mine.”

Sorothom was left panting in his hidden chamber. The walls had calmed down, and the monstrous resentment spread through the depths of the Imperial Graveyard hadn’t noticed the clash. He was safe, and fate’s tide was approaching.

“You might have managed to evolve into an incomplete Royal Heart, but don’t delude yourself. You’re nothing like the Flesh Elders of the sect,” Sorothom muttered. “Just you wait.”
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“Extraordinary,” Salou said as the connection fizzled out, unable to bear Heaven’s wrath any longer.

“How is he?” Iz asked.

“The connection with you remains strong,” Salou said, his eyes glimmering with forbidden power.

Iz nodded in thanks, unable to fully let go of the complex feelings in her heart. He’d been joking around when they last met, while Iz was all too aware of the dangers Zac had to face to generate a storm of such proportions. The Grand Dao was astir, and the Heavens had exposed an infiltrator. It was one of the few things that would trigger such a powerful response, and it wasn’t difficult putting two and two together after seeing the [Epiclesis Bell] disappear before her eyes.

The connection remained strong. It meant he was alive. What price had he been forced to pay? Iz’s thoughts returned to that day years ago. When he stood broken and victorious in a crumbling world, radiating Chaos and desolation.

She sighed in regret. Once again, she’d failed to put her thumb on the scale in her friend’s favor. Hesitation had gnawed at her, and she’d observed too long. If she’d just attacked from the beginning, she could have attached a mote of Empyrean Flames to the bell before it shifted again. It should have been able to purify some of the danger Zac must have faced.

“Hm?” Salou said, dragging Iz out of her musings.

“What is it?” she asked.

“We have picked up a pulse in the folds between realities. It seems to belong to the Lu Family.”

“That exhausting lunatic? What is he doing?”

“It appears he searched for something in the targeted region.”

“Oh? Where Zac was?” Iz said, her mouth curving into a smile. “Did we catch the thread?”

“We did.” Souza calmly looked at her.

“It appears fate has given us the answer.”

“The young Pryer is not an easy opponent.”

“I’m aware. Is that not the point? Fate that cannot withstand the test of time and the tribulations of life is not worth holding onto.”

“Are you doing this for him or yourself?” Salou asked. “Your friend encountering the young Sage will end in tragedy.”

“I’m just following my heart like Grandpa told me to,” Iz said. “Honestly, I’m not too worried about Zac. He’s resilient like a cockroach, and his Luck is extraordinary. Grabbing onto him in this chaotic environment is easier said than done.”

“We’ll path a route.”

“No. Activate the [Empyrean Wing],” Iz said as three sets of wings grew on her back. “We’re testing fate right now.”
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“Young Master, not good!” Lompo said, his storm body darkening with worry. “Our arrays have picked up⁠—”

“You found them, Lompo?” Kaltosa Lu exclaimed with glee, his six hands never stopping as he worked on the four-dimensional array. “I knew you were good. You’re promoted to Sixth-grade Castellan.”

‘I was twelfth-grade before, but whatever. It’s not like it means anything,’ Lompo inwardly complained. ‘At least he remembers my name, though I don’t know if that’s a good thing.’

“Thank you, Young Master. Unfortunately, it’s not the lost beacon,” Lompo said. “The Tayn Family have discovered our actions.”

“Little Iz has finally accepted my sincerity!” Kaltosa Lu exclaimed, his primal runes radiating joy and hope for the future. He even looked up from his experiment, a rare sight. “My twentieth⁠—

“Two hundred and second.”

“My two hundred and second wife has been chosen,” Kaltosa Lu said, looking at the array of monitors on the other side of the workshop. “Why did we have to find each other in such a wretched place? We’ll have to terraform one of these subspaces for the ceremony.”

“Young Master, hold that thought. I’m afraid she’s not here for matters of matrimony. Our measurements indicate she’s attacking. I fear she’s targeting you for your Flamebearer seal.”

“Impossible. Why would she target me?” Kaltosa Lu rejected. “I’m the most handsome of all the sealbearers.”

“The standards of fleshy species differ from ours,” Lompo said. “Lord, may I suggest you activate the foundries?”

“You really think she’s after me?” Kaltosa muttered as he began pacing back and forth with a downcast expression. “How could she do this to me? After I sent her an [Evanescence Orb]. I had to give up on two of my planets to awaken those things.”

“Young Master, Lady Tayn was not on your bequeathment list at the time.”

“How is that possible?” Kaltosa Lu glared. “She’s my eighteenth candidate, and I crafted twenty-seven orbs.”

“Lady Par’asta voiced her displeasure during the Endon Raul Banquet, calling the Young Master frivolous,” Lompo gently reminded. “As such, Young Master temporarily shortened the Dao Companion Candidate list to seventeen names. The other orbs were sold at auction.”

“Ah, right, one fiancée for each peak,” Kaltosa Lu said, looking down in thought. “Could it be Miss Tayn is jealous? I’m certain I sent a congratulatory letter when I added her back to the list.”

“The heart is mysterious,” Lompo sagely said.

‘Some trinkets are fine, even if Lord Pryer has complained about the overhead. But if we sent out those insane letters of yours, we’d face attacks from all eight directions.’

“Never mind then. Secretary of Love Lompo, hear my decree,” Kaltosa Lu intoned, his aura full of majesty.

“I hear and obey.”

“Remove Miss Tayn—ah, no—move Miss Tayn to the forty-fourth position.”

“It will be done.”

“I’ll have to draft another letter explaining myself,” Kaltosa Lu said, his eyes lighting up with excitement. “Let’s follow another signal. I need to get myself in the right state. Pick the Planeswalker. I think it will help me attain the breadth of mind I need.”

“We will arrange a course,” Lompo said. “In the meantime, the foundries?”

“Ah, yes,” Kaltosa Lu hummed as hundreds of arrays formed around him.

Lompo sighed with awe, forgetting his complaints as an uncountable number of interlocked machines and arrays joined in perfect harmony. It didn’t matter if the Young Master forgot his name or rank so long as Lompo could stay by his side. Where else could he witness the majesty and mystery of the [Grand Centigrade Foundries]?

The Dao hadn’t been solved just yet, but the foundries could already produce almost anything between the Heavens and Earth. It was a Cosmic instrument of untold potential, and Kaltosa Lu was the greatest conductor born from Lord Pryer’s line in countless generations. There was nowhere else he would rather be, though Lompo wished he could join the researchers instead of maintaining lists and sourcing gifts.

“Some cryo-poison for the firebug seems proper,” Kaltosa Lu said. “I did recently find an interesting iteration in the layers of possibility. I think it will cool Miss Tayn’s flames of avarice and ignite the flames of passion instead.”
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TAKING STOCK


A powerful jolt dragged Zac out of his deep slumber, followed by constant shakes and rumbles. Zac looked around for the threat with wild eyes, his groggy mind’s initial assumption being a battle taking place inside the Yphelion. Activating his connection with the Yphelion confirmed neither Kator nor someone else was attacking the ship. It was simply turbulence so strong that the Yphelion’s buffers couldn’t fully absorb it.

Checking the time indicated he’d slept for the better part of a day. Zac rubbed his cheeks, feeling like a bear that had been roused from its hibernation too early. A day or two wasn’t enough to recover his drained soul, even with a steady supply of Mental Energy from Kator. The knowledge that he’d caused a significant drain on the Reaver’s mind did improve his mood a bit, especially after confirming the Reaver was meditating inside his quarters.

Kator’s soul had no doubt been tempered to some degree, but there was no way he practiced a pure Soul Cultivation Manual like Zac did. The drain from someone whose soul approached the level of a Mentalist must have been quite a headache, even for Kator. He would have to suffer for a few more days before Zac was back in perfect condition, and Zac made a mental note to practice the [Nine Reincarnations Manual] whenever an opportunity arose. Why not make use of his free Soul Battery?

Zac scanned the Yphelion bit by bit, sending out a few inquiries. His crew had the situation well in hand, a benefit from Zac’s hands-off leadership. Vilari remained unconscious in the ward, enclosed in a Death-attuned Healing Array. Her vitals were much better than before, mostly thanks to digesting the Supreme Treasures Zac used on her. Still, there was no telling when Vilari would wake up.

There was no need for Zac to micromanage their work, and someone would call him if they needed his input. He needed to take advantage of this brief window to deal with his cultivation. The doors of his cultivation chamber opened, and Zac looked at the room with wide eyes. His old chambers were quite generous, befitting his title as captain. They were nothing compared to the room before him.

Zac slowly entered, looking around in shock. The System had expanded his cultivation chamber by more than ten times. Furthermore, it was designed to match his cave back home, with one side pouring Life-attuned energies while the other was flooded by Miasma.

There were no trees in this one, though. Instead, hundreds of densely engraved crystals floated in the air. They gently traveled through the room, their movements releasing swirls of energy that sparked a hint of recollection. There were clues to his path within, and Zac could even sense wisps of Creation and Oblivion.

The System’s intentions were clear. It urged him to keep going, not stopping just because he’d survived the Atavism. It also felt like an indication of the future. The System made his vessel better suited for long-term travel. Was the System closing the book on his Zecia chapter?

The environment was head and shoulders above what the Creators had built for him. It wasn’t just a matter of skill. A proper life-death Cosmic Vessel was well beyond the bounds of the quest. They had simply created pathways that let Zac fill any compartment or hallway with either Life or Death. Anything beyond that had been installed by himself and his subordinates.

The upgrade left Zac wanting to practice the [Nine Reincarnations Manual] to put its energy supply to the test. Still, there were more pressing matters to deal with. Zac found the central meditation array in the middle and sat down, turning his attention toward his Soul Aperture. There were no additions or surprises waiting for him. Nevertheless, the changes it had gone through were eye-opening.

It was alive.

That was the best description Zac could find. If the old galaxy in his Soul Aperture felt like a simulation, then the new one felt more like the real deal. The previously static Soul Cores were slowly moving through the small galaxy he’d created. The clouds of opposing energy more resembled a comet’s tail than a swirling band around the core. Thanks to the addition of small planets orbiting the suns, none of the energy was lost.

The planets were four of the Remnants he’d engraved before passing out, two dancing around each Soul Core. Zac hadn’t chosen to put the splinters around the Inexorable Core and the shards next to his Life-attuned side. Instead, each core was orbited by one splinter and one shard, which seemed to be searching for each other. Due to their nature, they would never intersect unless Zac willed it.

The modified Remnants released steady streams of energy as they moved. Pure Creation was dragged toward the Evolutionary Core, stirring up the energy spinning around it. The crude array atop the shard was a filter of sorts, filling a similar function as the old prison seal. Each Remnant had a different type of filter.

This one removed as much energy as possible, leaving only the Dao. It even produced Dao conducive to his path, thanks to snatching the most suitable section of the Grand Tapestries before escaping. With the sinister will gone, the stream of Creation became a nourishing tonic for his soul.

The only caveat was that the filter and preparations weren’t quite enough to make the infusion perfectly suited to him. He would have to practice his Soul Cultivation Manual now and then to realign the core. This was nothing specific to the Remnant; all Soul Cultivation Treasures required this type of work.

The shard empowered the Evolutionary Core while its paired splinter fed the nebulaic cloud surrounding it with Oblivion. Both needed to advance in tandem, or it would cause an imbalance. Of course, an identical process was taking place by the Death-attuned Soul Core.

The Branches of Kalpataru and Pale Seal kept their positions by the cores, forming a mutually beneficial exchange. Their transformation was still significant. The life-giving tree had grown taller, and its golden leaves had gained an opalescent hue echoing the possibilities of Creation. Zac felt that if he could pluck one of those leaves, he could turn it into anything.

The branches rustled under his scrutiny, filling Zac’s mind with inspiration. It was the imagination born from Creation, untainted by the greedy obsession of the Spark.

The Iron Maiden had grown more oppressive. The black swirl that replaced its head was reminiscent of the anti-light atop [Pillar of Desolation], a swirl of Oblivion that held the promise of the end. The rattling chains inside had grown muted. Anything entering the casket would be eroded and swallowed by an invisible abyss.

The Dao Avatar of his Earthly Dao stood in the center of it all like an emperor overlooking their domain. The avatar still looked like a miniature version of himself, except having grown significantly more lifelike. It exuded an unyielding fighting intent that suffused his whole soul. Zac felt as though the avatar’s drive and determination had forced his soul into constant motion, where his soul was ever advancing on his path.

When Zac’s gaze met the avatar’s, he saw the ethos of war within. His perception twisted, and Zac was shown a boundless continent embroiled in a terrifying war. Countless battles were fought to the death, and new warriors stepped up to replace those who’d fallen. Zac could see himself and his enemies in the faceless armies.

Most fought using axes, though some used methods Zac couldn’t recall ever encountering. Perhaps they represented the unknowable on the battlefield. The armies moved in patterns that depicted various aspects of his Earthly Dao. Zac even felt as though he could observe the past and glimpse the future through the conflict. It was causality manifest.

The continent was more than a figment of Zac’s imagination or a hallucination born from the intense truths hiding within his Dao Avatar. It represented the bedrock of his path. It was the Earthly bedrock his path would be built upon, and one of the core ingredients of forming an Inner World.

Currently, the foundation was hollow, both in truth and width. It only held the Dao of Conflict, lacking the other two pillars of his path. However, his other Daos influenced his Avatar of War as they passed by, and the battles shifted to favor Life or Death. Zac couldn’t hold back after seeing the changes to his Soul Aperture and impatiently opened his Status Screen. The rewards from a triple breakthrough didn’t disappoint.

Name: Zachary Atwood

Level: 197

Class: [D-Arcane] Inexorable Apostle

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

Alignment: [Zecia] Atwood Empire – Viscount of Conquest

Titles: […] Peakmender, Cosmic Introduction, Exalted Destiny, Atavistic Defier, Valiant Viscount

Limited Titles: Tower of Eternity Sector All-Star - 14th, Equanimity, The Final Twilight - 1st, Gates of Rebirth, Void Road, Chosen of the Empyrean Chalice

Dao: Earthly Dao of Defiant War - Early, Branch of the Kalpataru - Peak, Branch of the Pale Seal - Peak

Core: [D] Inexorable Core

Strength: 284,489 [Increase: 251%. Efficiency: 542%]

Dexterity: 130,100 [Increase: 191%. Efficiency: 346%]

Endurance: 152,992 [Increase: 221%. Efficiency: 546%]

Vitality: 157,318 [Increase: 230%. Efficiency: 543%]

Intelligence: 26,775 [Increase: 171%. Efficiency: 346%]

Wisdom: 66,163 [Increase: 174%. Efficiency: 363%]

Luck: 1,743 [Increase: 214%. Efficiency: 466%]

Free Points: 600

Nexus Coins: [D] 87,831,997

Zac looked at the Status Screen with gratification. Years of planning and effort had gone into the numbers. It was one of his greatest boosts to his combat power. His attributes had advanced by almost 40%. Most of it naturally came from advancing all three Daos at once. Zac opened the Dao Screen to get a better look at the result.

[Earthly Dao of Defiant War (Early): All attributes +100, Strength +22500, Dexterity +12000, Wisdom +3000. Effectiveness of Strength +30%]

[Branch of the Pale Seal (Peak): All attributes +50, Strength +3000, Endurance +18000, Vitality +5500, Wisdom +3500. Effectiveness of Endurance +25%]

[Branch of the Kalpataru (Peak): All attributes +50, Dexterity +3000, Endurance +5500, Vitality +18000, Wisdom +3500. Effectiveness of Vitality +25%]

The most interesting line was naturally his new Earthly Dao. The name made him smile, feeling it suited him well. Like before, his Conflict-based Dao held no mythological connotations like the Kalpataru or Pale Seal. It was simple, driving at the essence of his path. The most significant change was that he’d officially stepped away from the Dao of the Axe to encompass all battle.

It didn’t change the fact that the axe was his main weapon or that most of the insights into the Earthly Dao revolved around the axe. It simply broadened the scope, integrating everything that went into his fighting style. The axe didn’t move on its own. His armaments, technique, movement, and strategy were all required for the axe to reach its target. It also held the concept of the unyielding warrior, strengthening the drive and force behind his attacks.

The attribute boost from Dao of Defiant War was less impressive, having only increased by 25%. The only positive was that the boost to all attributes had doubled, giving his Luck another noticeable jump. This smaller attribute increment would remain throughout the layers of Earthly Dao, meaning a Peak Earthly Dao provided roughly twice the attributes of an Early Earthly Dao. Like advancing to Hegemony, the main benefits didn’t come in the form of attributes.

Daos were more than just packets of inspiration that you crammed into your skills. An Earthly Dao was a complete Dao made by his hands. It was the embodiment of him, which meant it had a direct effect on one’s body. For instance, the ‘defiant’ nature of the Dao should have boosted his natural resistance against Heart and Soul-based attacks.

It was a shame that one could only perform the Pilgrimage of Heart once. It would have been interesting to see how he measured up now. He might still be some distance from placing in the top 100, but he certainly wouldn’t pass by the skin of his teeth.

Researching similar Daos back in the training camp indicated a few more potential benefits of an Earthly Dao of this nature. The most common was an improved affinity with his weapon. Developing and practicing techniques would come more easily, and his Earthly Dao of Defiant War would speed up the Tool Spirit’s evolutions.

Furthermore, most Templars following the path of conflict were generally able to exert more strength while wounded or drained of energy. It would even alter one’s personality if you let it, which was one of the reasons many cultivators developed extreme personalities as they grew older. Of course, the most obvious effect was the drastic boost to one’s attacks, where the difference in power was far more noticeable than the gap between Dao Fragments and Dao Branches.

His two other Daos had advanced to Peak Mastery, roughly doubling their respective attributes. The only thing of note was that his Wisdom had received a larger boost than before. It was a welcome sight, considering Zac had put most of his Free Attributes into Wisdom lately. The attribute benefited both his Soul and Heart, making it a worthy investment when his Strength and survivability were already so high.

Truthfully, Zac felt he could have pushed his Daos of Life and Death to Earthly Daos together with Defiant War. The insights he’d stolen and inherited were more than enough after he’d held back his breakthrough for so long. The only reason he stopped was that he needed to digest the lessons and make them his own. He also wanted to peruse the Chaos Library before formalizing anything.

Zac closed the Dao Screen. The Daos were just the main source of his massive attribute boost. There were also the four levels gained from absorbing a handful of Chaos Motes. It was more than he’d expected, considering how much energy each level-up required nowadays. Finally, there were two new titles to his tally.

[Atavistic Defier: Defend against a hostile Atavism. Reward: All Attributes +10%.]

[Valiant Viscount: Become a viscount through warfare. Reward: All Attributes +10%.]

Zac was slightly surprised by the title for surviving the Atavism. He hadn’t expected to get one in the first place, considering how massive his other gains were. If he was going to get one, it should arguably have been larger.

The second title was more straightforward and also a relief. It meant things had proceeded according to plan back on Earth. Zac had no idea how his actions yesterday would affect the war and the upcoming trial. Therefore, he’d authorized Ilvere to purchase fallen planets through the Faction Exchange.

The Atwood Empire had already claimed a Peak E-grade world to investigate how it worked with the System’s shroud. The shroud actually extended to the acquired worlds, though they didn’t seem placed in Earth or Ensolus’ vicinity. This time, they’d gone even further. The plan was to seize over a dozen E-grade worlds and two Early D-grade worlds.

It would make up the foundations for his Empire, adding both citizens and land. It was a risk taking such a big bite with most of the sealbearers off-world, but the Atwood Empire was growing stronger by the day. With the frontlines abandoned, they could simply use the large Cosmic Vessel fleet to defend against insurrections and the new battlefronts.

The System had apparently judged his performance during the war along with the increased size of his faction to be enough for a promotion. Hoping that would happen was partly why Zac sent Ilvere on a spending spree. Becoming a Viscount provided a wide array of benefits, of which the most important was a higher priority from the System. It could prove critically important in case Zecia lost the war. If the System created a path for survival, it would only do so for those it deemed worthy.

The only real disappointment was that he did not receive a reward or title for orchestrating the entity’s death, nor had he gained any War Merit. His vision had cut out early, but Zac was certain the enormous fortress and its subsidiary planets had taken massive damage from the Heavenly annihilation. It looked like the purge took precedence over any war-related systems or matters.

The Status Screen contained nothing else of note. The sealbearer quest hadn’t changed, meaning he hadn’t accidentally hastened Ultom’s ascent again. Closing the Status Screen, Zac continued inspecting his body. His pathways were a bit of a mess, yet surprisingly well-kept considering what he’d gone through. His previous brushes with Chaos had all left him worse off than this.

Just as he reached his hearts, where his third set of Remnants waited, his communicator buzzed. It was Ogras on the other end.

“Sorry to disturb you. Looks like there’s trouble.”

“There always is,” Zac sighed, giving up on any hopes of consolidating his gains in peace. “I’m on my way.”


25
SHARED BURDENS


“How is it?”

The bridge was full of activity, with a dozen people controlling the Yphelion’s many systems. None among them emitted very strong auras, and most of his sealbearers stood to the side so as not to get in the way. Like himself, most of his direct subordinates specialized in battle. Unfortunately, few issues inside the Imperial Graveyard could be solved with a well-aimed cut.

“We’re being squeezed between two major storm formations. The turbulence will only grow worse before it gets better. It should be within our shielding capacity,” Mark Marshall answered.

The earlier chaos and high pressure didn’t seem to have broken the former fighter pilot’s concentration, even if his face was pallid like most of the other non-combat personnel. Thea’s uncle was the pilot in command, and now their only one. Over a dozen of Zac’s crew members had their minds destroyed by the combination of the [Epiclesis Bell] and the Sangha’s Dharmic world. Among them was one of the most promising outside hires, a D-grade pilot who’d lived in the Million Gates Territory for over a millennia.

His skill in traversing unstable regions like the Imperial Graveyard far eclipsed Mark’s. The Marshall descendant had stabler foundations and a better class thanks to the Atwood Army’s heavy investment, but that wasn’t enough to make up for the huge gap in experience. Mark was only the head pilot because Estra Wind was such a recent hire and couldn’t be fully trusted yet. Mark had also previously trained in the Yphelion, and understanding the vessel you piloted was of utmost importance.

With Estra Wind and another backup pilot dead, Mark had to carry the responsibility on his own. Others could take over when he needed to rest, though their control was not nearly as good. A pilot didn’t just steer in a certain direction. Energy and array management was a critical aspect of their job. They constantly calibrated the motors and arrays to achieve the greatest results with the least amount of strain and energy consumption.

The Yphelion could automate this process, where a seasoned pilot could reduce consumption and strain by as much as thirty percent. That was of critical importance in a region like the Imperial Graveyard that would push any Cosmic Vessel to its limits and beyond. A D-grade ship’s arrays couldn’t possibly react to unpredictable changes either.

Zac thanked their lucky stars that the System upgraded the Yphelion. Everything from engines to energy generation had seen significant improvements, which gave his novice pilot better margins to work with.

“So what’s the problem?”

“The lightning stirred up the Spatial Energies in the region. It’s caused a domino effect that destabilized the traversable paths. It’s like we’re flying inside a maze with constantly shifting walls. We’d be in deep trouble if we didn’t use a scouting vessel,” Jaol, whose station was right next to Mark’s, explained. “It was manageable until recently.”

A series of screens appeared, displaying the incredibly complex environment of the Imperial Graveyard. Even that was a simplified version of the immense amounts of data a navigator had to analyze on the fly, considering space flight in the Multiverse included dimensional shifts. Zac frowned at their mapped-out path, seeing the reason for the constant shakes.

The Million Gates Territory was very dangerous since anomalies could appear at any moment, even though most of the territory remained relatively calm. It was possible to set up small bases, and Emily had survived being adrift for over a year. There were also relatively safe pockets that even held worlds, though these spots generally moved about. That wasn’t the case with the Imperial Graveyard.

Calling it a labyrinth was apt. The Yphelion was a dot traversing a tunnel surrounded by two clashing storms filled with resentment. Their neighboring dimensions were even worse. They would have to keep going inside the calmer corridor until they reached an intersecting path. If they missed it, they would have to endure the brunt of the storm for at least ten minutes until reaching the next exit.

The anomalies, from spatial storms to dangerous natural formations, were placed far more densely. There were no true calm spots, putting explorers under constant pressure. The path they entered was long gone, and they would have to find a new one if they reached a dead end. It was all in flux, and no D-grade vessel’s defenses would do you any good if you got stuck in the wrong place.

“The fragile balance received a second shock just before we called you,” Jaol said as the map expanded to showcase a larger section of the region. The farther the map went, the less detailed it became. Eventually, the expansion stopped, and a marker appeared. “Somewhere around here, was an incredible burst of energy. It agitated the environment, causing ripples even further than our location.”

“Two Mystic Realms colliding?” Zac asked.

“No, it should be man-made. It’s impossible to get a proper reading through all this interference. I think it might be a battle between Monarchs. Or a Monarch who’s been forced to unleash their strength to break through,” Jaol said.

“Monarchs?” Zac frowned. “Are they heading this way?”

“It doesn’t look like it. However, the strong burst has awakened some things, and we’ve been targeted.”

“Shit.”

“Our path is being intercepted, and we’re left with no room to maneuver.”

Zac understood the crux of the problem. The density of energy and dangerous formations were just the first of the dangers explorers faced. The Imperial Graveyard’s name wasn’t random. It was the remains of one of the Limitless Empire’s high-grade battlefields, leaving it filled with powerful resentment and animosity. The Mystic Realms were fragments of Inner Worlds and shattered dimensional fragments from the clashes between high-grade cultivators.

These realms still held some of the wills of their original owners, except they had been twisted after being forced to linger for such an incredibly long time. He’d seen what had happened to the Tool Spirit in the Centurion Lighthouse. Time was a cruel mistress, and not even the will of Autarchs could endure the test of time. Furthermore, there were no pure wills left. The constant storms had mixed and matched, destroying any real ego left behind.

Between malignant Troves and ambient resentment, it was like the whole graveyard possessed the instinct of a rabid animal. They were trapped in a long-forgotten war, lashing out at anything that came close. These broken spirits were usually slumbering and spread out through the spatial storms. High bursts of Energy or Dao risked waking them up, and even Monarchs were reduced to prey to the stronger entities.

Thankfully, C-grade storms were quite rare according to their limited intelligence, and Jaol would have looked far more worried if that was what they were dealing with. Still, being targeted by anything posed a huge threat when the slightest delay could trap you in a spatial storm.

“So we need to deal with the blockade or retreat?”

“Which would move us toward the Monarchs and the chaos their battle is causing.”

“What are we dealing with?” Zac asked. “Natural Formation or Trove?”

“Energy signatures indicate a small Trove with Late D-grade energy signatures,” Jaol said.

“I’d hoped we had more time before facing this headache,” Zac said, turning to Galau. “Have you guys figured out their method?”

“I’m afraid not,” Galau said. “These Troves should have some form of core. If we destroy it, the resentment should lose its anchor and disperse into the storm. Even destabilizing it ought to give us a window of escape. Our best guess is that the Kan-Tanu are using specialized strike squads or sacrificial soldiers to deal with them so quickly.”

They knew being intercepted this way would be a common occurrence, even if the timing was worse than usual. Zac just never managed to find out how the Kan’Tanu explorers dealt with the threat. There had to be a special method to swiftly deal with the threat before the surrounding storms caught up with you.

“We’ll just have to figure things out ourselves,” Zac muttered, turning to Ogras and the others. “Are you guys ready for an excursion?”

“Ha! This is the adventure and excitement I’ve been waiting for! It’s time for Kruta to plunder some ancient treasure!” Kruta grinned, turning to Ogras, who looked at him askance. “What?”

“Enjoy this moment,” Ogras said. “I have a feeling you’ll be sick of these opportunities soon enough.”

“How is that possible?” the barbarian guffawed. “Don’t worry, I’ll pick up any baubles you leave on the ground. A chieftain has to be frugal and enterprising, or his wives will start sneaking into other tents when he’s away.”

Zac didn’t have the heart to tell the orc that most Troves held nothing of value, holding risk with no rewards. Any treasures that might have been left behind had long since been corrupted or extracted by the Kan’Tanu. Although, there was always the chance for a jackpot, especially now that the whole region was stirring. New and unexplored pockets were unearthed all the time, so even the thoroughly plundered outer reaches could hold unexpected riches.

“How much time do we have?” Zac asked.

“Thirty minutes, give or take,” Jaol said. “You need to deal with it in less than twenty. Any longer, and we’ll have to retreat and pick you up later.”

“Got it,” Zac said. “Squads one and two, gather in the hangar in fifteen minutes.”

‘Boss, wait!’ Jaol’s voice appeared in Zac’s mind just as he was about to leave.

‘What is it?’

‘I got the hidden scanner to work without exposing our location! There’s good news and bad news.’

‘I could use some good news.’

‘There should be a seal of the Daedalian Court inside the Trove.’

Zac’s brows rose in surprise. To think they struck gold right from the beginning. Their journey had been bumpy until now. This was hopefully a sign things were turning for the better. Galau already had two seals after blazing through his designation quests. Getting the third and final piece would provide a huge boost to his abilities.

Considering a seal was hidden inside the approaching Trove, it should be in a decent state as well. There might actually be treasures for Kruta to plunder.

‘And the bad?’

‘Uh, it kind of looks like using the scanner stirs up resentment. It’s like they sense the aura of the courts.’

‘Wait, were you the one who attracted this thing?’ Zac glared.

‘That’s… No… Suffice it to say, my actions didn’t help.’

“That’s perfect,” Zac muttered.

“What is?”

The voice came from behind, and Zac turned around to face Kator looking down at him.

“Nothing. It’s time to earn your keep, comrade.”

“I feel I’ve contributed plenty already,” Kator said, his body language reeking of annoyance.

Zac’s mouth tugged upward, choosing not to antagonize the Reaver more than necessary. It wouldn’t do them any good if Kator decided to stay behind on the Yphelion. With the [Solidarity Link] in play, they would have to enter any Trove or spatial pocket together.

“A Trove has targeted us. We need to enter and deal with it,” Zac said. “Unless your side had figured out a better idea?”

“We had,” Kator confirmed. “We would use Autarchs with exceptional energy control to disperse them.”

“Well, that’s not happening.”

“Already caught like a fly in a web. Let’s get on with it.” Kator shrugged.

Zac had nothing to prepare, so he led Kator to the hangar where their smaller boarding ships waited. Minutes passed in silence as they waited for more information from Jaol and the scientists.

“So how is it, Draugr? Figured out a counter yet? Hiding the brand from the Heavens should have some effect. Then again, it should take a while for a D-grade bloodline to exhaust it.”

Zac glanced at Kator with annoyance. The Reaver was the worst person to have catch onto the secrets of his Void Emperor bloodline. Thankfully, Zac had been careful about displaying [Void Mountain] since he got it, especially the external infusion with its incredible efficiency at destroying spirituality. It might have been useless against the Eidolon’s B-grade seal, but against the [Solidarity Link]? That was another discussion entirely.

Even then, Kator was correct in that Zac couldn’t destroy it just yet. For one, it would only cause trouble until they could also deal with Kator and his bomb. The link was also empowered by something similar to the Apostate of Order’s contracts. That didn’t mean he had to overcome the System to sever the link, but it did add significant durability to the seal.

The brand also held a massive amount of energy. Zac would be in trouble if he accidentally destabilized it in its current state. He’d have to let it weaken on its own for a while before he could destroy it in one go.

“Why would I scheme against a valuable teammate?” Zac said. “Especially one so generous with his Mental Energy?”

“Be careful. Two can play that game,” Kator said. “Would you like a taste of the bone-grinding agony of the [White Sky Discipline]? I’d like to see how a being with soft skin will endure the punishment it inflicts on our bodies.”

“The [Solidarity Link] suits you,” Emily muttered from the side. “Bickering like an old couple.”

The two dropped the subject and focused on the task at hand. Of course, that was only on the surface. Kator had planned things out for almost a year, giving him a worrying head start. Zac had [Void Mountain], although there was no way the Reaver wouldn’t have prepared something with a similar effect. There were many ways to deal with the Apostate of Order’s contractual bonds or at least minimize the backlash for breaking them.

Zac couldn’t even rely on the information the Merit Exchange provided about the [Solidarity Link]. He had no way to discern whether the treasure had been tampered with. The contractual bond would have stopped working if Kator made the link too lopsided. It was still possible he’d managed to weaken any backlash he’d face or added something like a one-directional tracking function.

There was no way Zac could wait until the brand degraded to safe levels. He needed to deal with the current threat before that. Thankfully, he did have another ace up his sleeve beyond [Void Mountain], and he was currently negotiating terms with her.

‘What do you think? How could the greatest thief in the Multiverse lack methods of getting out of binding agreements and unwanted seals?’ Esmeralda signed, looking incredibly pleased with herself. ‘The question is what you can offer in return.’

Zac’s human half looked at the toad with annoyance from his cramped corner, hiding his glee as best as he could. The toad hadn’t exposed her presence throughout the earlier ordeal, and only Ogras knew of her existence. She was a variable that should be well outside Kator’s expectations.

Esmeralda was a repository of knowledge that eclipsed even the library he’d inherited. While most of her memories were blocked and fuzzy, dismantling seals and arrays was part of a thief’s skillset. There were many places you couldn’t enter without taking oaths or being branded by the sigil of the force it belonged to. An infiltrator would have to possess methods to deal with this to reach the treasuries.

The large toad had recovered by a noticeable degree while Zac had slept. She’d returned to her original color, and the vats on her back were already a quarter-filled. It was a display of the incredible resilience beasts had compared to cultivators, especially those with high-grade bloodlines like Esmeralda.

‘Isn’t it interesting? Testing your cleverness against this unfamiliar seal,’ Zac said as a projection of the [Solidarity Link] appeared before the toad. ‘It’s almost like breaking into a treasure vault.’

‘Ha! Don’t try to goad me,’ Esmeralda huffed with disdain, utterly incapable of hiding the interest glimmering in her eyes as she glanced at the unique rune.

Zac hadn’t forgotten Lova’s words back in the Perennial Vastness. Esmeralda was ancient, and her thievery was not so much about the treasures as the enjoyment nowadays. It was part of her path, her very nature. It turned any restrictions into great temptations, like a puzzle needing to be solved. The scare of encountering an Eternal Servant did nothing to quell that instinctive attraction.

‘You know everything I have,’ Zac said. ‘Name your price.’

‘You’re essentially a beggar.’ Esmeralda rolled her eyes. ‘Well. I suppose dealing with this will help me as well, and that skeleton should have a decent background. I want the first pick if you manage to deal with him. Two items, the rest is yours.’

‘Deal.’

‘Happy hunting,’ Esmeralda signed as her mouth opened wide, extracting a scroll from god-knows-where.

Zac reluctantly accepted the sticky parchment, forgetting about the toad mucus the second he unfurled the scroll. He had never seen the complicated patterns on it before, but a smile crept up his face as he unearthed some of its secrets.

The unusual magic circle drawn on the paper should help him give the damned Reaver a nasty surprise. Zac didn’t even care that Esmeralda had likely discovered some incredible treasure on Kator’s person and used this opportunity to claim it for herself. This was worth it.

“We have visuals!”

The squads had already gathered. They turned toward Galau, who had been added to the second squad. He displayed the Trove on a large screen, causing murmurs to erupt in the room. Zac didn’t know what he’d expected—it certainly wasn’t that. Similar looks of confusion and disgust appeared on the others.

“Is that… a rotten eye?”
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FLAMES AND FOUNDRIES


The intense friction between fire and ice generated a deep groan. It joined the gathering storm, and the clamor could be mistaken for the roars of the ancient masters who’d become part of the lamentable tapestry of the Imperial Graveyard. Iz paid it no heed as she observed the expanding spatial cracks and the frigid chill pouring out of them.

Kaltosa Lu had displayed a surprising ability to rally the forces of the ancient battlefield, infusing the resentment with purpose and Dao. The disarray had been tricked into compliance, and the flimsy dimensional barriers had been bolstered by pervasive cold. Nevertheless, hours of dogged pursuit were about to bear fruit.

The poisonous chill couldn’t withstand the enshrined flames of the Vermillion Song, the Fire-attuned Cosmic Vessel prepared for the mission. The final blockade was about to collapse, and the Centigrade Elemental’s cumbersome Foundry Vessel couldn’t hope to match her ship in raw speed.

“I’ll test their fate myself,” Iz said as she prepared the fiery sigils to teleport her into range.

“The followers of the Empyrean Throne move as one,” Salou rejected. “A test of fate goes both ways.”

Iz briefly closed her eyes, then nodded. She had decided to target the Lu Clan, so she would have to see it through. Even if that meant seeing her subordinates fall. Understanding didn’t alleviate the discomfort. Years of mock practice did little to prepare her for the burden of command when the stakes became real, despite Iz having discovered this shortcoming long ago.

She found herself unable to vocalize the simple orders as the spatial cracks grew larger. The silent presence of subordinates behind her was different this time. She’d led this group through tribulations before, but those were training excursions arranged by her family.

They had already proven themselves fated by rising above, claiming their place after fierce competition. If they fell now, it would be her commands and choices that caused it. And yet, there was nothing other than flickering flames and burning conviction in their eyes as they awaited the orders that she struggled to issue.

Her actions represented the will of the Empyrean Throne, and the ripples would spread to every corner of the Multiverse. Was she doing the right thing? For the right reasons? Or was she still walking a dream, treating the lives of others like fleeting thoughts?

It wasn’t just the lives of her followers that were at stake. The Centigrade Pryer’s connections were far-reaching, and he’d always been fiercely vengeful in protecting his corner of the Heavens. A war between the Elementals and the Empyrean Quadrant would impact trillions of lives.

Were they truly unfated, or were their fates stolen by the blaze of her incompetence?

This couldn’t go on. Her family was pitting themselves against the top forces of the Multiverse to send her here. The greatest sin would be not doing her utmost after asking for this. Even if her decisions were wrong, she’d have to make them right through sheer force of will.

“Our target is Kaltosa Lu, this generation’s controller of the [Grand Centigrade Foundry],” Iz said, her voice steadily gaining conviction as her hair ignited with radiant flames.

The cleansing heat of the Empyrean Throne illuminated the deck, dispersing the creeping frost.

“The Pryer’s agents have been moving in the shadows for years, silently gathering seals and slaying the competition. Our sources believe they are one of the top four factions in terms of accumulated seals. Meanwhile, our Empyrean Quadrant only has two sealbearers with the trial approaching. Their accumulation follows a crooked path, and it falls to us to right this wrong.

“They shall escape no further. The Empyrean Flame will test their fate, and we’ll claim our right should they fail,” Iz said. “You have two targets: the Man-grade foundries and the Pryer’s sealbearers. Our priority is seizing fate, so those who unearth a seal will claim it for themselves. Choose your opponents accordingly.”

“Yes, Young Miss!”

Iz nodded, turning back toward space cracking like a mirror. She could hear the whispers of the millions of streams of competing Dao. It was time.

“[Crow’s Descent]!”

Ten streaks of fire fused into a majestic three-legged crow that crashed into the crumbling dimensional barrier. The final vestiges of cohesion shattered before its keening call. The following spatial collapse could be considered a death trap even for a Monarch. And yet, not a sliver of the chaotic mix of energies targeted the crow.

The Heavens held few secrets when your affinities and comprehension reached a certain level. Iz navigated their avatar through one of the few paths of life in the storm, continuously adjusting the crow’s aura to manipulate the surroundings. A corridor of space formed under the urging of flames, shifting the location of the exit by dozens of miles.

The crow emerged in a tremendous explosion of space and resentment. The backlash destabilized the powerful barriers of the mountain-sized Foundry Vessel waiting on the other side, and the burning crow snuck inside. Heat and purpose rained down on the deck as the crow dropped the sun caught in its third leg. The avatar released one final call to war before splitting into the fighters within.

Iz sent out a few orders before focusing on the matter at hand—the Centigrade Elemental who’d drowned the sun’s rays with a river of interlocked arrays. Any distracting thoughts were put aside as she looked down at Kaltosa Lu with a fiery chill in her eyes. The simplicity she’d searched for had been there all along, hiding in the furious gaze of her six-armed enemy.

“You witch! I gave you many opportunities to back down! Forget removing you from my list of potential wives. You’ve made my list of enemies,” the elemental growled as the primordial runes across his body flickered with fury.

The Centigrade Elementals were an extremely rare existence, their population forever limited by the number of runes born from the long gone Centigrade Constellation. The Pryer himself hoarded more than half the runes while the rest were recycled for his descendants. Every destroyed primordial rune was a tremendous setback for their race, a loss that could never be recovered.

Most Centigrade Elementals only had one rune to their name, where its unique pattern and the primordial powers it held became the basis for their cultivation. A singular rune was enough to become the foundation of a Heavenly Territory, and each added rune would provide an additional surge of power.

This power came at a price beyond the race’s loss of another son or daughter. Each rune added another dimension of complexity to their path, no different than a bloodline or constitution. Kaltosa Lu had six despite only being a Late-stage Hegemon, proof of how much the race valued him and his incredible genius.

Seeing his burgeoning aura allowed Iz to feel something she hadn’t since she finally caught Zac after years of pursuit. Excitement.

“The Empyrean Quadrant has never backed down from a challenge or threat,” Iz said. “Show me your worthiness.”

She wasn’t deaf or ignorant to the truth behind the looks of the elementals who’d emerged to deal with her warriors. She knew what kind of reputation her family had, and she was aware that most of it was warranted. The uncles and aunts who always treated her with such care had stepped over a mountain of corpses to reach their height and to protect their way of life.

The world’s hatred didn’t matter. Theirs was the Empyrean Flame. Power was truth, and victory was fate.

There was no point in wasting time on words when their time was limited. The Vermillion Song couldn’t endure the mounting pressure from the environment for much longer. They needed to seize what they could before retreating.

Two sets of wings unfolded behind Iz’s back as her Natal Regalia, the divine armor forged from Stellar Flames, seeped out of her skin. Three halos emerged, each generating a Domain painted in her image. The waning heat of the fallen sun was reinvigorated as torrid heat spread across the deck, instilling her subordinates with power as they descended on their designated targets.

Iz unleashed a destructive salvo, launching hundreds of flaming butterflies at the churning foundries.

Kaltosa Lu wouldn’t let her target his greatest advantage without a fight. Thousands of runes poured out of his incorporeal form, assembling into an Array Construct. A river of attuned matter rose from the foundries below, giving the creature form.

A wave of utmost frost dispersed the butterflies—Iz hadn’t expected the attack to land. She only sought a first-hand understanding of the Foundry Vessel’s operations and the elemental’s methods. Iz felt like she was facing a true Lislake Nymph as she gazed upon the Array Construct, one of the long-lost second-generation species of their era.

The Lislake Nymphs had their bloodlines crumble after their natural habitat was destroyed, unable to sustain their race beyond their age like the Centigrade Elementals. The nymphs’ descendants were nothing more than humanoid beasts, ignorant of the greatness buried in the depths of their blood.

Iz would be lying if she said she wasn’t impressed by Kaltosa Lu’s display. His arrays and control over the [Centigrade Furnaces] were exquisite, to the point he managed to conjure a sliver of the nymph’s original bloodline. The churning sky was rapidly freezing over, even trapping the inbound resentment in frigid stasis.

The Lislakes Nymphs’ permafrost aura held the potential to freeze the Grand Dao. A D-grade construct couldn’t mimic such a feat, but it still posed a great threat to cultivators walking the path of flames. Even her Vermillion Bird Heritage stirred, having sensed the cold of its ancient enemy.

The three primal pyres in Iz’s Soul Aperture blazed to life as the bloodline avatars stirred within. The Magmatic World of her Earthly Daos held the beginning, the Zenith, and the end. She reached out, and the Dao answered. She guided wisps of Dao from the braziers. The flames understood her wish, combining with exacting precision.

Thousands of streams of Mental Energy were attracted by the glistening flame, forming a complex tapestry matching her inherited memories. The Hidden Nodes of [Apocalyptic Beginnings] and [Infernal Decree] provided further power and elevated the tapestry with Empyrean Authority and Primordial Might.

The two Middle-stage Earthly Daos that went into her creation wouldn’t pale before Late Earthly Daos, let alone Kaltosa Lu’s Dao Array of Middle-stage Daos.

The fiery tapestry entered her Origin Nexus, and a unique skill was born. An archaic cry shook the Foundry Vessel as an angry red arrow created a river of flames in its wake. Its tip was crafted from the first stars and its feathers were of the vermillion bird.

The arrow pierced the heart of the nymph, utterly destroying the balance necessary to maintain it. The creature collapsed, unleashing a world of frost. Iz had already taken out [Empyrean Dawn] to meet the onslaught, and space tore as the three-meter lance’s tip moved. Her wings fluttered, and she turned into a streak of flames that pierced the cold.

Hidden arrays tore under her lunging strike, and artificial matter was incinerated. Kaltosa Lu wouldn’t just stand around and let Iz close in. Countless mental threads spread into his surroundings. Each thought birthed a fully formed array thrumming with power. Together, they looked like a starry sky, and their unleashed destruction represented Heaven’s wrath.

Iz refused to relent, her momentum continuously building. She flickered, appearing right before her target. A Dao-infused stab shattered the elemental’s body—just a surface wound. Kaltosa Lu had intentionally split into dozens of magic circles that formed an everchanging array that encompassed half the deck.

Immense gravitational force and elemental decay transformed the frozen world into a taboo zone. Her radiant flames faced extinction from every direction under the suffocating force of Kaltosa Lu’s living array. Iz scanned the whizzing streaks of runes with [Sungod’s Third Eye]. Only six were actually her target, with the rest empty nodes or lifelike clones snuck into the array as a diversion.

A premonition of danger forced her to burn a few of her feathers to shift away just before twelve pillars of utter destruction pierced through the domain. Each teemed with the paradoxical energy of elements and nature. Iz could tell that even she would have been seriously wounded if she’d taken that strike head-on, and it was only the beginning of the attack.

The pillars generated a deadly resonance that turned the few safe spaces into the deadliest spots, where twelve pulses were superimposed. Iz saw no option but to enter one of the pillars, relying on her Regalia and Dao. They weren’t enough to nullify the damage, and painful streaks of turbulence burrowed into her body.

Destroying the complicated array wasn’t a viable option. Her opponent far surpassed her understanding in the study of formations, and it was kept stable with his very life source. She couldn’t even tell if the eyes she’d identified were real or traps designed to worsen her predicament. The only way to guarantee success was to destroy them all. It wouldn’t just destroy the array. It’d also kill the elemental who made up its heart.

Except, her only method to unleash enough destruction was to detonate her cultivation, and she was far from having reached that point. Iz endured the agony as she scanned the storm. Finally, she caught onto a thread, and she burst forth with her stockpiled momentum.

Six bands of runes lit up on [Empyrean Dawn], and Iz felt her flames wane to give birth to a crackling sun at its tip. The target was one of the primordial runes hiding in a spatial pocket. A shimmering constellation of stars blocked the sun, but Empyrean Flames had already locked down the rune’s path of escape.

The sun collapsed the moment it was rebuffed, unleashing a fiery shockwave that consumed everything in its path. Iz became one with the destruction, moving through the inferno like a vengeful wisp. She reformed, [Empyrean Dawn] already stabbing forward, its golden runes alight.

Another miss, yet Iz didn’t back down. The bangle on her arm lit up, and Iz drew a sigil with the lance. Another Tapestry formed in the primal fires of her soul, and she stabbed forward. A volcanic pillar of red-hot fury barreled toward the Primal Rune struggling to escape.

At the same time, a beak as large as the Foundry Vessel pierced through the storm of resentment above, aiming straight for the foundries. It was the ultimate attack of the Vermillion Song, aimed to destroy the source of the elemental’s fighting prowess.

“Idiot! Stupid!” Kaltosa’s roar echoed from every direction. “Do you know what you’re doing? You’re bringing disaster down on our heads!”

The foundries’ low churn turned into a roar as twelve enormous runes appeared. They drew on their full capacity to block the strike. A pained groan confirmed it didn’t come without a price.

Kaltosa Lu appeared in a puff of flames. He’d been forced to redirect much of his power to keep his vessel safe, exposing him to Iz’s attacks. Unfortunately, he was too slippery, escaping into the closest chimney before she could follow up.

“Hateful! Spiteful!” an infuriated screech emerged from within. He’d clearly had enough.

Rivers of Spatial Energy poured out of the intact foundries, triggering an acute sense of danger in Iz’s heart. He’d activated a powerful spatial shift, and if she stayed any longer, she’d be dragged into the chaotic crack Kaltosa Lu was forcing. She wasn’t confident in surviving such a foolhardy maneuver without the protection of a Cosmic Vessel’s barriers, and there was no need to mention her subordinates.

“Retreat!”

Nine streaks of fire soared toward the Vermillion Song that had emerged just above. The ship sped off the second they’d boarded, using the Foundry Vessel’s commotion as cover. Iz looked at the ship escaping into another dimension with regret. She might have come out slightly ahead in their battle, but hoping for the deadly environment to finish the job was futile.

The Foundry Vessel was already releasing calming mists that disoriented the resentment while hiding their tracks. Soon after, her vantage was gone when Vermillion Song briefly sank into the Infernal Realm to escape. Their ship groaned under the strain from hostile flames. Iz sensed none of the Lords were near enough to take charge. They safely left the Lower Plane soon after, having appeared in another section of the graveyard.

Iz faced her subordinates, inwardly sighing upon seeing their numbers had dwindled by one. The others sported noticeable wounds, proving Kaltosa Lu’s subordinates weren’t just empty vases hiding behind their advanced array systems. Even then, the mission could be considered a success. Iz turned to Anderid, who’d led the charge of her budding cycle.

“You recovered a seal?”

“Yes, by your grace, I managed to become a Lightbringer of Ultom,” Anderid said with a bow, the happiness evident in his eyes.

“Lightbringer,” Iz said, slowly nodding. “I saw your battle. You carried yourself with skill and purpose.”

“Thank you, Young Miss,” Anderid said. “Do we follow?”

“What do you suggest?” Iz said, turning to the spindly man standing by the warrior’s side.

“I urge patience,” Tryponi said, his gaze calm despite having claimed a seal of his own. “Our pursuit caused large upheavals, and we’ll soon overstay our welcome by relying on the Infernal Realm. If we insist on continuing, we’ll harm ourselves as much as our target.”

“You’re right,” Iz agreed. “Set course for the depths. We’ll resume our hunt after the graveyard has settled. One of their furnaces is damaged after forcing open a path. It should take at least twenty days to repair it. We’ll give up if they manage to elude us that long.”

Iz left her subordinates and walked over to Salou’s side.

“Do you want my honest opinion?” he asked.

“Always.”

“If your friend possessed your strength, then Kaltosa Lu would be dead now,” Salou said.

Iz stifled the flicker of annoyance. Her guardian was correct. She was moving in the right direction, but she lacked that ruthlessness she’d seen in Zac. Where he risked everything, embracing ruin to bring down his foe. It was almost impossible to kill enemies like Kaltosa Lu without putting everything on the line.

“You are making improvements,” Salou continued. “Experience can be accumulated, while your foundations cannot be emulated. So long as you continue down this path with purpose, you’ll shine brighter than anyone else.”

“Thank you,” Iz said, gazing at the boundless expanse. “I’ll keep searching for the answer.”
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EYE OF RESENTMENT


Zac didn’t know what to think as he observed the Trove. Their lack of information was working against them. The Kan’Tanu had the graveyard on lockdown, and those they’d interrogated only knew surface information. Why an anomaly would look like this or how to deal with it was well outside that scope.

“It looks human,” Ogras commented. “Big fella, too.”

The eye did indeed appear mostly human, except for being at least ten times larger than the Yphelion. It’d seen better days. The white had become murky grey, and it was shrunken, like it had lost most of its water. A string of rotten nerves was still attached, looking like a tail as it navigated through the storm.

“It’s not real,” Galau said after a few moments. “It’s energy given shape around a Spatial Gate. Something in the lingering will made it take this appearance.”

“Maybe the outer shape takes after the spiritual anchor,” Zac said.

“The main source of resentment could be an Ocular Cultivator,” Emily offered. “It looks sort of normal, though.”

“What is your approach, Draugr? Go in and break anything that looks like an eye?” Kator asked.

“Something like that.” Zac took out an Array Disk. “We’ve brought scanning arrays. They look for gatherings of resentment and energy. We’ll split into two teams, and you’re with me.”

Each squad originally had five members, and Galau and Kator added another two. Zac led team one, whose main objective was dealing with the Trove. Kruta helmed the other, with Joanna as second-in-command. Galau joined this group along with Rhuger, Bubbur, and Janos, and their main task was to look for the seal and any other treasures. Meanwhile, Zac had Ogras, Emily, Carl, and Ra’Klid to back him up.

Catheya wasn’t joining this particular mission, even if she wasn’t needed by Vilari’s side any longer. Zac wanted to keep Catheya and Kator apart as much as possible. She was officially a subordinate of his, while Zac was only really required to follow the Reaver’s orders after they’d entered the trial. That didn’t mean Kator could order Catheya to do anything he pleased, Zac simply didn’t want to risk anything until they had all their ducks in a row.

The preparations were finished, with each squad entering a landing vessel specially modified to better withstand the dangers of the Imperial Graveyard. They could probably make it to the eye without them since all were Hegemons, but they provided an extra layer of protection.

The reinforced vessels left through a hatch the moment the eye was within reach, prompting a series of curses and worried looks. The constant tremors made it seem as though the Yphelion’s shields were barely doing anything, which proved to absolutely not be the truth. The pod ships groaned under the strain from the cosmic turbulence, and a sinister aura permeated the insides.

Zac expected the environment to resemble the sword scar in the Centurion Lighthouse, but this resentment was far more chaotic. It had been possible to get a sense of the Autarch who left the enormous chasm. In contrast, the resentment burrowing into Zac’s body and mind was such a mottled mix that it had lost any defining traits. It was more like the madness of the Lost Plane, except without the profound insights to match.

The corruption wasn’t enough to faze Zac, who’d dealt with far more insidious attacks on his mind and heart. [Purity of the Void] was working in concert with [Immutability of Eoz] to purify the infiltration. [Void Heart] would normally have helped out, except it was still occupied with refining the third bolt of Tribulation Lightning from yesterday.

Zac observed his followers, gratified to see everyone dealing with the infiltration without a problem. Rava’s teachings and the preparations for withstanding the [Epiclesis Bell] were bearing fruit.

“The entrance is the pupil. The spatial fluctuations are quite weak, so the Trove shouldn’t be more than a few times larger than the eye,” Jaol said through a communicator, his voice crackling from static.

“That doesn’t matter if we’re dealing with an Ocular Cultivator’s world,” Kator grunted. “They can be as large as their imagination.”

Zac agreed. The saying that the eyes were the windows to the soul held water even in their current reality. If they were dealing with the lingering resentment of an Ocular Cultivator, the odds of finding an illusory realm on the other side were quite high.

Ocular Cultivators had three main branches: Scouts, Illusionists, and Mentalists. Other paths, like the Temporal Eyes of the Cartava Clan or purely offensive techniques, were quite rare. The idea of destroying your enemies with a glance was enthralling, though not very practical. Simply using one’s hands or a Spirit Tool was generally more effective than forcing the eye to be something it wasn’t.

“I’m sorry, we don’t have anything more useful for you,” Jaol continued. “We’ll try to find out more after you enter. Expect some interference.”

“It’s okay. We’ll manage,” Zac said.

The pods were equipped with more powerful scanners than the Array Disks they’d brought. However, they relied on the Yphelion’s Main Arrays to interpret most of the data. Without a proper scout like Jaol to join the mission, the arrays were essentially big recorders.

The groans of corrupting winds calmed as they approached the aberration. Or rather, it approached them while the Yphelion added more distance—the Trove moved far faster than their pods could. A gossamer of twisted memories replaced the storm’s roar, windows into a long-lost world. Zac entered a Void State while his subordinates activated various defenses.

It didn’t change anything. He kept seeing snippets of battles intermixed with jarring patterns and colors.

“It’s really an illusory Trove. It’s all risk, no reward,” Kator spat with annoyance. “We’ll be lucky if we manage to take out a single item.”

“The normal Troves usually aren’t much better,” Zac muttered as the vessels pierced the pupil’s swirling darkness. “Get ready; anything can be waiting on the other side.”

Space rippled, and a powerful force rocked the vessel soon after.

“We’re under attack!” Ogras alerted before turning into a streak of shadows.

The hatch had already opened, and Zac shot out with his weapon in hand. He was greeted by a scene that was both foreign and familiar. An all-out war raged all around them, seemingly over a domed building in the distance. The soldiers numbered in the millions and were tearing into each other with a ferocity that had tipped over into insanity.

The bloody conflict was between cultivators donning blue-crested robes—soldiers of the Limitless Empire—and an unfamiliar faction who were equally matched. They appeared indifferent to the sudden appearance of a third party, and the attack on their vessel was more so incidental damage from a clash between two Late-stage Hegemons far in the distance.

Their presence had been noticed in the most unsettling way, though. Every single soldier was looking straight at Zac as they fought against their enemies. Some even had their heads turned 180 degrees like they’d snapped their necks to maintain eye contact. Zac shuddered at the unnatural attention, especially upon realizing the millions of eyes were identical to the larger one they’d just entered.

There was a profound wrongness with the whole situation beyond the unnatural stares. The topography constantly shifted, and the soldiers were continuously replaced. An Imperial soldier could turn into a barbaric fighter drabbed in furs the next second, like multiple battles and memories had been mashed together without care for continuity.

Zac felt he was in a waking dream, finding something amiss any time he focused on a detail. It was drastically different than most illusions, which were designed to pull you in by perfectly mimicking reality while suppressing any attempts to question it. Even then, Zac saw no weakness to exploit. The illusory realm may as well be real, relying on snippets of Dao far above what their group possessed.

Thankfully, the welcome committee stopped at unnerving attention, giving Zac the opportunity to gauge the situation properly. They had less than half an hour to deal with the illusory realm, so if they rushed in blindly they risked ruining their only chance at accomplishing their mission.

There was no sign of the entrance nor the other vessel. Every squad member carried a life-signal ring, though, confirming the other squad was fine. They were likely trapped in another layer of the illusion, and Zac trusted them to fend for themselves. Having Janos on their squad, they were even better equipped to deal with the situation.

The only thing that seemed immune to the constant replacement was the domed building in the distance, and it was also the direction the Array Disks pointed.

“The core is in the dome!” Zac said.

Focusing on the building was all it took to be dragged into the war. The illusion shifted, and Zac suddenly found himself facing an insane Early D-grade Imperial soldier while the others were matched against similar foes. A burst of brutal swings dismembered the warrior in no time, only for him to be replaced by another one before Zac could finish the attack.

There was no Kill Energy reward, even if it felt like a real clash. The endless stream of warriors didn’t pose a true threat, but Zac soon noticed something odd. The others were ripping apart enemies one after another, just like him—except Carl. He remained unaccosted as he kept watch of the surroundings, firing arrows at anything approaching their vessel.

Carl possessed abilities and equipment that lessened his presence, though Zac could tell there was more to it than that. He got an idea, and put the dome out of sight and mind as he destroyed the next warrior. This time, there were none to take her place.

“Ignore the dome!” Zac said, swearing with annoyance when his words dragged him back into battle.

The others caught on, turning their group into spectators again. Over the next minute, they tried various methods, hoping to save time on their approach to the core. It was impossible. Anything they attempted conjured new enemies. Using skills also proved troublesome, as channeling energy attracted more attention.

“We can’t sit around here,” Kator said.

“Emily and Ra’Klid, guard the vessel. Ignore the thing as best as you can. The rest of us are breaking through,” Zac said.

Emily nodded and unleashed a flourish of tomahawks while a protective totem appeared above the pod. Her buffs would eventually run out of energy without reapplication, giving at least fifteen minutes of protection—at which point they needed to have wrapped things up anyhow.

Zac rushed forth, ignoring the confusing surroundings. The only thing that mattered was the dome and the enemies that barred his path. Chains rattled as they wound around the staring warriors with crushing force, tearing them apart or simply hurling them out of the way. He’d become the underworld’s apostle, where each swing brought an end to their suffering. Rightful conclusion had been denied these lingering wills for too long.

The Defiant War churned through his body, imparting him with seemingly inexhaustible energy. The war around him stimulated his Earthly Dao, allowing Zac to bring out more of its untapped power. Meanwhile, the evolved Pale Seal far better encompassed the concept of finality now that his Dao contained a first set of truths related to Oblivion.

Zac could tell that each kill exhausted the illusory realm by a small degree by destroying the thoughts they’d sprung from. Most were retained and repurposed. He’d have to fight for weeks to completely exhaust such a large accumulation, and that was provided the illusory world didn’t draw nourishment from the outside.

The idea of being steeped in battle for days on end wasn’t without its allure. It would be the perfect opportunity to get acquainted with his recent gains. Every swing was a revelation, allowing Zac to discover a new aspect of his upgraded Daos.

Just being based on greater Daos allowed his Inexorable Stance to showcase greater might than ever before. And yet, Zac was dissatisfied when [Death’s Duality] wove an intricate dance to open a path to the dome. He felt he wasn’t utilizing his Daos to their utmost anymore. Part of it could be explained by lack of experience. There was also a more fundamental issue at play.

His technique wasn’t able to utilize the added profundity of an Earthly Dao, nor did it properly incorporate Creation and Oblivion. The latter was something that could be fixed with slight adjustments. The former required more comprehensive overhauls.

A technique didn’t need to have reached Late Integration to use Earthly Daos. For instance, Kator had only reached Middle Integration, and his ferocious advance through the sea of warriors indicated he was still trapped at this stage. The problem was that Zac had created his stances before understanding what an Earthly Dao meant.

Zac had given his stances room to grow, considering his path had been laid out for years. It was just that the jump to Earthly Daos was beyond his ability to anticipate or incorporate before he wielded one. Like asking a fish to describe the sky. He’d expected there to be a problem, though not to this degree. He’d have to deal with it before facing a real threat, whether that was through an upgrade to Late Integration or expanding his current stance.

Thankfully, the opponents weren’t enough to cause any real problems, even when they grew stronger as they drew closer to the domed building. It looked like Middle D-grade would be the limit, even if Monarchs were duking it out in the sky. They were just hollow illusions with nothing other than the form to show. Otherwise, the Trove’s energy signature would have been far stronger.

They reached the stone dome in just five minutes, at which point shutting out the surroundings was no longer enough to stop the harassment. Zac was about to ask Ogras and Carl to look for a path inside when he felt a powerful pull. Zac could resist it with his bloodline but opted not to when seeing the others disappear.

Zac looked around the spherical building, noting that the dense scripts on the ceiling were nothing but gibberish. The dome appeared to have been a powerful War Array, though whatever conjured this vision didn’t remember the details. That probably explained why the whole thing was almost empty except for a pulsating swirl of spatial resentment in the middle.

The core.

The lonely silence inside the chamber was a stark contrast to the deranged war outside. Only one enemy awaited them, standing in the way of their target. The haggard man was covered in blood after having clawed his eyes out. Guttural sounds escaped his mouth, and there was the occasional word or phrase between the grunts and growls, but it was impossible to glean anything from the ravings.

The man wasn’t fluctuating between different appearances, making him feel more real than the warriors they’d fought. It had to be a wisp of the Trove’s main consciousness. The entity possessed terrifying energies despite his wretched state, eclipsing even Kator’s when he fought the golem monk. They would have been in for a tough fight if the madman hadn’t been completely oblivious to his surroundings.

No one did anything to attract his attention, restraining their auras as much as possible. Carl slightly shook his head when Zac looked at him. The sniper wasn’t confident in destroying the core with a ranged attack, nor did Kator step up to the plate. It wasn’t laziness or intentionally making trouble, though the Reaver was likely using the opportunity to get a better look at Zac’s abilities.

The issue was the dense swirl of resentment surrounding the core. There was no telling how a skill would react when entering its domain, except likely awakening its guardian. It was also unclear whether the core was a tangible object or even susceptible to attacks.

Zac cracked his neck and got ready. There was only one way to find out, and it was clear he was the best suited to the job since he had his bloodline in case brute force didn’t work. A dense shroud of shadows hid his presence, courtesy of Ogras. Zac was about to sneak forward when he felt a looming presence behind him.

“Wai—” Zac wheezed, his word of caution falling on deaf ears.

Kator’s flanged mace crashed into his back, launching him forward like a temporally accelerated cannon. The Reaver used the same method as before, except he applied even more force now that his attributes weren’t sealed. Things had already reached this point, so Zac turned into an Abyssal streak to further increase his speed.

He shot past the eyeless guardian at breakneck speed. The latter still didn’t react, though the whole chamber shook when two pillars of force passed by his sides. It was Carl and Ogras launching powerful ranged skills that dug into the curtain of protective resentment just before Zac arrived.

The guardian finally stirred, releasing a screeching wail that held a thousand voices and destroyed Carl’s attack with a swipe. It was like the skill had become an illusion and winked out before doing any real harm.

The eyeless guardian didn’t see the same level of success when dealing with Ogras’ attack. It tore a huge hole in the curtain, giving Zac almost free access to the core. Zac appeared in a puff of darkness, shrouding the surroundings in Abyssal Darkness. A swing holding the limit of Zac’s path tore into the core.

Zac’s plan to follow up with a second swing proved unnecessary. The core shattered, unleashing a storm of resentment. Kator’s Temporal Domain shattered and was replaced by a sphere of utter nothingness. Torrents of Spatial Energy and resentment tried to pull him under. The combination of [Void Zone] and [Profane Exponents] proved enough to tide over the sudden burst.

Looking around, Zac realized the chamber was gone, as was the whole illusory world. He was floating in outer space, with no sign of the eyeless guardian or the Trove. The others were spread out in the area, with the second squad just a mile away. The pods were also fine, barring some minor damage.

Kator was just a few dozen meters away, while Ogras and Carl had backed up to avoid the brunt of the attack.

“Don’t you have any better ways to apply your Temporal Domain?” Zac glared.

“I do, but where’s the fun in that?” Kator laughed as he looked around. “I guess that’s it? Not bad for a first run.”

“Not bad, huh?” Zac sighed as he flew toward the pod.

Detonating the Trove had caused a shockwave of resentment that was pushing into the larger storms around them. He could already feel the winds intensifying. Soon enough, the accumulations would reach critical levels and form new aberrations. There was no guarantee the next one would only be at the eye’s level, so they would need to be long gone before then.

It would be a long couple of months.
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An accelerated step to the side avoided Zac’s slicing chop. His attack pursued without giving pause, but the much larger Reaver was as slippery as an eel. He dodged again, disrupting Zac’s tempo with a lightning-quick jab before resuming his oppressive siege. The heaviness of Kator’s punches belied their speed, and their rhythmic thuds couldn’t be fully absorbed by the reinforced steel walls.

Joanna followed every movement and every transformation of Dao from the sidelines, even if it was impossible for her to follow in their footsteps. Her understanding of Dao and how it influenced reality was too lacking to achieve true integration.

If it had been before, she would have been overwhelmed by a sense of inadequacy by the beautiful yet deadly dance before her. Today, she only felt pride over Zac’s rapid progress. It was like a new person stepped into the sparring chamber every morning. It still wasn’t quite enough to create a perfect counterbalance against Kator’s refined technique, which clearly had borrowed much from a powerful heritage. At least the jeering taunts had been replaced by focused silence.

Besides, she had no reason to mourn the loss of something she never had now that she’d found a road of her own. Observing the daily spars was a ceaseless font of inspiration to her [Eight Hells Suppression], the comprehensive set of techniques imparted by her master. She’d opened the first gate of hell through slaughter on the battlefield and was enlightened to the second with the help of Rava.

Joanna could tell the Eternal Servant hoped Indra Eyler’s purpose and allegiances would rub off on her. Joanna wasn’t against the idea of helping Rava to reciprocate her grace, it would simply depend on the path Zac chose. The Limitless Empire and its grand design meant nothing to Joanna, who’d chosen to live and die with the Atwood Empire.

“Time!” Joanna said.

The battle continued, though a sharper song replaced the meaty thuds. It would take a casual observer a few moments to realize the two had taken out practice weapons. Their auras and movements made it feel as though they’d been fighting with weapons all along. Zac continued his suffocating advance, refusing to be trapped in Kator’s restricting quagmire.

Every swing was a sermon on the Dao of Conflict, every feint and counter a fundamental truth that could be utilized by large armies as well as individual champions. It had a natural flow that the brutal and practical killing techniques of [Eight Hells Suppression] couldn’t mimic. Even then, it was impossible to say which approach would come out on top if the fighters were equally matched.

Generalized combat systems couldn’t keep up with a true Dao Technique. Even elites following peak-quality heritages would be one or two minor grades behind. Indra Eyler, whose affinity with the Dao was similarly unimpressive like hers, had come as close as humanly possible to breaking that established truth when creating [Eight Hells Suppression].

Killing Intent, Faith, and accumulated will of slaughter replaced the integration of Dao. Even while only grasping the first two gates, Joanna could match an average Integration Stage infighter. More importantly, the potential was nigh-infinite. The [Eight Hells Suppression] could suppress the Dao and pierce the Terminus so long as you survived until the end.

Joanna could veritably see the road before her widen inch by inch as she and her emperor advanced. She had to hold back the instinctual urge to join him in battle and take down this unwelcome passenger. She prayed she’d be there when the false truce was severed and that she’d advanced enough to push the scales in their favor.

The sparring session stopped after the combatants cycled through the full extent of their stances. If Joanna had to grade the match, she’d give Zac four to the skeleton’s six. At this pace, they’d fight evenly in two weeks, though Joanna suspected Kator was hiding his true strength.

According to Catheya, the Reaver had already been at Middle Integration when he arrived in Zecia. Shouldn’t he have made some progress during the years of warfare? Then again, wasn’t it the same with Zac?

“Not bad, but you need more than that to topple this tower.” Kator laughed, looking at the swirls of utter darkness around Zac. “You’re walking a dangerous path, rejecting your origin.”

“All roads that can reach the peak are lined with death and danger,” Zac countered, and Joanna nodded in agreement.

“Granted, though you’re muddying the waters, taking an unnatural direction. Why fumble in the darkness when the road has been paved and lit up for you?”

Zac glanced at the Reaver before turning toward the exit.

“Because that road wasn’t meant for me.”

The door opened, and Zac walked out, leaving Kator and his audience. The silence lingered a few seconds before Kator scoffed.

“They all strut around arrogantly until they smash right into a wall,” Kator scoffed. “So, who is it this time? It’s you again, isn’t it? My bones have been itching from your murderous stare for a while now.”

Joanna looked between Kruta and Ogras, who both shrugged with helpless smiles. It was Kator who’d demanded sparring partners, and there was no lack of willing participants after the first couple of days. It wasn’t easy to find an opponent this skilled. The only one who could truly measure up was Zac, and he had too many things on his plate.

“This is our fifth duel,” Joanna said as killing intent leaked from her body, ushered by her desire to keep pace with her lord. “This time, I’ll leave a mark on those bones of yours.”

“How? Have you been possessed by one of the spirits wandering outside?” Kator laughed as he conjured four sigils made from killing intent to block Joanna’s momentum. “Very well, show me what you got.”
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A loud eruption added another tremor to the constant shakes of traversing the Imperial Graveyard. Zac could even feel the billowing killing intent seeping through the door. As expected, it was Joanna who stepped up again. She’d taken any chance she could get to throw herself against Kator.

So far, Joanna hadn’t managed to land a single hit against the Reaver despite displaying more of her strength than the others who pit themselves against Kator’s technique. This did nothing to temper her determination. Each loss was a lesson and fuel to the blazing fire of her desire for power. Zac would normally have stayed to watch while going over his session, but he was already running late.

“Oh, sorry,” Zac said, narrowly avoiding walking into Janos, who was sitting outside. “Keep up the good work.”

The illusionist gave no indication he’d heard him. Janos appeared lost in a daydream, blankly staring at the door leading to the sparring hall. In fact, the demon almost felt like a figment of Zac’s imagination, and he had to strain to remember the encounter as he turned away.

Janos’s path was making him increasingly distant. The complex illusory world he’d crafted in his mind was extraordinarily powerful, as well as a double-edged sword. It could act as a basis for almost any of his skills, giving an effect similar to adding the weight of a Monarch’s Inner World. The effect wasn’t as strong as the real thing, but it was still powerful enough that it could take Zac a second or two to realize he’d been dragged into an illusion.

The downside was that the power came from Janos believing the illusion to be real. He’d willingly relinquished his grip on reality by trapping part of his consciousness in his own illusion. If Janos made a single mistake, he risked becoming a prisoner of his own making. It was a danger more than a few illusionists had fallen victim to. Reality became increasingly drab and disappointing compared to the scenarios they crafted with their Dao.

Zac sent out a message through the communicator as he walked away. The sounds of intense battle faded, with Kator’s words still ringing in his ears. It wasn’t the first time Kator had broached the subject of him following in Be’Zi’s footsteps to pursue Oblivion. Even if he wasn’t walking a path of purity as she did, he was still aiming for a Dao that diverged from the Dao of Death of the Abyss.

It was a rejection of the conventional path that both the clans of the Abyssal Shores and the Undead Empire pursued. Whether Tavza or Catheya, their understanding of Death was heavily influenced by the Abyssal Lake, as were the profound impartments he received in the Abyssal Pond. This was the lit-up path Kator mentioned. Relying more on the Abyss would lessen his burden, where cultivating his bloodline meant cultivating his Dao.

In contrast, fusing Oblivion and Death into one Dao would create a mismatch between his Eoz constitution and his path. Giving up on his Draugr’s racial affinity to Abyssal Death didn’t matter since he couldn’t use it anyhow. Still, it could potentially cause disharmony to his energy flow, like skills with low compatibility with one’s pathways.

Zac wasn’t overly worried. He doubted he’d face any noticeable issues until advancing beyond Earthly Daos, which meant there was a lot of time to prepare. Bloodlines represented a path that had been perfected to the point where it was capable of being passed on to future generations. That didn’t mean you had to follow it blindly. If anything, Eoz hoped for change, where his descendants would lessen their dependence on the Abyssal Lake.

If your bloodline didn’t suit your path, then you’d change it to one that did. In fact, one didn’t need to do anything. The more powerful your Daos grew, the greater effect they would have on your body. The changes he’d gone through after forming his Earthly Dao of Defiant War were just the beginning. Of course, an Earthly Dao was probably not enough in his case.

The stronger the bloodline you carried, the harder it would be to reform. Be’Zi had proven it was possible to change the nature of a Draugr bloodline, though she only possessed the Branch of Zi.

The wheels were already in motion. Zac focused on the Splinter of Oblivion, continuing its slow circuit around his heart without a hint of the malice of old. Similarly, a shard was set on a matching orbit in his human body. This set of Remnants was the only one that wasn’t placed inside his Quantum Spaces, with the last four providing fuel for his Cosmic Core.

The engravings covering the Remnants were starkly different from those in his soul. They weren’t just designed to filter and release. They also drew Vigor from his blood and ichor, mixing it all up. Although the fusion wasn’t stable, because Zac hadn’t refined the arrays yet, it didn’t really matter. The energy would go through a second round of refinement before it could destabilize.

Passive energy infusion was the direction Zac chose for all ten Remnants. Four strengthened his soul, two his bloodlines, and the last four worked on his core. The latter doubled as batteries for his skills, though any of the Remnants could fill that role in a pinch.

The engraved Remnants couldn’t provide as many benefits as practicing his tempering manuals or a real cultivator’s meditation. It lessened the gap, at least, providing constant progress even when he was too busy to seclude himself. The Remnants would naturally assist with his body tempering and the [Nine Reincarnations Manual] even better than before.

Zac chose this path over the many other ideas posted in the Chaos Library for two reasons. His bodies and soul would automatically adapt to the change in his Daos over time, but the transformation would be slow and unable to match his cultivation pace. Creation and Oblivion Treasures were incredibly rare, which meant the Remnants were his best method of accelerating the process.

The setup also helped him rush toward his next set of Earthly Daos. Thanks to the Atavism, Zac had all the raw materials for the upgrade. He’d already been on the precipice of upgrading his Daos, so most of the insights he’d stolen from the Grand Tapestries and gleaned from the impartments were left for his Earthly Daos.

He still hadn’t figured out the ‘blueprint’ for his next two Earthly Daos, how to fuse Creation with Life into Evolution and Death and Oblivion into Inexorability. Having Creation and Oblivion blend with every aspect of his cultivation system, from soul to cells, gave him a lot of insight into the matter.

The Heart Remnants were currently turned off, though they were still drawing energy from the other dimensions. The energy they released was meant to be taken by [Void Heart] and refined into an energy tailormade for his constitutions. Said Hidden Node remained occupied with the Tribulation Lightning from five days ago, so he hadn’t been able to test it out.

Zac didn’t actually need to use the Hidden Node. He could take the energy as is and refine it himself with the [Void Vajra Sublimation] and one of the Draugr Bloodline Methods. He just didn’t have time for that, and he needed to stockpile Creation and Oblivion Energy for his ultimate attacks anyway.

He expected the refined lightning to appear any moment now, and he’d already prepared for the release by snacking on Leveling Pills and Soul Strengthening Pills until he was filled with Pill Toxins. He was already level 199, approaching the limits of Middle Hegemony.

Zac had prepared everything necessary for a breakthrough on the go, though he was still leery about facing that terrifying tribulation in such an unstable environment. As things were going, he might not have much of a choice. At least he had the Yphelion’s upgraded cultivation chamber to help.

Only the blueprint for his Late D-grade core still eluded him. He needed all three Earthly Daos and some of Ultom’s clarity to fit everything together. The former was well on the way, and the beacon’s signal was growing stronger by the day.

The only headache was Kator. He’d played nice since their initial exchange. Nevertheless, Zac felt the odds of a smooth mission worsening by the day, and not just because of the bomb still planted aboard the ship. He didn’t need the [Lucky Beads] to feel fate’s rising tide and conspiracies coming to fruition. The graveyard was a pot about to boil over.

Zac hoped Galau had some good news. He navigated a series of rarely used corridors, moving farther and farther from the quarters and common areas. Eventually, he reached a secluded room in one of the catamaran’s hulls.

“It’s finished?” Zac asked as he stepped inside.

“As much as is possible while hiding our actions from the skeleton’s gaze,” Galau said. “I’m certain he has some method to observe the outside, so it’s impossible to perform certain stress tests. Some of our findings are strictly theoretical, though they shouldn’t be far from reality.”

Zac nodded in understanding. He’d asked Galau to give the Yphelion a full rundown while scanning for trackers or any other hidden threats since the ownership connection only provided so much information. The better they understood the ship, the safer they would be. And if they could keep some features from Kator, all the better.

Of course, their first days of travel indicated they might not be able to hide any lifelines for long. Since the eye, they’d been forced to deal with or escape four more anomalies, far surpassing what they expected from their intelligence.

They weren’t particularly targeted or unlucky, either. If anything, the Yphelion employed certain cloaking arrays that lessened the ambient resentment’s ire. The problem was that the whole region acted like they’d kicked up a hornet’s nest, causing the number of anomalies to skyrocket. It was like eons of stockpiled madness were rising to the surface.

“What’s the verdict?”

“In a word—amazing,” Galau said. “As we assumed, the Yphelion is a true Peak D-grade Cosmic Vessel now, and one with specs surpassing anything you’d see on the frontier. It even exceeds my projections of a standard Iliex version by at least 30% in all measurements.”

“Then shouldn’t we be moving even faster?” Zac said with confusion.

“I think it’s because we’re too weak. We’re deemed incapable of using the ship to its full potential, so we’re throttled at around half of our maximum speed. We’re locked out of some new systems entirely,” Galau said with a grimace.

“New systems?” Zac said, leaning forward with interest.

“You were right,” Galau said with excitement. “We’ve confirmed it. The System actually turned the Yphelion into a Life-Death-Space Vessel. You might have the frontier’s only Cosmic Vessel not solely reliant on the Dao of Space.”


29
TRUE ATTUNEMENT


Zac first noticed that the Yphelion’s upgraded integration of Life and Death had gone much further than expected inside his cultivation chamber. He didn’t get the chance to investigate the hunch before Galau approached him with the same idea. He’d been pouring over the Yphelion’s schematics and blueprints when the eye appeared, and he’d successfully seized the final seal for himself.

Having the Yphelion in the back of his mind while awash with Ultom’s clarity had triggered a notion there was something different about the ship beyond the obvious. Confirming the theory proved surprisingly difficult, and finally, it looked like Galau had uncovered the secrets.

The reborn Yphelion was actually an Attuned Cosmic Vessel.

Galau was probably right about its rarity if what Karunthel said about such crafts was true. Relying on other Daos than the Dao of Space to create a Cosmic Vessel was incredibly difficult. Just creating normal Cosmic Vessels was a rare skillset, which was why Zac had become such a hot commodity with his shipyard.

An Attuned Vessel was out of the question. It required far greater skill and deeper understanding, to the point it was impossible to find on the frontier. Even if a craftsman capable of such a feat appeared, he wouldn’t be able to gather the necessary materials. An Attuned Vessel was hundreds of times more expensive than a normal Cosmic Vessel of the same grade.

They were rare even in the Multiverse Heartlands, which was no surprise considering the awful price-to-performance ratio. The only way they’d encounter one on the frontier was if the outsiders had brought it.

“It’s really an attuned ship,” Zac sighed with amazement, feeling like he’d won the jackpot. “We’re traveling using the Daos of Life and Death now?”

Attuned Vessels did have certain advantages that could warrant the usurious price tag. For one, they weren’t Spatial Treasures, so they could be stowed in a Spatial Ring without needing to turn off the main arrays. Zac wasn’t sure if that was the case with the Yphelion, though, since it appeared to be a hybrid vessel.

They were also extremely suitable for exploring inhospitable regions, providing the attunement matched. A fire-attuned ship could freely travel and possibly draw power from fiery environments that would burn normal vessels to a crisp. The aspect that was most important for Zac was that they weren’t as susceptible to spatial turbulence as a normal Cosmic Vessel.

The whole Imperial Graveyard was like a labyrinth because of the spatial instability and the dimensions being all twisted in a knot. Only a few pathways were safe, and shifting dimension was only possible at certain spots. They might be able to cut straight through the chaos by utilizing Yphelion’s other elements to find an alternative route.

It could save them a huge amount of time, and it would make traveling through the Eternal Storm far more convenient.

“Well, no. Those systems are completely inert. They aren’t even connected to the main propulsion system,” Galau said, dashing Zac’s hopes.

“Can you turn them on?” Zac asked, unwilling to give up.

“I’ve gotten pretty good at tampering with arrays. I think I can bypass the restrictions and activate it,” Galau said. “The problem is, I’m not exactly sure what these new modules do or how to operate them.”

“If they’re not connected and their function is uncertain, how do you even know this is a real Attuned Vessel?” Zac said helplessly. “It might just be a weapon.”

“No, it’s propulsion; I’m sure of that much, at least,” Galau said and took out two Array Disks. “You might have better luck figuring it out.”

Zac scanned the disks, and his eyes glazed over from the incredibly complex patterns. He couldn’t make heads or tails of their purpose. He focused on the disk copying a Death-attuned system, almost feeling as though it was something else that was masquerading as the Dao of Death. More likely, it was a completely different branch than the one Zac followed.

The Peak of Chaos had pitifully few Pure Daos to its name. Especially compared to Peaks such as Conflict and the Grand Tapestry, both of which had thousands. Even the more compact Peak of Continuum had over a dozen. The Daos Time and Space were the equivalent of Creation and Oblivion, each with a handful of subordinate Daos.

The seventeen Dao Peaks didn’t cover an equal domain of the Heavens, but Chaos wouldn’t be called a peak without holding significant sway. Part of it was explained with the ‘three produces all things,’ how Life and Death branched toward all other peaks to form mixed-meaning Daos. Even on their own, the Daos of Life and Death were among the broader Daos, holding a larger number of interpretations than most.

Zac felt he should have understood the patterns on the Array Disk if the arrays simply held a different aspect of his Daos. Something else must be mixed in with enough skill that Zac couldn’t tell where the Daos of Life and Death ended, and the other Dao began. Suspecting it was the Dao of Space didn’t help, at least not without an aura to observe. That was impossible since the Array Disk was just a copy of a much larger system.

“Uh, well. It’s Life and Death, alright,” Zac coughed, slightly embarrassed he couldn’t provide any useful insights. “The only thing I can intuit is that it should drain a huge amount of energy. I don’t think it can be used continuously.”

“That makes sense since the Yphelion retained the old propulsion system,” Galau said. “Rather than fusing the two concepts, it might be more of an overdrive for escape or pushing through dangerous regions.”

“How do we unlock it?”

“I think this might be connected to you,” Galau said. “Perhaps if you advance to Late or Peak Hegemony? Or maybe your Daos need to reach a certain stage.”

“Your guess is as good as any. Prepare a bypass, just in case. Better to roll the dice than accept death if we find ourselves with our backs against the wall,” Zac said.

“I’m on it. Who knows? The Main Array might unlock the control features or enter auto-pilot if the hidden modules have been activated,” Galau said, clearly giddy at the prospect of experimenting.

“Be careful. On that subject, what about the bomb?”

“That’s…” Galau sighed. “It’s a tricky one. I have a few ideas. Granted, none I’d dare bet my life on. I have confirmed it’s equipped with a Scanning Array. The skeleton is able to observe any changes to its surroundings, and it might be connected to a trigger. Draining the bomb of energy, as you mentioned, won’t work. It’ll only unleash the payload inside.”

Zac had already planned out a few contingencies depending on how things played out. None were viable unless they also figured out how to defuse Kator’s safeguard. Zac was unwilling to sacrifice the Yphelion to get rid of the Reaver, and confirming that the ship had become an Attuned Vessel only made him more reluctant.

The more they looked into Kator’s safeguard, the more obvious it became that Kator had done his homework based on the spar where Zac used [Void Zone]. If they were dealing with a deadly array, Zac could have nullified it and stowed the bomb in a Spatial Ring. The sealed spatial rift inside the device made that plan impossible, and there was no way he could exhaust it with [Void Mountain].

“Don’t rush, and don’t get discovered,” Zac said. “We still have time.”

Zac spent the next twenty minutes going through the Yphelion’s exact specifications. The ship hadn’t gained any new features except the two unidentified modules, one each for Life and Death. The Yphelion wasn’t like Zac, able to fuse Life and Death with the help of the Void. However, the two modules seemed to have a connection. Whether that meant they should be used together was difficult to tell.

They also went over Galau’s ideas to deal with the bomb, where Zac threw the plans against Esmeralda to see what stuck. Her comments provided Galau with new ideas to pursue, and he left with an excited gleam in his eyes.

The meeting was over just in time. Zac had to rush back to his quarters after a deep thud shook his chest. Zac formed a barrier around the [Solidarity Link]. Esmeralda’s blocker hadn’t been customized for the seal yet, so he couldn’t actually do anything to the link. The barrier was intended to keep the lightning away since Zac was afraid it would damage the connection and trigger a backlash.

The cleansing storm swept through his body, burrowing into the depths of his cells and Soul Aperture to purify the toxins, along with a surprising amount of hidden sequela. Much of the impurities appeared to stem from the raw energy baths he’d used to accelerate his leveling speed. It was a shame the link couldn’t transfer Pill Toxins. Zac wouldn’t have minded gunking up Kator before purifying himself.

Zac was well acquainted with the process by now, and the tribulation for his first Earthly Dao had been quite gentle. The only real problem was the streaks of annihilation hidden inside the bolts. [Void Heart] hadn’t eaten any of those. Zac expected that he’d face harsher punishment with his next Earthly Daos, though.

After all, his Dao of Conflict was included in the Heavenly Path, the System’s range of incorporated Daos. The only reason he had to face the tribulation was that his other two Daos made his Dao of Conflict guilty by association. Zac stayed in his chamber after wrapping up the purification.

His human half emerged through a spatial ripple, taking the chance to stretch his legs and practice his techniques. Zac observed himself from the sidelines as he cycled through a series of swings. They followed the same pattern as his previous spar, except he countered Kator’s advance with the Evolutionary Stance. Instead of suffocating the temporal quagmire with Inexorable Death, he fought to sweep it away with the winds of change of his Evolutionary Stance.

It eventually became too disorienting to observe himself while practicing his technique, so his Draugr half closed his eyes and sealed his Soul Sense. Only his Evolutionary Path was left in the chamber. He flitted back and forth among the crystals, reliving the experience to find points of improvement. Eventually, he reached the endpoint of the sparring session and kept moving.

The illusory mountain in his soul descended, prompting a subtle transformation to his aura. The Void mixed with Life and Conflict as he activated his Bloodline Talent. Initially, the only difference was that Zac’s aura became harder to discern. It would provide a small advantage in a heated battle where each side predicted their opponent’s movements by observing their spiritual fluctuations.

Then, [Spiritual Void] shuddered and released a stream of Void Death from storage. It fused with the Void Energy spread through his body, giving it the required flavor. There was no need to push or force things at that stage. Divine Energy and Conflict-attuned Cosmic Energy fused with Void Death like they were long-lost siblings.

Zac disappeared, unleashing another set of swings. The integration of Void felt far more natural than what he used against Kator during their first duel. Zac kept going for half an hour, at which point he released his other body’s senses mid-swing. He continued for another four seconds before the doubled vantages made him lose the integrated state. The spirituality crumbled, becoming ugly and mundane.

Still nothing. Zac grunted in annoyance as he looked down at [Verun’s Bite]. He couldn’t figure out what was going on.

Refining the Void-imbued version of his techniques was a top priority now that he had a steady source of Void Death and Void Life. The element of surprise it brought to any in-fight eclipsed even [Void Zone]. He’d tried it against Ogras and Joanna over the past days. The Void-imbued strikes had taken them completely by surprise, and they’d floundered longer than Kator while trying to adapt.

So far, they hadn’t managed to find a proper counter. Ogras described the experience as being forced to ignore every instinct that kept him alive, and Joanna’s only way to keep going was to fight reactively and give up any attempts at attacking. It completely clashed with her fierce combat style, so it wasn’t much different than losing.

Only, Zac couldn’t see what made the Void-imbued swings so special. It was like he had a blind spot, where the ‘impossible’ attacks looked no different than his normal Dao-imbued techniques. He’d hoped to observe himself as a third party to get a better sense of the Voids of Life and Death and how they fit with his technique.

That plan was a wash, and his attempts to record himself didn’t work either. It was like the Void couldn’t be captured. Other observers could tell something odd was going on, his companions finding it impossible to understand or put to words. The Void being so difficult to dissect wasn’t the end of the world. He could still progress and comprehend by feeling the changes in his body, and the difficulties in pinpointing what he was doing would help keep his secrets protected.

Zac switched to practicing the Inexorable Stance, once more going through the spar while adding the Void of Life. He only got halfway through when his communicator buzzed with a high-priority message. Zac sighed with defeat and stopped. His annoyance disappeared when he realized it wasn’t another anomaly to deal with.

Any thoughts of practice were thrown into the back of his mind. His human body returned to the [Shrine of Kanba], and he disappeared, even using [Abyssal Drive] to reach the ward as fast as humanly possible. Anticipation and fear went hand in hand as Zac stepped inside, finding Vilari sitting up in her bed.

“You’re awake!” Zac said as he rushed to her side.

Vilari had remained stable but unconscious since he extracted her from the [Epiclesis Bell]. Seeing her sitting upright without any signs of madness in her eyes was a huge weight off his shoulders, partly alleviating the intense guilt he’d felt for years. However, the smile on Zac’s face grew strained as he saw the helpless look in Vilari’s eyes.

“Could you give us a moment?” Zac said to the Revenant doctor staying by the side.

“Of course.”

Zac set up a series of barriers and sealed the ward before speaking again.

“What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“I’m sorry. It looks like I overestimated myself and fell to temptation.”

“Temptation?” Zac frowned. “I’m sure the lightning thoroughly purified you.”

“It did. Unfortunately, I partook in Jalach’s forbidden fruit long before that,” Vilari said, gently smiling upon seeing the fury and guilt on Zac’s face. “I’m the only one to blame. I knew I shouldn’t have practiced it, but I began coveting power. I studied it over and over, thinking I’d removed all the traps. It was all a ruse to trick me into becoming his disciple.”

“Jalach? I’m sorry. If only I was faster⁠—”

“No,” Vilari said. “This was a tribulation I had to face if I wanted to perfect my path. His words and gifts held sinister intent, but he might be the only one in possession of the complete version of my heritage. It’s just… the price is proving steeper than I expected.”

“Whatever happened, we’ll deal with it together,” Zac said as he sat down next to her. “At least the thing’s dead and buried.”

“Dead? No.” Vilari shook her head. “He knew he was being led toward a trap, so he cut off his tail to throw off the pursuit. With the [Epiclesis Bell] gone, he’s on borrowed time.”

Zac connected the strings. “He’s forcing you to solve his problem.”

“There’s a treasure related to the origin of my inheritance inside my trial. It should be in the Anima Court, though he’s not sure. It’ll allow him to gain recognition from our Heavens and stop its pursuit,” Vilari explained. “I’m hoping it can solve my predicament too.”

It was clear Vilari didn’t hold much hope for that solution. The Entity wouldn’t be stupid enough to coerce Vilari with a threat that could be solved with the item she was sent to fetch. She’d have to trade the treasure for the antidote. The other option was to reject the Entity at the cost of her life.

“We’ll add it to the list.” Zac smiled. “We’re already planning on looting one outer court, so what’s another?”
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The entity seemed confident that the treasure could act like an Imperial pardon, saving him from Heaven’s pursuit. No ordinary treasure could accomplish that, so it was likely a supreme item like the one the Primo was forced to leave behind. And that wasn’t even covering the dangers of the courts themselves. There was no way they would be empty palaces with the relics on open display.

There was no such thing as a free lunch, and that was especially true for era-defining treasures. But so what? Zac wouldn’t abandon Vilari again after letting her face the evil entity on her own for years. He’d turn the whole trial upside-down if he had to, let alone raid another court.

“The troublesome ones should be focused on the main court,” Zac said with a confident smile, not wanting to worry Vilari. “It should be fine if we can meet up.”

The proclamation wasn’t blind hubris after forming his first Earthly Dao. Zac was in the middle of his final burst of rapid progress, harvesting the fruits of years of hard work. He should have evolved his Daos of Life and Death before reaching the Foreign Gods while getting another boost from the Flamebearer seal. After reaching that point, Zac was confident in dealing with any second-string sealbearers and below.

The only real threat was the devilish talents among the other Flamebearers and potential dark horses of equal power. They should be focusing on Ultom, lessening the risk of running into them. At least that was what Zac hoped, though he might be overly optimistic. Would those talents really ignore the Outer Courts? They still contained peak treasures that could make Supremacies drool.

Furthermore, seizing the Eternal Heritage should not be as simple as reaching the heart of the Left Imperial Palace. It could very well require something like a key from the lower courts, possibly all of them, to prove themselves worthy.

“I’m grateful, but I believe this is a challenge I have to face myself,” Vilari said with a determined expression.

Zac didn’t like the idea of Vilari facing this challenge alone. Still, he held his tongue. She’d just woken up, and it wouldn’t be too late to revisit the topic later. And there were other ways he could help than joining her in person.

“What do you know about the item?”

“It’s the bell of the Pasho’Har, a powerful faction during the First Era,” Vilari explained. “It should be related to the Mercurial Courts. Jalach believes the Beseechment Pavilion stole it. They’re the faction who built the [Epiclesis Bells] and whose heritage I’m following.”

“And they’re the ones who helped build the Anima Courts,” Zac surmised. “Makes sense since they were a Mentalist Clan. How can the bell help that creature? And what can we do to make sure he doesn’t harm you if you fulfill your end of the bargain?”

“The bell’s song can create a universe,” Vilari said.

Zac’s eyes widened slightly. “Realmsinger…”

“The titles shouldn’t be random,” Vilari said. “They should refer to the purpose of each Court’s defining treasure.”

“You might be right. How can a universe-creating bell help the entity?”

“A new universe will create a surge of Primal Dao and providence. He’s planning to use that energy for himself and be reborn.”

“An Innate Existence with the strength of a universe?” Zac grimaced.

“And the rebirth would integrate him with the current Dao, so he wouldn’t have to hide any longer,” Vilari said. “Frankly, I don’t have any solution beyond giving him what he wants and running for my life. His plan might not even work. The rebirth would take eons if it does, and I will be dead or powerful enough to protect myself when he awakens.”

Zac could empathize with the helpless look on Vilari’s face. He’d been on the receiving end of the schemes of old monsters more than once. Usually, it was dumb luck rather than foresight that let him slip through the net.

“Did you discover anything that could help us? As to why the Heavens went ballistic from its appearance,” Zac asked. “Maybe we can trigger another crusade after dealing with the danger. It won’t have time to worry about us if it’s running for its life.”

“My ‘master’ claims he’s from the great beyond. He also seems to have connections to the previous Era. I think he’s the remains of a powerful being or possibly the amalgamation of resentment from multiple such masters. It felt like he held more than one set of memories and personalities.

“He also said that creatures of foreign paths are like carriers of a plague. Their Dao will cause discordance in the Grand Dao, damaging the perfected balance that has formed over dozens of Eras. The Heavens lash out as a form of self-preservation, like a body fighting an infection.”

What Vilari said mostly lined up with Zac’s theory of Jalach’s origins, that he was something like the ‘Gods in the cracks’ that the Limitless Empire turned into the Foreign Gods. The tome he snatched from the Centurion Lighthouse explained the twisted creatures were born from the corpse of a gargantuan species from the Lost Era. The ancient, rotten Dao had twisted them into malevolent miscreations.

A similar process could have taken place with Jalach, except the Primordial Era was much closer. The Dao sealed in the Eternal and Calamity Heritages was still in a decent enough state that it could be used for cultivation, so any surviving entities would probably retain more of their sanity.

There was only one issue with the theory.

“Foreign paths,” Zac muttered. “He might have a connection with the Primordial Era, and there should be some truth to what he said.”

“You really think he’s from beyond the Cosmos?” Vilari asked with surprise. “Have you discovered something?”

“In a way. I’m not sure how much of the outside you could see while trapped in the bell. A lot has happened since you were taken,” Zac said, briefly recounting where they were and their current mission.

“We’re actually in the Zurbor Sector? No wonder it felt as though we had traveled a great distance over the past weeks. It’s really fate. The bell’s connection to me gave us a final opportunity to save our home,” Vilari said, wistfully looking down at her hands. “And you say it was Ralz Calzood who helped you devise the plan?”

“You need to be careful of her,” Zac said. “She came to the frontier for the bell. I think she might have left inheritances all over to act as bait. She should be unable to reach us because of the war, but we’ve already seen the barriers can be fooled.”

“My luck in picking masters,” Vilari said with a rueful smile. “I will keep fighting. The Centurion Project might even have a way to deal with Jalach if they’re the same kind of creature.”

“Possibly,” Zac said, handing, handing over the [Foreign Gods] tome. “There are some differences between the two, though.”

Vilari’s brows knitted as she skimmed the introduction and the first chapter. “There are no mentions of the Heavens attacking the Foreign Gods.”

“Exactly,” Zac said, flipping the pages toward the end. “This chapter mentions a realignment process. The Starfall Court altered the Foreign Gods so they wouldn’t face suppression from the current Heaven. It certainly doesn’t sound like the kind of purge we saw when the [Epiclesis Bell] cracked.”

“The Dao of the Primordial Era would be closer to ours than a distant one. The suppression Jalach would face should reasonably be lower,” Vilari said, echoing Zac’s misgivings.

“He might be from the previous Era, as you say, but there is something different about him too. He might have managed to escape beyond the curtain when the Heavens collapsed. And when he returned, he’d already been altered in some way that’s driving the Heavens insane.”

“…Or he’s an invader who arrived during the Primordial Era and somehow survived.”

“Exactly.”

Zac couldn’t imagine anything surviving in the boundless desolation beyond the Multiverse’s edge. The desolation he’d seen went beyond a taboo zone. It was an endless expanse of anti-reality, where no Dao or other forms of magic could exist, which was why he’d rejected Ralz Calzood’s theory. He wasn’t so sure after experiencing the purge. Even the System exhibited a monstrous hatred that it didn’t even exhibit when dealing with Technocrats.

“It’ll take me another day or two to recover,” Vilari said.

“Don’t be in a rush to get back into things. You’ve been through a lot,” Zac said as he stood up. “Just rest up.”

“Thank you. Can I keep this for now? I might be able to discover something.”

Zac glanced at the [Foreign Gods] tome, nodding after some thought. “Of course. Just don’t let anyone else see it. Especially Kator.”

“Again, thank you. I never doubted your words,” Vilari smiled. “And you really blew up the bell.”

“Of course. That’s one thing I’m good at.” Zac laughed. “Get some rest.”

Zac’s smile faded, replaced with exhaustion as he navigated the corridors. It wasn’t Vilari’s fault another burden had been added on his shoulders. There was simply no place to hide when the stakes had grown so high.

“How is she?”

“She’s fine, but there are complications,” Zac said as he stepped into his quarters.

“It’s not your fault,” Catheya said as she walked over. “Bad things will keep happening. We can only do the best we can with the tools we’re given.”

“I know,” Zac said. “How are you doing with everything?”

“I’m annoyed that I barely get to see my man after years apart.”

“I’ll try to make it up to you.” Zac smiled. “And the other thing?”

“Still nothing. I can’t tell whether it’s because Tavza didn’t enter the graveyard or if the interference is too strong,” Catheya said.

“It’s probably the latter,” Zac said. “My gut tells me the graveyard is teeming with operatives by now, and our scanners haven’t picked up a single ship.”

“I’ll keep trying,” Catheya said.

Zac wasn’t exactly sure why the contract enforced by the Primo was still active when the civil war had begun. It should at least be in his interest to boot Kator from his role as mission leader. Zac desperately wanted to know exactly what was going on. Unfortunately, entering the Imperial Graveyard had cut any contact with the outside world. The only information he could access came through his Status Screens and the daily update of the war ladder.

Tavza had, in a spat of extraordinary foresight, given Catheya a long-range communication device before she left for Earth. Catheya had tried to get in contact with the An’Azol descendant since the mission started, even if it was like looking for a needle in a haystack. For one, Zac wanted to thank Tavza for her help during the Atavism and make sure she was okay.

In addition, finding that needle could solve one of the issues they faced.

“If she’s been able to contact the shores…”

“It’s a chance at least,” Zac agreed.

The first to break the pact would face a tremendous backlash, which was why Zac had repeatedly attempted to make Kator slip up and openly admit to the rebellion or that he’d betrayed the mission. The Reaver remained vigilant, though he seemed to delight in hinting at the situation without admitting anything outright. If Tavza could bring news or new orders, they’d be rid of one of Kator’s holds over them.

“I’ll keep trying,” Catheya said, dragging him toward the bedroom. “Come on.”

“Uh—”

“Not that. You need sleep,” Catheya said, throwing him onto the bed and wrapping him into layers of blankets.

Zac was about to pull the covers away when he found himself unable to move. A creeping frost had spread across the bed, turning the covers as unbudging as if they were made from anointed steel. The added weight felt quite nice, and the chill was more soothing than anything. Zac shook his head. He didn’t have time to⁠—

“No,” Catheya glared when Zac started to struggle. “You’ll turn into one of the vengeful ghosts outside if you keep running yourself ragged like this. You haven’t slept a wink this whole week, have you? I’ll release you in three hours.”

“If another anomaly⁠—”

“Then your subordinates can deal with it. And if they can’t, they’ll let you know.”

“Fine, just this once,” Zac muttered.

“Petulant.” Catheya giggled, patting his cheek before sitting down to meditate next to him.

Zac planned on continuing his preparations inside the [Shrine of Kanba]. The cold embrace simply felt too nice. His eyes slowly closed, and then there was nothing. Zac woke up with a start, feeling refreshed and disoriented. He’d only closed his eyes, but more than four hours had passed in the blink of an eye. It was clear he’d needed the break.

The ice had already released its hold, though Catheya was still by his side. He could tell from her aura she was finishing up her cultivation cycle, so he slipped out to not disturb her. There were a few messages waiting for him, none of them urgent. Zac glanced at the cultivation chamber, slowly exhaling. Instead, he walked over to a table, and a mental command transformed the silver wall into a screen displaying the outside.

The Imperial Graveyard was quite beautiful as long as you didn’t get hung up on details. The cluster of storms they were braving looked like dancing nebulas full of vibrant colors. Streaks of spatial cracks appearing and disappearing like flashes of lightning kicked complex patterns in the clouds, keeping the scenery in a constant state of transformation.

For some reason, it made him think of his gazebo back home and the many mornings he’d started by gazing at the ocean—first alone and later with Thea. It had been a sanctuary of sorts, where he’d tuned out the pressures he faced. Somewhere along the line, he stopped going. Over the past years, he’d only visited a few times to reminisce, and the pergola had become a symbol of a time long gone.

Zac gazed at the scenery for a few minutes, then took out an old coffee maker. It was a product of Old Earth, with enough years under its belt to be considered an antiquity. It was one of the first successful attempts at engraving old-world tools with simple arrays to replace the need for an electric grid. Like the pergola, it hadn’t seen much use lately. Zac infused a wisp of Cosmic Energy, and it sputtered to life.

Crystalline water and a bag of Death-attuned beans followed. Zac crushed them by releasing a bit of aura, and the rich aroma of a spiritual blend soon spread through his living room.

“Smells nice.”

“I’ll make some more,” Zac said as Catheya sat down. “You were right. I needed a break.”

“It’s okay to stop once in a while. Heavens know you’ve earned it.”

Zac poured another cup, and the two sat and talked about nothing for a few minutes. It felt refreshingly normal, almost like Zac was sitting at a kitchen table with a girlfriend before the world went mad. Of course, the Zac of back then would probably have been scared out of his mind by the Abyssal eyes of the woman on the opposite side of the table.

Or that they were hurtling through a storm made from damaged dimensions and the resentment of ancient warriors as powerful as gods.

“I never got the chance to ask. That being that protected us back there. It was the Lord of the Perennial Vastness, wasn’t it?”

“It was.” Zac nodded. “Well, a wisp of him.”

“A shame I had my hands full. I wanted to give him a piece of my mind,” Catheya huffed.

“Ah? Why?” Zac said. “Sounds like you had a much better experience than Ogras.”

“Oh, not that,” Catheya said, waving at the scenery. “This made me remember the dates you took me on back in the vastness, but I can’t remember the view! It’s so frustrating having the feeling of having seen something spectacular, and being unable to recall a single detail. It’s like an itch I can’t scratch. Why does he have to be so stingy? Couldn’t he have left those memories alone?”

“I’ll forward your complaint the next time I run into the old man.” Zac laughed, though his smile turned crooked when a high-priority transmission broke the spell.

He scanned the message. It was the expected one. Zac sighed, stowing the coffee maker and cups.

“I guess that’s that. Another renegade Trove is approaching.”

“You keep doing what you have to do,” Catheya said. “I’ll make sure you don’t burn yourself out, even if I have to throw you in a sack and take you away.”

“I’ll be counting on you then.” Zac laughed. “I’ll see you later?”

“Of course. Have fun.”
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An exhausted group rushed through the crumbling spatial channel, ignoring the lacerations opening up across their body. Even Zac could feel the sting from the rotten viscera and swirls of resentment digging into the wounds, not to mention the others. The gate collapsed only moments after they emerged.

They were ready this time after a painful lesson from a few excursions. A standby crew erected a sturdy barrier that redirected the final burst of matter and energy that squeezed out of the collapsing world. Zac cleansed his body of scum before jumping into the pod.

Another blockade barring their path was knocked down through effort and teamwork. It did little to raise morale in the shuttle as they flew toward the approaching Yphelion. Zac wanted to raise their spirits, but what could he say? The only things they had to show for risking their lives were a few tainted relics and a handful of dubious D-grade plants that reeked of evil, and sets of foreign patterns copied from a wall.

The anomaly was another Trove, a standard fragment of an Inner World filled with putrid blood and zombies. They were likely descendants or servants of the ancient cultivator who fell in battle. Their end was likely even worse, seeing the world collapse around them as hostile Dao flooded their home. The dense resentment in the Imperial Graveyard prevented any normal Revenants from awakening, turning them into mindless monstrosities filled with killing intent.

“Good job. Get some rest,” Zac said before lumbering back toward his quarters.

Catheya had already left, having her own matters to deal with. Zac glanced at the table where they’d had coffee just hours ago, wondering how many such chances they’d get over the coming weeks. Shaking his head, he entered the cultivation chamber to begin another round of practice. Rest was important—so was diligence.

Days passed one after another, and the pressure on the Yphelion and its crew never relented, it only mounted. Zac longed for the calm days at the graveyard’s edge by the time another ten days had passed. There was simply no rest to be had as the storms grew increasingly volatile. The ones having the worst of it were Jaol and Mark Marshall, who were responsible for navigating the ship through the troubled waters.

Ogras and Emily both had experience in piloting Cosmic Vessels through turbulent regions, but they were struggling to fill Mark’s shoes during his short bouts of fitful rest. The Yphelion’s journey seemed stable to the passengers, barring the constant shakes. It was a false safety. The Yphelion was constantly swirling back and forth, making turns so sudden and sharp the centrifugal forces would have knocked out half the crew if not for the Inertia Arrays.

It was clear that the beacon was leading them toward one of the most dangerous regions of the graveyard, and their situation was starting to remind Zac of how he tried to avoid the hundred-odd mental tendrils in the Pilgrimage of Faith. Sharp winds could appear out of nowhere, and even the Yphelion’s upgraded shield had trouble blocking many of them.

Thankfully, there was enough good news to keep everyone’s spirits up. For one, they were making much better time than they originally planned. The ship’s improved shields and speed let them punch through storms that would have forced them to retreat and search for alternative routes with the old Yphelion. Any such maneuver would have cost days of travel, adding to their risk and exhaustion.

There were also a shocking number of seals peppered through the storm. Six of his sealbearers finished their seals over the four weeks after Galau got his, while Kruta got his second piece. The Indomitable Court was the one Zac had been the most worried about, as Kator, unsurprisingly, was a Blooddancer like Kruta and Joanna.

Zac’s schemes to distract the Reaver had proven unnecessary. He’d ceded the first piece of the Indomitable Court after a bet with Joanna. And the Valkyrie had a quest connected to his, so she gave up her claim on the piece in exchange for some rare materials Kruta had brought from the outside.

Most of the seals were uncovered through the Scanning Array installed without his knowledge. It had almost gotten to the point that Zac had forgiven the Centigrade Pryer and the Creators for installing the spying device.

Their own scanners only managed to spot two when the Centigrade Scanners picked up eight. The reason they’d only seized five was that the paths to the others were deemed too dangerous or would make them lose access to the critical windows they needed to progress. They also spotted dozens of spatial fluctuations leading to Mystic Realms or Troves. Zac chose to ignore everything that didn’t hold a seal.

Zecia was crumbling, and there might be nothing left for him to save if they took too long to activate the Foreign Gods. The unspecified 400-day deadline mentioned in Ventus’ missive was fast approaching, and Zac hoped to reach their destination before that. More importantly, his soldiers were using their blood to buy time to let Zac and most of his elites set out on the mission.

Completing designation quests was the source of the two seals they didn’t find in the wild. Zac wondered how they could possibly finish the tasks assigned when their only method of navigation was following the [Centurion Beacon] and making the occasional detour for picking up seals.

It turned out the quest holders felt a strong pull that sounded a bit like attraction from Supreme Treasures that Zac sensed. Both led to Troves, though the missions were very different. Carl had to sneak inside alone and extract an ancient war bow while they helped Ra’Klid unearth a set of Life-based scriptures from a haunted temple.

Neither had found a seal inside. Instead, they appeared inside sealed boxes the moment they’d returned to their quarters. The System’s immediate handing out of the reward was a relief to Zac. It would have been a huge hit to his plans if he had to return to a Merit Exchange to get his final Flamebearer seal.

While exhausting, they were making steady progress. Until they suddenly weren’t.

“What are our chances if we force our way through?” Zac asked as he looked at the gargantuan storm formation blocking their path.

It was, by far, the largest one they’d come across, more than a dozen times larger than any individual cluster they’d encountered so far.

“I give it ten percent at most. And that’s just based on the sections we can actually scan. It’s probably lower if there’s a high-energy cluster in the middle holding everything together,” Galau said. “Our shields are too worn down to take the risk.”

“Look at it from the bright side,” Ogras said. “We would have turned into space debris if the Ruthless Heavens hadn’t equipped its favorite son with a stronger skipper.”

“Not necessarily,” Galau countered. “Much of the drain comes from taking dangerous shortcuts to save on our manpower. Our shields would have been in roughly the same state as the old ship as well, except we wouldn’t be this far in.”

“Anyway, crossing isn’t an option,” Zac surmised. “Find another path.”

“There is one, it’s just…” Galau glanced at Mark in the pilot’s chair.

The stalwart pilot’s eyes were angry red, while his skin was sallow and pasty. He looked like he’d been fighting a serious illness for months. It was a side-effect of eating stimulants to keep himself going when his soul and computational power had been overtaxed for so long.

“There are no decent paths going forward,” Jaol said. “A retreat will save our shields, but it’ll be a rough journey that will waste at least three days.”

“Something has to give, or they’ll fall asleep at the wheel and sail us right into the nether realm,” Ogras said. “I’ve tried to learn… the twists and turns are just too quick. That Mark must have a sixth sense to dodge the spatial tears that quickly.”

“We can’t go forward, and we can’t retreat?” Zac repeated. “So what do you propose? That we stay put?”

“Exactly,” Jaol said. “The storm blocking our path is too powerful for us to deal with, and it’s also moving extremely fast. The worst of it should pass if we wait roughly four hours. We might be able to set out even earlier if we’re willing to take a bit of a risk.”

“I think it’s time,” Ogras said with a somber expression.

Zac took out the [Centurion Beacon] and infused it with some energy. Judging by the signal, it should be at least another couple of weeks. Would he really have to bring it out this early? The only other option was to trigger the black boxes hidden in the ship, praying they were a warp system that wouldn’t get them all killed.

“Call Ibtep.”

The Zhix liaison appeared on the bridge soon after. Zac realized it was the first time he saw his old friend since they set out on the mission. Ibtep hadn’t joined any of the outings, having taken up one of the unused hangars, turning it into a pen for his pets.

“You called? Is it time?” Ibtep said, a mix of anticipation and grief on their face.

“We need to stay in place for a few hours,” Zac explained, displaying the scene outside. “Is everything ready?”

“It’s ready. Poor creatures. They will meet a painful end protecting us.”

Ibtep joined the mission for his space-eating beasts. The preliminary tests over the past weeks had been promising, but their numbers were limited. Zac had hoped to save them until the last moment, paving a path to the [Centurion Beacon] in case it was guarded by a fierce spatial blockade. Still, using some of the brood to give their pilot some much-needed rest and save multiple days of travel was a worthy use.

“They might survive,” Ogras offered, his words clearly ringing hollow.

“That’s even worse. What good can come from surviving taking on such tainted fare?”

“I’m sorry, we have no choice,” Zac said. “Our pilot is about to keel over, and we’re about to enter an even stormier region. He needs rest.”

“I understand,” Ibtep said. “Their sacrifice will bring glory to the Hive. Let me get my things.”

“Uh, just checking. You do have a backup plan, right?” Ogras whispered as Ibtep scurried away.

“Yes. I’ll pilot the ship myself, relying on my good looks and even better Luck.”

“Heavens above, please give the grubs your strength,” Ogras whispered, his hands clasped in piety.

Ibtep got everything ready, joining Zac and Ogras outside the Vessel. It looked like they were in the middle of a greenish sandstorm, where each grain was a fusion of unstable space and the lingering effects of some extremely powerful attack. They’d tried to find as calm a spot as possible near the passing storm, but even Zac would only step outside the barrier if necessary.

The unstable energies were relentless, and its powerful spatial properties made it very hard to defend against. The dust shifted in and out of space, and it could easily take your flesh with it if you weren’t careful. They’d already lost two pod ships to similar storms, and most visits to the ward came from the short stints they’d been forced to take in open space.

The hodgepodge resentment was at least slightly weaker than the average of their current depth, and there were still no signs of an anomaly or other dangers nearby.

“Go ahead,” Zac said.

Ibtep nodded, lifting something that looked a lot like a beehive. It was a custom-made beast-holding tool for Ibtep’s pets, fulfilling the same function as a World Ring. Ibtep also had a special space similar to the [Shrine of Kanba] from his class. It was reserved for the Grub Knight’s steed, which also came with certain benefits.

Six streams of pebbles poured out of the hive, forming blue shimmering rivers that expanded the farther they went. The pebbles were the adolescent larvae Ibtep had prepared. They released minute spatial ripples as they instinctively moved toward their food source. The streams left the shielding, and larvae died by the thousands when exposed to the unforgiving environment.

Zac looked at Ibtep with worry, only calming upon seeing the tranquility on the Zhix’s face. Their confidence was soon proven well-founded. The spatial winds didn’t rip apart most of the larvae who died. They curled together and darkened, resembling actual pebbles. Zac didn’t exactly understand how, but the small carapaces solidified space around them.

The effect wasn’t strong and definitely not enough to stabilize the fractured space enough to create a safe harbor that could provide the much-needed rest. It did, however, provide a foothold for their brethren outside the barrier. Zac looked on with interest as the first round of larvae began absorbing green streaks of spatial havoc.

The frontrunners only needed half a minute to grow from the size of a grain of rice to a finger, and they showed no sign of stopping. The larger the space-eating larvae grew, the more voracious their appetite became. Their auras increased in step, though they more resembled the unfocused energy of a Cosmic Crystal than that of a beast or cultivator. It made sense, considering their only purpose was to eat Spatial Energy and store it in their bodies until they died from overeating.

Cracks started to appear across the bodies of some of the gluttons by the time they reached the size of an arm. Then they shattered, turning into large rocks with far greater stabilizing properties than the small pebbles. These were the ones with the weakest talent for devouring Spatial Energies. The rest kept growing. They were like locusts, advancing from the ship while leaving a curtain of increasingly large carapaces in their wake.

“What’s their limit? Just how large can they grow?” Zac asked.

“That’s… a good question,” Ibtep said. “The size of a hive? Maybe more?”

“A hive!” Zac exclaimed, looking at the thousands of feasting critters with a mix of fascination and alarm.

Even the smaller Hives were decent-sized settlements, while the expansive system of tunnels and chambers ruled by Rhubat dwarfed most cities on Earth.

“Of course, that’s in ideal conditions,” Ibtep continued. “The impure feed impacts their absorption.”

“Impressive. But what’s the catch?” Ogras said, looking at Ibtep with suspicion. “Why haven’t the Kan’Tanu done something like this already?”

“It’s only borrowing time,” Zac said. “It’ll be paid back in full later.”

The Spatial Larvae was Ibtep’s top-secret project, initially meant to help with the war effort. Zac was one of the very few in the know, having received current reports. He’d be lying if he said he understood the unique critters’ ins and outs. He was aware of their strengths and drawbacks.

“Paid back how?” the demon asked, his suspicious expression speaking volumes.

“The carcasses are chock-full of energy. Right now, they’re acting like weights holding down the buckling spatial layers and creating a safe zone,” Zac explained. “But how can some body parts resist the forces of nature? It only works for now because Ibtep is controlling them and supplementing their numbers. When we stop, the winds will quickly push back.”

“I haven’t figured out how to permanently make the absorbed energy inert. It might not be possible,” Ibtep added. “The stabilization will fail, and all the trapped energy will come bursting out.”

Ogras scanned the expanding barrier of dead larvae. It already surrounded the Yphelion and grew by the second. In a few hours, it would have formed an asteroid field more than a mile across. All that energy, unleashed at once… Zac could see the thoughts running through the demon’s head as he turned to Zac with his signature look of disbelief and exhausted acceptance.

“You…” Ogras sighed. “You could have kept me in the dark, you know?”

Zac was about to answer when Ibtep preempted him.

“Oh, that’s not good. You should get ready.”

“Not good? What’s going on?” Zac said, not remembering any part of Ibtep’s explanation that required his participation.

“I told you. The grubs were better off dead than tainted. And now, some of them are tainted. They have no mind of their own, so their basic drive for food will be replaced with whatever desire is trapped in the clouds. You need to deal with the troublemakers before they cause a mess.”

“And by mess, you mean a dimensional eruption that will send us straight to the afterlife?” Ogras said flatly.

“The weather has calmed at least,” Zac said, taking out his axe. “Call the others. We have some possessed grubs to deal with.”
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CORPSE SEALANT


Zac marveled at the growing brood of larvae. By appearance alone, they were qualified to be called a beast tide. There were already hundreds the size of Beast Kings. Zac didn’t see any signs of trouble, but Ibtep wouldn’t be wrong. If he couldn’t see it, then it was brewing beneath the surface.

“You should only cull the possessed ones who have fed to their limits or are lashing out,” Ibtep added. “If they keep eating, ignore them. It takes time and effort to breed the small ones. I barely have enough for the task.”

“I’ll try, though it might cost more if we wait too long,” Zac said.

The others soon arrived. His subordinates were all aware of Ibtep’s class, and even those who didn’t know about the space-eating larvae quickly figured out what was going on. Only Kator was out of the loop and looked around with confusion.

“What’s this?” Kator asked.

“Space-eating larvae. We brought some to deal with the spatial turbulence,” Zac explained, surprised to see a small nick on his left wrist. Joanna’s strike still hadn’t healed after over a week? Or was it intentional? Zac didn’t comment on it, continuing before Kator could start an interrogation, “We had to stop; the crew needs rest.”

“That’s what happens when you bring weaklings on a critical mission.”

“Beats bringing people with dubious allegiances,” Zac said, glancing at the Reaver. “I’m talking about our new hires, of course.”

“Of course,” Kator scoffed. “So what’s the problem?”

“Some of them are about to lose control after ingesting too much resentment. We’ll be in trouble if they go berserk or explode with all that stockpiled energy, so we need to identify and neutralize them before that. Everyone will cover a section of the barrier.”

“Seems easy enough. They’re like sitting ducks,” Emily hummed as dozens of tomahawks poured out of an armament pouch on her belt.

“I don’t know about that,” Kator muttered as a pitch-black javelin appeared in his hand.

Zac had never seen the Reaver use it before, and it couldn’t be considered a real treasure. While its materials were high-quality, the engravings weren’t anything special. It appeared to be a disposable ranged weapon. The Reaver hurled it at a random larva in the distance, and it shot forth with enough speed to look like a black laser.

The Time-and-Conflict-imbued javelin pierced straight through the fake Beast King, unleashing a spatial explosion that destroyed dozens of its neighbors. The number would have been greater if the critters hadn’t been designed to withstand strong spatial winds.

“The corruption makes their storage cells that unstable?” Ibtep muttered. “This is valuable data. Thank you, Bonewalker.”

“These things are your invention?” Kator asked, curiously looking at Ibtep as though seeing the Zhix for the first time. “So someone this interesting was hiding among the faceless.”

“Please bring back some of the corrupted corpses of those with greater ability to integrate the chaotic force into their flesh,” Ibtep said. “I will study them and see if I can improve on the next generation.”

“I will,” Zac promised, turning to his waiting warriors. “You saw what happened. The corrupted ones need to go, or we’ll run out of grubs in minutes. Just kill anything that looks suspicious, but don’t overdo it. These creatures are expensive and difficult to breed. Don’t pass the feeding line and contain your strength. There might be issues with the carapaces, too, so don’t disturb them.”

“How nostalgic,” Kator said as he grew his cudgel, and Zac felt he’d be grinning if he had a mouth. “It’s like I’m a recruit thrown into a war gate again. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve endured.”

“Then I’ll be counting on you,” Zac said before flying in a different direction.

Kator’s words weren’t an empty boast. The Izh’Rak Reaver waged a perennial war against multiple forces, the strongest of which was the Primal Council. It was a loose organization made up of beastkin tribes and Atavistic Beast factions. If you thought beastmen were gentler toward their animal cousins than other cultivators, you’d be wrong.

The Primal Council followed the law of the jungle. Beasts without a spark of intelligence were turned into cannon fodder and thrown against the Izh’Rak Phalanxes without rest or respite. The council kept whole sectors as rearing grounds, using unknown means to transport them en masse.

It was a similar strategy to what Ogras employed in his ill-fated Incursion, except the numbers were enough to blot out the sun. The council was known to send beasts for centuries until the defenders ran out of resources and whole continents were ravaged and run over. The real warriors would swoop in at that time, crushing the faltering resistance in one swoop. The situation suited the war-like Reavers just fine, and they’d even turned it into a training method.

The chaotic situation was starkly different from the orderly war the Draugr waged. They were matched against a human-led alliance of empires, of which the Havarok were a member of. The Draugr were by no means pacifists, as the Sharva’Zi clan had proven. If given the chance, they’d realign the whole coalition to bolster their ranks.

Zac’s eyes roved the feeding line in search of targets. It wasn’t difficult. Order was rapidly crumbling among the mindless critters. Hundreds of the larger ones were twitching erratically from all the tainted energies they’d consumed. Most were simply suffering from overeating. Zac’s Draugr vision saw how erratic the lifeforce had become among a few.

The world slowed as Zac turned into a streak of Abyssal Death, crisscrossing through the debris field. He almost doubled in height upon reappearing, and the cloak and armor of [Arbiter of the Abyss] appeared above his usual robes.

Six chains emerged from his back, each teeming with the suppressive force of [Inexorable Subjugation]. The critters whose lifeforce looked ready to explode saw their churning energies slow to a crawl when the chains connected.

One of the chains suddenly diverted, piercing through the meaty head of a larva just as it pivoted with surprising speed, aiming to bite into its neighbor with its huge, vortexlike maw. It was utterly lacking any skills or innate abilities to defend itself against almost anything except the Dao of Space.

Most of the targeted beasts died immediately. They’d already been on the verge of collapse, and a surge of the Dao of Death through the chains welcomed the suffering creatures into the eternal beyond. The carapaces hardened, barely leaking a speck of the stockpiled Spatial Energies thanks to the sealing ability of [Inexorable Subjugation].

The method worked as intended, and Zac dragged the skyscraper-sized carapaces away from the encroaching storm. A few swings with his axe split them into smaller chunks that joined the other debris. Zac still kept the pieces nearby, wanting to observe them a while longer to confirm if they were actually stable.

The approach didn’t work as intended against all his targets. Terrifying amounts of energy was leaking from the one that attacked its brethren. It was clearly about to go supernova. If allowed to detonate, it would take out far more than the smaller critter Kator killed, costing them precious rest time.

A pulse of rejection traveled along [Love’s Bond]’s chain, and the rampaging insect suddenly shot out with impossible speed. Even the chaotic streams of Spatial Energy pouring out of the cracks across its body changed direction, adding further propulsion. The insect sailed into the churning storm which swallowed it whole.

Moments later, a shockwave full of spatial turbulence came rushing back. It slammed into the meaty wall of supersized larvae, whose natural endowment nullified the effect almost entirely. Of course, it would have been a very different scene if the storm hadn’t absorbed most of the force.

New larvae moved in to take the place of the fallen, uncaring of their ultimate demise. Only the hunt for sustenance existed in their brains. Zac had already moved on, dealing with another set of insects just like the first. Some beasts would be killed and added to the debris; others would be repulsed and thrown into the storm with the help of [Arbiter of the Abyss].

Zac’s transformation skill was the last skill to be upgraded to E-grade. As such, it had been better aligned with his path than his earlier E-grade skills. The work he’d put in back then paid off when it was time to upgrade the skill again to D-grade. Zac was quite happy with it, so he’d only made minor alterations when evolving the Skill Fractal.

The basic features remained the same. The taunting domain had grown over ten times the size, and its control was far more overbearing. Zac wasn’t using it at the moment, afraid the pressure would damage the carapaces and make them start leaking energy early. The spectral chain was still wound around his left arm, waiting for a target to strike. The only noteworthy change was the added synergies. [Arbiter of the Abyss] now worked with [Inexorable Subjugation], the upgraded version of [Blighted Cut].

Each physical chain from [Love’s Bond] could now mimic the features of the spectral chain. The effect wasn’t as powerful as the real thing, but it was enough to cause a headache for anyone targeted. [Inexorable Subjugation] added suppression while the redirection of [Arbiter of the Abyss] manipulated their actions.

It was all part of Zac’s aim to let his armaments make a greater impact during his infighting. They were supposed to be his means of exerting control over his enemies. For a long time, they’d almost been relegated to minor inconveniences like buzzing flies. Between [Love’s Bond]’s incredible durability and the layered skills, ignoring the chains now spelled certain doom for anyone caught.

Zac’s only regret was that his Spirit Tools remained at Early D-grade. Both Verun and Alea had made a lot of progress, pushing them closer to the next threshold. However, it took time to digest and incorporate the many materials that went into their evolutions. Just mending the nicks accrued during Zac’s years of non-stop carnage required quite a bit of energy and effort from the Tool Spirits.

There were treasures to forcibly elevate them a grade, which would be no different than propping up one’s cultivation with pills and Natural Treasures. Zac had done just that with [Ossuary Bulwark]’s replacement. One treasure turned the D-grade armor into proper War Regalia, and another set of items forced it into Middle D-grade.

Doing so cut off its future path of advancement unless Zac made significant improvements with [Cosmic Forge]. It likely wasn’t worth the effort, even if he gained the necessary skills. The Life-attuned armor’s spirit was of the lowest grade, lacking any real sapience. The treasures needed to awaken it to the level of Verun would have been better used in crafting entirely new armor or fed to his real companions.

Being stuck at Early D-grade wasn’t much of a hindrance for [Love’s Bond] thanks to the incredible materials that had gone into its creation. It was almost overkill against the possessed grubs. The rattling of Alea’s chains created a haunting melody that joined the chorus of battle spreading through the area.

Zac was the conductor, weaving the symphony with his Inexorable Stance. The field of carapaces didn’t so much as stir as he passed. They further stabilized when Zac let his aura seep into his surroundings. He was the Inexorable Apostle, and Death was under his jurisdiction. What was dead would not come back to disturb the living.

He was liberated, free of the cramped environment on the Yphelion and the stifling deadlines when dealing with the Troves. Zac could exhibit the full extent of his technique, which let him grasp insights that had eluded him during his spars and excursions. He wished the possessed larvae would put up more of a fight beyond trying to blow themselves up or attacking with bursts of unrefined energy.

Similar scenes were taking place around the Yphelion with varying results. The ones performing the best were Catheya, Kator, and Ogras. Kator had his Dao of Continuum to discern which larvae to pick off, and his technique allowed him to move extremely fast without causing any disturbances.

Catheya’s skillset was quite suited, too. She simply froze any larvae that were on the verge of exploding, buying enough time to push them away.

Ogras’ command of shadows made him perfectly suited for the task. It looked like he had over a hundred chains stabbing into larvae. He even lessened the pressure on those whose skillset weren’t as well-tailored to precision strikes.

Ogras also had another advantage. Over the past weeks, he’d proven uniquely tuned to fell Karma and resentment, allowing him to uncover dangerous situations well ahead of time. Even Zac’s vision and danger sense occasionally failed, resulting in a grub exploding. Not a single explosion came from Ogras’ side.

Hours passed, and the accidents gradually decreased as everyone got better at picking up clues. Only to be replaced with another problem. As expected, some of the debris proved less stable than others, and it was very difficult to discern ahead of time. Zac had already lost count of how many larvae he’d slaughtered, but he was soon spending more time hurtling carapace pieces past the feeding line before they could explode.

Each removal meant the spatial seal lost a bit of its power, and they eventually reached a point where new pieces weren’t added at the same pace as old pieces were lost. Ibtep’s supply was running low, and the rivers of grain-sized beasts had turned into trickles. Too many had died prematurely, and those who survived didn’t absorb as much as they’d hoped because accidents kept getting in the way.

Getting better at preventative measures wasn’t enough to remedy the large drain on their resources. Zac helplessly observed the feedline grow thinner and gradually pushed back toward the Yphelion. He couldn’t think of a way to lessen the pressure on the larvae.

Zac would have much preferred it if they were facing a sea of enemies. That he could do something with. How was he supposed to push back spatial corrosion? [Eye of Desolation] was his strongest large-scale blockade, and it would only last seconds exposed to the winds outside.

‘I can only supply grubs for twenty more minutes,’ Ibtep reminded through a communicator. ‘Any more, and I’ll have to use the breeders. And that will only buy a few more minutes.’

Zac sighed. The mission seemed easy enough, but they wouldn’t even last the projected four hours despite Ibtep using significantly more beasts than initially assumed. The larvae were only designed to eat space, and the Zhix had been given too little time to adapt them to the graveyard’s unique environment.

Judging by how rapidly the feedline was thinning, they would have to leave almost immediately after they stopped sending out new larvae to replace the fallen. Leaving even earlier would be preferable, though not possible. The Yphelion was huge, and pushing through the debris field and feed line would most likely trigger an early collapse.

Zac contacted the bridge, “How do the readings look? Any change?”

‘It’s… suboptimal,’ Galau answered. ‘Leaving half an hour early is very different from waiting the full four hours.’

“No such luck, huh?” Zac took another look around.

He could feel the building pressure. Like space was buckling inward, and his danger sense had been at a low roar for the last ten minutes. The carapaces would soon reach their expiry date faster than they could clear them out. More importantly, they’d soon lose the strength needed to suppress the area.

There was no point in using the breeder larvae. They couldn’t stay much longer anyhow.

“We’ll have to rough it. Awaken Jaol and Mark and have them plot a course.”

The duo faced the most exhaustion, so they were put in a specialized array similar to inducing a coma. It completely knocked them out, allowing them to recover faster than simply lying down and sleeping. The drawback was that it took a while to awaken someone from the arrays, making them unsuitable for someone on constant call.

Everyone knew what it meant to enter such a huge storm formation, and they fought tooth and nail until the very end. Just a few seconds extra could be the difference between life and death.

“Return!” Zac shouted, and a dozen streaks shot straight for the Yphelion.

It only took a second for the first explosion to erupt behind them. Zac paid it no heed, teleporting everyone into the ship. A sharp tug indicated that the vessel had set off, but it wasn’t enough. Zac’s danger sense spiked, and he looked on with horror as the corridor bent. Space was already collapsing, forming a dimensional well. Being dragged inside wouldn’t be much better than entering a black hole.

Zac rushed to the bridge, tightly grasping Galau’s trigger for the still-unidentified Death-attuned system in case they couldn’t break free. A sudden jolt forward allowed Zace to breathe out in relief. They’d broken free from the spatial pull, though that was just the start. Such a formation wasn’t stable. It’d collapse, spitting out everything it had gathered and crushed together, including all the energy stored in the larvae.

The doors opened, and Zac stepped onto the bridge. Mark was back in the pilot’s chair, looking much better than before.

“Thank you,” he said without taking his eyes off his console. “Hold on, ladies and gents. This’ll be a bumpy one.”
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STORMWALL


The Yphelion hurtled forward at full speed, narrowly outpacing the explosion triggered by their forceful seal on space. Zac looked at the monitor displaying the position they’d just left.

Two streams of super-condensed energy poured in opposite directions like a miniature quasar. Even if the scales were smaller, the torrential streams already stretched thousands of miles and kept going. Thankfully, neither pointed in their direction. The billowing shockwave of unfettered energy was more than enough to make Zac’s hair stand on end.

It was a churning mix of the greenish energy cluster they’d parked inside and a mottled concoction of purple and grey. The other energy came from whatever dimension pushed against the larvae’s seal until it gave way. The whole thing incessantly flickered from thousands of spatial tears forming and shattering every second.

Massive pieces of rubble were also in the mix, rapidly ground to the fine dust that suffused the Imperial Graveyard. Zac suspected a Mystic Realm or Trove had been dragged into the spatial well and torn apart, which would explain the rife resentment. An anomaly like the rotten eye was sure to condense as soon as the mayhem ceased. Only it wouldn’t get the chance.

Zac turned to the large projection displaying the view ahead, seeing a towering wall peeking through the haze. It was the storm formation they’d hoped to avoid, appearing like a smooth barrier because of the distance. It was large beyond belief, stretching in every direction seemingly without beginning or end.

“It’s like a wall guarding the inner parts of the graveyard,” Joanna said.

“Are you certain it’s thin enough to pass through? Something that size looks like it could take days to traverse,” Zac said.

“The dense section we avoided would have taken us just over an hour to pass. The optimal window was a weak spot that only needed half that time. Right now, we’re looking at a full crossing in forty minutes, with energy intensity roughly in the middle.”

“I don’t know much about space, but can this really be a natural formation?” Kruta asked. “Never heard of anything like it. Seems like it should collapse in this wretched place.”

“Nothing in this place makes any sense,” Ogras grunted. “We’ve seen giant eyes; we’ve walked inside distorted memories. There have been false safe zones trying to lure us in, avatars of cultivators the size of stars. There was even that bubbling ocean that cried when we passed it by. A storm resembling a wall is among the more normal things we’ve encountered.”

“This curtain could hold the remnants of an ancient battlement used during the war,” Zac guessed.

“Brace yourselves,” Mark said just before the Yphelion pierced the curtain.

Zac thought he was prepared. They’d crossed dangerous regions before, where the Yphelion was nothing but a toy before the immense winds trying to drag them away. This was something else entirely. The ship rocked with such force Zac felt like he’d been punched in the gut. He barely managed to hold on by increasing the rotation of energy, rooting him in place.

Not everyone was so lucky. A few of his weaker sealbearers lost control and were hurled into nearby walls. Mark, being the physically weakest person on the bridge, would have shared a similar fate if the pilot’s seat hadn’t been equipped with a special set of arrays to ensure safe operations.

The tremendous push came from the Yphelion suddenly facing the brunt of the stormwall’s velocity. What they’d just tasted was a fraction of the pressure applied to the outer barriers, and the bridge even enjoyed a second layer of insulation. The E-grade cultivators aboard would have been torn apart if they’d stayed in the less-protected sections of the ship.

Thankfully, they’d already entered a specialized emergency chamber in the ship’s center. The protections there were roughly the same as those on the bridge, though they would also be strapped in for extra protection.

The interiors of the storm weren’t any better. Zac had no choice but to continuously circulate Miasma to endure the turbulence. The whole vessel was constantly groaning from enduring a beating it wasn’t designed for. Zac returned to the screens—after ensuring everyone was okay and the warnings through his link were within bounds—he almost wished he hadn’t.

The outside looked like a psychedelic strobe, flashing with such intensity that even Zac became nauseated. A few of the streaks passing by turning out to be energy swirls or spatial tears holding enough power to rival a Monarch’s Inner World only made things worse. The Yphelion being a High or Peak Cosmic Vessel wouldn’t make much of a difference in that situation.

A slight delay would damage the ship and exhaust the already struggling barriers. A mistake meant death, especially after a few minutes had passed and they’d forged even deeper. Zac hated the feeling of impotence as he mutely stood there, unable to do anything to help.

The room was utterly silent, with a dozen strained faces watching Jaol, Galau, and Mark work in tandem to navigate the constantly shifting winds. Not even the usually talkative Reaver dared speak up, afraid he’d cause a slip in concentration. Mark’s soul was lit up like a bonfire from the constant stream of commands sent to the ship. Zac could actually see the air around his head vibrate from the heat.

Jaol had already been forced to go all out as well. Bloody tears ran down his cheeks from activating his Ocular Talent to sift through the mountains of everchanging data and provide Mark with only the relevant information.

Zac felt the familiar fluctuations from the Cartava Clan’s temporal eyes, thanking his lucky stars he’d taken the time to follow through on his promise with the Technocrat Navigator. The agreement was that Jaol would join the Atwood Empire, in exchange for Zac helping him replace the bionic eyes he’d used before.

It ultimately proved beyond Zac’s ability to perfectly replace the Cartava Elder’s DNA with Jaol’s through Creation Energy. However, by combining some Lich techniques, Creation Energy, a few concepts from [Cosmic Forge], and a body-regrowing treasure, they’d come pretty close. The eyes worked like they should, except Jaol couldn’t utilize the time-based talent without a painful backlash.

Of course, the ability Jaol possessed wasn’t Leviala Cartava’s Heaven-defying ability to rewind time. It simply allowed Jaol to slow his perception of time to better observe and analyze the information fed to him through the arrays. Without it, Jaol would have been incapable of giving warning for sudden swells or spatial tears in time.

Meanwhile, Galau was constantly recalibrating the ship’s arrays to lessen Mark’s burden. He’d already rerouted every morsel of extra energy from non-critical functions to shielding and engines, even if it put the energy circuits under greater duress. He was the reason for the constant jolts that left Zac queasy.

Galau only kept the barriers at minimum strength, letting just enough seep through that it didn’t cause permanent damage to the ship or harm to the crew. That left more energy to crank the shields beyond the safe limits whenever they hit a dangerous spot that was impossible to avoid. Which was more often than Zac liked.

Zac’s mind was constantly abuzz with an ever-increasing number of warning signals from the administrator’s access. Not a single spot of the once-gleaming hull was spared the ravages. It already looked like something destined for the scrap yard, and there were already damage prompts coming from the interiors.

It was kept within bounds throughout. Zac didn’t care if a kitchen was ripped apart by errant streaks of Spatial Energy so long as the shields and engines remained in working order. Anything else could be fixed later.

The commotion never crossed that critical threshold, though, and Zac gradually began to relax as the end drew closer; they were only a couple of minutes away. Their first month inside the Imperial Graveyard had given them the skills and experience necessary to tide over this tribulation.

“Damn it!” Mark suddenly growled, and Zac cursed himself for his inauspicious thoughts.

Zac infused his will into his connection to better understand the problem. His heart thudded in shock upon seeing a demonic-looking flood dragon dozens of times larger than the Yphelion emerge from a spatial tear. Shock turned to horror upon realizing it was an actual beast and not another entity formed from lingering resentment. It was the first living creature they’d encountered outside the Troves and Mystic Realms. To survive inside this environment, it had to be a Beast Emperor—a C-grade beast.

And it was trying to gobble them up like a snack.

‘Don’t!’ Galau urged just as Zac was about to press the panic button to activate the Death-attuned propulsion.

The Yphelion jolted forward the next second, and the dragon’s enormous maw closed around empty space with enough force to cause a series of spatial cracks. Mark had activated an engine overdrive for a burst of speed, which was accompanied by a series of critical warning signals.

Zac swore—two of the subspace drives had broken down, and the additional pressure on the ship from the acceleration forced Galau to crank the shields to unsafe levels. A deafening roar shook the bridge, and Zac lost his connection to the ship as it went completely dark. The shakes stopped, and Zac didn’t dare so much as breathe. He briefly felt as though time had stopped.

Then, the lights came back on, along with all the other systems. The screen displaying the outside looked starkly different than before. It was uncharacteristically clear, with barely any pollution nearby. The familiar storms were still present but far in the distance.

“We did it,” Galau exhaled as he slumped down on the ground, prompting Emily to hurry over.

“Good job,” Zac said with a hoarse voice while looking for any signs of the dragon. “Amazing, even.”

The desperate dash had simultaneously saved them from the beast’s maw and crossed the final stretch. The C-grade dragon was traveling along the current, so it was long gone since it hadn’t emerged with them. The others hadn’t seen how close to disaster they’d just come, and Zac wasn’t about to tell them. At least not until they were out of this place safe and sound.

“We’re fine for now,” a pale Jaol said, the shock of encountering the beast evident in his eyes. “The wall has absorbed all nearby energy already, creating a temporary pocket.”

“How’s the Yphelion?”

“The shields are mostly fine, just depleted and overheated,” Galau said as he got back on his feet. “We have to bring the subspace crystals back onboard to perform repairs. We can only use the subsidiary propulsion until we’re finished.”

“That’s no different from not moving at all,” Ogras complained.

The subsidiary propulsion systems were meant for precision maneuvering, such as entering a dock or descending onto a planet. Early Hegemons, let alone Monarchs or Cosmic Vessels, could catch up since they weren’t designed for speed.

“Not good!” Jaol exclaimed.

“What in the nine hells is it now?” the demon swore.

“I just got the long-range scanners online, and they picked up an unidentified vessel. It’s coming right for us!”

Zac glanced at Catheya standing in the corner. She slightly shook her head, indicating it wasn’t Tavza. They were dealing with an enemy unless they’d managed to stumble onto Iz through sheer luck.

“Go!” Zac said while giving the command to retract the subspace crystals, and Galau rushed out of the bridge with Emily in tow.

“How long?”

“An hour, tops,” Jaol said, looking positively sick.

‘I’m here!’ Galau’s voice soon appeared in the intercom.

“Can you fix them within the hour?”

On the other end, the clangor of the Array Master ripping out panels to access the wiring behind could be heard. A few seconds later, Emily unleashed a vitriolic curse, making Zac’s heart sink.

‘No way. It’ll take twice that at the very least,’ Galau answered.

Zac took a steadying breath. “Send one of the engineers to perform field repairs on the shields. We need them ready for battle within the hour, whatever it takes. Use our surplus treasures to refill the tank.”

“Shielding won’t be enough,” Kator said. “Any ship able to go this deep is Late D-grade at the very least. They’ll break through long before the repairs are finished. We have even less time if there’s a Monarch on board.”

“We have a visual!”

Zac relaxed upon seeing the rough depiction based on energy readouts on Jaol’s screen. It was an Elite Kan’Tanu Destroyer made by the Chapter of Noble Pursuits. Out of many bad options, it was the one that gave them the best odds of survival. With the Yphelion’s lineup, they had a high chance of victory, even if the vessel was filled with Kan’Tanu elites. The only real threat was if there was a Monarch onboard.

“Finally, some good news. It looks like their ship is in an even worse state than ours,” Ogras said.

“I’m not surprised,” Zac said. “It must already have been inside the Imperial Graveyard when we entered. This model can’t match the pace we’ve kept, no matter how many modifications it’s seen. Not to mention the System blew up their base, so where would they have come from?”

“They might have been forced to venture deeper when the Heavens went crazy,” Joanna guessed.

“Either that or a spatial tear gobbled them up and spat them out in this region,” Ogras agreed. “The same thing happens all the time in the Million Gates Territory.”

Zac turned to Jaol. “Have they identified us?”

“Not if their ship followed the Kan’Tanu standard specs. The energy signature indicates they’ve made some modifications to the base model. I would expect installing better scanners would be one of them. They shouldn’t have figured out our identity, though. The Yphelion’s anti-tracking abilities are quite good, and the storm would have overwhelmed any detailed readings. They probably only discovered us because of the engine explosion.”

“So they might be thinking we’re allies?” Joanna said with a ruthless gleam in her eyes.

“If it were you, would you care whether it was friend or foe?” Kator said. “The only way they’re surviving the next couple of days is by jumping ship. This deep into the madness, it’s every man for himself. They should be readying themselves for a fight for their lives no matter what faction their target belongs to.”

“Then we need to do the same,” Zac said, activating the communicator. “Can we fire the main cannon while you’re working on the engine?”

‘The cannon? You can, but our circuits are already damaged. The energy surge will cause more damage, weakening our shields. One full-powered blast at most, or we might lose our protection from the winds.’

“One shot?” Ogras grimaced. “The ship has been strengthened and all, but will it be enough? We saw what happened when we tried to destroy that barrier last week.”

Zac wasn’t sure either. The exploration vessels of the Imperial Graveyard shouldn’t be equipped with the Kan’Tanu’s latest countermeasures against the Iliex weaponry. The environment was working against them, though. The stronger one’s attack was, the more damage it would cause to the brittle dimensional layer.

The incident Ogras mentioned ended with their full-powered attack piercing right into another dimension, ending up not hitting their target at all. Kinetic weapons would likely work better, except they didn’t have any, and their few drones couldn’t endure the harsh environment.

“Disperse the maintenance shroud,” Zac said with a somber expression. “Get ready for a blitz. We might have to finish the job ourselves.”

Six hatches opened on the Yphelion and began releasing a shimmering mist. The mist was meant to be deployed during open-space maintenance. The dust was made from a special alloy that created natural isolation, hiding the ship from scanners and predators while its arrays were offline. It also physically obscured the ship, which Zac hoped would make the Kan’Tanu draw closer.

The minutes passed, and Zac’s nerves grew tauter until Jaol confirmed there was no Monarch aboard. There was, however, a Half-step Monarch, two Peak Hegemons, and dozens more Hegemons aboard. Zac sighed in defeat, knowing the Yphelion’s weaponry couldn’t take them all out before they abandoned ship.

Kruta looked at the readout, a fierce grin spreading across his face. “Finally. I’m tired of fighting ghosts. About time I see for myself if these cultists live up to their reputation.”
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PREEMPTIVE DEFENSE


A powerful, opalescent beam painted the bridge in hues of deadly beauty. The blast carried tremendous force, blowing away the isolating shroud as it rushed toward its distant target. The engines needed another forty minutes before they could be deployed. Zac opted to creep closer to their target while hidden by the Yphelion’s shroud, hoping it would catch their prey unaware.

They’d even found a dense pocket of ambient energy to add to their disguise. Everything was perfect except the location. Zac grimaced upon seeing the weblike cracks that spread out from the beam. The leakage was bad even in the unusually calm region they’d stopped in, and only a third of the energy remained when it reached its target.

The Kan’Tanu destroyer’s purple barrier lit up like a sun to block the ambush. Zac looked on with rapt attention. The next second, the laser transformed, its colors shifting darker. It was now a literal Death Ray, a unique feature the System had added to the Iliex schematics. The alternation between Life and Death-attuned beams followed the pendulum concepts he’d read about in [Book of Duality], creating an effect greater than the sum of its parts.

The damaged shielding was unable to endure the sudden shift. It popped like a soap bubble, prompting an explosion near the ship’s aft. The damage was immediately overshadowed when the laser dug into the ship. A ripple of explosions spread along the breach as the destroyer’s engine was ripped apart, spewing out all its fuel.

Streaks of chaotic energy mixed with rapidly propagating spatial tears. Zac could only imagine the mayhem taking place within the ship.

The destruction reached critical mass. The oblong ship blew apart in the middle and one half fell into another dimension. It wasn’t enough to make Zac relax just yet. The Yphelion’s subsidiary cannons unleashed a second salvo after the main cannon had paved a path, further straining the energy circuits.

These smaller armaments would normally be useless against a ship like the Kan’Tanu destroyer. They were designed to deal with small, fast-moving targets or intercept raiders. They found another use now that they were dealing with an exposed wreckage without any protection. Their gunner shot a dozen streaks of smaller projectiles against any energy-dense spot. It would either be a strong cultivator who’d survived the initial blast or a piece of the Cosmic Vessel to blow up.

Zac almost dared hope they could deal with the threat without a fight.

A huge, fleshy tendril appeared from a rift, dashing those hopes. The thorn was almost as large as the destroyer, acting as a resilient wall against the bombardment. The next moment, a stream of cultists came pouring out of the wreckage.

“What in the blazes is that!” Bubbur swore.

“And how much is hiding beneath the surface?” Kruta added, glancing at a pale-faced Jaol.

Zac couldn’t fault his scout for the unexpected appearance. The hidden Heart Curse was clearly something specially bred for the Imperial Graveyard. It was covered in runes that rippled with Spatial Energy and emitted a foul aura of Resentment indistinguishable from its surroundings. It was a perfect stalker, hiding in subspace. Or rather, the Void, judging by the familiar air that seeped from its spatial crack.

Protecting the ship had exposed the monstrosity early, potentially preventing a disaster. With its deactivated engine and drained shields, the Yphelion would have been in big trouble if the tendril appeared before them instead of the destroyer. It didn’t show any inclination to pursue them either, nor did the Kan’Tanu opt to stay under its protective umbrella.

The survivors sped toward the Yphelion to seize a final chance at survival. Specialized cultivators in the vanguard activated identical skills that resembled swarms of red fireflies. They rapidly expanded to cover the whole army, and the frayed environment solidified long enough to pass through.

‘We can’t fire again!’ Galau shouted, seemingly reading Zac’s thoughts through the communicator.

“The graveyard is helping us out, at least,” Ogras muttered. “Those shrouds aren’t enough to fully defend against the spatial damage.”

“Then we let them enjoy it some more. Retreat and activate the blockers,” Zac said.

Six large vats stored throughout the Cosmic Vessel began releasing waves that solidified the dimensional barrier. They were Zac’s backup in case Ibtep’s grubs didn’t live up to their task. The drawback was significant: they prevented the subspace engines from running. With the engines down for repairs, it didn’t matter much. The vats would make it harder for another tendril to pop out of nowhere.

Outrunning the Kan’Tanu with the subsidiary engines was futile with the pace they kept. They had to use a special tool designed to traverse the graveyard. Even then, every second added to the pursuit would drain them a bit more.

“I found it. It’s actually a parasitized Void Beast!” Jaol exclaimed. “It should have a hard time finding the right spot to strike without the Kan’Tanu ship acting as a beacon.”

Zac took the news in stride, already suspecting the unique Heart Curse was related to the creatures he’d seen in the Technocrat Research Base.

“That crest! Not good!”

It was Kator who’d spoken, his aura fluctuating like he’d suffered a great setback.

“What now?”

“The ones wearing black robes aren’t Kan’Tanu,” the Reaver spat, and Zac could even hear a slight tremor in his voice. “They’re members of the Black Heart Cult.”

Kruta blanched at the declaration. Zac didn’t feel any better when he saw there were eight such people among the survivors on the screen. The situation was almost as bad as could be, considering the Half-step Monarch and one of the Peak Hegemons were among them.

“I knew they wouldn’t be content with staying on the sidelines,” Ogras spat.

The Kan’Tanu’s origins weren’t a secret among Zecia’s leaders. The news had long since spread from the outsiders, along with the assurance that the Black Heart Cult had already been forced to give up on Ultom and the intersection war. Their claim was corroborated by the fact that they hadn’t seen their shadow in all this time.

Zac remained skeptical throughout, and his suspicions had proven true with the worst possible timing. He wasn’t sure if they’d snuck into the sector recently or if they’d lurked in the Imperial Graveyard throughout. In either case, their tough but certain victory had turned into a calamity. He glanced at Ogras and Kruta, both of whom shook their heads.

‘Peak Hegemons from one of the Seven Chapters is beyond our capabilities, not to mention the black-robed one. We should be able to hold up the Kan’Tanu. It will require three of our strongest, then the rest would be overrun.’

There was only one option… “Can you take the captain if I occupy the two Peak Hegemons?” Zac asked.

“I’m not sure,” Kator frankly admitted.

“You’re acting up now after boasting you could take out all three yourself? You fought off a Monarch from the Sangha before! He was way stronger!” Joanna growled, looking ready to deal with Kator before the cultists.

“Girl, that was different. The Arhat wasn’t fighting with his life on the line, and I only needed to stall until backup arrived,” Kator said, his voice incredibly solemn. “I’ve fought a Half-step Kan’Tanu before. Let me tell you, they’re no easy prey. Almost all of them are Reincarnators, and their Heart Curses have undergone a metamorphosis. They’ve grown hundreds of times larger by filling up their nascent Inner Worlds. I don’t want to know what’s hiding within that man’s chest.”

After over two years of constant fighting, Zac could count his encounters with true Reincarnators on one hand. The first was the Hexmaster, just before the Centurion Lighthouse. The last was a Late D-grade madman from the Chapter of Warborn half a year ago. The Middle D-grade Hexmaster was a huge headache, while the psychotic claw-wielder put up one of the fiercest struggles since Zac faced Yselio.

These elites were only a pale mimicry of the real monsters raised in the Black Heart Cult. The bloody winner-takes-all rituals that raised Kan’Tanu Remoulded and Reincarnators had 1,000 participants. The Black Heart Sect used ten times that number. With the higher-quality Heart Curses and their A-grade Heritage, the Reincarnators would be in another league than their frontier cousins.

The Black Heart Sect even held a terrifying third round of carnage, where ten thousand Reincarnators fought to the death to elect the generation’s leader. Zac could barely compute the loss of life, callously sacrificing a trillion cultivators to nurture one peak warrior. What kind of Heart Curse would be born after consuming so many of its brethren?

The odds of the black-robed cultivators being one of these existences were extremely low, even if the cult very well may have sent one to fight for the inheritance. There’d only be one such cultivator per generation, and you wouldn’t find someone like that aboard a normal Kan’Tanu vessel. Zac still expected that at least one or two of their opponents were Black Heart Reincarnators, with the rest being Remoulded.

Should they run? The untested modules were still there, their use ready to be explored. No, that was even riskier. They’d bet the farm by using the main cannon, so they had no shield to protect the Yphelion from the forces, even if the modules worked. And them working was definitely not a given, considering they had to draw energy from somewhere. Zac’s jaw set with determination. They could only fight.

“Send out the drones; it doesn’t matter if they’re sacrificed. Push them together and blast them with the cannon again. Galau, you have one minute to make sure the Yphelion doesn’t blow up.”

“Our shielding won’t be more than a decoration afterward, and it might alert the creature to our location!” Jaol exclaimed while a string of curses answered from the communicator.

“We have no choice. Half of us will die unless we exhaust them further.”

Ready or not, their opponents wouldn’t give them any more time to figure things out. They’d crossed half the distance already. If they waited much longer, they’d be forced to fight with the Yphelion too close for comfort.

“Go!” Zac roared, teleporting his warriors just as he saw the Yphelion’s drones appear on the screen.

Their tight squad of sealbearers appeared below the Yphelion just in time to see over a hundred drones perform a suicidal dive toward the approaching Kan’Tanu. Even more attacks rose to meet them, and the drones were completely outmatched. Most were blown up before they could launch an attack of their own.

That was exactly what Zac expected to see, and his eyes gleamed with ruthlessness when the first booby-trapped drone exploded. It was packed to the gills with explosives, and its destruction tore apart space. It was too late for the Kan’Tanu to stop their retaliation at that point. More drones were destroyed, and a second explosion was followed by a third.

The explosions forced the Kan’Tanu to clump together for protection—it was time. Zac raised his axe and shot forward, feeling a surge of power when Emily’s tomahawk entered his back. [Love’s Bond]’s chest plate was already releasing its protective shroud to ward off the deadly environment. Leaving the Yphelion’s protective domain still felt like passing through a steel bath. The good news was that the enemy should be even worse off, having been forced to travel much farther while lacking his racial and acquired layers of defense.

A second streak of opalescent destruction appeared overhead, piercing right into the incoming swarm of cultists. Zac made a mental note to give Galau a raise after seeing how he’d worked another miracle with the ship. The sanguine fireflies were utterly incapable of holding up before its fury, and space was suddenly working against the Kan’Tanu. Spreading out again meant little when the focused beam splintered into thousands of deadly branches.

An enormous six-fingered hand holding a tuft of hair suddenly stopped the beam’s advance. A huge shockwave billowed outward, and the beam died down the next moment. The cannon couldn’t even last until the alignment switch before it ran out of energy. A scream of danger warned of a threat hidden in the blinding light, prompting Zac to move urgently before his sealbearers.

Axe and chains were already in motion, and [Death’s Duality] slammed into an almost invisible strand of hair that stretched all the way from within the group of cultists a dozen miles away. The clash felt like striking a wall of C-grade iron, and Zac’s wrist bones groaned in complaint. The recoil threw Zac away, though that was partly intentional.

It put him within range of another strand of hair, and he used the momentum to add even greater force to his second swing. Sharp screeches pierced his ears when his chains similarly targeted invisible attacks, where [Inexorable Subjugation] slowed them enough for their intended targets to hurry out of the way.

The cultists had already emerged through the spatial mayhem at that point. The Kan’Tanu Peak Hegemon had activated a huge domain that exposed him as a rare Spatial Cultivator. Zac inwardly swore, knowing his job had become even harder. Dealing with the Black Heart Cultist would already be difficult enough. Adding a Peak D-grade Spatial Cultivator in this environment was a huge added handicap.

Kator glanced at Joanna, giving her a look that said, ‘See?’ before his body exploded with power. He’d activated three of his Miracle Bones, turning into a deadly asura reeking of mayhem. He shot forth like a meteor, flying straight for the Half-step Monarch, who had singlehandedly blocked the Yphelion’s final attack. It looked like Reaver wanted to bring the fight to his enemy, embroiling the hundreds of weaker cultists.

Zac was already on the move, having the same idea as Kator. Around two hundred cultists had died from the drones and cannon, with over three hundred enemies remaining. If they could each annihilate just fifty of the weaker ones before being locked down, the pressure on the others would lessen drastically.

He unleashed his aura, becoming the spearhead of a billowing wave of killing intent as he rushed toward his targets. Six chains wove through the vacuum by his side, reeking of death and bloodlust like a pack of deathly dragons on the hunt. Small spatial fractures formed a trail behind him, and their shape twisted into gleaming edges from the undisputable truth of his Earthly Dao of Defiant War.

A flurry of ranged attacks tried to slow his approach. Zac wouldn’t have it. The four pygmy skeletons of [Profane Exponents] appeared behind him, adding an impregnable layer of defense that rebuffed the hastily activated skills and talismans. His eyes never left the few targets who could actually harm him.

Noticing the obscured fluctuations gave an early warning to avoid disaster. An odd portal opened by his side without making a sound. From it, a fist emerged with enough force to blow a hole in the sky. The pygmies wouldn’t be enough, so Zac disappeared in a puff of darkness, activating [Abyssal Drive].

The world slowed down, but not enough to stop the punch. It released a cascading wave of destruction like a nuclear bomb, creating a blast wave that rippled forward for miles. It was filled with nightmares and slaughter—Daos from the Peaks of Conflict, Dream, and Chaos. There was a hint of the Dao of Death in the mix, along with the tell-tale malevolence of a Heart Curse.

The energy was profoundly evil, to the point Zac felt its mere existence should trigger another Heavenly punishment. The attacker was clearly the Peak D-grade Black Heart Cultist. As expected, their methods were a notch above the Kan’Tanu’s. Zac grunted in pain from being caught in the skill’s edge, where a strong pull tried to drag him into the epicenter. He fought back, holding onto his movement skill despite the pain it brought.

Zac managed to tear himself free, only to be greeted with a spatial blade. He veered again and found space resisting. It was the Spatial Cultivator adding insult to injury. Zac had no choice. He deactivated [Abyssal Drive] early to block the blade with a herculean swing. Conflict fought with space, and neither came out ahead. The opponent also had an Earthly Dao, countering Zac’s latest advantage.

The clashing forces created a deadly storm with Zac caught in the middle. Zac shot forth without missing a beat, leaving the storm eye’s comparative safety to enter the dangerous winds beyond. Grisly wounds and pieces of flesh were the price of punching through the storm at record speed. His determination saved his life, as the Spatial Cultivator used the storm as fuel to create a black hole.

Zac disappeared again through a Void-activated [Abyssal Drive], crossing the final stretch to reach the enemy lines. However, his targets were gone, and Zac felt an incredibly powerful spatial pull before he could target the weaker Kan’Tanu before him. The Void could have stopped him from being dragged away. Zac didn’t use it.

He left a deadly gift for the cultists in the form of a Void-activated [Deathmark] before allowing himself to be whisked away. There was no point in resisting, and not just because Zac could tell it was futile without relying on his bloodline. The Spatial Cultivator was pulling him into a dimensionally reinforced pocket where his enemies would tear him apart.

And a cage match was exactly what Zac wanted.
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Evo Ponson inwardly cursed at his bastard of a commander as another crack appeared on his soul. He’d been forced to toil like a dog for weeks because these haughty tyrants wouldn’t heed his warnings. They thought themselves above the dangers of the graveyard because of the creature they’d brought and the grandeur of their background. Foolish. He was the one who’d spent over eight centuries in this treacherous environment.

No one was above it, not even the Pope.

Had they just listened when he said something was wrong with currents, they wouldn’t have been reduced to such a sad state. Now, the Lucent Voyage was destroyed, and the Void Leash controlling their guide had snapped. And yet, Pantiro was still playing around. What could he do except obey, ignoring that the crew he’d painstakingly raised was growing even thinner?

They might both be Remoulded, but Evo understood his home-field advantage would do him little good if they came to blows. Pantiro wouldn’t need to bother ripping him apart personally. The scene of Lord Evori detonating their old captain’s Heart Curse with a single look remained fresh in Evo’s mind. Being a member of the Chapter of Tripartite Truth meant nothing when the Black Heart Curses held absolute dominion over all Kan’Tanu curses.

The poor man had been sacrificed the second he went against their orders, and Evo had no intention of following after having endured so long. So he erected the domain against his better judgment. The pain from the dimensional pressure added to his misery and made his companion writhe with fury. Evo’s overtaxed mind lacked its usual ability to fight back, and his thoughts grew chaotic as he was forced to fight an inner war of control. He held onto his sanity by focusing on their target: the undead bastard who’d been caught in his net.

Evo was in a bad state. Though not bad enough to miss the greed and elation in Pantiro’s eyes when their target entered [Hidden Domain]. Evo was too far removed from the war, and he had no idea who these people were. Pantiro clearly did. This black-eyed creature must be a sealbearer. Three seals had already slipped through Pantiro’s fingers in the months Evo had guided the outsiders from the breach, and Pantiro would rather sacrifice half their crew than let another one go.

Their target managed to leave a domain skill in his wake. It had to be a Late D-grade skill, further empowered by an Earthly Dao. The spatial instability would deal with the skill even if his subordinates couldn’t. Only, dozens would be dead at that point—something they could ill afford in their current situation.

They were already running precipitously low on the personnel necessary to make it out in one piece. Accomplishing the task sent out to all vessels in the region was even more out of the question. Thankfully, they should meet the minimum quota of sacrifices today. Since there was one sealbearer, there were most likely more. Such as that skeletal monstrosity duking it out with Lord Evori.

The faster they dealt with this mess, the sooner Evo could return to his original plan: sifting for benefits on the bodies of the Early and Middle Hegemons. Being too old to accept a seal didn’t matter. Just the merit from unearthing one would let him trade for enough tonics to deal with decades of accumulated sequela and claw back centuries of longevity lost to his companion.

The black-eyed humanoid’s resistance wasn’t enough to escape the pull of [Spatial Flow]. He was quickly moved into position, where Pantiro waited. Evo activated [Forced Stasis] the moment he appeared, turning space around their captive into something harder than steel.

Paviro’s hands wriggled as they rushed forward in a brutal double-palm. He’d activated his curse to create a second layer of muscle and skin, adding its strength to his skill. Nightmarish powers bloomed, and Evo was no longer looking at a palm strike. It had become a dreadful maw of a creature too evil to exist in reality, its serrated teeth closing around its target.

The axeman wasn’t accepting his fate lying down. Enough killing intent to make Evo’s hair stand on end poured out of his body. Evo had never even seen such an aura of slaughter before, not even on the Warborn Reincarnator he encountered a few millennia ago.

Evo couldn’t silence the misgivings appearing in his heart. The problem was no longer that they’d pitted two of their strongest warriors against a single enemy. They’d jumped into a cage with a monster. His fears were realized when space around the undead warrior fractured, unable to stop his advance.

[Forced Statis] shattered, seemingly through the exertion of raw physical power. Evo could barely believe his eyes. The suppressive effect might be weakened in the Imperial Graveyard, but it was still a Late D-grade skill. You’d need a shocking amount of Strength to overpower it in such a crude manner, far more than a Late D-grade Cultivator should have.

Evo repurposed the spatial turmoil from the broken skill into cutting blades. The attack that could have dismembered a Middle Hegemon only amounted to a new set of flesh wounds that triggered the warrior’s murderous aura further. A mist of Miasma rose in the pocket space. It didn’t work on Evo, who was lord of this domain.

Everything in his space was within Evo’s purview, which allowed him to see something odd. The warrior’s anthracite axe dripped with darkness, and it tore into the beast with unmatched ferocity. There was an odd, ancient aura Evo couldn’t place, which interfered with how Evo perceived the swing. He’d never seen anything like it, which made his premonition worse.

The six chains emerging from the man’s back lashed out like deadly whips. Two of them were coming straight for Evo, moving with blinding speed. Evo cast distracting thoughts aside, teleporting out of reach. His instincts told him to leave the pocket entirely, except that meant certain death. Their enemy was stronger than he’d expected, but Paviro was no pushover himself. Evo merely had to make sure the scales were tipped in their favor. Anything less meant punishment.

Attacks clashed, and it looked like a purple and black sun had been born, each color fighting for Hegemony over the pocket space. Evo pushed his mind to its limits, manipulating the shockwave to turn around and attack the enemy. A foreign spatial ripple made Evo teleport again, narrowly avoiding a calamity. Half the explosion had been transported to his previous location. Thankfully, centuries of exploration in the graveyard had made him extremely tuned in to sudden dangers.

A bedraggled streak of black shot out of the explosion. It was the bloodied undead, with Paviro hot on his heels. Evo finally relaxed upon seeing the victor from the initial exchange. Furthermore, Paviro had already activated his [Nightmare Asura] form, having grown four extra arms with his Heart Curse and two heads with his Daos. It was a far superior method of utilizing their companions than the crude methods their frontier off-shoot possessed.

Evo suppressed the pang of jealousy. Instead, he added to their enemy’s worries by activating [Vacuum Grinder]. Space twisted and broke, turning into thousands of spatial tears that were compressed into a deadly vortex. If [Forced Stasis] was weakened by the weak spatial fabric, then [Vacuum Grinder] was the opposite.

The sphere could have expanded to consume the whole battlefield if Evo wanted it to. Instead, he compressed it more, exponentially adding to its deadliness. The axeman was pincered, and Paviro tightened the net. The two illusory heads released a soundless wail, and two enormous avatars emerged from the Nightmare Realm. One was a rune candle burning with an ivory flame, the other a twisted doll looking awfully similar to their target.

Each blocked off one side, and the unmoving flame unleashed an area curse even deadlier than being directly infected by a bloody tendril. Meanwhile, the puppet twisted, causing creaks to sound from the undead warrior’s body. Paviro advanced, his form a bonfire of barely contained power.

Their target was weakened, completely boxed in, and ready to be slaughtered. Or so Evo thought. Evo’s worry about the backlash from enduring Paviro’s strike was soon forgotten. He gawked upon seeing the undead turn into a streak of darkness without so much as a ripple of warning.

How was that man activating his movement skill so fast? It broke Evo’s understanding of energy and cultivation. Were the rules different when practicing Death, or was it a racial trait? No, something so amazing would have reached him even in the depths of the graveyard.

The sudden transformation allowed their target to slip past the puppet that was supposed to hold him in place. It shrieked with fury as boils and bloating appeared across its body. It looked like whatever connection kept its form had been destroyed, which pushed the summoned creature toward an early grave.

The voodoo doll exploded, and the eruption was enough to interrupt their enemy’s movement skill. Unfortunately, the target had crossed half the distance toward him in that short window. Evo swore as he wove a dimensional labyrinth between them.

The man’s goal was to take out the helper first, huh?

Evo knew enough about Paviro by now to know he’d let it happen. That instant skill activation was too eerie, and a callous bastard like Paviro would rather stay back a few seconds to observe than risk his life. It would be up to Evo himself to survive in that interim. Luckily, surviving was what he did best.

Evo could tell his attributes were far inferior to his opponent’s. It was also evident by his opponent’s paradoxically vibrant aura he was a youngster, further cementing the theory he was a participant in the upcoming trial. Evo needed to leverage his experience and drag things out. If Paviro waited too long, he could make a small tear in the cage appear naturally, and have his squad ‘stumble’ through it to provide backup. At that point, Paviro would have to make a move, if only to protect his seal.

A cold weight around his ankle threw his plans out the window. A chain had managed to elude his perception, and it tacked on the weight of a mountain. The connection also provided a clear path through the invisible dimensional maze between them, allowing the man to approach with blazing speed.

The chain was flooded with Dao, making teleportation borderline suicidal. Playing it safe, Evo lashed out with a spatial blade powered by panic and his Earthly Dao of Space Fracture. It actually failed to cut all the way through, only digging halfway into the sturdy link. Evo urgently conjured another blade to finish the job. A powerful tug made him miss. Worse, it pulled him into range of the chain’s owner.

Evo’s mind almost stalled when faced with the unspeakable darkness of his enemy’s eyes. The target was too close and too fast to mount a proper response. Evo’s survival instincts told him in no uncertain terms there was no time to hesitate. He opened the floodgates, ignoring the added damage to his soul, while swinging his arm with ruthless determination.

[Empty Expanse] activated first. The incoming axe slowed to a crawl when the last stretch was expanded to miles of empty space, as did the other chains that moved to bind him down. Deathly flames then poured into his defensive skill, setting the expanse ablaze with corrosion. The spatial barrier was rapidly crumbling, having bought enough time.

The relentless pressure abated when the pitch-black fetters suddenly held onto a severed foot. Evo timed everything perfectly. A lance of supremely condensed space pierced toward his opponent’s midsection while he used the hard-fought freedom to teleport away. Meanwhile, six gates opened within the cage, granting access to his direct subordinates.

Evo had to take his chances with angering Paviro, or he would be dead long before his superior could find the answers he sought. He needed the boost of his War Array, or he’d be cut down in less than a minute. Evo hadn’t expected to find himself so utterly helpless before the methods of a lower-graded outsider. He was a seasoned Peak D-grade Remoulded! Even if victory was off the table, he should have been able to hold his own for a short while.

Then, everything went from bad to worse. Evo heard the groan of a wooden wheel and was beset by an acute impression of the seasons turning, where his future turned with them. Summer gave way to winter’s chill, and Evo was blinded by pain when his teleportation failed. Something was very, very wrong. The Dao suddenly felt foreign, distant. Even his ever-present companion had become an unmoving stranger.

There was only a hollow emptiness. And Death in the form of a black-robed man.

Darkness flashed, the world split in two, and everything started to spin. A comforting cold flooded his Soul Aperture, acting like a healing balm on the thousands of wounds accumulated over his lifetime. A single discordant thought ruined the perfect harmony as Evo entered eternity’s embrace.

[Empty Expanse] was still running, so why didn’t the axe slow down?

[image: ]


An unprecedented surge of Cosmic Energy poured into Zac’s body, allowing him to exhale in relief. The Spatial Cultivator was clearly wounded from the ship’s explosion, but he retained more than enough power to pose a significant threat with the Black Heart Pugilist breathing down his neck.

A familiar scream of danger followed the cultist’s demise, and Zac grunted in pained surprise over a sudden stab of pain to his side. He was shocked to see the Kan’Tanu’s Heart Curse emerge from a spatial rift instead of the corpse. Heart Curses’ ability to borrow the Daos of their owners was incredibly rare, and Zac could only imagine it was doubly true for a Spatial Cultivator.

Then again, this was the first Peak D-grade elite he’d killed during the war. He’d dealt with a few more, though they were neither Remoulded nor members of an elite chapter. It only made sense that the opponent was outfitted with a superior curse to match. Virulent tendrils rushed toward his Cosmic Core, showcasing tremendous resilience against Zac’s inherent defenses.

Dozens of spatial mirrors joined the first, and Zac found himself assailed from every angle by the dying Heart Curse. Its tendrils were already withered from hiding in the void between dimensions, and it desperately sought a new host. Zac formed an impenetrable wall with chain and axe, destroying the bloody thorns with such prejudice they formed a sanguine haze.

Years of experiments and attempted possessions let Zac confirm it wouldn’t accomplish anything too dangerous before being whittled down. Some internal injuries would be the extent. Ideally, he’d have manually worked on it to lessen the dangers. Except, would his opponents give him the opportunity?

Zac had opted to use multiple hidden cards from the start, and it wasn’t without reason. He almost had to activate [Void Zone] upon arriving. His Eoz nodes had thankfully roared into action, providing an unstoppable burst of power in exchange for a couple of broken bones. Still, he’d felt just how much strength his true opponent wielded. He couldn’t have another enemy harassing him from a distance.

Everything went even better than expected. Zac hadn’t had the chance to test his recent ideas on using the Void in real combat until now, and the result was staggering. Activating [Abyssal Drive] purely with Void Energy had given the cultists pause, and his hesitation created the opportunity Zac needed.

Controlling one of Alea’s chains with a Void-imbued Inexorable Stance allowed it to briefly move through a mental blind spot to reach the Spatial Cultivator unnoticed. That was enough to seal his fate. Zac even used [Empyrean Aegis] from within the [Shrine of Kanba] to interrupt the teleportation and ensure there weren’t any complications. It was a risky move, and Zac hoped the spatial cage and [Fields of Despair] had hidden and obscured any hints of life.

It was too early to celebrate. The Peak Hegemon had died an ignoble death, but not before exacting a price. A large dent had appeared on his heart protector, and Alea couldn’t fully absorb the rampant Spatial Energies from the final desperate strike. He’d also summoned six more Hegemons, though none looked like they could put up much of a fight.

The real threat hadn’t been scared off by his dominant display. The Black Heart Pugilist was quickly approaching, his face a mask of greed and bloodlust. Zac cracked his neck. He’d already spent quite a bit on his shock-and-awe tactic, and he had a few more cards up his sleeve.


36
PEAK D-GRADE


Seeing his companion die in seconds did nothing to make the Black Heart Cultist back down, though his expression indicated his fighting spirit was fueled by more than bloodlust or survival. The pugilist seemed aware of Zac having a seal. Possibly even of his Flamebearer status by the almost deranged hunger in his eyes.

His desire was perhaps the most shocking part of the situation, even if it worked in Zac’s favor. The spatial cage was gradually crumbling with its creator dead, and the worst thing that could happen was the cultist escaping to target the Yphelion or someone else.

This was the first time Zac had encountered a Peak Hegemon qualified to join the battle over Ultom and the Left Imperial Palace. The situation wasn’t like with Tussar. Judging by his aura, the pugilist really was less than a hundred years old. Reaching that far in a century went beyond the natural order. Late D-grade should have been the limit, as evidenced by Kator and the other elites who’d popped up.

Peak D-grade was the final stage and the hardest to cross. It was completely different than simply reaching the limits of Late Hegemony. Peak D-grade meant perfecting your core and setting the stage to assault Monarchy. The demands were exacting and required more refinement and preparation than the other stages combined.

When you had heavy foundations like Zac and the other Eonic Seeds, not a single aspect could be lacking. Picking a shallow path to rush through the grades wouldn’t work either. Hegemony was a watershed where each bottleneck would forever stop those with lacking qualifications. If anything, such a cultivator would take longer to reach Peak D-grade since they’d have to stop and rework their foundations every step of the way.

Peak D-grade within a century seemed like something only heretical factions willing to break the Law of Balance could accomplish. His enemy must have forcibly raised his grade through rituals similar to the one Boje was forced into. Of course, it must have been through a much superior method. The approaching pugilist showed no hint of the damaged foundations his Alchemist still suffered from.

The Black Heart Cultist also had the strength to match. Coming out on the losing end during their initial exchange wasn’t fake. The cultist’s Daos wasn’t superior to Zac’s, nor was his attribute pool. The added benefits from a monstrous Heart Curse and a Peak D-grade Cosmic Core were enough to create a small disadvantage in a straightforward clash.

The Void would help tip the scales in his favor, though it had lost some of its use. His Void-related abilities were still best used to create an opening, like how he took out the Spatial Cultivator in one go. Now, the jig was up. The pugilist didn’t need to understand what concepts the abilities were based on to be prepared for them.

Thankfully, the Black Heart Cultist’s path was restrained by Zac’s, further improving the odds of victory. The pugilist’s nightmares couldn’t display their full power, thanks to [Nine Reincarnations Manual] and the training he’d undergone to survive the Atavism and the [Epiclesis Bell]. Meanwhile, the cultist’s Dao of Death was more of a hindrance than a help when fighting a pureblooded Draugr, especially a descendant of Eoz who was almost immune to curses.

Zac pushed through the pain of having a Space-attuned Heart Curse rampaging through his body, activating [Arbiter of the Abyss] for an additional layer of control and protection. The pugilist had already unleashed a series of punches, each instilled with enough power to make space buckle. The protective coffin of [Profane Exponents] was rapidly drained to block the attacks.

Dozens of demonic fists appeared out of nowhere as the enemy drew closer, just like the initial attack that almost blew Zac to smithereens. The coffin-wielding pygmy skeleton had its hands full, and the black swirl skeleton had exhausted most of its energy to transport the previous explosion to the Spatial Cultivator’s location.

Six Abyssal chains tore through the air, forming a deadly blockade. It wasn’t enough. The hands moved with incredible speed and were instilled with a mysterious power. They shifted in and out of reality, countering the impenetrable movements of Zac’s Inexorable Stance. Half of the fists locked down [Love’s Bond] while the rest went in for the kill.

Dealing with the fists wouldn’t accomplish much; neither could Zac ignore them. Each attack held as much power as a normal Middle D-grade Skill, and they emitted an incredibly foul aura that messed with Zac’s mind. Zac felt himself being dragged into a waking nightmare as more and more attacks joined the first.

Zac didn’t want to wait and find out what would come from it. Breaking the odd voodoo curse had already left his body riddled with small wounds. His situation would have been even worse if not for his Specialty Core’s Karma-avoiding ability and [Immutability of Eoz], though their protection came with a significant drain of Vigor and Cosmic Energy.

The fists were forced to a crawl as Zac cranked the repulsive domain of [Arbiter of the Abyss] to its limits. The attack appeared partly illusory, like some of Ogras’s skills. Zac already had a counter for such methods after repeatedly sparring with the demon over the past months. He rushed forth, delivering Death to any limbs within reach, each swing lessening the mental influence.

The deathly swirls surrounding [Death’s Duality] grew larger as [Fatehew] fed on the Mental Energy imbued in the attacks. And yet, Zac’s sense of wrongness only increased as he made a beeline for the real target. Zac soon couldn’t take it, even if his danger sense remained at a low roar. Death was looming, eluding his senses.

Zac activated the fourth pygmy’s ability of empowerment, prompting the shield-bearing pygmy to erupt with power. A huge, crystalline coffin enclosed Zac just before the surroundings changed into a huge, hollow tower, with Zac caught in the middle.

Thousands of twisted denizens lined the winding path leading toward the depths of hell. Their angry stares combined into a tremendous devilish aura that flooded Zac’s surroundings, where the tower acted as an amplifier. The pressure already pushed the mental defenses of [Indomitable] to their limits, and that wasn’t even the real threat. The pugilist was nearby; he could feel it.

Zac furiously tried to break the illusion, coming up utterly short. A world-ending punch interrupted his attempts, slamming into Zac. The coffin conjured by [Profane Exponents] shattered after absorbing most of the force, causing the whole skill to collapse. Madness and violence flooded through the cracks, and Zac let himself be submerged as he dug toward its source. The pugilist had been unable to perfectly mask his aura when going in for the kill, and Zac chose to retaliate rather than focus on defenses.

Agonizing, festering wounds were carved across Zac’s body, with [Arbiter of the Abyss] failing to fully tide through the overspill. Moving with the Void helped, but the ability wasn’t omnipotent. He was facing an unfamiliar technique, and there were no safe spots to speak of.

It did let Zac get close enough without being torn apart, though he was forced to activate two healing brands from [Undying Seal], his upgraded version of [Undying Mark]. The skill could now be empowered by his Dao of War, adding a boost to his power depending on how badly he was wounded. The change meshed extremely well with his Eoz bloodline, allowing him to live up to the name of the Vanguard.

Zac unleashed a lightning-quick swing the moment he crossed the gauntlet. He stopped himself from also activating [Void Zone] at the last moment—something was wrong. His chains had already reached their target. The first one latched on just as Zac’s attack reached the pugilist’s head, only for him to collapse into a putrid water that expanded to the size of an ocean.

Zac tsk-ed with annoyance as he looked around. He’d been almost certain he was dealing with the real target. All of his senses said the same thing and the energies were indisputable. His combat experience was the only thing leaning the other way. The cultist had been all too willing to enter a melee despite the evident dangers, meaning he had a powerful counter, or the whole thing was a feint. It appeared it was the latter, which meant Zac had taken all that punishment for nothing.

A twisted laugh echoed through the depths. “Arcaz Umbri’Zi, you’re very different from the reports. I’m curious about your uncanny ability. Did you get it from Ultom? Tell me, and your death will be faster.”

The voice came from every direction, making it impossible to narrow down the source. Zac would normally have used the opportunity to extract some information, such as how the Black Heart Cult had appeared in the Imperial Graveyard. However, his companions were no doubt in a desperate battle on the outside.

Worse, Zac could already feel a drain of Miasma and Vigor through [Solidarity Link], and wounds were being added to the bloody canvas drawn across his body. Zac was having a rough go at it, and it looked like Kator wasn’t faring any better.

“Big words for someone afraid to face me,” Zac scoffed while changing his approach.

The Black Heart Cultist wasn’t following the same path as he. Instead of Technique, the pugilist relied on unpredictable nightmares to attack his opponent’s mind before going in for a kill. An opportunity would present itself so long as Zac could keep his target close. Which was easier said than done, considering Zac had no way to pinpoint his target within the dreamscape.

A slight ripple in the water made Zac swirl around. Another punch emerged from the darkness, which Zac deflected with the chains wound around his left arm. He felt like every bone on his left side broke from the enormous force within. His axe clove the waters in half, exposing the pugilist.

The world changed once more before Zac could seize the opportunity, placing him in a vast torture chamber whose deafening screams of agony rattled his soul. Another series of attacks was launched and blocked, where Zac was dragged through one world after another.

Knowing he was dealing with a dreamscape did little to counter the skill, and each scene lasted too briefly to pinpoint any weaknesses. Entering a Void State didn’t change anything. The skill was too powerful, creating a true dreamscape that couldn’t be peered through. The tactic was clearly the counter the pugilist had devised. Instant activation of skills and uncanny movement were useless if you lacked a target.

Zac refused to give in. If smarts didn’t work, then he could only rely on brute power. Torrential amounts of Mental Energy poured into [Fatehew] as he lashed out at everything in his surroundings. Every world was ripped apart with utmost prejudice, causing mutual destruction of the spirit.

[Fatehew] had smoothly entered Middle D-grade already, and its ability to drain Mental Energy had increased exponentially. It’d become a very effective weapon against higher-graded enemies. He couldn’t compete with a Peak Hegemon in normal energy reserves. Mental Energy was another matter.

Someone who’d rushed to Peak D-grade within a century couldn’t possibly also have a powerful soul. Zac could feel every swing tear away a chunk of Mental Energy from his opponent while destabilizing the skill. It was impossible he’d be able to endure much longer.

The blind rampage didn’t come without a price. Causing such wide-scale destruction created many openings, and new wounds replaced those he’d closed. Zac wasn’t sure if it was good or bad news that the cultist learned his lesson after the first exchange. He didn’t dare use another big skill out of fear of being exposed.

A scream of danger made Zac move his axe to his leg, narrowly blocking a strike meant to sever his limb. He was still pushed into the next dreamscape by the great force, where a familiar tentacle waited to snatch him. It rose from the depths, covered in innumerable hands sutured onto a leathery hide.

It was the Collector, the miscreation he hadn’t seen since the Technocrat Research Base. Of course, it wasn’t the real thing, but it still left Zac extremely alarmed. Seeing it meant he’d been dragged deeper into the pugilist’s techniques than he’d thought, to the point his subconscious had been rallied against him.

Zac ferociously slashed at the grasping tentacle before flashing away, straining his senses to their utmost to find his target. He still failed, which meant he would need to take a gamble. Zac kept up his destruction until the next strike arrived, using [Void Mountain] to hide his Remnants stirring.

At that moment, Zac finally unleashed [Void Zone] to its limits. A forty-meter-wide sphere turned opaque inside the dreamscape, exposing a figure just meters away. He seemed prepared for something like that to happen and forcibly turned into a streak to escape.

It didn’t matter. Zac had been forced to expose [Void Zone], which accomplished its goal—confirming the real pugilist was nearby. Utmost darkness was born in the crumbling spatial pocket, erasing the damaged dreamscape with Oblivion and Death.

Zac briefly saw a large book made from human skin, each page inside holding a different illustration. He guessed that was the true appearance of the skill he’d finally broken. The Supreme Pathbound Skill turned the region into a separate dimension where Zac was king. Hiding inside was nigh impossible.

The summoned Kan’Tanu Hegemons hiding in the corners of the crumbling dimensional pocket were no longer safe. The desolate statues on the two spirals threw out their chains, ever eager to add new members to their ranks. The strongest among them were Middle D-grade. He was barely able to fend for himself, let alone help the others, especially when they’d been split up into the two separate realms of [Eye of Desolation].

The pugilist fared much better, destroying any chains that came close. Upon realizing he couldn’t escape or hide in a dreamscape, he directly targeted the skill. Zac snuck closer under the guise of darkness, stopping just over one hundred meters away. A spectral chain gingerly moved forward, following the same Void-imbued concepts as the one that caught the Spatial Cultivator.

Zac grimaced with pain when huge cracks appeared on [Eye of Desolation]’s band of statues. It was unable to endure the pugilist’s punches and finally exploded, taking two of the Hegemons with it to the afterlife. It was at that exact moment the spectral chain of [Arbiter of the Abyss] reached its target.

With no time to retaliate, the Black Heart Cultist realized something was wrong. He’d been on guard for a deadly ambush, not a gentle tap on his back. Knowing he faced a calamity, the three heads and six arms fused into his physical body, prompting it to bulge and then wither. Monstrous energy gathered in his fists as he unleashed a barrage of punches in Zac’s direction.

The whole domain heaved under the assault. The force was too much to redirect, and Zac felt like he was trying to manipulate an oil tanker with the spectral chain. The pugilist had rooted himself in space, as though turning into a deadly array tower. Zac had no choice, temporarily backing away as the two dimensions of [Eye of Desolation] merged.

The pugilist’s dominant display gave the trapped cultists a small hope for survival.

“Lord, save me!” a disfigured soldier with wriggling muscles wailed as he flew toward the Black Heart Cultists with multiple chains in pursuit.

“Get aw—” the Black Heart Cultivator’s words died in his throat when the soldier unleashed a ferocious swing with an axe that lit up with Divine splendor.

Reality was being overwritten, where the axe either grew larger or the cultist smaller. In no time, it was like a gash in the Heavenly Dome, from which the deadly vengeance of Arcadia descended. The man futilely tried to move away, which proved no different than trying to escape the Heavens.

The cultist roared, and his body grew into a towering giant to meet the attack. He’d clearly drawn from the full power of his Heart Curse, and Zac could sense its sinister aura course through his veins. At that time, another blade arrived without a sound.

If the first one came from the Heavens, then the second was sent from the underworld to bring an end to the cultist’s desperate struggle.


37
STORM IN A BOTTLE


The unforgiving divinity of Arcadia shone with golden splendor, creating a pocket of light in the darkness of [Eye of Desolation]. The axe of [Arcadia’s Judgment] could barely be called a blade since being upgraded to D-grade, nor were there any signs of the wooden hand from before. Instead, the huge gash in the sky had become the actual attack. When the light descended, so did the judgment.

The large suppressive magic circle was also gone, though its effect persisted and was stronger than ever. Arcadia’s influence now reached wherever its light did. Gaseous clouds of distant dreams poured out of the hulking behemoth to teleport away or hide within a dreamscape. It accomplished nothing. The golden rays dispersed the clouds the moment they formed, rejecting all falsehoods and preventing anything from coming between themselves and their target.

There was no escaping judgment, and the pugilist was no exception. His actual strength was roughly on par with Zac’s, and not even a Peak D-grade Cosmic Core could rally enough energy to easily combat the power of a Void-activated Middle D-grade finisher.

Seeing he was stuck with an earthshattering strike descending on his head, the Black Heart Cultist’s aura soared even higher. He was putting everything into tiding through the descending strike, including talismans and forming a flesh wall with the help of his curse.

The commotion allowed the second danger to arrive unnoticed from below. It resembled the blade of an upside-down guillotine, sent straight from the King of Hell to end the desperate struggle of whoever had been marked by Death. Dense runes covered its gleaming edge, and it looked like an actual gate to the underworld formed wherever it passed.

The scene was only visible to Zac’s eyes, its form obscured within the darkness of [Eye of Desolation], and not even [Arcadia’s Judgment] could pierce through its innate gloom. Furthermore, its aura was almost perfectly contained within the blade, making it incredibly difficult to discern when the cultist’s immediate surroundings were drowned in torrential amounts of energy.

Its subdued appearance was a stark difference to the skill’s form in the E-grade, where it conjured wings and later spheres. Zac had done away with all of that, even the skull that delivered the final strike. All the focus was on increasing speed and lethality. That wasn’t to say Zac saw no changes from activating [Desperation’s End].

A pitch-black scroll emerged from a deathly vortex to his side, covered in lines written in blood, using scripts completely alien to Zac. Their meaning was clear; it was a line of names whose time had come. A new line had already been added, and Zac could feel a hint of the pugilist’s aura within.

Zac had become the controller of the pugilist’s future the moment his name was engraved. The scroll didn’t restrict or bind. It only showed a glimpse from the River of Fate, allowing Zac to adjust his strike as needed to accomplish its goal.

The golden blade of Arcadia arrived first and tore into the meaty wall with unquestionable might. The unbridled Life stored in the light caused the barrier to mutate and lose its cohesion. The scene was similar to the effect of Creation, except more targeted. It drastically weakened the blockade, allowing the judgment to cut closer to its real target.

The scene was new and easy to understand. Many of his undead skills had seen subtle changes since Oblivion was added to his Daos, in a weak echo of the changes his skills had seen when used with Remnant Energy. The most noticeable improvement was to [Eye of Desolation], which already relied on Oblivion to function. Having an actual Dao incorporating those truths made the skill far sturdier. Without it, the crumbling dimension outside would already have broken through.

Zac hadn’t gotten the chance to try out the effect with his human body until now, and [Arcadia’s Judgment] appeared to take on more of Creation’s aspects than most of his skills. Even then, it wasn’t enough to take out the pugilist in one go. A tattoo lit up on his chest, and a thick plaque appeared to block the descending strike. Zac welcomed the sight, seeing as the hidden defense wasn’t omnidirectional.

The scroll had already indicated there were no obvious defenses protecting the pugilist from below, and the timing was perfect. The pitch-black edge tore into the giant with incredible momentum, almost cutting him clean in two before he could react. An explosion of fleshy tendrils desperately tried to exhaust the skill before it could reach the Cosmic Core, but the ambush made the pugilist lose control of his defensive tattoo.

The plaque destabilized, giving [Arcadia’s Judgment] the window it needed to break through. Life dug into the grotesque head covered in wriggling veins, severing the storm of dreams that flooded out of his damaged Soul Aperture. The mayhem of Zac’s full power was too much, and the resistance was completely undone.

Life and Death met in the center, resulting in an apocalyptic explosion that almost made [Eye of Desolation] break down. Cracks rapidly spread across the last sculpture band as deadly streaks of entangled Life and Death flooded every corner of the cage. Even Zac was forced to dodge and weave, so there was no need to mention the Goliath from whose chest the explosion originated. Not even scraps remained.

Zac’s human avatar appeared by his side, the wooden wheel still floating behind his back. [Verun’s Bite] was in his hand, dripping with blood. He’d taken the opportunity to finish off the other enemies inside the pocket dimension. They’d already been at death’s door, so it hadn’t required any effort. Space rippled, but Zac didn’t send his other avatar back into the [Shrine of Kanba].

They stood side by side, observing the beautiful spectacle before him. It was the complete opposite of the clean delineation between Life and Death when using [Rapturous Beginning] and [Sonorous End], the fusion skill he’d created based on [Rapturous Divide].

The original target was all but forgotten. Life desperately warred with Death for Hegemony, each side rallying everything in their repertoire to swallow the other. Everchanging Creation joined the war to resist the desolation brought by Oblivion. Zac took a shuddering breath, finally seeing the answers he’d strived for put on open display.

It was a shame he couldn’t wait any longer. The line on the scroll hadn’t been crossed out, and there was still no surge of Kill Energy. Zac’s human body disappeared before his Draugr half rushed forth, right toward the heart of the madness.

Void, Conflict, and Death coursed through his pathways, making him an embodiment of his inexorable path. The rampant streaks from [Desperation’s End] and [Arcadia’s Judgment] were unable to touch so much as the hem of his robes, as were most of the spatial tears formed in the storm’s eye.

He was like a specter separated from the Dao. In reality, his actions only worked because he was the origin of the explosion. He understood the concepts behind the seemingly out-of-control frenzy, and the Void allowed him to walk in its blind spots until he reached the very center.

Where a huddled form waited. The cultist was grievously wounded. Thousands of discarnate souls swirled around him for added protection, sacrificing themselves to exhaust any danger coming his way. Behind them, a final barrier protected the Black Heart warrior from further harm.

The cultist was back in his original form, though his skin looked ruddy like a baby’s. Zac, having regrown his limbs many times, could tell the whole body was new. He must have used a special survival technique, similar to being reborn from a drop of blood. Judging by the spiritual fluctuations, he was already preparing an escape.

It was lucky he hadn’t taken anything for a given, even if both his Void-activated finishers had hit him head-on. An inexorable step put Zac before his target, and Abyssal chains tore apart the wailing souls before they could get close. Murky eyes filled with hatred stared at Zac from within the purple barriers as a mysterious rune appeared between the cultist’s clasped hands.

The pugilist was already fading away, but his relief was bound to be short-lived. Vengeance turned into shock and confusion when Zac stepped right through the shield as though it wasn’t there.

“How—”

The sound of a wooden wheel turning echoed in the darkness, and the dream rune shattered. A tug on Zac’s spectral chain pulled his maimed target back from the dream world, and a seemingly simple swing delivered true finality.

Zac swiped all treasures and spatial items with expert precision before moving out of the way, a wave of exhaustion and pain hitting him now that he’d accomplished his job. The battle had lasted less than a minute, where the short duration might have made it seem like a steamroll.

The crisscross of wounds over his body told another tale. He’d also used almost all his cooldown skills, which were significantly draining his reserves now that they were Middle D-grade. Resisting the curses exhausted another chunk of his energy and Vigor.

It was lucky he had multiple energy stockpiles, allowing him to spend Cosmic Energy instead of Miasma on the Specialty Core’s Karma-warding ability, avoiding the undead species’ inborn weakness of energy insufficiency. Unfortunately, Zac knew he wasn’t out of the woods yet. The host was dead; its passenger was not.

His attack would have killed any normal Kan’Tanu Heart Curse before it could emerge. The Black Heart Curse clearly worked differently, as he couldn’t find its core. A spike of danger made him flash away, leaving a D-grade talisman in his wake. A tremendous explosion rocked one side of [Eye of Desolation] while Zac appeared on the opposite side.

Zac had learned his lesson after the spatial curse and would keep his distance until he knew what he was dealing with. He barely had time to reposition before a second scream of danger shook his mind. A clawing swing aimed at his throat had appeared out of nowhere, infused with enough power for the nails to create spatial tears as they moved. Zac narrowly dodged, then found himself unable to extricate himself from his new enemy.

Or rather, his old enemy. Zac briefly wondered if his kill had been part of another dream when he saw the Black Heart Pugilist come at him with unhinged madness in his eyes. No, it wasn’t a dream. The scar of being cut in two was still there, as were the scorch marks from his talisman. Not to mention, he’d already received the Kill Energy.

The Black Heart Curse acted completely differently than the Kan’Tanu versions, which burst out like parasites desperate for a new host. The real thing was far more integrated with its host, allowing it to use the original body much longer. Zac sensed a slight drain of life force in every swing, but a young Peak D-grade cultivator would be able to keep going like this for hours.

The pugilist used the same Daos as when alive, though his combat style had completely transformed. He fought like a berserker, unleashing 120% of his strength. Zac was almost overwhelmed by the storm of violence, reduced to a passive defense that pushed him and [Love’s Bond] to their limits. He would have been overwhelmed if not for [Arbiter of the Abyss] and [Eye of Desolation] resuming their suppression.

Zac neither had the time nor energy to whittle down such an opponent, so he sought ways to deal with it. Luring it into the ball of Oblivion in his skill’s center would be the best solution, were the possessed body clearly not completely mindless. It fought with the ferocity of a beast, which included perceptivity for danger.

Zac roared and swung with everything he had. The corpse realized something was amiss and veritably exploded with power to shake off the many chains latched around its limbs. At that exact moment, the sole, pitch-black rune on [Death’s Duality] lit up.

The corpse froze in place as a projection of Alea appeared behind him. Serrated chains dangled from her hands. The other ends were already wound around the pugilist, who desperately struggled against the restraint. The seal was one on fate and future, making the binding absolute.

A burst of spatial madness almost took Zac’s head after tearing a hole in the dimensional fabric. The immobilized Heart Curse was completely consumed by the storm, and the body was once more torn into thousands of pieces. Zac urgently activated [Abyssal Drive] to escape in the other direction as his Supreme Pathbound Skill collapsed around him.

The spot Zac chose wasn’t random. It was the dimensional weak spot created by his finishers clashing, hidden by [Eye of Desolation]. There had been a price to pay for Ibtep’s grubs to seal space. The Spatial Cultivator creating a stable pocket was no different, even if not at the same scale. Zac’s swing called forth the backlash early, destroying both the dimensional pocket and Zac’s domain.

Fierce forces ripped into Zac’s intangible body from every direction as he escaped back to the main dimension. Thankfully, the pocket was closely linked, and Zac soon found the way. He was greeted by a gallery of carnage of struggle.

Kruta was closest; his burning ancestor lit up like a sun behind him. His two brutal shortswords hacked at two black-robed cultivators who fought back with an exquisite Sword Array. The whole area was set ablaze, and the dancing flames made Zac think of burning steppes.

An icy domain nearby was a stark contrast. Catheya had become an apostle of icy Death, locking down and siphoning the Life out of three Middle D-grade Hegemons, one of them another Black Heart Cultist. Crystalline spirits that made Zac’s heart clench danced across the glacier, each instilled with an unnatural cold.

Streaks of gold were continuously released from the Yphelion’s side. It was Carl who assisted all the ongoing battles with well-timed snipes that disrupted momentum or put enemies at a disadvantage. A few corpses floated nearby, which meant he’d dealt with assassins who’d tried to sneak aboard the ship. Vilari and Emily were defending his flanks, ensuring the sniper’s and the vessel’s safety.

Most of the weaker combatants had fallen already. Zac had taken out a good chunk with [Deathmark] while fighting inside the dimensional pocket. Having become a fixed-area ability instead of following him around had worked in his favor this time. The skill had already run out of energy, and someone else had continued the job he started.

Zac shuddered upon seeing dozens of specters harass the final pockets of resistance among the common personnel, their aura so evil that even the Heart Curses seemed scared. Zac knew Ogras hadn’t given up on the [Shadewar Flag] even if the demon hadn’t used it since they set out. On the contrary, he’d made huge strides in upgrading the flag, going by the waves of fell Karma it exuded as it floated above its prey.

It was the same wherever Zac looked, with his companions fighting for their lives. Zac was relieved to see all of his sealbearers alive. The same was also true for more than half of the enemy’s upper echelon, forcing his people to fight against multiple enemies. Everyone sported grievous wounds or had auras flickering precariously to signify spiritual damage.

Normally, Ogras would have acted as a floater, using his stealth to jump between battlefields to finish off weakened targets. A few shadow tendrils were still trying just that, but the greatest gathering of shadows was by Kator’s side. Zac could see why. The Reaver had already activated all four Miracle Bones Zac knew of in his battle against the Black Heart Half-step Monarch.

And he was still at a disadvantage.
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UPENDING BALANCE


The cultist captain had conjured an enormous domain resembling a gladiatorial ring made from flesh. It emitted the unmistakable signature of an Inner World, giving it a weight and power no Hegemon could emulate. It wasn’t at the level of the real thing, not even a frontier Monarch’s; still, it was far beyond what Zac had personally experienced when sparring with Pavina.

Countless beasts poured from a dozen portals lining the coliseum. Zac initially thought them part of a skill because of their sheer numbers and matching energy fluctuations. He quickly realized they were actual, real beasts implanted with a Heart Curse, perhaps even carrying a piece of the Black Heart Cultist’s curse inside their bodies.

All of them were Beast Kings, and they drew power from the coliseum through their curse, though it seemed to push them into a frenzied state. Oddly enough, the beasts came in all shapes and sizes. It was different from most beastmasters who, like Ibtep, focused on a specific type of beast to nurture. The only things that unified the motley pack were the nasty wounds covering their bodies and the dense stench of blood they emitted.

It made Zac think of the rituals to raise Remoulded and Reincarnators. Was the Half-step Monarch doing the same with these creatures? Pitting thousands of beasts against each other inside World Rings, keeping whoever came out ahead? Raising the requisite number of Remoulded beasts had to cost a fortune, not to mention the time. Then again, was that a problem for a faction like the Black Heart Sect?

The beastmaster was no slouch himself. His aura was steady and refined, resembling the old generals Zac had encountered over the past years. The captain was undoubtedly thousands of years old, not another youth forcibly raised through the ranks. Like the pugilist, the beastmaster fought with his hands, albeit in a completely different manner. He’d entered a bestial transformation, only his aura and appearance made him seem more like a devil.

He was over six meters tall and had a hunched, bulky build. Six jagged horns adorned his head, and glistening scales replaced his skin. His hands were oversized even for his stature, with claws the size of short swords. His aura held the familiar brutality of the wild, where the main Dao came from the Peak of Nature. It was a direction Zac had courted before deciding to cultivate Pure Life.

The ferocious swipes and bites weren’t enough to suppress Kator. If anything, the Half-step Monarch couldn’t keep up with the Reaver’s aggression. He was a force of nature that kept pushing forward, happy to trade blows for blows thanks to his extremely tough defenses. Chunks of flesh were constantly ripped off from the bestial captain’s body as Kator sought an opening to finish the job.

The power of a Half-step Monarch couldn’t be ignored, especially not one from a powerful faction like the Black Heart Sect. If Kator relied on superior defenses, then the cultist relied on superior regeneration. He was an unkillable alpha lording over his pack, whose wounds rapidly closed and scabbed over.

Kator was caught between a rock and a hard place, failing to seize a significant advantage against the Half-step cultist while reinforcements continuously joined the fray. Although his skeleton armor was durable, he had no choice but to exert some effort to thin the beasts before they overwhelmed him. Zac was well aware of how detrimental that was to an infighter relying on their Technique. The momentum kept getting reset, making it incredibly difficult to move the battle in their favor.

Adding insult to injury, every beast Kator killed made the beastmaster stronger. The curses inside the animals didn’t target Kator, instead returning to their origin. Zac even guessed the infusions were what allowed the beastmaster to recover his wounds as quickly as Kator could leave them. The Black Heart beastmaster’s personal strength was another difference from other beastmasters Zac had encountered.

Most lived and died with their beast, literally. Verana was a poignant example of that. Her companions had fallen one after another during the months of bitter struggle on the frontlines. Finally, Verana’s last companion was too exhausted to protect her when an assassin struck, ending her journey at Peak E-grade. Let alone Verana, most of the Tel-Eladar warriors who’d joined his ranks shared a similar fate. Beasts were simply targets that stood out unless there were enough of them to form a tide.

The Black Heart Cultist’s path was more balanced that way, provided you were willing to sacrifice your companions. The beast tide could counter a large number of enemies, and their strength could be reabsorbed if facing a strong enemy.

Kator did what he could to revert the tide. The enormous warbeast wrought from bone that he’d summoned in his battle with the Arhat was already out. However, it was on its last legs from holding off the Black Heart leader’s strongest beast. Another spatial crack had appeared close to the coliseum, from which the tentacles of the curse-implanted Void Beast emerged.

The task of dealing with the beast overflow had fallen into Ogras’s lap, preventing him from helping the others. With his flag still occupied by the struggling clumps of cultists, he had his hands full. Even then, the occasional beast managed to slip through the cracks, and Zac could see both corpses and still fighting animals all over.

Zac never stopped moving as he took in the chaotic scene. He’d shot out of the spatial tear like a bullet, cramming a set of Healing and Soldier Pills into his mouth as he made a slight adjustment to his direction. He descended right upon Kruta’s targets, chains and axe at the ready. The orc was covered in cauterized wounds, though he’d clearly given as good as he’d gotten.

Molten scrap from dozens of broken swords floated all around him while one of the cultists had their arm replaced by scorched tendrils. Zac’s state wasn’t much better. His whole body was covered in wounds and ichor after breaking out of the dreamscape, and he’d used up all his cooldown skills except [Sonorous End].

Zac knew it wouldn’t do him much good. The skill wasn’t very strong on its own, barely qualifying to be considered a High-quality skill. Only by using it with [Rapturous Beginning] could its true power be brought out, and Zac had no intention of bringing out his human half again unless absolutely necessary. The two Black Heart Cultists weren’t worthy of exposing that card, even if one of them was a Late Hegemon.

The Black Heart Cultists were shocked to see Zac arrive and not their two Peak D-grade combatants. They clearly understood the implications, and Zac felt the fluctuations of Heart Curses being fully activated. The Late Hegemon’s face paled as he summoned eight enormous swords by sacrificing longevity while his companion activated a treasure to form a sturdy barrier.

It was too little too late. Zac’s mere presence had upended the balance, and a few swings left huge cracks in the hastily erected shield. Kruta went from losing ground to tearing through the Sword Array when Zac forced the duo to redirect more than half the attacks his way. The shield couldn’t endure Zac’s wrath, and shattered.

The longevity-imbued swords didn’t even get the chance to showcase their might before [Death’s Duality] tore through the Black Heart Cultist’s head. The second cultist fell at the same time, held aloft by the burning sword impaling his chest. His body turned into a human torch from the immense heat stored in Kruta’s weapon.

Warning of the dangers of the Heart Curses proved unnecessary. The sinister tendrils couldn’t even get close to the flame armor covering Kruta’s body. Kruta nodded and set off, heading toward Rhuger, who was on his last legs. Zac flew in a different direction to help Ra’Klid, who’d already lost an arm and a leg. It didn’t slow him down much as he furiously hacked at his opponents with a beastcrafted axe covered in golden sigils.

Zac wasn’t overly worried about the Mavai Chieftain’s state, either. Between the second seal under his belt, Zac’s support, and the resources of his whole tribe, Ra’Klid had already elevated the Mavai Heritage to new heights. He’d mainly focus on their Life-attuned bloodline, unearthing its potential while inventing new techniques based on its power. While replicating Zac’s rapid recovery with Creation Energy was still beyond him, regrowing limbs in short order was well within Ra’Klid’s abilities.

Ra’Klid’s focus on Vitality and Life made him an enduring tanker at the cost of lethality. He’d barely left any wounds on his opponents so far, opting for a defensive war until backup arrived. None of the targets were Black Heart Cultists and fell in no time after Zac arrived. Kruta had similarly wrapped up the battle on his end, freeing yet another combatant.

The Kan’Tanu understood how close to disaster they were. The warriors had been content at maintaining the status quo, expecting their Half-step captain and two Peak Hegemons to clean up the battlefield as soon as they’d dealt with the enemies on their end. Instead, their side was the one being routed.

Rare treasures and longevity were thrown out without a care. How could the sealbearers of the Atwood Empire lose out in a battle of wealth? Zac’s people had accrued mountains of merit by following him from one battle to another all this time, and the Alliance Treasury was filled with life-saving treasures.

The Half-step Monarch tried to help, activating more gates to unleash a tide of beasts on the area. Most weren’t even implanted with a Heart Curse. Zac guessed they were future batches of beasts who hadn’t gone through whatever training process the beastmaster used. Ogras became a living domain, trying what he could to contain the deluge. Kator followed suit, and a boisterous laugh echoed through the region as the Reaver activated his temporal quagmire. It wouldn’t last long while contending with a domain empowered by a nascent Inner World. Then again, it didn’t have to.

Space and order utterly collapsed from the immense forces unleashed. It looked like a constellation of newborn suns had appeared in the calm belt. Not that it could be called that any longer. The Imperial Graveyard had noticed the battle. Streams of resentment had detached from the huge wall, and more came seeping through the dimensional cracks spread everywhere.

Chaos was fine with Zac—it even gave him a home-field advantage. The Kan’Tanu’s desperate resistance didn’t amount to anything. Zac moved through the battlefield like the Grim Reaper, harvesting lives left and right. Each time, one of his subordinates was freed up and joined Ogras to deal with the beast tide.

In less than a minute, only the Monarch and his minions remained. The whole crew descended on the coliseum like a pack of hungry wolves, and the portals became nothing but Kill Energy dispensaries. The Half-step Monarch clearly understood the gravity of his situation, and a huge sigil appeared in the middle of the coliseum.

“Back away!” Zac shouted just before a huge energy pillar lit up the sky.

It was covered in red floating runes, and its appearance made Zac remember the pillar he’d accidentally summoned inside the Void Star. The pillar back then had been filled with the energy of the Lost Plane, this one seemed to be filled with blood and resentment.

The beam didn’t last long. When it faded, the hundreds of beasts kings were nothing but husks. Even the coliseum was withered while its gates had crumbled. All the blood and energy were siphoned off to the captain, who now was as large as a Beast King.

The cultist’s aura was unstable yet incredibly powerful. He turned into a blur before anyone could react, and Zac doubled over when it felt like his soul had been torn apart. Meanwhile, a huge wound opened in his gut, courtesy of [Solidarity Link]. The Monarch had actually managed to pierce Kator’s War Bones by expending a chunk of his accumulated power, which doubled as a mental attack since a Reaver’s soul was stored in their bones.

Zac’s vision swam. He had to move and urgently entered the fray, focusing solely on suppression through his Inexorable Stance and [Inexorable Subjugation]. His swings were designed to worsen the instability of forcibly absorbing so many beasts, continuously interrupting skill activations.

Kator was clearly holding onto a bellyful of anger after being wounded and took it all out on the cultist. The brutality in his swings reached new heights, and the cultist had no more beasts to use for recovery. And with Zac binding him down, much of the advantage he’d gained through his drain was countered.

Ultimately, two hands couldn’t win against four, especially not with the bombardment of a dozen sealbearers at a distance. Zac sensed how the cultist’s energy fluctuations grew erratic, and his eyes widened in alarm. He was planning on self-detonating. With this much stockpiled energy, he’d blow them all to kingdom come.

“Not a chance!” Kator guffawed as he rushed forth while Zac restrained the target with everything he had.

Three of Alea’s chains snapped, unable to cross so many stages. The sacrifice paid off. It created enough of a window for a temporally accelerated Kator to squeeze past the cultist’s defenses and slam his bone shield into the cultist’s midsection.

Zac briefly saw an incredibly complex rune appear on the shield before his mind screamed of danger. A huge hole was punched open through the cultist’s chest, almost taking Zac with it. Zac couldn’t tell whether it was a skill, Bloodline Talent, or Miracle Bone. He only knew he’d have lost his left arm if he’d been even slightly slower in backing away.

One of [Love’s Bond]’s chains hadn’t been as quick, adding a set of deep cracks. They would heal soon enough, but the scene left Zac fuming. A flustered Jaol spoke through the communicator, preventing Zac from giving the Reaver a piece of his mind.

‘Danger! Come back!’

Jaol’s warning only barely preceded a terrifying energy fluctuation seeping through the spatial tear from which the Void Beast’s tentacle came. Ominous cracks leaking tremendous amounts of energy were rapidly spreading across the oversized appendage. Even space was bulging upward as the small fractures spread throughout the battlefield rapidly expanded.

Zac swore and disappeared in a puff of Abyssal Darkness, with half of the group similarly escaping in streaks of light or spatial ripples. The other half were swallowed by shadows and whisked away by Ogras as they made a beeline for the Yphelion. Their ship was already flying away using the subsidiary thrusters, and for good reason.

Space finally couldn’t take it any longer. A region a dozen miles across burst just after Zac entered the Yphelion’s protective shielding, creating another bloody pillar far larger than the one before. The blast wasn’t even directed at them, yet the shockwave was enough to leave Zac alarmed.

“Defensive talismans!” Zac shouted, and over a dozen D-grade barriers appeared outside the Yphelion’s over-drafted shields.

The barriers broke one after another. Thankfully, it was enough to endure most of the onslaught, saving the Cosmic Vessel from yet another calamity.

“Is it dead?” Zac spoke into the communicator. With the Half-step Monarch, he got the stream of Kill Energy to confirm. He wasn’t as sure with the Void Beast.

‘It’s dead, but I’m afraid there’s bad news,’ Jaol answered. ‘There was a very powerful, artificial signal mixed into the energy fluctuation of the self-destruction. It should be able to travel very far in subspace.’

“A dead man’s switch?” Zac frowned. “We need to leave. What’s the status of the engines?”

‘It’s the same,’ Galau answered from another channel. ‘I’ve barely got the general energy system up and running after overloading it with the cannons. The engines still need the better part of an hour.’

“Keep working at it. Let us know if there’s anything we can do to help.” Zac took out two treasures from his Spatial Ring and swallowed them. “Good job, everyone. Unfortunately, it seems the captain used his pet to send out a message. Rest up; we might have to fight again sooner than we’d like.”

“I knew our journey went too smoothly the past weeks,” Ogras muttered as he dragged a streak of sweaty hair out of his eyes.

“You call that smooth?” Emily said with a raised brow.

“I do when this guy’s involved.”

One by one, the sealbearers teleported back onto the Yphelion. A few stayed on a bit longer, Kator among them.

“Are you okay?” Zac asked, glancing at the large crack in the Reaver’s midsection that exposed the pitch-black sinewy muscles behind.

“It’ll take more than this to do me in,” Kator guffawed before waving his scepter at Zac. “Why? Do you feel this is your opportunity to strike?”

“Not at all. I’m happy you’re in such good spirits,” Zac calmly said as roiling clouds began gathering above, already crackling with angry, red lightning. “I’m hoping you can share some of the burden of what comes next.”
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SEALED AND REBORN


“You’re breaking through? Now?” Kator said, and Zac could see how the muscles beneath his armor clenched. “Have you forgotten about our situation? You’re putting all of us at risk.”

“If anything, it’s the opposite. Look around. The heavenly presence is subduing the region, scaring away the resentment that was coming our way,” Zac countered. “Seeing as we’re stuck anyhow, I might as well get it out of the way. I’ll be better equipped to protect our crew in case we run into more of the cultists.”

Zac had already been pushing against the threshold of his Earthly Daos since the Atavism. Weeks of bitter fighting inside the Imperial Graveyard let him digest the insights at a record pace. He’d still been some ways off from taking the step, lacking the spark of inspiration to fully fuse the two aspects of the Daos of Life and Death.

His battle with the pugilist solved that issue, pushing him ahead of schedule. The beautiful tapestry when [Desperation’s End] and [Arcadia’s Judgment] clashed filled in the blanks, and Zac wanted to advance while the inspiration was fresh in his mind. He’d even been prepared to break through while fighting the beastmaster in case the battle dragged out, or they started to lose.

The Black Heart captain fell without Zac needing to use his tribulation as a weapon. Zac could have managed, it just would have been a waste of an opportunity. Forming an Earthly Dao was a major step forward that would greatly impact his cultivation. He wanted to fully focus on the Dao, ensuring the Dao Treasures or distractions didn’t lead his path astray.

The only thing standing in the way of a breakthrough now was the spiritual damage he’d suffered because of the [Solidarity Link]. Kator’s War Bones cracking meant cracks had appeared on Zac’s soul. Thankfully, the damage had been split between his two Soul Cores, making the situation manageable. He’d been in a far worse state for other breakthroughs, and his cores were already on the mend.

Zac looked at Kator with a raised brow, seeing him veritably oozing with irritation. “Why? Do you feel this is your opportunity to strike?”

“That’s funny,” Kator spat, glancing at the sky. “Are you trying to take me out using a borrowed dagger?”

“You’d be long gone if something as simple as an Earthly Dao Tribulation could do you in,” Zac scoffed, waving his hand with the seal. “Remember, you were the one that forced this thing on me. You should have seen this coming since I dealt with the Remnants.”

Kator said nothing for a few seconds until a loud clap reminded them they didn’t have much time. “Be careful about choking on your greed.”

The Reaver teleported into the Yphelion the next second, and Zac relaxed upon seeing him make a beeline for his chambers. Kator locked the door, his actions unable to escape Zac’s administrator access. He took out a large vat Zac hadn’t seen before. It was filled with something resembling milk, and Kator jumped inside after activating a set of arrays on the tub.

Zac felt no feedback through [Solidarity Link], assuming the vat was a specially designed healing bath for Reavers with damaged skeletons. Seeing that the Reaver wasn’t planning on causing any trouble, Zac focused on the task at hand. A series of recently installed isolating arrays were activated throughout the Yphelion, which should prevent any spying from within.

Still not fully satisfied, Zac released a canister of isolating haze while reactivating [Fields of Despair]. Zac grimaced after leaving the Yphelion’s protective shielding. The spatial integrity was way worse after the Void Beast blew up. Deadly winds of turbulence whirred about, putting him on edge.

“I need your help again,” Zac said within the [Shrine of Kanba].

‘Fine. Remember, no more than two meters.’

The Tribulation Lightning could most likely find its way into the hidden spatial pocket in his chest. Zac didn’t want to take the risk of undergoing a tribulation within. He had no backup scroll in case the shrine was damaged, and there was no way he was going to add more toad-like features to his appearance, even if Esmeralda had one. Catheya had already teased him enough over the added webbing between his fingers when she’d noticed, asking if he was preparing for his visit to the Abyssal Lake.

The tribulation clouds had already reached saturation, and a huge reddish vortex was staring down at him like Heaven’s eye. Zac stared right back up, his eyes filled with determination and solemnity. Forming his Earthly Dao of Defiant War hadn’t posed much of a challenge. He could even use it as a tool for purifying Vilari.

Now, no one intervened with his tribulation to boost its power, yet the energies forming above were already approaching the levels of the third bolt. It was unavoidable. The Peak of Chaos belonged to the Boundless Path, not yet integrated with the System. Cultivating Pure Daos of this peak required him to bear the full brunt of the tribulation.

There was another reason for the cataclysmic scene. Zac had chosen to do things differently this time by forming his last two Earthly Daos simultaneously. It was one fewer than last time when he advanced all three, but only his Dao of Conflict elicited a tribulation that time. Today, Zac faced a two-for-one punishment.

Fusing two tribulations into one was possible, though there weren’t many good reasons for doing so. You generally wouldn’t see better results than enduring them sequentially, and the dangers involved weren’t a simple one plus one equals two.

Zac still felt taking the risk was the right move. For one, it would allow him to hide Branch of the Kalpataru’s breakthrough within his Dao of Death, giving him another hidden card. Zac didn’t need the [Lucky Beads] to sense how fate was moving toward a crescendo, and the sudden appearance of the Black Heart Cult only increased his feeling something big was brewing in the Imperial Graveyard.

Their destination was also drawing closer. The [Centurion Beacon]’s signal had grown noticeably stronger after crossing the storm curtain, and Zac expected they’d arrive in two weeks unless something else went wrong. If Kator planned something, he would make his move there. Zac was the same. He wasn’t willing to maintain the status quo of being held hostage with his people, knowing it would only get worse if they dragged the conflict into the Left Imperial Palace.

The biggest reason for fusing his tribulation wasn’t related to Kator, though. Life and Death had increasingly become mirrors of each other. One was light, the other darkness, yin and yang. One couldn’t exist without the other. Zac felt simultaneously advancing them to Peak Branches had brought great benefits, further adding to their symmetry.

Zac wanted to keep that going into Earthly Daos, provided he could deal with the increasingly ferocious tribulations it would elicit. Every little bit on that end would help with his long-term plans, whether it was fusing his bodies or forming an Inner World.

A deafening roar shook the region, overwhelming the tearing whistles of the spatial winds. The clouds heaved, releasing the first pillar of angry red. Zac absentmindedly noticed the Heavenly Thunder didn’t damage space as it passed before it was upon him. If anything, it cauterized the tears on its descent.

Neither isolating haze nor [Fields of Despair] could do anything to stem the descent, and the tribulation pillar only split at the last second to target Zac’s bodies standing side by side. Zac’s vision went white as the lightning swept through him, purging the embedded pieces of hostile Dao in its desire to tear Zac apart. Zac’s teeth clattered from muscles spasming, and small cracks were forced open.

It was within Zac’s limits, and he methodically exhausted the lightning with sheer willpower and resilience. The largest contributors were his Dao Avatars, which acted as lightning rods. Their rebirth had already begun, ushered on by the sea of lightning.

A second bolt descended just as Zac dealt with the first. A groan escaped Zac’s lips as the damage to his soul worsened. He staunchly held on, putting his heart and soul into the two Dao Avatars at the center of it all. Truths he’d held onto since the Atavism were being fused into his Daos of Life and Death one after another, using the Dao Treasure energy as a medium. The moment the infusion waned, Zac threw another set into his mouth.

The vibrant Kalpataru Tree began radiating a hunger for change, for something more. Zac’s Dao of Life was one of Evolution, of ascension through a cycle of rebirth. Stability was stagnation; contentment meant death. To live was to struggle, to push beyond the boundaries you and the world put on you. It was to paint beyond the lines, to explore the unknown.

The tree writhed and twisted in an accelerated evolution, a stark contrast to the deafening stillness coming from the other side of his Soul Aperture. Death had become an island in a stormy sea of Heavenly Lightning, enduring and welcoming. Streaks of lightning were dragged into the darkness, never to escape.

It reflected the Inexorable Death of his path, where strength and certainty set the path toward the future. Death was the end of struggle, the ultimate divider that would even come for the cosmos one day. It was the boundless unknown, the final destination of the journey.

The third bolt descended, and Zac almost passed out from the pain. Wounds opened and were scorched shut in an agonizing cycle of destruction and rebirth. [Void Heart] keened with hunger. Zac endured with all his might, annealing his Daos in the Heavenly Judgment as long as possible. Only when his Soul Cores approached levels of debilitating damage did he release the hold on his Hidden Node.

A dual tribulation fared no better than a normal one against the voracious black hole in Zac’s heart. Most of it was dragged into the depths in four gulps, and the rest turned tail and escaped back into the atmosphere. An impotent, furious clap of thunder shook the area. Zac found it difficult to celebrate the clouds reluctantly dispersing. His vision was swimming to the point his human side almost stumbled out of Esmeralda’s obscuring domain.

His human half quickly righted himself and disappeared into the shrine. He sat down, focusing on recovery. Meanwhile, Draugr Zac flew back toward the Yphelion, too drained to deal with the deadly environment much longer.

Zac’s mind was a messy mix of truth and pain. He only woke up upon realizing he’d reached his quarters, with Catheya standing before him.

“Are you okay?” Catheya asked with worry in her eyes.

“I’ll be fine after some rest,” Zac said, his voice dry as parchment.

He was about to continue toward his cultivation chambers, only stopping when he noticed a few spots of immense chill on Catheya’s body. He recognized those marks. “Are you wounded?”

“I’ll be fine after some rest,” Catheya mimicked with a wink. “I can’t believe you helped that brute of an orc instead of me, though. Chivalry is dead.”

“I knew my amazing wife could handle herself,” Zac grinned, his smile turning crooked when a wound in his side opened.

“It’s good that you remember,” Catheya said. “Go, rest up. Your navigator is all in a tizzy.”

Zac nodded and stumbled into the energy-dense cultivation room. Even Zac was worse for the wear after enduring two simultaneous tribulations. The pain was worth it. He first turned to his Deathly Dao, seeing the Iron Maiden was gone. It had melted and been flattened, now looking like an obsidian gate held closed with layers of chains.

There was a narrow gap between the gates, allowing Zac to catch a glimpse of darkness so absolute it swallowed everything that touched it, including thought. Zac pressed further and suddenly saw the sprawling continent locked in a deadly war. Zac felt as though he witnessed the scene from a new lens, where each death on the battlefield led to a ripple of change.

Switching his focus, Zac observed his Life-attuned Dao Avatar. It hadn’t seen quite as large of changes as his Dao of Death. It was still a tree, though its snaking trunk more resembled a bonsai than the Kalpataru from before. Trunk and branches remained golden, while its canopies had become explosions of vibrant colors.

No two leaves looked alike in shape, and they kept changing as they rustled under an invisible wind. Focusing on any leaf took Zac’s consciousness to a particular warrior on the illusory continent. Like the leaves, they were transient, soon to be replaced with something else. The experience was truly novel, giving Zac access to an everchanging gallery of his Dao.

It was impossible to miss the changes even if he turned to his Dao of Conflict. He felt complete after two layers had been added to the Earthly Realm he’d erected when forming his Earthly Dao of Defiant War. The illusory continent felt, for the lack of a better term, alive. The sprawling sea of warriors weren’t just wisps of conflict.

They were living, breathing beings, with drives and convictions. The desolate, war-ridden continent was already transforming as a result. The soldiers weren’t fighting without reason. It was to protect their homes, seize the resources needed to expand, or simply settle grudges. Civilizations rose and flourished, as did primal kingdoms governed by beasts. And like a hidden hand, Death waited for them to stumble.

Those at the summit would eventually fall under the blade of the next generation, and their Death became fuel for the next round of war. Such was progress; such was fate. Life, Death, and Conflict formed the virtuous cycle that drove all existence toward the Zenith. Zac took in the scene with satisfaction, feeling he’d been shown a glimpse of his future Inner World.

His Cosmic Core would be the canvas; his Earthly Daos would be the brush that would paint a world in his color.

Zac observed a while longer before opening his eyes. He called up his Dao Screen, eager to see the result.

[Earthly Dao of Sealed Death (Early): All attributes +100, Strength +3500, Endurance +23000, Vitality +6000, Wisdom +5000. Effectiveness of Endurance +30%.]

[Earthly Dao of Reborn Life (Early): All attributes +100, Dexterity +3500, Endurance +6000, Vitality +23000, Wisdom +5000. Effectiveness of Vitality +30%.]

Zac was slightly surprised at reading the names of his Earthly Daos, and not because they’d moved away from their original naming sense. He’d already expected as much after seeing how much the Avatars had changed. Not to mention, he’d still been reliant on outside concepts to express his understanding of Life and Death when forming the preceding Daos, leading to the Branches of Kalpataru and Pale Seal. Today, his Daos were a self-sufficient, self-made system.

He was, if anything, relieved to move away from the Buddhist symbology with his Dao of Life. The meeting with the B-grade Arhats was an unwelcome reminder they still wanted to mess with his fate. Furthermore, the monk’s words indicated their interest stretched beyond Ultom and the Left Imperial Palace. The sooner he drew a line with that shady cabal, the better.

Zac was more surprised the Daos hadn’t been named Inexorable and Evolutionary after his path. Then again, his vision of Evolution wasn’t Life alone. Conflict was equally needed, and the same was true for Inexorability. To name a Pure Dao after those mixed-meaning concepts meant ignoring half their truth.

The naming sense was still related to his path. Sealed Death echoed the restrictive aspects of his Inexorable Stance, of controlling the fate of yourself and others. Reborn Life carried the meaning of growth through reinvention while breaking the chains of fate and Samsara.

There wasn’t much to note with the attributes, except the boost to Wisdom was higher than he’d expected. Perhaps it was the result of focusing so hard on the matters of Heart and Soul lately. It was a welcome change, seeing as he had more than enough Endurance and Vitality to spare. A higher growth in Wisdom would help round out his defenses.

Apart from the Dao, he’d also gained another level, finally pushing him to the peak of Middle Hegemony. There weren’t any titles or added benefits to doing so, and he didn’t get any new class quests like normal class rarities would. Not that it mattered, considering he had no more skills to upgrade. Besides, he didn’t need the System’s help any longer if he found himself needing a new ability unless it was something far from his usual wheelhouse.

Zac put the free points into Dexterity and closed the screen. For a while, he didn’t do anything. He felt lost, his mind empty as he looked at the crystals gently gliding about around him.

Now what?
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The peak of Middle Hegemony with Life, Death, and Conflict upgraded to Earthly Daos before Ultom. That was the ambitious target Zac set for himself and what he’d been desperately rushing toward, always feeling like he was falling behind. The past couple of months had completely changed that.

The Empyrean Chalice’s training internalized and stabilized the huge amount of experience he’d accumulated through years of bitter fighting on the frontlines. The Atavism built upon his reinforced foundations, leading to a harvest of insights he’d been gathering since first coming in contact with the Remnants during the Eastern Trigram Hunt. The following series of breakthroughs allowed him to reach his goal with months to spare.

While somewhat expected since passing Rava’s test, it left Zac at a loss. Sure, there were still things to improve, from his Technique to Soul and Constitutions. Honestly, Zac could have filled his day five times over with things that needed his attention. And yet, he was finished. Done. He felt tapped out like he’d spent all his money in a delirious shopping spree.

Only, instead of hard-earned money, it was his accumulation and momentum that was exhausted. Just forcing his Daos of Life and Death to the next stage squeezed out every little bit of his insights. The path forward was a haze so dense that Zac couldn’t tell which direction to take his first step.

He’d advanced too far too quickly. Rava had repeatedly warned him her training regimen was only a patch and that he’d soon need to slow down. Zac wasn’t foolish enough to disregard her teachings, and crossing two minor stages of Hegemony in as many years was indisputably too fast. Still, he’d always held onto the notion that he was the exception to the rule, like with so many other things.

So long as he had the resources and opportunities, why shouldn’t he be able to keep going? There shouldn’t be any lack of either now that they’d reached the inner parts of the graveyard, provided they didn’t get embroiled in a conflict with the Black Heart Cult. He wasn’t reliant on the Heavens for progress, only his two hands and his determination.

Now, Zac wasn’t so sure. It might just be the exhaustion from surviving a heated battle just after facing death in the storm curtain, but Zac really felt like he’d reached a mental bottleneck as much as a cultivation one.

He even hoped that the Centurion Project was the key to triggering the trial early. He was raring to go, knowing the current situation held nothing for him. The thought of staying months inside the Imperial Graveyard waiting for the timer to reach zero was almost too much to bear. Zac wasn’t convinced the Troves would be enough to rekindle his momentum.

The only cure was time. Time to digest, rest, and regain a sense of normalcy after years of never stopping or slowing down. The same was true for his followers. And yet, rest would elude them until they’d dealt with the trial and its aftermath.

Zac shook his head, focusing on the present. There was no point in fretting about what would happen after reaching their destination. Whatever happened, he would deal with it, and the experience would set the stage for his next breakthrough.

For now, Zac needed to recover. Jaol was slightly neurotic, but he was rarely wrong. If he believed they’d been exposed, then that was likely the case. Zac ate another set of powerful Healing Pills and Natural Treasures, uncaring about their large amounts of Pill Toxins now that he had another batch of refined lightning cooking. Scabs and scars dried out before falling off, exposing smooth skin.

Meanwhile, liquid resembling glistening moonlight filled the cracks in his Soul Aperture, mending the cracks while leaving Kintsugi-like patterns. It was courtesy of a powerful Soulmending Treasure he’d bought in the Limited Exchange. It was a forced recovery, though not that big of a problem, so long as he didn’t overindulge. Part of it would be dealt with by the refined tribulation, the rest through practicing the [Nine Reincarnations Manual]. Until then, he would be able to use his Daos without much issue.

Seeing the cracks rapidly mend made Zac think of his bonded companion, and he suddenly felt a lot better after observing Kator through the administrator access. The Reaver’s state was far worse than Zac’s, as not even the Tribulation Lightning was spared from their bond of solidarity. The healing vat had exploded, and he’d been forced to take out a spare.

He was still sitting in its bubbling liquid, almost in a catatonic state. The damage to Kator’s War Bones had worsened, with nasty scorch marks and the cracks reaching almost twice as far. His spiritual fluctuations were unstable, too, indicating his soul had taken hidden damage. There were no signs of any lightning or Heaven’s aura. As expected, the link transferred the damage, not the physical attack.

Kator’s soul wasn’t as powerful as Zac’s, even if Izh’Rak Reavers’ souls benefited from their bone-tempering methods. The [Solidarity Link] didn’t take that into account when sending over half the damage. What was manageable damage to Zac was a significant setback for Kator. Zac assumed the Reaver possessed some top-tier healing treasures, though he didn’t have [Purity of the Void] or refined lightning to deal with the drawbacks.

It was highly unlikely Kator would be able to make any last-minute improvements before the trial in his current state, which was exactly what Zac hoped to see. Gaining another two Earthly Daos instilled Zac with confidence in case they really came to blows. It would also be for nothing if Kator broke through on his own.

Zac kept monitoring Kator with a sliver of his consciousness as he resumed his observation of his Dao Continent. While the path forward remained hazy, there were insights waiting to be discovered on the road he’d already walked.

The engines kicked to life forty minutes later, allowing the Yphelion to resume its journey. Galau had come through again, doing the work of a full crew in half the time. Zac knew it was only possible by taking some shortcuts, but so what? They could worry about returning the Yphelion to a pristine state after they were safe.

Three more hours passed before his communication token buzzed, and Zac got to his feet with a grunt. He was far from having recovered his energy and healed his wounds, but the past month had already accustomed him to constant interruptions. He took a steadying breath before emerging from his chambers.

“They’re back?” Zac said, seeing the bridge was almost empty with most combatants still in recovery.

“Nothing yet,” Jaol said. “We needed your opinion. We’re about to leave the calmer stretch. We’ve already plotted a preliminary path based on the trajectories you’ve sent. It’s just, if we enter and⁠—”

“If we encounter another enemy on the tight corridors, it won’t be as simple as dealing with a Trove,” Ogras said as he emerged from the shadows. “You’re okay?”

“Everything went well, thank you,” Zac said, turning back to Jaol. “Can our ship handle it?”

“The energies are growing denser. We’ll surpass what we dealt with before the curtain in a day or two,” Jaol said.

Zac turned to Galau, who scratched his chin. “The shields aren’t in a great state right now, but they’ll be ready when we reach the more dangerous sections. That’s provided we don’t enter another firefight, mind you.”

“So storms or cultists, we can’t do both?” Zac summarized.

“We can try to find a calmer path by traveling along the storm wall,” Jaol offered.

“A calmer path this deep in?” Ogras said. “How can there be such a good thing? We’ll just increase the odds of running into whoever received that signal.”

“I agree,” Zac said. “The Yphelion’s advantage lies in its speed, so that’s what we’ll have to rely on. Knowing we’re here won’t help if they can’t catch up, and entering the storm will let us shake off any potential pursuit.”

“Understood,” Mark said, and the Yphelion resumed its journey.

Soon, they were back in the more familiar environment of the Imperial Graveyard, navigating narrow paths of relative calm with storms surrounding them. Zac stayed on the bridge, following the dizzying screen with a grim expression, half-expecting a boatload of Black Heart Cultists to pop up at any turn.

Hours turned to days, and Zac finally started to relax, believing the signal never managed to reach its intended target. There were no signs of Kan’Tanu or their masters, nor any other ships for that matter. Then again, the environment was growing increasingly chaotic and full of interference. Some stretches were so turbulent that a whole armada could have hidden an hour away without the Yphelion picking anything up.

Without any cultists to muddy the waters, their daily life went back to the hectic schedule of fitful bouts of training and recovery between clearing the paths of hostile Troves and aberrations. It quickly became obvious there was a difference in both risk and reward beyond the storm wall. The Troves grew larger, and they often held actual ruins and heritages.

Jaol believed an untouched cluster of Mystic Realms and Inner Worlds had emerged from the Void, similar to the Centurion Lighthouse. The unstable region had torn them apart, while the resentment hadn’t had time to taint the remnants. Zac’s Spatial Rings were rapidly filling up with ancient relics. He was picking up everything not bolted to the floor, even if it lacked any spirituality or clear purpose.

Rava had given him the task of bringing back items from the Limitless Empire, and Zac had no way to tell what she’d value and what was junk. He had plenty of spare rings, so there was no need to be discerning.

The others were also enjoying a bountiful harvest, including finding two more seal pieces. One of them belonged to the Anima Court, allowing Vilari to finish her seal. She used the insight to redraw the twisted version of the [Ember of Seven Sensations]. Reworking it would hopefully help against any lingering dangers, though Zac wasn’t convinced it was enough to deal with the entity.

Despite their gains, they were forced to leave most valuables behind as they pushed through the storm at a breakneck pace. They entered the breaches to disperse the accumulated resentment or Spatial Energies, not look for loot. There wasn’t time to break through the defenses of the real treasuries, whether it was ancient arrays or swarms of beasts and ghosts.

Not to mention, everyone was running on fumes. They were never given enough time to recover from the cultists, and the Troves appeared with increasing frequency. Zac did what he could to cover for his companions with his newfound strength, a task easier said than done. His new Earthly Daos had given a boost to his strength and endurance, yes, it just wasn’t enough to keep going at this unsustainable pace.

Thankfully, they wouldn’t have to keep it up much longer. The beacon signal kept growing stronger. One week in, it suddenly activated on its own, dragging Zac out of his meditation. He didn’t infuse his will—it was seized—and Zac felt a powerful connection form.

He gasped when the tool turned to dust in his hands, only calming when he could clearly feel their destination like a thread of fate. They were slightly farther than he’d hoped, but were still less than ten days away. It was at that moment Jaol rang, this time with the message Zac hoped to never have to hear.

‘Enemy spotted!’

“They came after all?” Zac said after rushing to the bridge.

“More like we came to them,” Jaol sighed, opening a series of screens. “There’s a heavy presence in the area.”

“Can you see if it’s Kan’Tanu or Black Heart Cult?”

“Not yet,” the navigator said, and a few taps lit up spots on the maps. “I haven’t discovered any vessels, but there appears to be a network of satellites set up here.”

“Satellites?” Emily said. “How’s that possible? Wouldn’t the storms tear them apart?”

“I… think it’s native corpses controlled by Heart Curses,” Jaol explained. “Their energy signature is indistinguishable from the resentment. Our scanners only noticed them after they began sending signals similar to the Void Beast’s.”

“So the storm might be full of spies?” Zac grimaced. “When they started sending signals, was it related to us?”

“Definitely. Our cloaking methods clearly don’t work against them. They might be noticing the energy we’re stirring up with our flight rather than the ship.”

“Should we destroy them?” Joanna suggested.

“No, they’re deep in the storms, and it won’t do us much good,” Zac said after looking at the screens. “We’d lose more than we’d gain.”

“Is it possible to block the signal?” Ogras asked.

“Impossible,” Jaol said. “Even if I had the means, such a blockade would probably be just as noticeable to our enemies. Our scanner range is far greater than theirs, though. If we can figure out a way to discover them ahead of time, we might be able to navigate around them.”

“Won’t help us much if we’re already discovered,” the demon muttered, glancing in Kator’s direction.

The Reaver had been brooding since being wounded, even if his bones had already healed up. He shook his head. “You’re expecting too much of me, demon.”

“Do what you can,” Zac said to Jaol.

“I’ll see if I can come up with something,” Jaol said, though his face wasn’t optimistic.

“We’ll lead them right to the Foreign Gods if we’re not careful,” Joanna cautioned. “It might not be random that we encountered these things so close to our destination.”

“I know. We don’t have much option but to keep going,” Zac said. “If getting ahold of those things was so easy, the Kan’Tanu would already have seized them.”

“It might be for the best,” Emily said. “Pull them all together and then unleash the Gods on them.”

“You never know,” Zac agreed.

Unfortunately, things didn’t turn out as they hoped. Signals from hidden satellites kept going off as they advanced. Six hours later, Jaol discovered the first vessel moving to intercept. Later, the Yphelion warned of a Monarch blocking their route, forcing them to cut through a storm to reach an alternative path.

No matter what they did, they couldn’t shake the pursuit. Their situation only grew more hopeless.

“Is the whole cult hiding out here?” Ogras spat after a day of dogged pursuit, seeing the seven vessels picked up by their long-range scanner.

“They’re corralling us,” Joanna exclaimed. “If we follow their arrangements⁠—”

“We’ll get surrounded and taken out.” Zac glowered at the screen.

The path they came from had already closed like a trapdoor slamming shut. They only had two routes forward, each blocked by cultist vessels. Braving the storms was an even worse option. They’d picked up multiple C-grade fluctuations from aberrations. Even if their shields could endure the storm, they couldn’t endure that level of resentment.

“Pick the weaker side and head straight toward it. We’re breaking through!” Zac said.

“Wait, I managed to break through their shielding,” Jaol said, his face pale as snow. “There are Monarchs hidden in each camp!”

Zac drew a sharp breath. Facing a genuine Monarch was asking too much on a good day, let alone in their current state. It’d be no different than smashing an egg against a rock if Zac insisted on forcing a path. Neither was backing down an option. Zac glanced at Galau, who grimly nodded in agreement. They were out of options, so they could only roll the dice and hope for the best.

“Brace yourselves!” Zac roared as he triggered the backdoor module hidden in his sleeves.

“Draugr, what are you⁠—”

Kator didn’t have time to finish his sentence before a wave of Death spread and flooded every room and hallway of the Yphelion. It felt like they’d plunged into an icy lake.

“—doing?” the Reaver continued, warily looking around as a foreign aura permeated the bridge. He suddenly stood ramrod straight and released his Dao. “You madman! What have you done?”

“I used another method to escape. What are you doing?” Zac said, his mind mostly on the surge of information that had poured into his mind.

“Escaped? You’ve doomed us,” Kator said with a hollow laugh as dark threads began to appear.

They were everywhere: on the walls, ceiling, and the instruments. Even on the people around him. Zac looked with trepidation as a line appeared on his left wrist, and his shock only deepened upon realizing he was utterly incapable of removing it. He quickly turned to the Reaver, who seemed to be the only one to understand what was happening.

“Where is this?”

“If I’m not mistaken, you’ve brought us to Kālasūtra.”
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“Kālasūtra,” Zac said, not recognizing the name. “A Buddhist realm? Is it related to Samsara?”

“No,” Kator growled as he took out a piece of wood. “It’s one of the Eight Hells—the Threaded Hell.”

Zac looked at the plank with confusion, seeing how the black threads spread far quicker on it than anywhere else. It only took moments for them to join into a pattern filled with deathly intent, one almost completely separated from Zac’s understanding of the Dao of Death. Then, the wood was reduced to pitch-black ash that drifted to the ground.

There was not so much of a speck of lingering spirituality or aura in the dust, the effect rivaling Zac’s [Void Mountain] infusion. Sharp intakes could be heard through the room as people fearfully looked down at the lines on their bodies and the Yphelion itself.

“It was mortal wood,” Galau said, taking out a series of raw materials ranging from mortal to D-grade.

Zac relaxed upon seeing the stark difference between the weakest and strongest materials. The patterns began as dots that gradually expanded into threads, where the higher the grade or Dao you wielded, the slower the process. Zac estimated even the weakest crew had half an hour before they’d meet the same fate as the plank. Hegemons would last twice that, at the very least, while the Yphelion could withstand the Threaded Hell even longer.

That didn’t mean they could sit around. The threads were slow-moving but unrelenting. Even Zac came up empty, whether it was using Void Energy or his Eoz bloodline. Furthermore, the Death-attuned module was gradually losing energy. The lines’ slow growth might accelerate if they lost the Yphelion’s protection.

And that wasn’t even mentioning the other dangers that might lurk in this unfamiliar place.

“Jaol,” Zac said.

“I—these readings… what?” Jaol muttered.

“It’s useless. The Threaded Hell is an ancient Lower Plane. It doesn’t follow the same rules as the prime dimensions, rendering all your readings obsolete. We can’t even trust our senses beyond the vessel’s protection,” Kator said, staring at Zac. “You lunatic, what were you thinking?”

“I was thinking that we’d be dead unless I took a chance,” Zac said. “This feature was something the System installed, and it wouldn’t send us to our deaths. Give me a second to figure things out.”

Zac scoured the surge of information that the Yphelion provided through the link. There was no manual, only a large set of seemingly encrypted or incomplete data. Was he supposed to activate the second module to access all the information? No, releasing a burst of Life in a Death-attuned Lower Plane was courting death. The ship might explode, or it might attract dangerous denizens.

He’d keep it in case everything else failed. Zac instead activated his Earthly Dao of Sealed Death, pouring it into the administrator link. It was the same approach he used to decipher the secrets in the Chaos Library. It worked. A part of the chaotic data became legible, and Zac transferred some of it into the bridge console.

The pitch-black screen displaying the outside lit up, albeit barely. A gloomy, monochromatic world appeared on the screens. There was no sense of up or down, partly because of the endless number of black threads that stretched beyond their vision in every direction. It was like they’d appeared in the middle of an enormous Array Disk, with pathways hundreds of meters across all around them.

The scene was silent and ominous. Thankfully, there were no signs of any beasts or denizens of hell, though their vision didn’t reach very far.

“That’s the Kālasūtra, alright,” Kator groaned. “What are you doing now?”

“Driving the ship, of course,” Zac said.

More than half the data remained incomprehensible. Zac guessed he’d have to evolve his Dao at least once more to decipher everything, which explained why the modules had remained locked away. What Zac did have was barely enough to make do.

He’d sent the ship forward, using one of the huge threads as a tunnel to advance. As scary as the threads were, the hollow emptiness between seemed even more dangerous. Zac could already feel a growing pressure on him, one that stirred his danger sense.

It was manageable for now. Zac’s instincts warned that the Yphelion could only remain hidden thanks to the Death Module masking the ship as part of a thread. They’d stick out like a sore thumb if they popped out for too long.

“Going to explore the underworld, are you?” Kator said.

“What will I accomplish if I jump back out now? The cultists are sharpening their spears as we speak. We need to travel some distance and leave through another node.”

“It doesn’t look like we’re traveling very fast, though.” Emily hesitated. “We won’t cover much ground before we have to emerge. Should we prepare for another battle?”

“We’re actually traveling extremely fast,” Zac said. “We’re getting closer to our destination with incredible speed. We’ll be days away from our pursuers by the time we emerge.”

It wasn’t an exaggeration. One minute in the Threaded Hell was equivalent to hours of travel on the outside. They were completely cut off from the Imperial Graveyard, excepting one aspect. It was the bond that replaced the [Centurion Beacon] a few days ago. Zac could feel it still giving direction, and the feedback gave a good estimate of their pace.

“So we’re safe so long as we’re not unlucky enough to appear in the middle of another pack of those bastards? And we’ll even reach our destination early?” Ogras stated. “I’m starting to understand why these toys come with such a hefty price tag.”

Zac already knew Attuned Vessels used modes of travel that didn’t rely on the Dao of Space. He just hadn’t expected the Yphelion to use such a spectacular method. He’d pictured something like his [Abyssal Drive] or possibly traveling through a Dao Tapestry like the great Tree of Life he saw when forming his bond with Haro.

Using the Lower Planes as a shortcut seemed both foolhardy and extravagant, especially for a measly D-grade vessel.

“This is a realm governed by Death. It’s to be expected that Space does not work the same way here,” Kator said. “And I wouldn’t say we’re safe. The outside looks empty now, but the Threaded Hell is not unoccupied.”

“The Yphelion is masking its aura so long as we stay inside the threads,” Zac said. “I’ll send us out early if the situation becomes dangerous.”

‘See if you can figure anything else out now that the module is up and running,’ Zac added in a mental communication that only reached Galau’s ears.

‘I’m already tapped into the system. I’m afraid I’m not much better off than Jaol. This all reads like gibberish to me. Is there something specific you’re looking for?’

‘Yes. How to get back out.’

‘You—’ Galau exclaimed, only barely managing to hide his shock.

That was the part Zac left out in his explanation. He had no idea how to leave. The information he could understand through his Early Earthly Dao didn’t cover anything of the sort, nor could he sense exits through the Death-attuned scanners. Simply turning off the Death-attuned module wouldn’t solve anything. It would only remove the film that hid and probably protected them.

“Tell us what you know,” Zac said as he steered the Yphelion.

“It’s not much. The eight hells are not places you can freely come and go to,” Kator said. “I know all eight have an owner.”

“Plane Spirits?” Catheya said with surprise.

“That or extraordinary Innate Existences. I don’t know much about them, except they’re extremely hostile to outsiders. The Empire has always kept its distance from these particular realms for that reason. There are safer planes to scour for opportunities.”

Catheya slowly nodded, elaborating when seeing Zac’s curiosity, “Lower Planes are very large. Even the smallest would be comparable to Immemorial Realms, with the greatest ones approaching the scope and energy levels of a true dimension. Anything having absolute control over a plane would have to be at the level of the Perennial Vastness’ Realm Spirit. Some would be even stronger.”

“That powerful?” Zac exclaimed, suddenly feeling the looming pressure even heavier.

“They’re not a threat to the natural order. As powerful as they are, they’re imperfect. Most are trapped in their plane. The ones able to leave will be severely weakened the moment they step outside, becoming prey to Supremacies looking for unique resources,” Kator said, glancing in Zac’s direction. “Of course, it’s another matter entirely if you barge into their domain uninvited.”

Zac was about to answer when the signal suddenly took a sharp twist. One that would force him to jump over to a nearby thread, continuing in another direction. Zac hesitated, putting the matter to the floor.

“I’d recommend following the signal,” Jaol said. “It’s our only point of direction. Who knows? We might end up outside the Imperial Graveyard if we take the wrong turn.”

“Do it,” Kator agreed. “We’ve come this far; we might as well use it to our advantage.”

Zac nodded, and the Yphelion emerged from the protective darkness. A deep groan shook Zac to the core, and more than one person in the room was forced to their knees. The sound disappeared as quickly as it came when the vessel entered the other thread.

“What was that? A creature?” Ogras said.

“No idea,” Zac said, noting that the intangible pressure had increased after the maneuver. Nothing else changed over the next couple of minutes, though Zac’s nerves kept growing tighter.

“There’s something in the distance!” Jaol exclaimed.

Zac soon understood what Jaol noticed in the pile of data and adjusted the monitors, prompting a structure to come into view. It resembled an ancient Corinthian temple cut from obsidian instead of marble. Its floor plan was open, yet it was impossible to see anything beyond the pillars. It was as though it was a space of its own, resisting the Yphelion’s camera.

It didn’t take long before a second and third item came into view, silently drifting between the threads. One looked like an enormous star forged from black metal, the other a stone feather that dwarfed the Yphelion. The structures emitted no energy or aura, nor were there signs of any beings occupying them. It didn’t stop Zac from breaking into a cold sweat after looking at any of them too long, and he didn’t dare keep the Yphelion’s scanners in their direction.

“What are those things?” Joanna asked, surreptitiously glancing at the lanky Reaver.

“Don’t ask me,” Kator shrugged. “Might be ancient relics that have fallen into hell or something built by the locals. I’d guess the latter.”

“Relics of a forbidden plane,” Ogras muttered with a greedy gleam in his eyes. “Sounds valuable.”

“The Lower Planes hold incredible resources that can’t be found on the outside,” Catheya said. “They’re one of the two most popular destinations for Autarchs stuck in a bottleneck.”

“And the other?” Emily asked curiously.

“The Eternal Storm.”

“They have to travel so far for resources?” Emily said. “So much for the Heartlands.”

“The Heartlands are a cultivation paradise compared to the frontier, but resources at that level are incredibly rare anywhere. What appears naturally is far from enough and is usually claimed by those with the biggest fist. The rest must find other avenues to progress, and these remote places are the only ones that aren’t picked clean or under observation.” Ogras shrugged.

“Exploring those structures will have to wait for another time,” Zac said. “We have to leave before our crew turns into dust.”

“Good. It feels like someone is reaching for my throat,” Catheya said.

“I thought I was the only one,” Galau said.

Zac looked around with a somber expression. Even the crew was starting to notice the growing threat. It felt as though a vast presence was gradually homing in on their location through the sense of rejection. Could it be the Plane Spirit Catheya mentioned? As bad as the threads were, they paled before being targeted by such an entity. They might have to leave earlier than planned, even if Zac was reluctant. It wasn’t actually impossible to reach their destination before the E-grade staff reached their limits.

Minutes passed, and the conversation died down completely. It was like everyone feared so much as a whisper would garner further attention. That subdued silence deepened with each jump between threads and reached a crescendo when they encountered the first denizens of the Threaded Hell. Eyes wide as saucers stared at the monitor, taking in the scene.

A long line of creatures traveled along a neighboring thread, with every ten rows holding up a banner of darkness. The dark shrouds over their faces couldn’t hide the fact they came in all shapes and forms. There were everything from gargantuan Beast Emperors dwarfing the Yphelion to humanoids smaller than the Sky Gnomes back on earth.

Big or small, they moved with incredible speed. They’d caught up with their ship in no time, and the first rows became distant dots in seconds. It didn’t look like the strange procession was there for them, making Zac hesitate whether he should try to escape. They were so close to the beacon’s destination that Zac felt he could almost touch it. If they could endure a few more minutes…

Then he saw the coffin.

It was only three meters or so, yet the enormous beasts carrying it struggled under its weight. It was simple and unadorned, hewn from black stone. Its design paled before the dozens of extraordinary weapons stabbed into the lid. All of them emitted hair-raising auras that made Zac think of the vision of the Left Imperial Palace and the scars that had adorned its walls.

And yet, none of the weapons managed to penetrate the simple lid, and eons of erosion had reduced the once-glorious equipment to rusty scrap. The scene was so gripping that it took Zac a second to realize the funeral procession had slowed when the coffin aligned with the Yphelion.

A scream of alarm was muffled and strangled when the coffin shuddered. The world stopped, from the Yphelion to the endless row of undead. It was locked in stasis by the ancient aura that spilled out from the small crack that had appeared when the lid shifted. Countless eyes gazed in his direction from within, piercing right through the Yphelion.

‘You… returned…’

The voice exploded like a series of bombs in Zac’s mind, and his surroundings were replaced by a sea of eyes.

‘To… us…’

Zac didn’t have the luxury of pondering what the interred being meant by “returned.” He wasn’t even able to move, let alone ask what he meant. It was possible the corpse wasn’t trying to kill him. Still, that didn’t change the fact his mere words threatened to tear Zac’s soul apart.

They needed to leave, even if Galau had yet to find a safe way to exit the Threaded Hell. Void Energy coursed through Zac’s body as [Void Mountain] descended. It was like an ant trying to stop a chariot, letting him extract a sliver of Divine Energy. Zac desperately infused the trickle into the Life-attuned trigger.

A surge of Life swept through the ship, which immediately started to groan and shake. Each second felt like an eternity, where Zac waited to see if the corpse would try to prevent their exit. It didn’t. The eyes closed, returning the bridge to its original state. Meanwhile, the threads turned into puffs of smoke that left nothing behind.

“GO!” Zac croaked, unable to hear his voice over the rumbling thunder of ‘TO US’ being repeated over and over in his head.

The Yphelion jolted, and the screen recalibrated. The deadly turmoil of the Imperial Graveyard had never felt so comforting.

“We’re back!” Jaol said, his victorious grin collapsing into a mask of horror. “We’re in the middle of a storm! Damn, this is the worst one yet!”

Screams and barked orders joined the cacophony, along with urgent warning signals of shields failing and sections being damaged. It was too much at once. Zac felt like his mind was being torn apart by barbarians fighting over the scraps. He held onto a path to salvation as his vision closed in.

It was the beacon, having transformed again now that they were mere hours from their destination. He pulled at the sensation with all his might, praying it would help them through their plight.

“Follow,” Zac whispered before passing out.

The coffin continued its eternal journey, waiting for the destined day.
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“Follow…”

Ogras swore upon seeing Zac collapse, only to be hurled into a wall by a powerful jolt. Too much was happening all at once. Something extraordinary had clearly just happened to their captain, overloading his mind. The physical dangers were more manageable. Getting knocked around wouldn’t do anything to that brute, and people were already moving to assist.

There were bigger fish to fry, and it wasn’t the collapsing tin can around them. A critical opportunity had presented itself, and he needed to capitalize on it. Ogras had kept his eyes on the bomb throughout the nerve-wracking journey in the Threaded Hell, both hoping and fearing the netherblasted threads would do it in.

It turned out the high-grade contraption resisted the threads even better than the sealbearers, and he’d noticed how Kator’s watch grew more lax by the minute. Ogras had also given up hope, when their sudden exit had thrown everything on its head. They needed to act fast.

‘Do it!’

There was no sign of Janos hearing his command, nor were there any fluctuations of Energy or Dao. He remained all but forgotten in his corner on the bridge, which just so happened to be right behind the glowering Izh’Rak Reaver.

A small piece of augmented reality fused with truth under the guise of beeping alarms and nerve-wracking heaves as the Yphelion was thrown to and fro. Only Ogras was equipped to truly appreciate the genius of the method and how hard Janos had worked to bring it to fruition. Their plan was over a month in the making, where Janos had spent every waking moment gradually incorporating the Yphelion with his illusory world.

The illusionist’s presence had grown fainter by the day as Ogras and Janos worked in concert to erase him from the mind of the crew. Even Zac seemed to have mostly forgotten about Janos’s existence by the time they’d passed the storm curtain. Kator was a much easier mark, even if his series of victories over Zac failed to lower his guard. It came down to strength. Only a handful could enter the Reaver’s eyes. The rest were so far beneath him that they were irrelevant, where his strength was all the safeguard he needed.

Zac remained oblivious to their plotting throughout. Such was the way of things. For the emperor to stand in the sun, someone had to move in the shadows. Threats and problems needed to be cut down as they sprouted, lest they become towering trees that blotted out the sky.

Their solution wasn’t without limitations. Janos would be discovered if he did something big that diverged from reality or if he pushed too hard against the inborn desires of the target. Only the lightest suggestion would pass unnoticed. It wasn’t enough to make the Reaver forget about his safeguard. It should be enough to briefly ensure he focused elsewhere when so much was going on.

A moment was all Ogras needed. The shadows stirred in a remote corridor on the opposite side of the Yphelion, sneaking into the sealed-off room where the bomb waited. A puff of ash appeared in the room just as Ogras’s doppelganger took shape. It looked no different from what they’d seen throughout their voyage to the Lower Planes, when everything from furniture to damaged plating was claimed by the deathly threads.

What had felt like a countdown to the end now looked like an auspicious cloud heralding a boundless future. In reality, it was a piece of the device that had been held over their head, claimed in a last showing of prowess by the Threaded Hell. It was even the spatial tear sealed in the middle of the device that had been done in, the very one meant to erupt and swallow the ship if triggered.

Ogras had no idea what brought about the change, why the spatial tear was suddenly flooded with death while the threads disappeared from everything else. Was it a power struggle? Zac had said the spatial tear led to an unknown Lower Plane. Maybe the Threaded Hell sensed the breach and attacked it to protect its borders? Those mysteries were well beyond Ogras.

He knew one thing with certainty. If the netherblasted skeleton noticed what’d happened, he would bring out a backup that they didn’t have time to counter. With their leader out for the count, he might even go crazy and attack.

Not on his watch.

A fake spatial tear almost indistinguishable from the original was formed through Ogras’ Branch of False Truths. That ‘almost’ was the critical flaw that would have made the plan impossible if not for his old subordinate. With reality augmented, fake had become real. The bomb was now nothing more than a very expensive piece of decor.

The doppelganger retreated, and the Reaver showed no sign of noticing the switch. That wasn’t enough to make Ogras relax. Kator was slippery and would have to be kept under constant watch until they could leverage their opportunity.

Not to mention, it was difficult to relax when their lifeline’s shields were on the verge of collapse. The storm they’d been caught in was far beyond anything they’d seen so far, and the Yphelion was already an arrow at the end of its flight. Unless something changed, they were done for.

Another minute passed. Ogras sighed, looking at the duo who’d fought tooth and nail to safely bring them to their destination. There was strength beneath the weakness, the kind of talent that only a stable faction could nurture. The ones with fierce warriors guarding the gates so that other skills could be allowed to develop.

Unfortunately, they were too young—all of them. Ogras couldn’t read the blaring signals that popped all over the bridge. His shadows were spread throughout the ship, showing the reality with painful clarity. They had a minute, maybe two, before it was over.

Was this how it all ended?

“Go back!” Kator roared, grabbing Galau with one hand while throwing Catheya out of the way with the other to reach Zac. “Better take our chances with the Threaded Hell than being ground to dust!”

“Impossible!” Galau croaked, almost having his neck crushed by Kator’s tightening grip. “It’ll take weeks before it can be activated again.”

“Release him!” Emily roared, her eyes dripping with bloodlust.

Joanna seemed equally ready to go to war, uncaring that they were about to face the music. She’d protect her emperor to the end. Even the Abyssal-eyed lass appeared to have found her temerity and looked ready to fight, even if it meant betraying her empire. A ruthless smile spread across Ogras’s face. Could he be any worse?

His aura faded as the [Shadewar Flag] began unfurling within his sleeves. Kator might be a bastard, but he wasn’t a heretical cultivator. Using the flag on him would ruin his hard work… What did it matter if they were all going to die? Might as well rectify one regret before they all entered the great beyond.

“Incoming!” Jaol screamed, stopping the melee before it could start.

An utter silence followed his words. Even the storm had died down.

“What’s this?” Kator said, releasing his grip on Galau.

“Didn’t you hear the boss?” Ogras said with a refreshing smile, his killing intent already back in the shadows. “Follow.”

[image: ]


Zac woke up with a start, his heart hammering in fear. The sudden jerk would have knocked out one of Ogras’s teeth if he hadn’t turned into a shade in time. Zac wildly looked around, only relaxing upon realizing he was still on the bridge. He’d been dreaming he was trapped in a coffin like the one they escaped from, carried toward an unknown destination.

“How long?” Zac asked as he got to his feet.

“Eight hours,” Ogras said. “I was considering stuffing a [Gentleman’s Helper] down your throat to see if it’d get your blood pumping.”

“What? That long?” Zac said, blearily looking around.

The bridge was almost empty. Only Jaol, Mark, Catheya, and Ogras remained, though the demon’s faded appearance indicated he wasn’t there with his main body.

“Eight hours, and you left me lying on the floor?”

“We didn’t dare to disturb you in case it broke the spell,” Catheya said with a weak smile. “Are you okay?”

“My head’s killing me. Feels like I’ve drunk a bathtub’s worth of moonshine…” Zac downed a set of soul-nourishing pills. “What’s going on? What spell?”

“See for yourself,” Ogras said, pointing at the screen.

Only then did Zac fully remember the situation before he passed out. They’d been in a terrifying storm, easily surpassing the storm curtain. And yet, the Yphelion was sailing so smoothly he’d briefly forgotten they were inside the Imperial Graveyard. He turned to the monitor, where a huge rune was shown floating before the Ypelion’s tip.

“It’s holding off the storm?” Zac exclaimed—the sigil had created a completely safe wind tunnel for them to follow inside. “Who’s doing that?”

“We thought it was you?” Ogras said. “You told us to follow before passing out. The light appeared a few minutes later.”

“Oh.” Zac didn’t need to ask where it was taking them.

He could feel how they were drawing closer to their destination, which meant the seal had been sent to fetch them. This was a very good sign, as far as Zac was concerned. The Centurion Base appeared to be in much better shape than the Centurion Lighthouse if it could send out a guiding rune. It also meant they’d passed a preliminary screening and been cleared for approach.

“Was I the only one who passed out?” Zac asked as he observed the unfamiliar seal.

It reminded him of the Seal of the Starfall Court, except it contained completely foreign elements that seemed detached from their system of cultivation. Could the markings come from the Lost Era, something they extracted from the Foreign Gods?

“Yes. We figured you drained your soul after summoning the seal.”

“How are all of you fine after that…” Zac said, giving up on deciphering the seal. It was far too complex for him to understand, to the point he couldn’t even tell which Daos it utilized. “You didn’t see it? Before we escaped?”

“See what?” Ogras asked. “We were watching that line of shades pass by when suddenly we were filled with a sense of crisis. You dragged us out before anyone could figure out what we were dealing with. Did you notice something?”

Zac frowned in thought. “You could say that. It’s probably for the best if we leave it at that.”

The corpse’s voice was long gone, yet Zac could still feel the “to us” rattling in the back of his mind. Meanwhile, he could see the myriad eyes staring at him every time he blinked. If he’d been any slower breaking out, he might have seen his Dao subverted or rewritten. There was no telling what would have happened to the weaker crew members if faced with the same thing.

“Some stones are better left unturned,” Ogras agreed, though a curious gleam remained.

Zac had no real answers even if he were willing to share them. He was no clearer on what that corpse meant now that things had stabilized. Both the Threaded Hell and the overwhelming aura sealed inside the coffin were completely foreign. Zac’s best guess was that the corpse wasn’t talking to him. It was talking to Karz, just like the wisp of Emperor Limitless when Zac used the Tribulation Throne.

“Huh?” Zac muttered.

“What’s wrong?” Catheya fussed, looking him up and down.

“My connection to the Yphelion is on the fritz,” Zac said. “I can’t access most of the systems, not even the internal scan.”

“I’m not surprised. We took a beating before the seal found us,” Catheya said. “Most are off helping Galau with repairs. Even Kator.”

“The prospect of stumbling at the finish line must’ve put a fire under his ass,” Ogras snorted. “Don’t worry, I’m keeping watch on him.”

“How bad is it?”

“It’s bad,” the demon grimaced. “The Merchant said we’re toast if we lose the outside help. The shields failed, and whole sections were torn open. Five more people were lost. We better pray there’s a safe spot to perform proper repairs where we’re going. There’s no way we’re making it out alive if we have to leave the way we came.”

“We’re almost there,” Zac said. “Another hour at most.”

“Guess we need to get ready,” Ogras said, glancing at Catheya.

“I’ll inform the others,” Catheya said, leaving the bridge.

Ogras brought Zac to the side, shrouding them in shadows. “What about⁠—”

“It’s his move,” Zac said, not needing to ask what the demon was referring to.

“Staying passive on this matter presents a huge risk, both for you and the others. Especially the Indomitable sealbearers,” Ogras cautioned. “I’ve⁠—”

“Striking first is no different. Esmeralda can’t do anything about the agreement with the Undead Empire, and it was mostly designed to keep me in check. I’ll be heavily wounded, at the very least, possibly taken out of commission. We’d be in deep trouble if we failed to take him out in one go. Even if we manage to drag him down, he’d take a few of us with him.”

Ogras looked into his eyes for a few seconds before nodding. “Fine. I’ll play nice. With your Luck, he might stumble and break his neck the moment he acts.”

“Would save us the headache.” Zac smiled.

News spread quickly, and their desperate straits couldn’t quell the sense of anticipation growing among the crew. Over a dozen of their companions had given up their lives to come this far, while the rest had been pushed to their limits. The next hours would decide whether their sacrifice was worth it; whether the key to saving Zecia and Earth could be found in the graveyard’s depths.

“We’re approaching the edge. Ten minutes out,” Jaol exclaimed sometime later.

“Anything else?” Zac asked.

“Nothing. There’s a barrier blocking our scans. I can only confirm space is incredibly solid. Far beyond the norm on the frontier, let alone the Imperial Graveyard.”

“What about the cultists?”

“Same there. The storm we’ve crossed is too intense to make out anything. Our scanners can only reach a few hundred miles through all that interference.”

“I can’t imagine anyone making it through that storm in one piece without protection,” Ogras offered. “Even a C-grade vessel would crumble in no time, and we’ve traveled for almost half a day. Who knows how much further the storm stretches?”

“The storm isn’t natural,” Jaol agreed. “It lacks the characteristics of the ones we’ve passed. It should be the result of the base we’re approaching. It has formed a stable region by pushing away all turbulence.”

“Like a miniature version of the System,” Zac mused, remembering Laondio’s purifier from his Bloodline Vision.

The arrays could only remove the earthly taint from an area by expelling it, and the System worked the same way when it integrated sectors. Most of it was pushed into the Eternal Storm, forming a dangerous band of turbulence around integrated space. It was because of this phenomenon that regions like Million Gates Territory and the Imperial Graveyard formed in the first place.

Everyone worked on the Yphelion until the very last moment, at which point the sealbearers returned to the bridge while the rest took their positions in the reinforced shelter in the vessel’s core. They were all full of questions, and the bridge collectively held its breath when the sigil punched through the storm’s final layer to display the scenery beyond.

“What in the…” Kruta gawked.

Zac had seen some odd phenomena since his journey took him into the cosmos, things far exceeding anything known about space before the Integration came. Even then, not even the Void Star could match the odd sun before them. It wasn’t even spherical, nor any conventional three-dimensional shape.

The sun was shaped like a hollow tesseract, with enormous pillars of fiery-hot golden sunlight. In the center of the cubic construct was a pitch-black sphere. Or perhaps it was a flat disk; Zac couldn’t tell when the sun seemed to exceed three-dimensional space.

“It has to be man-made, right?” Emily said, looking at the orc. “Are there things like this in the Heartlands?”

“I’ve seen some modified stars, but never anything like this. Not even in the Heavens. I can’t begin to understand how it works or if it’s even a star.”

“It’s a true star.” That was the usually reserved Rhuger who’d spoken. “It’s enormous, far beyond what we can see. I believe it would take up half the Imperial Graveyard if it were allowed to appear in its true form.”

“That big? I’ve never heard of a star that size on the frontier,” Zac exclaimed. “If it went supernova, wouldn’t a good chunk of Zurbor…”

“Don’t even think about it!” Ogras wheezed, giving Zac a pointed look. “At least not while we’re still here!”

“I’m not going to blow it up, alright?” Zac muttered.

His promise was met with anticipation, suspicion, and defeat, depending on his subordinate. The only thing that unified his sealbearers was the utter lack of confidence in his statement. And Zac had to admit, the idea did have some merit. It wasn’t too late to get back to basics in case the Foreign Gods didn’t pan out.
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Zac reined in his fantasy of triggering a wave of stellar destruction that swallowed half the Zurbor Sector. As Ogras said, they’d be the first ones to die, considering they had no escape measures prepared for such a plan. Hiding out in the Lower Planes could work, except Galau already confirmed the deathly module was completely exhausted and would need weeks to recharge.

The Life-attuned module was in better shape, but would they even dare use it? With the deathly module drained, it wouldn’t have the strength to bring them back to the surface. And that didn’t even cover whatever dangers they might face in a Life-attuned plane.

Even if they solved all those issues, it still wouldn’t be enough. Zac estimated the death engine could have lasted another hour inside the Threaded Hell if they hadn’t been forced to leave early. That was only enough to cover a couple of weeks worth of travel, not enough to escape the blast zone. They’d probably pop out in the middle of the explosion, and there wouldn’t be a rune to protect them.

The only alternative was if he managed to instantly activate the trial along with the explosion. That would mean sacrificing the non-sealbearers aboard the ship. Unleashing the Foreign Gods was the far preferable option, especially if you included the uncertainty of the supernova working and that he had allies inside the Imperial Graveyard.

“That thing in the middle, is it what we came for?” Ogras asked.

“The signal points to it,” Zac said. “It should be a gateway to the true realm where the project took place.”

Excited discussions spread through the bridge until one dissenting voice cut through the chatter, “This might not be what you wish to hear, but maybe we should wait?”

Zac turned toward Carl standing in the corner, who slightly withered under the attention. He still pressed on, “The Yphelion is damaged, and the crew is still exhausted after our mad escape from the cultists. A few days of recovery would put us in a better position to finish the job.”

A few agreed, such as Galau, Ra’Klid, and Rhuger. The majority leaned toward pressing on, their eyes radiating purpose and adventure. Zac glanced at the surroundings. The tesseract sun was surrounded by an incredibly stable space the size of a solar system. There were no planets or structures, and there wasn’t a single passage leading into the sanctuary from the storm. It was the perfect place to recover after their journey.

“How’s the Yphelion?” Zac asked.

“We’ve patched up the circuits with spare materials, so the shields technically work,” Galau said.

“Technically?” Zac said.

“I wouldn’t recommend raising their strength beyond ten percent,” Galau said. “Furthermore, there are still dozens of unpressurized compartments. With the shields as they are, we should probably avoid those sections as we approach the sun. The heat and radiation would be deadly even if the rune lets through so much as a sliver. Oh, and we haven’t even begun working on the hull.”

“Well, that’s great,” Zac muttered before turning back toward Carl. “You’re right. It would have been a good idea to rest up. Unfortunately…”

Zac glanced at Mark, who confirmed Zac’s suspicion, “The rune is dragging us forward. I can’t stop it.”

The rune hadn’t disappeared after paving a path through the storm. It’d only slowed down on its approach toward the sun.

“We’ll reach the sun in twenty-eight minutes,” the pilot continued.

“…I’ll see if I can reinforce the shields,” Galau sighed and hurried out. Most of the sealbearers followed after seeing they still had some time.

Zac stayed on with Ogras, Catheya, and Kator, reviewing the many plans they’d ironed out during their brief bouts of downtime. The twenty-eight minutes went by in a flash, and Zac watched on as the Yphelion entered the sun’s domain. Nothing happened, allowing Zac to release his pent-up breath.

The sun’s hollow interiors were like the Spatial Nexus he’d seen back in the Void Star, the contraption the Kan’Tanu blew up as part of their plan. Space inside had more than three dimensions, and Zac had no idea how the Yphelion would react. Thankfully, the sigil’s protective tail worked equally well within the star. Neither heat nor energy reached the ship, and they were spared from being bent into pretzels by space twisting on itself.

“That’s odd,” Jaol said. “I can’t actually pick up any spatial fluctuations. Not even from the gate.”

“How’s that possible inside a multidimensional space?” Zac asked.

“Why would the Dao of Space be required?” Kator countered. “Your vessel used no Spatial Energy to enter and leave the Lower Planes. This is no different. The sun was likely repurposed as an energy source, so the formations should be reliant on the Stellar Peak.”

“I guess you’re right.” Zac shrugged as he took out a communicator, feeling it was the least of the mysteries present. “Brace yourselves. We’re about to fly through the gate.”

The screens had become completely black as the huge sphere drew closer. Zac felt as though they were flying into a black hole and prayed he was wrong. The others returned, opting to stay in the reinforced bridge as a precaution.

Zac didn’t even notice when they flew through the gate. The darkness gave way to light, and the screens displayed a twilight realm with drifting clouds of purple. Gleaming stars were visible far in the sky, though not below, indicating they might have been transported to a proper world despite there being no sign of any ground. There were also no signs of danger or their destination. The rune was still there, guiding them through the clouds. The tranquil view was beautiful, which only added to Zac’s unease.

“What’s going on? Weren’t we inside a star?” Emily muttered.

“It’s—” Zac said before his words caught in his throat.

Streaks of purple had appeared inside the bridge, ignoring the protective sigil and the Yphelion’s shielding alike.

“What in the nine hells is this?” Bubbur exclaimed, his face scrunching up like a raisin. “It feels like someone is taking a dump in my brain. Wait, is it making me smarter?”

“Oh, I know exactly what this is,” Ogras spat, glancing at the former Muscle Brigadier. “And I would be careful about any ideas popping into my head right about now.”

“Ogras is right. Everyone, seal your Daos and paths. Ignore the whispers; they’re lying. Any truths you think you’ve grasped will only bring about your doom,” Zac said. “You don’t want to know what’ll happen if this madness is allowed to take root. I’ve seen it turn an elite Kan’Tanu squad into vegetables.”

“Is this what you encountered inside the Void Star?” Kator asked.

“The flavor is slightly different, but it’s definitely the Dead Dao of the Lost Era,” Zac confirmed. “This could be considered a good opportunity for you all. Take your time in figuring out long-term countermeasures. We’re bound to encounter more of this during the trial. Practicing with this diluted version might save your lives when facing the real thing.”

“The real thing’s worse than this? Did I make the right decision coming all this way?” Kruta grimaced.

Zac laughed before sharing the insights he’d gathered from his years of relying on the tainted lake water. Of course, there was one thing he kept to himself. The corruption wasn’t the only thing present in the energy from the so-called Lost Plane. The truths of Ultom were nestled inside, though the concentrations were closer to his [Court Cycle Token] than the lake water.

He didn’t mention that part out of fear one of his subordinates would overestimate themselves and attempt extracting the good stuff, something which was only made possible thanks to his bloodlines. Zac wasn’t under the same restrictions, and his D-grade Hidden Nodes made the process far more effective.

If the situation were different, he would have cranked his Void Emperor bloodline to the limits, forming Void Vortices to gobble up all the free insights. Now, he was reduced to siphoning off what little he could from his surroundings, which was only enough to help clear his head.

Finally, their destination began to reveal itself. A glistening tower pierced the clouds, reaching into the starry sky far above. Zac looked on with interest, though his expression grew odd as the minutes passed. It had barely changed even after ten minutes of travel.

“Are… we moving?” Ogras eventually asked.

“Just how big is this thing?” Catheya whispered.

An hour later, the distant tower had grown by half on the screen, and three smaller towers were now visible.

“It has to be larger than a planet,” Emily said.

“It should be approaching the D-grade bounds of a three-dimensional world,” Jaol said. “Much more, and space will buckle.”

Ogras whistled. “The Limitless Empire sure wasn’t messing around. Imagine the cost. Why not just reposition a world instead?”

“I don’t think they had a choice,” Zac said, remembering that the [Foreign Gods] tome mentioned how the Lighthouses couldn’t stay in this realm for too long. “They needed to build something that could resist the corrosion of Dead Dao.”

“Resist… or contain?” Emily said. “Have you noticed? The clouds are getting denser the closer we get.”

It took another hour before the whole base came into view, or as much as was possible with the incredibly dense clouds surrounding the structure. Emily’s theory was looking more likely by the minute. Rather than a base resisting the Dao of the Lost Era, it seemed like the base was built around a breach like the one he’d closed.

The central tower was almost too massive to compute, yet it was floating in the air without causing so much as a ripple. Surrounding it were seven subsidiary towers. A structural band connected the outer pillars, and it was large enough to overshadow the ringworld he’d visited during his pilgrimage back in the training camp.

“Uh, boss? Doesn’t that look like⁠—”

“It does,” Zac agreed, glancing at Ra’Klid.

The central tower was unattached, just like the central tower in the Centurion Lighthouse. In contrast to its much smaller cousin, the main station was in pristine condition and showed no signs of battle. The base also emitted barely any energy, as if sleeping; like ancient cultivators could pop out of a window at any moment to see who’d come knocking at their door.

“If we can launch a [Centurion Spear] this size,” Bubbur wheezed, his face red with excitement. “Will there be anything left of the Kan’Tanu afterward?”

“Don’t get your hopes up. There are some critical differences in the design. I don’t think it’s equipped with a that kind of propulsion,” Galau said. “That’s not to say it won’t have a similar feature.”

“Isn’t that what the Foreign Gods are for?” Ogras said.

Zac listened in on the discussion, his eyes never leaving the monitor. “The tips of the outer towers are roughly the size of the Centurion Lighthouse.”

“There were seven Lighthouses,” Emily agreed. “So its ultimate form is with all the outer bases docked at the tips?”

“Looks like we’re being directly taken to one of the outer towers,” Ogras commented. “Could it be the one connected to the Lighthouse you raided?”

“It should be,” Galau said.

New details were exposed every minute as the clouds shifted. The first damaged section came into view shortly before an outer tower got in the way. It was on the opposite side of the base, where a whole section of the outer band had been ripped open. There were no rampaging energies or resentment in the breach, nor did it appear to be the source of the billowing purple clouds.

“That’s one big hole.” Ogras frowned. “Big enough for a trapped God to slip out?”

“I would expect so,” Zac said. “It’s bigger than Earth.”

“We knew some of them must have escaped after what happened to the Centurion Lighthouse,” Emily said. “Maybe that wing held the ones that hadn’t been turned into puppets yet.”

“I’m surprised they just left after breaking out,” Ogras commented. “If it were me, and I had the power to cause that kind of damage, I wouldn’t have left before the base was turned to rubble. And these Foreign Gods were supposed to be vengeful and bloodthirsty.”

“Maybe they were afraid their captors would return,” Joanna suggested. “And this place should have sunk to the depths of the Void shortly after the escape, making it impossible to find their way back.”

“They should be dust by now,” Ogras said. “At least, I hope so.”

Zac wasn’t so sure. The whole reason the Starfall Court started the Centurion Project was that the Foreign Gods were essentially undying, partially a gift of the Stellar Wanderers they’d sprung from. If they were dead, it would be from targeting the wrong person or entering a taboo zone. The good news was that the Multiverse had seen so many changes over the eons that it should be impossible to find their way back.

“A hatch is opening!” Emily said.

“Incredible,” Zac muttered upon seeing the gate was over a mile thick.

The Yphelion looked like a fly as it entered the enormous hangar. Zac couldn’t help but sigh in regret upon seeing it was empty, and his disappointment was mirrored on more than one face. Any Cosmic Vessel moored in this base would have a huge chance of being a C-grade vessel, possibly something even greater. It could have become the flagship of the Atwood Empire, acting as a deterrent even against Monarchs.

“This might be a guest entrance,” Ogras said, unwilling to give up. “Even if not, there has to be more docking stations in a building this size. I refuse to believe one or two wasn’t left behind.”

A deep hum precluded any answer, their guiding rune disappearing after finishing its task. One by one, powerful illumination arrays activated in the ceiling, and runes as large as cities appeared on the walls. A dizzying array of floating lights appeared in the air, seemingly there to direct traffic that didn’t exist.

It wasn’t just the hangar, either. Zac could feel tremendous amounts of energy stir as the whole base was coming online. Zac had never felt anything like it, not from the War Fortresses nor the continental disks in Twilight Harbor. It was as if a primordial beast was coming out of its slumber, and there was no telling what the effect would be on them or the world outside.

“I’ve regained control,” Mark said. “What should I do?”

“Follow the guiding lights,” Zac said, cracking his neck. “We’re setting out the moment we’ve docked.”
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A BLOODY MESSAGE


Sorothom shuddered, unable to prevent the fluctuation in his aura.

“What is it?” Eisorn spat.

“It’s nothing, sir,” Sorothom said, arduously stifling his anger. He was the Founding Pope of the Kan’Tanu, yet forced to grovel like a servant. “Moro is struggling against the restraints. And with the expenditure of setting up the nodes for the ritual…”

Eisorn scoffed at Sorothom. Still, he took out a red-and-black braid, which greatly surprised Sorothom. It looked like his handler was anxious enough to dip into his own stock, going so far as to take out a [Selfless Braid] that only B-grade Heart Elders could fashion.

Sorothom was just an acolyte when breaking off from the Main Sect. Even so, he knew just how expensive they were, and it wasn’t just a matter of having the money, either. Heart Elders were rare, and creating a braid was both time-consuming and taxing. A Reincarnator would have to ‘assist’ in their experiments or accomplish deadly tasks to even get their foot through the door. Unfortunately, Eisorn was likely spared that torment, being the leader of their covert mission.

“This is the only one. If you still can’t hold it together until our mission is accomplished, then our promises won’t matter. The true mantras won’t save you if you can’t regain the ground you’ve lost. You will fall from the defense, and your companion isn’t qualified to ascend on its own.”

“It’s just a temporary setback,” Sorothom assured. “I’ve spent too much time in the graveyard, and some of the turbulence has seeped into⁠—”

“I’m not interested,” Eisorn cut him off. “Your ineptitude let the Empyrean Throne escape. If you further harm our undertaking with your instability… “

“It won’t happen,” Sorothom assured the Black Heart Hall Master.

Sorothom’s expression was ingratiating, only a hint of resentment from being made an assistant to a measly Early Monarch leaking through. Eisorn might be a Reincarnator, but that wasn’t enough to bridge the chasm to someone who’d prepared for their Dao Confirmation for eons. Not to mention, Sorothom was the Kan’Tanu Pope with trillions of citizens under his banner.

Eisorn delighted in suppressing his frontier cousins, especially those stronger than him. Sorothom had almost lost control for real from the many times this haughty bastard waved his Curse Authority in his face.

What would Eisorn think if he found out it was all a guise? Sorothom’s avatar was madly laughing inside his world as he looked at the ancient Array Disk in his hand. It was this thing that had started his long, unsuccessful search in the graveyard. For the first time, it was releasing a low hum after connecting with its Mother Array.

The Intersector War had come like a blessing from above just as he’d given up any hope of ever finding where the disk led. Sorothom could instead ascend using a Grand Sacrificial Array by using the war as fuel. The joy was short-lived. His carefully arranged tapestry was torn asunder just before he’d made his move, returning him to square one.

He had been reluctant to accept the Black Heart Sect’s offer, holding onto a lingering hope the graveyard’s nexus would show itself now that fate was reaching its Zenith. It was at that time he received the message that changed everything. Sorothom had been skeptical throughout, but everything was happening just like it said.

There was hope yet.

The next hours were critical. There couldn’t be any mistakes, and Sorothom couldn’t let his taskmaster know an extraordinary opportunity had appeared nearby. Thankfully, Eisorn was fully absorbed with ensuring their preparations were up to standard. What they were about to do was liable to draw the attention of the Ruthless Heavens and, by extension, those who could catch glimpses of its operations.

They couldn’t have that. The Black Heart Sect had been suppressed to the point they couldn’t even get a seat at the table, forcing them to sneak in through a hidden pathway from the Eternal Storm. The orthodox factions would band together if they realized what they were up to.

The Heaven-obscuring platform was already active, and thousands of Stygian Anchors had stabilized the area. The storms of the inner Imperial Graveyard were redirected by their aura, forming a vast, stable region. Everything was prepared for the next step.

“Activate the Fate Severance,” Eisorn ordered.

The Hall Master’s subordinates obeyed without a word, and a wall of separation isolated fate and Karma of the one thousand Hegemons spread across the Heaven-obscuring platform. Whatever actions took place within would be no concern of the Heavens, and it wouldn’t implicate the observers outside who’d arranged everything.

“The children are ready,” the Blood Priest said from his altar, his toothless mouth curved upward in a raving smile.

Sorothom could smell the stench of putrid blood and fell Karma from his position. He really didn’t miss these lunatics, even if they were necessary to bring out the full potential of the Black Heart Rituals.

“Strength is the only creed of the Black Heart Sect,” Eisorn said, his voice echoing through the region. “Prove yourself worthy. Turn the weak into fuel for your ascension. Begin the ritual.”

Rivers of blood poured onto the etched plateau as the pawns fought for their lives, slaughtering and being slaughtered by their brothers and sisters. The platform was only two miles across, making the desperation and ferocity far greater than during a traditional ritual that utilized whole dozens of miles of varied terrain. There was no scheming, no planning, no time to set up an ambush. There were enemies breathing down their necks from every direction, and it was only kill or be killed.

All the while, Eisorn’s fingers twitched within his sleeves. While his actions might seem innocuous to others, they couldn’t fool Sorothom’s experienced gaze. The Hall Master was subtly influencing the flow of battle, ensuring none of his picks ended up with a seal early. Instead, it was the elites Sorothom had mustered that were the ‘lucky’ ones to find seals in the chests of their enemies.

One burst of transcendent light after another showered the platform in glorious truth. For the participants, it was a beacon, their sole hope of survival. Paradoxically, finding one was a death sentence. The participants descended on the lights like starving ghosts, and those who unearthed the seal almost invariably died first under a cavalcade of attacks.

There were twenty-seven seal pieces spread among the thousands, which meant no more than twenty-seven would walk away alive. More likely, it would be fewer than that as the strongest would collect more than one. Not to mention, some would become ash from overestimating their fate or picking the wrong court.

Most seals were collected from years of warring. They’d sold off most to keep up appearances while hiding away some for themselves. A dozen had been claimed through the frenzy the graveyard was going through, and those who’d joined in on the feast.

Soon, the free-for-all reached the expected balance. The weaker participants had become fuel for the platform, their blood already filling the etched pathways. The stronger ones each surrounded a seal, though none dared to claim it. Only when the numbers dwindled a bit further would they make their move.

The unclaimed seals released increasingly powerful pulses of truth in an attempt to attract a suitable bearer. With each pulse, the platform trembled, and Sorothom sneered as he heard the excitable chatter from the Array Masters.

“How is it?” Eisorn asked with feigned diffidence. Sorothom knew very well the Hall Master’s reward depended on the answer.

“It’s complete!” the leading Threadweaver exclaimed. “The signal is being sent out through the Stygian Array as we speak.”

Moments passed before a light lit up on the large crystal sphere the Array Masters huddled around.

“It works,” Eisorn exhaled, glancing in Sorothom’s direction. “Your idea of connecting the plateau with your Stygian Anchors to extend the reach was quite good.”

“Just a small contribution after learning some tricks of this place,” Sorothom said with a bow, inwardly cackling. They hadn’t noticed! “Today’s feat would still be impossible without the Main Sect’s profound means.”

“That’s true,” Eisorn agreed.

New lights appeared on the crystal one after another as its controllers scanned different sections of the Imperial Graveyard. Each new light added to the excitement, and Eisorn looked about ready to host a banquet after the fifteenth light appeared. Sorothom acted appropriately impressed, even if the signals were all fake. After all, the Stygian Anchors weren’t designed to look for seals.

They were doing something else entirely.

The carnage had greatly slowed down by the time they’d reached the half-hour mark. Less than two hundred candidates remained, almost all of them exhausted and covered in wounds. With less blood spilled and fewer lights in the open, the efficacy of the array would also slow down.

Sorothom worried they’d notice the discrepancies after they’d calmed down from their fever pitch. It was a bit early, but he might as well go. Sorothom had waited long enough for this moment.

“This is taking too long. The anchors will give in before we’ve reached the end. I’ll help things along,” Sorothom growled as veins bulged and blood-red teeth grew on his arms, mimicking a mental schism.

“Fool, stop!” Eisorn roared as a wall formed between them.

Sorothom inwardly snickered, maintaining the visage of someone losing control. This little tyrant was a thousand years too young to stop him when he’d made his decision. The cascade of acid he’d sent out suddenly disappeared after eating a hole through the dimensional fabric, appearing right above the platform. Toxic rain descended, and participants fell by the dozens, leaving only putrid blood behind. Twelve seals were unearthed in an instant, most from the elites Eisorn had been subtly assisting.

“No!”

“Cry! Despair!” Sorothom howled with laughter as mouths formed all over his body. “The lights…! The lights are glowing!”

“You’ve tainted fate, you backwater bastard! I knew we couldn’t count on a stray dog like you,” Eisorn growled, his eyes turning into wriggling sigils. “Use your life to appease the River of Fate.”

And nothing happened. Moro wriggled with displeasure within Sorothom’s Inner World, which was the extent of what the Hall Master’s sacrificial trigger managed to accomplish. The duo had been waiting for this moment. Moro withered from instilling Sorothom with almost all its strength, showing no hints of the many seals and layers of suppression he was supposed to be under.

Sorothom became a blur, leveraging his superior attributes and comprehension. His hand was already inside Eisorn’s chest before he could react, sealing his companion and Inner World with the weight of a nigh-perfected world.

“You’re immune—” Eisorn gasped. “That’s impossible!”

“Nothing is impossible, sir.” Sorothom grinned as his fist clenched, unleashing a wave of destruction that tore apart the Black Heart Elder’s Inner World and scattered its pieces into the void.

A narrow-minded fool like Eisorn would never understand how a frontier cultivator could overcome their methods, and there was no point in explaining. The things he’d discovered in the depths might not have been enough to become a Divine Monarch, but they gave him certain unique advantages.

“Lunatic,” Eisorn wheezed while leaking life and strength like a sieve. “The Black Heart Sect knows what happened here. You will not get what you seek.”

“Is that so?” Sorothom leered, grabbing the crippled Monarch by his throat. “I’m tired of hearing from you. Use your life to appease the River of Fate.”

Sorothom exhaled, releasing a swarm of critters that burrowed into Eisorn’s body. He twitched from pain, the [Lifelink Beetles] not allowing him to die. Sorothom tore off one of his fingers and used it to draw a series of bloody runes on the Hall Master’s chest. Karma became tainted, and most of Sorothom’s blame for interfering with the seals was placed on Eisorn’s shoulders.

A wave of hollow exhaustion almost made Sorothom collapse. He’d offset too much, too many times. Longevity aside, he wasn’t long for the world if he couldn’t advance and seize more providence. Today had to be worth it.

Every single cultist atop the platform had been reduced to blood by the time Sorothom dealt with Eisorn’s subordinates outside. The toxic rain had indiscriminately swept through their ranks. Not even Sorothom’s grand disciple was spared. What were such fragile bonds worth before the Grand Dao and his pursuits?

Sorothom waved his sleeve, and hundreds of engraved heads flew toward the plateau. Each took its position following the provided pattern. Meanwhile, dozens of hooded warriors emerged from one of the seized Cosmic Vessels, with no signs of the brands that were supposed to seal them. They flew toward the platform, and a snort from Sorothom stopped them in their tracks.

“Have we done something to displease Your Eminence?”

Sorothom turned to the source of the question. “Not at all. Neither have you made me very happy.”

“Our Lord’s message should have proven accurate for Your Eminence to strike,” the Imperial Envoy said. “The next step⁠—”

“Where is that shifty little princeling, anyhow?” Sorothom said with a raised brow. “He doesn’t strike me as one to hold back when presented with such a spread.”

“He is fulfilling his part of the agreement, waiting on our end,” she answered with a bow. “The seals will soon disappear unless our people are let through the curtain. As we agreed upon, the seals will be claimed by our side.”

“I remember. But I’m still not seeing your end of the bargain. Where is it?”

“A blank Writ of Peerage, as promised,” the Envoy said, displaying an archaic scroll teeming with power. “Beware, should your condition be exposed⁠—”

“I know, you’ll wash your hands of me,” Sorothom said.

The warning was unnecessary. There was no way he’d settle down in the Seventh Heaven after this. He was a loose thread and an unsavory character. He’d be lucky to last the day. The Writ could, however, be traded for similar status elsewhere, where his identity wasn’t known.

Sorothom’s eyes gleamed with greed upon seeing they’d actually complied with his demand, and he had to fight the instincts to seize it by force. He could slaughter these Imperials with a wave of his sleeve, yet doing so risked ruining the real prize. Having the Writ was useless if he let the opportunity to break through slip away.

It was Yvin Tobrial who’d approached him with a plan, even providing schematics only Sorothom knew about, schematics he’d seen when finding the Daughter Array in the core of the Imperial Graveyard. The princeling seemed to know almost as much as Sorothom, including details he hadn’t managed to piece together.

Yvin’s message was simple. The infernal brat who’d ruined Sorothom’s plans was gunning for the same thing as he, and he even had the key. And that would become his downfall. Reaching his destination would awaken the base, which Sorothom’s Daughter Array confirmed. It was no longer a fool’s hope to find it.

It was ultimately a clandestine base created by the Limitless Empire. Knowing where it was only solved half the problem. Reaching it without the key was impossible for him, let alone the little princeling. They needed someone else to create a path, which was where the ritual came in. The Stygian Anchors were never meant to look for seals. They were meant to amplify a signal while stabilizing space enough to let it reach its distant destination.

The engraved heads altered the arrays engraved on the Heaven-obscuring platform, allowing it to fully connect with the Stygian Anchors. A concentrated pulse holding the aura of the Left Imperial Palace shot toward a distant location, a seemingly normal storm formation full of spatial tears and resentment.

Only an experienced traveler in the graveyard would notice there was something different about it, something dangerous. They weren’t normal rifts. They were tears leading to the cracks between realities.

The message had been sent. Now, they only needed to wait for the answer.
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THE PROBLEM AND SOLUTION


The Yphelion came to a gentle stop in its assigned dock. Zac was about to order immediate disembarkation when the screens turned a uniform beige. Connecting to the ship systems did nothing to improve Zac’s vantage.

“What’s going on?” Emily asked.

“It looks like a barrier’s been put up around the ship,” Zac said.

“There’s an incoming transmission,” Jaol said. “Uh, it uses an unknown format. Give me one second.”

Jaol’s eyes flickered for a few seconds before a static voice appeared in the intercom.

[Welcome, guests. Please be advised, ---------- is currently facing a Tier ------- containment breach. For your safety, only personnel and authorized guests are allowed to disembark. Remain cautious and practice the [Starfall Scripture] provided during orientation. Should you notice any irregularities, immediately inform nearby staff.]

Zac grimaced at the sharp tone that cut into the message, making certain words impossible to make out. The voice was a gentle woman’s, and he couldn’t tell whether it was an old recording or a synthetic voice installed into the security systems.

“To think those two words were blocked out,” Ogras commented, his suspicious tone speaking volumes.

[Security will remain at an elevated state until the breach is contained. Certain sections might be cordoned off. You can consult your liaison on how your station is affected. They will be with you shortly.]

“What liaison?” Kruta scratched his head. “And are we even authorized? Coming here won’t do us much good if we’re considered invaders.”

“We wouldn’t have been brought all the way here if we weren’t considered authorized,” Zac said, looking around. “The corruption is abating.”

“It’s the shield. It’s added a filter that blocks out most of the madness,” Galau said as he fiddled with a console. “And that’s not the only thing it’s doing. The Yphelion is being fed materials and energy. Its natural recovery arrays have more than tripled in speed.”

“Such a generous secret base,” Ogras said, his suspicions growing deeper.

“If they can afford to build superstructures, they can afford to fork out the money for ship repairs.” Emily shrugged, not nearly as bothered.

“Let’s hope you’re right and that they won’t stick us with a bill after the fact. I don’t relish the idea of being held captive until the debt is paid off,” Ogras said. “I doubt Nexus Coins were legal tender back when this oversized tin can was built.”

Kator cut through the chaff, “What now?”

“I think we’ll have to go with Scenario Two. Strike teams one through three will set out while the rest stay put,” Zac said. “I don’t trust the Yphelion’s teleporter in its current state, so we’ll have to leave through the hatch.”

There was nothing else to prepare for. While they still didn’t know what waited for them inside the base, they’d been as ready as they could be since the rune led them out of the storm. Those who would set out were already gathered in the bridge, so they moved toward the closest hatch at once. It opened without issue, and Zac exhaled upon seeing the corruption wasn’t much worse outside.

The Yphelion’s hull and shielding were clearly incapable of dealing with the corruption, which was good news in Zac’s book. The concentration would no doubt be higher inside the base, but he hadn’t noticed any deadly accumulations during the approach.

Zac was confident in dealing with much greater concentrations. The same couldn’t be said for the others. Safety concerns aside, things would become complicated if Kator was forced to stop early. Zac had already modified and prepared Esmeralda’s bypass on the [Solidarity Link]. Problem was, he didn’t actually know whether it would work as intended. Things rarely worked out exactly how Esmeralda envisioned it because of her scrambled memories.

Using it would also bring about a collapse of their cooperation, something Zac wanted to avoid until he’d lit the Centurion Beacon and ordered the Foreign Gods to deal with the Kan’Tanu. Seeing the planet-sized hole in the superstructure only strengthened Zac’s determination to complete his mission. The base was made from an unknown C-grade alloy, and the walls were miles thick and undoubtedly reinforced using formations.

If the Foreign Gods had the strength to cause such severe damage here, what could the Kan’Tanu bring out against them? A few Foreign Gods should be able to level all of Zurbor if given enough time. Kator didn’t care in the slightest what happened to Zecia and Earth, and he was well aware Zac did. It gave him another advantage over them. For now, the Reaver seemed content with following along, though he clearly intended to let others pass through the barrier before him.

“Let me,” Ra’Klid said, and Zac nodded after some thought. Beyond himself, who’d somehow swallowed the beacon, Ra’Klid and Rhuger were those least likely to trigger any alarms. Ra’Klid had already showcased the benefits of being a Reignender of Ultom in the Centurion Lighthouse, and they already knew the Centurion Project was under the Starfall Court’s authority.

Ra’Klid warily passed through the barrier, which did nothing to stop him. Beyond blanching at the much-denser corruption, he was clearly fine, nor were there any signs of defensive arrangements coming alive. Zac went next, followed by the other sealbearers. They only ran into trouble when it was Ibtep’s turn to pass through. The large opaque barrier shuddered and denied Ibtep passage.

‘Another recording just came through. It reminded us that only authorized personnel can disembark. She didn’t sound pleased.’

“Alright. Come over for a bit,” Zac said.

‘Me? I’m not a fighter,’ Jaol squeaked.

“Neither is Ibtep. You’re my only other Planeswalker,” Zac said.

Jaol arrived a few moments later, his face a mask of horror and reluctance. He looked like he’d won the lottery when the barrier acted the same way toward him, not even bothering to feign disappointment.

“The Farsee Court isn’t allowed inside?” Ogras said with surprise, looking in Kator’s direction. “Was there animosity between the two?”

“How should I know?” Kator asked. “Everything about the Left Imperial Palace is obscured in mystery. Intentionally so, I think. The details are unclear, and that extends to the lower courts. The bits and pieces we’ve managed to gather over the past years don’t come close to covering a topic like that.”

“We’ll have to make do without them,” Zac said, slightly regretful they couldn’t bring a full cycle into the base.

The [Court Cycle Token] had almost been fully depleted by the time he wrapped things up inside the Centurion Lighthouse, and he didn’t want to encounter that scenario in the far-larger Centurion Project Headquarters. If that happened, they’d be stuck until the trial started, provided they survived that long.

There was some good news, at least. The Farsee Court was his most expendable court for the mission. Ibtep and Jaol had accomplished their tasks on their way here, and their skill sets were unlikely to be needed during the next step. And if they were locked out, their authority wouldn’t count for much on the inside. It would have been a far bigger headache if Galau or Ogras had been held back, or the trio of the Indomitable Court for that matter.

Zac felt like a speck of dust in the unfathomably large hangar as they floated down toward an attached pier. There were rows of structures built atop it, enough to make up a village. They were in perfect condition, and the signs indicated they were a mix of shops, hotels, workshops, and a support center. It was clearly meant for the bulk of the crew, which would generally be much larger with a ship the Yphelion’s size.

There were hundreds of similar arrangements throughout the multi-level hangar. The larger docks that could house mile-long motherships had entire cities arranged. A whole civilization could fit inside the hangar without feeling cramped. The scene was outside Zac’s expectations. Did a secret base really have enough foot traffic to warrant this kind of setup?

It didn’t mesh with the understanding they’d gathered either, where the Lighthouses rotated, dipping into the dangerous dimension where the experiments were performed.

“Maybe it’s a repurposed base,” Ogras suggested as his shadows descended on the buildings. “Nothing inside the shops. Not so much as a speck of dust. This base might only have entered the Foreign God’s dimension at the latest stage of the experiment. Before that, it could have been a normal army headquarters.”

“It could have fallen inside during the Dark Ages, like the Lighthouse,” Emily added. “It’s clearly not that good at containing the corruption. Just look at the gate. It’s seeping right through.”

“Nothing lasts forever. Half an Era is more than enough time to corrode alloys and warp formations,” Zac said as he followed Emily’s gaze.

There was a large gate waiting at the end of the village’s main street, presumably leading into the base proper. Purple mist was constantly pouring out of it, seemingly passing right through the metal. The discussions died down when the gates slid open with a creak, and a figure emerged from the mists.

“There’s actually a liaison?” Ogras whispered. “What now?”

“Get down,” Zac urged, and not even Kator made any trouble as they lined up behind Zac.

The ‘liaison’s’ leisurely gait belied their great speed. Its movement resembled Zac’s old [Earthstrider], except it relied on the Stellar Peak, evidenced by the starry curtain left in its wake. The display wasn’t anything special for a Hegemon. Seeing a puppet accomplish the same was another matter.

An automaton could easily be equipped with all kinds of arrays. Fusing them so perfectly with the construct that it became indistinguishable from a skill required effort and skill. It actually felt like the puppet before them practiced the Dao of Stars, which was impossible since it evidently didn’t possess a true spirit.

“Welcome, friends. I pray the journey was not too taxing,” the puppet said with a slight bow.

The puppet looked almost human, down to having real skin and eyes that appeared alive. It even wore the kind of robes you’d see on attendants in larger factions. The puppet did, however, have a few intentionally inanimate details to distinguish its true nature. There was a Daughter Array branded on its forehead, along with a noticeable joint on its neck.

Just as they were observing the puppet, so did the puppet observe them. It first looked Zac up and down before inspecting his followers one after another. There was no hostility in its gaze, only curiosity. It was reminiscent of how Ibtep looked at Zac when they first met, except this time it left Zac disconcerted. This puppet was too human, to the point it had entered uncanny levels.

“It has been too long since we received guests,” the puppet continued. “Come, let me show you to your quarters.”

Seeing that they’d passed the first inspection didn’t lessen Zac’s sense of unease. He could tell the puppet wasn’t just going through the motions. It stopped slightly longer on all non-human targets and the longest on the undead quartet in the group. Although it didn’t question the situation, it clearly understood the difference. The puppet floated into the sky, heading toward one of the larger hangar cities.

Zac subtly indicated for his followers to stay alert before following. “Have we been assigned rooms here in the hangar?”

“No,” the puppet said, and Zac noted it slightly adjusted its course, now heading more toward the larger gate connected to the hangar city. “We are performing some repairs; I’m afraid we have to take a small detour on our way to your quarters.”

“Repairs? We got a message that there’s been a containment breach,” Zac said, noting it could carry a proper conversation.

“There’s nothing to be worried about. This is a regular occurrence that will be swiftly dealt with,” the puppet answered without missing a beat. “Now, please stay⁠—”

It didn’t get to finish its sentence as [Death’s Duality] empowered by two Earthly Daos split it in two. Rattling chains dragged the two halves away from the gate and the blinding danger Zac sensed lurking on the other side. The bisected puppet briefly struggled against the restraints, only to go completely still.

It wasn’t because it died. A familiar form rose from the complex innards and fused into one. It was a Qriz’Ul, or at least a close cousin of the creatures they’d encountered in the ruins of the Ra’Lashar Kingdom. While the Qriz’Ul back then were mostly fashioned after the Ra’Lashar Goblins, this one looked almost identical to the puppet it’d hidden inside.

It was dark purple, and thousands of unfamiliar runes floated about its body. Zac felt he could almost grasp something from the everchanging patterns. He shook his head, but a shadowy spear preempted his plan to take it out.

“Practice makes perfect. I’ve had my fair share of dealing with these things.” The demon grinned before his brows furrowed. “Never seen one nearly this intelligent, though.”

“Maybe—” Zac was interrupted by a cautioning shout from Carl.

“Behind!”

More than a hundred Qriz’Ul flooded out of the hangar city, moving toward them like a wave of starving ghosts. None possessed a physical body like the puppet. And the two strongest were only the equivalent of Middle Hegemons.

“These ones are more familiar. All brutality and no brains,” Ogras said, then raised his voice, “You need to destroy their life rune, or you’ll be fighting these things all day!”

“They all look the same to me,” Kruta growled, his arms becoming a blur to grind them into dust.

Zac was about to join in the slaughter when his head suddenly snapped around. “Wait, stop!”

“I don’t think these guys will listen,” Emily said, her tomahawks shredding Qriz’Ul by the dozens.

“Our fight is waking up the whole hangar,” Zac said. “Contain your energy.”

“Let me deal with it,” Ogras said as hundreds of shadows extended from his legs.

The others entered a purely defensive stance to hold back the onslaught while the shadows struck like vipers that left no trace as they came and went. There were only so many creatures gathered in the city, so it didn’t take long for Ogras to finish the job with Zac’s assistance. Zac noticed he could intuit where their core hid, something he’d been unable to accomplish when first encountering these things. It was likely a by-product of using so much lake water to cultivate.

Their swift victory didn’t change the big picture. Settlements were waking up one after another. The ambient corruption was being dragged toward the larger citadels, including the one nearby.

“Damn, they’re everywhere!” Ogras wheezed.

“Go back!” Zac urged before rushing toward their own hangar village.

“Shouldn’t we return to the ship?” Emily asked.

“No,” Zac said. “They didn’t react to the Yphelion or the shield. We’re the ones who woke them up, so we’ll keep going.”

“You’re picking the door that thing came from?” Kator asked. “You saw how dense the clouds were when it emerged.”

“I bet the environment is the same everywhere. The puppet clearly didn’t want us going that way, and I felt the threat of death behind the gate it led us toward,” Zac said. “I think the base is at least partly working as it should. We were in the right place from the start.”

“I agree,” Ogras said.

Zac led the group toward the door, only stopping at the last moment. “Prepare yourselves for a drawn-out battle. We might be forced to fight these things all the way to the center, so conserve energy.”

The gate opened when they got close enough without needing Zac to even bring out the [Court Cycle Token]. The dozen Qriz’Ul pouncing on them the moment they entered were quickly dealt with, and Zac relaxed upon confirming there wouldn’t be a follow-up. The gate had already closed, though a quick check confirmed they could open it without issue.

“Can you hear us?” Zac said with a low voice through his communicator.

‘No problem!’ Jaol answered. ‘Whatever you woke up before is already calming down.’

“Thank God. It’d be over if they besieged our ticket out of here,” Galau whispered. “Could you give me a refresher course on these things?”

“Nasty things, these bastards,” Ogras said before sharing his experiences and what he’d discovered in the Ra’Lashar Heritages he’d scoured.

“Don’t put blind faith in my experiences,” Ogras cautioned at the end. “These Qriz’Ul are familiar, but they have a different ‘flavor’ than the ones we encountered. I don’t know what kind of changes that could mean. I’ve never seen one that smart, either.”

“I’m not sure that one was, either,” Galau said. “I think it borrowed the puppet’s intelligence. Or rather, the intelligence of the Mother Array that was supposed to control it.”

“That doesn’t make it much better,” Emily said. “Who knows how many puppets there are in here or the grade of the best ones? And what if one has fused with a Computing Array to become hyper-intelligent?”

“There might be a whole hierarchy of Qriz’Ul with humanoid intelligence. Even the Foreign Gods might have gained a new consciousness,” Ogras somberly stated, looking around. “And seeing how the mist is growing denser, the dumb ones will be getting stronger, too.”

“We’d already be overrun if they were that organized,” Zac said. “It doesn’t hurt to be extra careful, though, especially as the corruption grows stronger. It’ll become harder to trust our ideas and opinions.”

“Is there any room to take a remedial orientation course? Wouldn’t mind having that [Starfall Scripture] right now,” Bubbur grimaced. “This mist is driving me up the walls.”

“Don’t force yourselves,” Zac said. “That goes for everyone. If you feel the density growing too high to handle or if you think you’re about to lose control, tell me. You going insane won’t help anyone when we already have Qriz’Ul to worry about.”

“Don’t worry, boss,” Bubbur assured. “This much won’t do me in.”

“His idea isn’t bad,” Ogras said. “Finding the scripture would make exploration easier, and it can’t be too rare if they handed it out to all guests.”

“A map wouldn’t hurt, either,” Carl commented.

Zac looked at the many buildings and the dozen paths leading farther into the tower. “You’re right. Ogras, Carl, Rhuger, and Vilari—spread out and investigate the area. Avoid fighting if possible. The normal Qriz’Ul are perceptive of energy.”

“What about the rest of us?” Emily asked.

“Check out the neighboring buildings for clues while our scouts push deeper. I refuse to believe it’s all picked clean by these creatures,” Zac said. “We’ve identified the problem; now we just need to find the solution.”
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PUPPETS AND GHOSTS


“There’s nothing,” Emily said with annoyance as she walked over to Zac’s side. “Not even dust from corroded furniture. It’s like this place came right off the production line. Did these creatures eat everything? Would explain why they’re popping out of every corner like cockroaches.”

Their search of the nearby offices and rooms had drawn more unwanted attention. A huge number of ghastly creatures lived inside the walls, only emerging when someone got close or when they sensed energy fluctuations. A few of his followers already sported flesh wounds from ambushes, though they were quickly getting used to the threat and pinpointing their weaknesses.

They’d also encountered a few more possessed puppets who acted very differently from the Qriz’Ul’s mindless aggression. Some posed as base workers like their fake liaison, while others attempted to slink away. They all lost their rationality and ability to communicate the moment they were dragged out of their shell, confirming Galau’s theory of their intelligence being borrowed.

“Did you have any better luck?”

“Not really,” Zac said. “Ra’Klid, Kator, and I checked out the hangar just before we reconvened. The other entrances are locked. We couldn’t open them no matter how we tried. This is our only way deeper into the base unless we can get a puppet to open them for us.”

The only positive discovery Zac made was a personal one. He’d been curious about what’d happen if he poured the ambient corruption into the pocket space belonging to [Purity of the Void] instead of having his body passively break it down. The result was startling. The bad parts were swiftly dragged out of the purple mist, leaving something resembling microscopic droplets suspended in a vacuum.

It was the small amount of insights stored inside the mist, and showed no signs of deterioration or dissipation so long as it stayed within the pocket space. That allowed him to stockpile the insights on command. One hour’s exploration was enough to form a bead the size of an egg, and it had gone from looking like murky glass to radiating a slight shimmer of Ultom’s truth.

Another hour or so would be enough to reach the equivalent of the baths he’d taken back in the day, and there was enough space to collect insights for at least a day before he needed to use it. Still wouldn’t compare to the enlightenment imparted by the seals, but should be enough to solve one or two of the many issues he had with his methods and skills. The more minor issues he could iron out early, the better positioned he’d be when getting the final seal.

“Your method from before didn’t work, either? That’s no good,” Emily whispered, bringing Zac back to the present.

Zac nodded somberly. The [Court Cycle Token] failing to open even the hangar doors had cast a pall over his insight-collecting discovery. He’d assumed it would act as a master key, just like in the Centurion Lighthouse. Now, Zac wasn’t even sure how they’d reach the beacon, considering it had to be in a restricted area.

“Let’s wait for the others. They should be back soon.”

Shortly after, Zac spotted Vilari appearing around a corner. The Mentalist’s class didn’t really possess any scouting skills, but she was still effective at infiltration thanks to her powerful soul. She could use it to hide her aura and Daos better than others while creating a domain of subconscious redirection that worked even on the Qriz’Ul.

“I couldn’t find a path forward,” Vilari said, dashing their hopes. “I discovered a service path leading to a neighboring wing, though, and found these inside.”

Zac looked at the puppet taken out of her ring. It was identical to their guide, except it showed advanced signs of age. Galau shook his head after inspecting it.

“It’s completely dead and missing some parts. Maybe the possessed ones cannibalized them? What remains might as well be gone. The materials have lost all their spirituality.”

“I have dozens of them in my ring,” Vilari said. “Couldn’t find a working one that wasn’t possessed.”

“And possessed?” Zac asked.

“Hundreds,” Vilari said, making Zac’s eyes widen. “It looked like they played pretend in the neighboring sector, running empty shops, making notations in empty air. I also spotted a squad of possessed combat puppets. They emitted significantly stronger auras.”

“How strong?”

“Elite Middle D-grade to normal High D-grade. Their plating seemed very durable, too. A squad wouldn’t pose a threat, but if the numbers reached a certain point…”

“Let’s avoid that direction unless necessary,” Zac said. “Maybe the others had better luck.”

Carl certainly did not. “There is at least one Half-step C-grade creature in this sector. I found it blocking off what looked like a main corridor to take us further in.”

“Inside a puppet?” Zac asked.

“No,” Carl said as he activated an Array Disk.

A blurry recording showcased a distant Qriz’Ul that resembled a six-meter-tall human. He floated above a massive dais made from random knick-knacks. Zac looked at the throne of garbage with confusion. This creature might be the reason the region was picked clean. Was it satiating some sort of desire by collecting scrap?

Swirls of purple clouds floated around him, and dozens of blazing runes formed a halo. His ‘eyes’ were closed in meditation. Zac still felt there was a spark of intelligence to him that clearly elevated him above the dozens of smaller Qriz’Ul seated on the ground.

The huge goblin he’d fought back in the Void Star had been able to form simple sentences. The D-grade Qriz’Ul here lacked that ability. Zac still suspected this leader was much smarter than the goblin king. The recording only lasted a couple of seconds before cutting off.

“I had to leave,” Carl explained. “His aura was far worse than the purple clouds, and the runes floating around him were like passive attacks on my soul.”

Ogras arrived, and his shadows allowed them to create a semi-complete map of the whole region. He’d found another two Half-step Qriz’Ul, one of them too close for comfort.

“Draugr, we can’t go on like this. The trial will start before we’ve mapped out this section, let alone the whole fortress,” Kator rumbled. “We need a better approach.”

“I’m aware,” Zac grimaced.

The guidance from the [Centurion Beacon] had completely stopped after they entered the star, and there was nothing to pick up where it left off. Even an attraction from his sealbearer quest would have worked, except neither he nor Joanna could sense anything.

Zac couldn’t even sense the pull of fate from any treasures as he did in the fortress. He didn’t know whether it was because of the scale and make of the base, the corruption, or if there really was nothing.

“There’s still Rhuger,” Zac said. “Here he is.”

“I might have discovered something,” Rhuger said with a low voice when he arrived, slightly uncomfortable from all the attention.

“What is it? Anything can help,” Zac encouraged.

“There is a large room in one corner of this wing with only one corridor leading inside. I felt a fluctuation similar to the gate inside the hollow sun. It’s weak but stable. I couldn’t investigate it further because there were dozens of Qriz’Ul blocking the way.”

“I think I saw that place,” Ogras muttered. “An odd area to have a teleportation hub. I would have expected it to be closer to the hangar. Then again, I didn’t find anything fitting the description nearby.”

“This place is far too big to go without one,” Emily said. “It’d take me years to fly around the outer band.”

“It seems better than anything else we have,” Zac said, looking at their map. “Where is it?”

“Here,” Rhuger pointed at a corridor at the edge of Ogras’s map.

“That’s not too far from the Half-step C-grade Monarch I encountered,” Carl cautioned. “It might sense our battle, depending on how sharp its senses are.”

“I can set up Isolation Arrays to lessen the risk,” Galau said.

The group went over their options a while longer. Ultimately, Rhuger’s discovery was much better than picking a random service corridor to follow. Zac sent a final update to the Yphelion before they set out, their auras hidden by domain skills and arrays.

It was impossible for such a large group to move without attracting any attention. Thankfully, over a month of bitter fighting inside the Imperial Graveyard improved their coordination by leaps and bounds, and any Qriz’Ul popping out was swiftly and silently dealt with before they moved on.

“I feel it,” Zac stated when they arrived at the occupied corridor. “There’s definitely something special inside.”

“Two Peak D-grade Qriz’Ul in the way,” Ogras commented. “I can’t see their weakness.”

“They’ll take a moment to deal with,” Zac agreed. “Clear the surroundings, especially toward the Half-step Monarch.”

Ogras disappeared in the shadows and spent the next thirty minutes silently taking out Qriz’Ul. Galau coordinated the installation of a large isolation array in the safe pockets. Everything went smoothly until Zac received a message from Ogras.

‘Not good!’

Zac didn’t need to ask for clarifications. A loud screech was followed by a wave of corruption flooding toward them. It looked just like the waves of resentment he’d seen inside the ancient fortress. Only, instead of ghosts made from lingering intent, there were hundreds of Qriz’Ul spread through the tsunami.

“Go!” Zac growled as he rushed into the corridor, followed by four pygmy skeletons.

Streams of Fate and Death swirled around Zac’s axe as he crashed into the first Peak D-grade Qriz’Ul, and the air screamed from Zac swinging dozens of times in an instant. The huge expenditure of Mental Energy proved enough to destabilize the creature, and the other guardian was similarly dealt with by Kator activating two of his Miracle Bones to empower an attack.

The other Qriz’Ul weren’t able to stop their furious advance. Their attacks were suffocated by a storm of deathly violence, where Zac never stopped for a second. He didn’t have the luxury of finding the right rune on the Qriz’Ul. His only focus was destruction. He needed to create a path through the creatures, even if only a temporary one.

The rising levels of corruption inside the corridor were nothing compared to the threat rapidly catching up to them. A coffin-shaped barrier formed behind Zac’s back, rebuffing the dense haze for his followers running behind him. The blitz allowed them to reach the central chamber in seconds.

“What the hell!” Emily swore when they were greeted by three thin black streaks behind a swarm of Qriz’Ul.

The gates either lacked energy or were damaged, definitely not something they could use in their current state. This was why he’d tried to avoid barging in like this.

“Which one?” Galau urged.

“Middle!” Zac shouted as he pivoted, expanding his shield to cover the whole corridor.

[Profane Exponents] almost crumbled when the tidal wave of corruption caught up the next moment. The whole tsunami was part of the Half-step Monarch’s body. Beyond the sinister energy of the Lost Plane, there was an unmistakable pressure similar to the weight of an Inner World. It put Zac’s skill under far greater strain, to the point it would have collapsed if not for his Earthly Dao of Sealed Death.

The pressure wasn’t enough to kill the flush of excitement mixed with the surge of adrenaline. Zac finally felt the attraction he’d been waiting for—the same sensation that had guided the other sealbearers toward their quests in the Imperial Graveyard.

Ogras didn’t question Zac’s decision. He took over the vanguard while Zac and Kator guarded the corridor. A river of specters poured out of the demon’s sleeves and pounced on the blockade. The Qriz’Ul had an incredibly difficult time dealing with the prisoners of the [Shadewar Flag], which wasn’t a surprise considering it was designed to become the Ra’Lashar’s ace in dealing with the Qriz’Ul uprising.

The harried ghosts looked starved as they ripped corrupted creatures apart, seemingly feeding on their corruption and sin. Shadowy spears moved in the gaps, stabbing and destroying runes. Galau was right on Ogras’s heel, holding a diagnostic Array Disk. He would have been torn apart on the chaotic battlefield if not for the protection of Kruta and Ra’Klid, allowing him to reach the central gate safely.

The pressure was unrelenting and growing, and the assistance of Joanna and Catheya did little to lessen the pressure. The hundreds of Qriz’Ul had fused into one entity that filled up the whole corridor. Zac felt like he was trying to hold back the ocean with his hands. He only had time to rebuff the strongest surges while others dealt with the weaker ones that slipped through the net.

It wasn’t a sustainable situation. Zac wouldn’t be the weak link. He fought tooth and nail, unheeding energy expenditure. A deep hum soon after caused a collective sigh of relief. Galau had replaced a few circuits beneath a damaged plate, allowing the gate to channel enough energy to open up properly.

“It won’t hold long!” Galau said. “We might not be able to go back.”

“Go through!” Zac urged.

It wasn’t like they had a better option than taking their chances with the shifty-looking gate. The combined might of the swarm was too much to deal with. If they wanted any chance to kill the Half-step Monarch in its center, they’d have to unleash their full strength. However, Zac could already sense a second powerful aura rapidly approaching. They’d attract the whole wing if they used their finishers, possibly including the far-deadlier entity the puppet envoy had tried to lure them toward.

“Bastard!”

The [Solidarity Link] transferred a throbbing headache when a purple streak resembling a spatial tear glommed onto Kator’s shoulder. The Half-step Qriz’Ul had decided the Izh’Rak Reaver was the biggest threat because of his overwhelming strikes with his mace, and it kept ambushing him from within the wall of corruption.

The wound was enough to properly piss off the Reaver, triggering six flickering runes made from killing intent behind him. One by one, they entered Kator’s arm as he unleashed a herculean swing that left his front fully exposed. Zac knew well how treacherous that apparent opening was.

The tsunami condensed into hundreds of humanoids, including the Half-step Monarch. Its neck extended like a snake toward Kator’s chest for a deadly bite. Zac could have intervened with his chains. He didn’t, instead using the sudden shift in the battlefield to attack the two Peak D-grade Qriz’Ul who’d already reformed.

A deafening series of claps shook the hallway. Space groaned as explosions tore the whole army of Qriz’Ul into shreds. Most reformed, then a second explosion was followed by a third. Each eruption of Kator’s murderous skill permanently dispersed a tenth of the Qriz’Ul.

That destruction unleashed on the army was incidental. Kator’s main target was the Half-step Monarch, who was pushed back dozens of meters. Zac felt a sense of déjà vu as the creature blew up, only to be instantly reborn over and over. It was the same as his fight with the goblin king, except the ceaseless energy likely came from the leader’s nascent Inner World instead of the Lost Plane.

Even now, Zac couldn’t figure out its weak spot. It seemed as though every single rune had been destroyed at least once. He could uncover more information by submerging the creature in [Void Zone] to see which part resisted the most, except Kator’s attack had already accomplished its job. The offensive line was in disarray, and the delay allowed most of them to pass through. Only Joanna and Carl remained to protect Galau as he maintained the gate.

A scream of danger prompted Zac to activate the empowering pygmy of [Profane Exponents]. The coffin-wielding pygmy was almost spent already, so Zac used the boost on the next one as he dove toward the ground. A swirl of darkness lingered at his previous position. It barely managed to divert a streak of honed destruction that came from outside the building.

Instead of hitting the central gate, it tore into the left one. Neither the gate nor the array platform it stood on survived. The lights dimmed, and a siren blared in the room. Zac shot to his feet upon seeing the Qriz’Ul freeze in fear.

“Go!” Zac shouted, making a beeline for the gate, studiously ignoring the cracks spreading across the platform.

He picked up Carl with a chain on the way. He wasn’t hurt, the shockwave having left him disoriented. Joanna was already standing right by the gate, waiting until Zac and Kator caught up. Zac could feel the danger breathing down his neck as they leaped through the crumbling gate. The second Half-step Qriz’Ul was clearly much stronger than the first.

The corruption was suddenly gone, replaced by the crushing pressure of a crumbling pathway. It didn’t last long, and Zac found himself standing before a towering archway beneath an overwhelmingly large sun.

Zac was more focused on the threat behind. He was already on the move the moment he appeared, only stopping [Death’s Duality] mid-swing upon realizing there was no gate behind them.

“This place isn’t bad,” Kator, who’d appeared next to him, nodded in appreciation.

“It’s just you three?”

Zac looked over, seeing Ogras and Emily emerge from the shadows.

“Three—” Zac stopped upon realizing only Kator and Galau had made it through with him.

There was no sign of Joanna or Carl, nor any of the other sealbearers for that matter.
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“A bunch of nothing,” Bubbur said, looking about ready to bite into the engraved antenna he’d taken out. “What about you, big guy?”

Rhuger shook his head and stepped back. “The lingering energy has already dissipated. There’s no way to reopen a pathway or see where the others were sent.”

“What dogshit luck! With so many freaks around, I get struck with you two? Might as well lay down and die before one of those revolting things finds us,” Bubbur grumbled before catching himself. “Uh, no offense.”

“I get it,” Rhuger said. “We’re not exactly the first string here.”

“So what should we do? Stay put?” Bubbur said, looking around the cluttered warehouse. “As far as an infested base goes, this place isn’t too bad. Less gunk than in the chambers before, and I’m carrying enough liquor to keep me going for a decade.”

Rhuger turned toward Carl, who’d only half-listened to the conversation. The werewolf had been neurotic since his resurrection, which made sense considering how his predecessor’s fearlessness led to his demise. Being separated from his dad and sister was bound to leave him floundering. Meanwhile, the musclebound brute hadn’t followed their emperor long enough to appreciate the nuances of being swept up in his storm of providence.

Carl was more interested in the buckets filled with tools and wires on the closest shelf than in figuring out why the gate separated them. Because why wouldn’t it? This was how the boss operated. He’d disappear for days or years to do whatever madmen did. They’d probably reconvene when the boss was ready to blow up the base, the star, or perhaps the whole galaxy.

“Hey, snap out of it,” Bubbur said, poking Carl with the antenna. “The scare didn’t make you lose your marbles, right? Should we set up camp until someone comes to pick us up?”

“We can’t,” Carl said. “Not when we have a mission to complete.”

“Ah?” Bubbur said, looking between Rhuger and Carl with suspicion. “What mission? Some secret task ol’ Bubbur wasn’t worthy of knowing?”

“I haven’t received any mission beyond our briefings,” Rhuger said with equal confusion.

“You have to read between the lines,” Carl said, realizing he needed to teach these two how to survive an Atwood-sponsored mission. “Don’t worry about the boss. Let him do what he does best. We just need to mop up the mess and tie the loose ends before this place goes up in flames.”

“Up in flames? You’re talking like the boss is a force of nature.”

“He is,” Carl said with utter confidence. “And you don’t control the whims of nature. You plan around them.”

Bubbur looked at the rusty coil in Carl’s hands. “Then what would those loose ends be? Taking inventory of spirit-drained junk?”

“Look at it. And this,” Carl said, picking up a mottled metal sheet from the bottom shelf. “There are thousands of these. It’s a sign.”

“He stayed the longest. Poor guy must have swallowed too much of that purple stink,” Bubbur whispered. Carl felt the veins in his forehead throb when an ugly smile spread across Bubbur’s face as he inched closer. “That’s a great sign, buddy. How about you keep that one, and we’ll look for more while you rest up for a bit. You’ve been through a—NOW!”

Carl rolled his eyes and flashed out of the way before Bubbur could catch him in a bear hug.

“You hairy ox, help me restrain him!” Bubbur swore while scrambling to his feet. “We got to cram a couple of tranquilizers down his throat before he starts howling at the moon and attracts even worse company.”

“Uh—” Rhuger said, snout wide open at the sudden turn.

“Bastard, you’re the one who’s going mad!” Carl threw the bundle of wires at the grizzled veteran. “I’m telling you simpletons that these shelves are stocked with parts that go into Cosmic Vessels. We’ve been sent to another hangar or a shipyard. Do you get it now?”

“Uh—” Rhuger repeated, scratching his bushy throat in embarrassment and confusion.

Carl took a deep breath before patiently explaining, “The boss said he wanted an ancient ship, so the Heavens sent us to a place where we could get one for him. Consequently, we have to commandeer whatever’s waiting outside that door before he blows up the base.”

“You shit-brained lunatic, that’s your takeaway?” Bubbur wheezed incredulously. “You see some scrap metal and cook up some half-baked undertaking? These items are as simple as refined products come. They could serve as replacement parts for almost anything, including this fae-kissed base.”

“Dollars to donuts, I’m right,” Carl said. “Why keep all this junk in the open? It would be more convenient to store it in common Spatial Coffers. They were stocked here because they had a hint of Spatial Affinity before they corroded, making normal storage difficult. And feel the spatial integrity, it’s much higher here than before. This warehouse has been reinforced to store Space-attuned items. That’s probably why there’s so little corruption, too.”

Bubbur’s brows furrowed in thought. “You might be right about the warehouse, but you’re out of your mind if you think we’re fit to seize an ancient ship. Maybe if we had Shartermaster or the guy you pretend isn’t a Technocrat. Even the demon would do. This team? You clearly have a few screws loose, he’s barely ten years old, and I spent all my luck on getting this handsome face.”

“Some luck,” Carl said beneath his breath. “Anyway, I’m going, with or without you. It’d be suicide going against the River of Fate.”

“He does have a point,” Rhuger hesitated, quickly continuing upon seeing Bubbur about to launch another tirade, “I don’t know about this mission, but we’ve seen how the Qriz’Ul are attracted by energy. Staying in one spot for long could be dangerous. We might end up surrounded, and this room only has one exit.”

“Fine! Let’s go,” Bubbur growled. “If only to keep you two fanatics from getting yourselves killed.”

“You’re still new. You’ll soon come around to the way things work,” Carl said. “Either that or you’ll die.”

“Isn’t that nice? Now, follow my lead. I spent years breaking through doors just like this one. We might have to rip out the frame and fiddle with—” Bubbur’s words reached an abrupt halt when the reinforced door smoothly slid open on their approach.

“Fate will lead the way,” Carl pointedly said as they took in the scene outside.

“I’ll be damned,” Bubbur whispered, his eyes wide with awe and confusion. “There’s really a ship waiting for us.”

Carl smugly looked at the fleet of ancient vessels moored to the branches of something resembling a metallic World Tree. There had to be over two hundred of them, each looking more oppressive than any vessel Carl had seen during the war. The enormous beast floating near the crown was especially intimidating. It had to have been a C-grade ship at its prime. Even with age and material degradation, it’d surpass anything in Zecia.

“You know what? I’m in,” Bubbur said, looking at Carl in a completely new light. “I still can’t tell whether you’re a madman or genius, but you actually got everything right from a couple of wires and blind, dumb faith.”

“I’m just a janitor who’s gotten familiar with these kind of messes,” Carl said. “Let’s go for the big guy and work our way down in case it doesn’t pan out. Do you have any ideas?”

“The Stellar Energy in here is very weak, and the vessels appear drained,” Rhuger said. “That maintenance tower is supposed to provide them with energy, except it’s dark. The energy supply has been turned off or damaged.”

“The hangar door is also sealed shut,” Carl added. “We’ll probably want to take the ship outside after stealing it. Both to avoid Qriz’Ul and in case we need to bring the others away.”

“So turn on the lights, pick the locks, save the day?” Bubbur said. “Doesn’t sound too bad.”

“Except one thing,” Rhuger coughed. “A maintenance tower this big has to draw immense amounts of energy. The commotion is bound to attract a huge number of creatures.”

Bubbur blinked a few times before shaking his head. “I’ll just pretend you didn’t say that.”
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“There’s only five of us left? No more freeloaders to worry about, eh?” Kator snickered, briefly glancing in Emily’s direction. “Well, almost none.”

Emily had been holding onto a bellyful of fury since Kator threatened Galau a few hours ago, and she looked about ready to release it all. Ogras smoothly stepped in between them while Zac tried to make sense of the situation. Ogras, Catheya, and Ra’Klid were the first to use the gate in case the other side proved dangerous. Emily was somewhere in the middle, while three out of five were sent here from the last batch. In addition, the pull he’d sensed from his quest was gone.

“I’m assuming you were the last ones through?” the demon asked. “We first guessed that different seals would be sent to different locations. I guess that’s out of the window now that the Blooddancers and Lightbringers have been split up.”

Zac briefly recounted what happened at the end while fruitlessly trying to contact the others or the Yphelion. The only reason he wasn’t panicking was the lack of change in his quest or the [Court Cycle Token]. He also had life brands of all his sealbearers, though he wasn’t confident they’d register a death when the communicators failed to pierce the powerful walls of the Centurion Base.

If they were even still within the base.

Their current surroundings were a stark contrast to the city-like wing they’d entered from the hangar. The floor being made from the same grey stone was the only resemblance, though it was covered in intricate patterns made from differently-colored rock. Zac couldn’t tell if the arrangement was decorative or functional. Perhaps it was what maintained the invisible barrier protecting them from the huge sun hanging overhead.

The sun was another indication they might have been transported farther than expected. It hadn’t been visible during their approach to the base. It emitted the same fierce energy as the hollow tesseract sun, though, so Zac assumed they were seeing another piece of the same thing.

Going strictly by appearance, they’d been transported to a platform in the depths of space. The only thing of note beyond the sun and distant stars was the huge arch. It was carved from an unfamiliar stone that emitted a far purer Dao of Stars than the actual sun above. Zac wouldn’t be surprised if it were made from true C-grade material, not an alloy mimicking its effects with the help of formations and a few C-grade shavings.

Zac couldn’t quell the flicker of greed as he subconsciously calculated just how much the arch might be worth. Even slightly depreciated, it likely eclipsed Zac’s full net worth if it could be brought back. Of course, it was just a distant dream. For one, most C-grade materials needed an Inner World or C-grade Spatial Tool for storage, as their immense energies and weight would collapse the subspace of lower-grade items.

More importantly, it was likely their only ticket out of here. While currently inert, the runes hidden among the detailed engravings on its sides indicated it was a gate of far higher complexity than the one they’d just passed through. And the destination was cause enough to keep his desires in check. It wasn’t the beacon chamber Zac was searching for, though it still made Zac’s heart beat with anticipation.

Polaris Vault.

If the entrance was made from pure C-grade stone, then what about the treasures it protected? Zac had to enter a Void State to prevent his thoughts from running amok. While enticing, there was the mission and his subordinates to worry about. Furthermore, the base was at least in a semi-operational state. It wouldn’t hand out its riches without a fight.

“Why would a teleportation gate send us here? Seems like the kind of destination that should only be accessible from the central tower,” Zac muttered.

“That thing was already on its last legs.” Ogras shrugged. “It might just have picked a random spot within reach. Or maybe it was a going-out-of-business feature? The base is facing its end, so it sent people to pick up the valuables before they were lost.”

“When did the ruthless Limitless Empire become so generous? It’s more likely we’re being controlled. Either by one of those creatures or by an Array Spirit,” Kator said. “Perhaps it took us where we wanted to go. Were you thinking of riches or duty when you jumped into the darkness, Draugr?”

Zac ignored the jab. “Any way to get back? Or at least connect with the others?”

Galau had been observing the patterns on the floor and arch while the others talked. He shook his head upon hearing Zac’s question. “Not from here, at least. I doubt escape treasures would work. I believe this space is spatially sealed. As you said, it would be impossible to reach this place except under very specific conditions if the base was in working order.”

“We need to enter the vault and see if there are consoles or another way out,” Ogras said, not looking particularly broken up about it.

“Finally, some good news,” Kator said, his good mood on full display. He couldn’t care less about the mission or the state of the others. The Reaver was in it for himself, and looked ready to reap the rewards of forcing his way onto the crew. “I knew sticking to you was the right call.”

“There’s no point in staying here,” Zac said and set out.

With each step he took toward the gate, the stronger the sun’s rays became. Zac could barely see a thing by the time he was a hundred meters away. There was no sense of rejection or danger. Zac still turned to Galau, who shrugged. An installation of this level was ultimately out of his league.

Soon enough, only golden light surrounded them. It even overwhelmed Zac’s Soul Sense, leaving him functionally blind. He sent out his chains to grab onto the others, but he couldn’t actually find them. Zac opened his mouth to ask if the others were okay. Nothing came out—the light even burned away all sound. Stepping back didn’t weaken the light either.

Zac decided to hurry forward instead of unleashing the Void. Although his danger sense remained calm, his intuition told him that fighting back was bound to land him in a heap of trouble. It didn’t take long before he’d walked more than a dozen times farther than the distance to the arch. Then, the light disappeared, replaced by intense madness.

“No—” a weak groan awakened Zac from the sudden sensory overload.

Galau was there, clutching his head in pain. Emily was fiercely struggling by his side, and a shimmer of flames protected them. It wasn’t enough. The purple haze was far denser than when they faced the Half-step Monarch, its intrusive influence feeling as tyrannical as in the lake. It was also fresh and active in a way the previous encounters hadn’t been. The streaks of purple mist almost looked alive despite there not being a Qriz’Ul in sight.

Zac soon understood why. There was a breach inside the Polaris Vault. He could feel it in the distance, a streak of otherworldly energy and profound madness. Was this why they’d been sent here? If Kator was right, then an Array Spirit might want them to close the breach.

Another groan forced Zac to table the matter. This wasn’t the time to worry about keeping his secrets. Two of his followers were about to buckle under, and there were no signs of the other two. Zac activated [Void Zone], which stopped the nearby clouds in their tracks. Dead Dao or current, it didn’t matter. The Void was the antithesis of both.

It provided a safe harbor for Emily and Galau, it just wasn’t sustainable. Trapping them in the Void would make it difficult to fight back using their Daos, and nullifying a ten-meter domain crammed full of hostile energy was draining Void Energy at a perilous rate. He needed a better solution, and he had just the idea.

“Emily,” Zac said, his voice empowered with the Void.

His disciple was shaken awake.

“I need your help,” he continued. “Form a cyclone with your Axe Array. Drag everything to me.”

“Are you sure?” Emily whispered. “This much energy⁠—”

Zac felt a spatial ripple, seeing someone was about to emerge from the walk of light. He’d expose [Void Zone] if it were Kator. “Hurry.”

Zac deactivated his Bloodline Talent and was immediately surrounded by a swirl of tomahawks. They became a blur that dragged everything toward its center. Zac roused his Void Emperor bloodline again, only stopping short of actually opening Void Vortices. His cells were wide open, accepting everything that was provided.

A second storm was born in Zac’s mind, suppressed by [Void Mountain] descending. Seizing the opportunity, Zac pushed with everything he had, depositing it in [Purity of the Void]. It was like the action created a negative pressure in his body, and dozens of streams formed that poured the purple taint into the purification space the moment it appeared.

The corruption in Zac’s body reached manageable levels, and the clamoring voices were reduced to a whisper. Meanwhile, his nugget of insight was growing a dozen times faster than before. The whole space would fill up with insights in a couple of hours unless something changed.

“What in the—” Ogras yelled as he appeared in a puff of light with Kator right on his heels.

Zac was like a black hole pulling a nebula into its event horizon. Anything that got close was dragged in and consumed. The method would never be enough to cleanse the room as the breach was continuously replenishing some of what Zac absorbed. It did at least lower the density by a few notches, enough for the others to make do.

“Not bad,” Kator said, turning to the Vault that was coming into view now that the purple mist was weakening. “Not bad, indeed.”
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With Zac creating a safe zone that greatly diminished the purple mist in the immediate surroundings, they got a proper look at the Polaris Vault. It almost looked like they’d been sent to a graveyard rather than a treasury; perhaps a crypt since they were back in a room with proper ceilings and walls.

There were over a dozen pedestals resembling tombstones, with even more hidden by the haze. Around half were protected by barriers identical to the one that appeared around the Yphelion, though these were of significantly greater make. Runes flickering with starlight floated in the shields, incinerating any corruption that came close.

“The nodes differ in size and material, and they’re placed seemingly randomly instead of in neat rows,” Galau mused. “I think it’s a star map.”

“Let’s go. I can’t keep this up forever,” Zac grunted with a constipated expression.

“I can’t believe you’re even alive,” Emily said.

Zac wasn’t as bad off as he wanted to appear. [Purity of the Void]’s pocket space was cleansing the corruption as quickly as it was provided, showcasing the incredible capacity of his Hidden Nodes after they’d evolved to D-grade. That wasn’t to say he wasn’t facing some trouble; the significant drain on his Vigor and Void wasn’t faked.

Running [Purity of the Void] came with a noticeable drain on the Void Vigor stored in his cells. Either body could provide the energy necessary for his Void Emperor Nodes, but it was a finite resource. Meanwhile, he had to rely on [Immutability of Eoz] and [Adamance of Eoz] to withstand the taint until it entered the purifying space.

His situation would have been much better if [Void Heart] had finished digesting the latest round of Tribulation Lightning. It could help him replenish the Void Vigor he lost by refining Life and Death-attuned Natural Treasures, both of which Zac had ample reserves of. Unfortunately, he had to wait another day, at the very least, before it was done.

“Same solution as last time?” Ogras said.

“We don’t have any escape treasures this time. We need a way out of here first,” Zac said.

“What’s that?” Kator interjected.

“We destabilized the breach we found inside the Void Star with spatial bombs,” Zac explained. “Destroying the breach in here would stop the inflow, it’s just hard to tell how this subspace would be affected.”

“It should be extremely reinforced,” Galau offered.

“Be that as it may, we’re not,” Kator said.

“We don’t have to do anything right now. There doesn’t seem to be any Qriz’Ul here, so let’s get the lay of the land,” Zac said.

Zac inched toward the closest pillar with the storm of tomahawks following in step. Galau had taken out four Array Disks that floated around him, each scanning for various threats. Ogras was doing the same by sending shadow tendrils beyond the limits of their sight. Only Kator remained unoccupied, looking like he was taking a stroll in the park. Then again, he’d be the main combatant in case something happened.

The closest pillar was made from a sparkling mineral, and while its shielding had failed, the Star-attuned material seemed to inherently rebuff the corruption. It was funneling energy into the box atop it, and Zac didn’t need Galau to confirm the tomb-like stone was a treasure-nurturing array.

Ogras gingerly extended a tendril after Galau gave the go-ahead. The box turned into dust at the moment of touch, making the group tense up. No trigger traps were sprung, and the demon picked up five identical crystals that fell out of the box without issue.

“One each?”

“That’s fine,” Zac said before infusing his will. “Huh? The [Starfall Scripture]? The thing they handed out during orientation?”

“This one is the same,” Emily said. “Wait… just how much is stored on here?”

“Amazing… This is the real deal—a top-tier heritage covering multiple aspects. Everything except the top layers are on here. There are even insights from previous masters,” Ogras excitedly said.

“There are damaged sections in mine,” Kator said.

“Same here,” Zac said.

“We might come close to a full version if we fill in the gaps with the others,” Galau said. “I don’t have anything that can store this much information, though.”

“It won’t matter,” Kator said. “An Autarch engraved these crystals, and the words hold remnants of their insights. Any copy we make will miss the essence.”

“Look at the adjustment exercises before the first layer,” Emily said.

“So that’s it.” Zac nodded after scanning the mentioned section. “That would be enough for orientation.”

The adjustment was a mix between Heart Cultivation and energy molding. Many features of today’s cultivation didn’t exist back in the day. Pathways weren’t as intricate, and Skill Fractals didn’t even exist. Cultivators used various methods to mimic the effect, including the introductory technique of the [Starfall Scripture].

It had you channel energy in a specific way while mentally intoning a particular sutra. The effect turned your whole body into a tuning fork, remoulding one’s energies to better suit the other techniques in the scripture. It was a temporary version of the benefits one received by practicing traditional cultivation manuals, which meant anyone could use it without any long-term downsides.

Zac guessed the method had two effects on the corruption. First, the heritage was evidently good at resisting the influence of the Lost Era’s Dead Dao. Meanwhile, chanting the scripture was similar to self-hypnosis, which helped reject the mental influence.

“I can’t believe this. We just stepped through the door and got handed a top-tier technique,” Ogras whispered as he looked at the hundreds of tombs waiting. “If this is a dream, don’t wake me up.”

“This doesn’t look too complicated. Let me try it out,” Emily said before closing her eyes.

It took less than a minute before her aura subtly changed, and Zac could see how half the nearby mist was rebuffed. The others quickly followed suit. Even Kator, who utilized Miasma, successfully adjusted his aura. Only Zac remained, repeatedly trying and failing to replicate the effect with either body.

“I guess not,” Zac said when the others looked at him with surprise.

“It’s easy to forget you’re a mortal,” Emily said with a helpless smile. “At least you won’t have to push yourself as hard with us maintaining the scripture.”

“Let’s keep looking,” Zac said.

Zac wasn’t particularly disappointed. Using the scripture would mean cutting his insight accumulation in half. And if he could analyze the technique, he might be able to replicate the effect in a way that worked with his restrictions.

The group avoided the closest pedestal, as it was protected by a barrier. It was damaged and could likely be overwhelmed, but why take the risk for an unknown reward? The vault was clearly in decent enough condition that they should expect retaliation from a forced extraction. On top of that, the shields made it impossible to see what, if anything, waited within.

Their caution proved insufficient to avoid disaster. The whole vault trembled as gleaming lights appeared in the mist. Zac barely had time to blink before the starlight multiplied by the hundreds, forming a wave of Stellar Wrath that swept the chamber.

The vault was being purified, and they were standing in the middle of it. A skeletal bulwark sprung up around them, empowered by three Earthly Daos. It groaned and creaked, but it held. Not because of Kator’s strength—the wave was clearly designed to counter Dead Dao rather than intruders, and the mist was dispersed at a record pace.

Something else overwhelmed Kator’s defenses the moment they thought themselves safe. A punch of corruption tore a hole in the wall, providing a clear line of sight to the breach. Zac glanced over and almost lost himself in its growing light. He felt so small and helpless before it, like when he faced the coffin in the Threaded Hell.

“Don’t look!” Zac screamed as he activated [Profane Exponents] and [Fields of Despair]—skills that could block their view of the breach without implicating the vault or its defenses.

The others followed suit, adding layers upon layers of insulation. Their quick reaction saved their lives, though what made it through the blockade was bad enough. Zac felt like he’d been plunged into the purple pillar he’d accidentally released when getting the second piece of his Flamebearer seal. He was a leaf in the wind, unable to control his bloodlines properly.

The vault’s cleansing procedure was still running, and Zac could sense how the Stellar Energy was rapidly pulled toward the breach. Then, there was only silence—no purple light and no stars. Their skills collapsed soon after. The Lost Plane’s aura had twisted them beyond their breaking point, and holding on would only have damaged the Skill Fractals.

The chamber was utterly void of any corruption. The breach remained, already fast at work replacing what the stars removed.

“I officially retract my idea to destabilize the tear,” Ogras said with lingering fear. “I’m not sure it’s even possible. The vault hit it far harder than we could, and it didn’t even budge.”

“Something about it is different,” Zac agreed.

“We’ll be free from corruption for at least half an hour at least,” Emily said, taking in the vault. “So there’s a hundred and sixty-eight treasures.”

“More like used to be,” Ogras said. “Only a hundred and three remain standing. Damn, not even the best ones survived.”

There were three tombstones grander than the others in the middle, each with more than five times as much space around them as the normal ones. The ground was also covered in dense runes, proving they were a notch above the rest. It hadn’t protected them from the test of time. In fact, it looked like the breach had sprung from one of the tree items, as the purple gash had split one of the pillars right down the middle.

A second central pillar had also collapsed, leaving only one standing. It exuded a silent yet unyielding aura as the lingering Stellar Energy was being drawn within. Zac suspected the last grand treasure was the source of the cleansing wave, and it was the only reason the whole vault hadn’t succumbed long ago. Even the barriers seemed to have regained some of their spirit after the outburst.

“Over there!” Galau pointed to their left, where the chamber’s sole door waited.

“We’re not leaving,” Kator rejected. “We should have ample time before another wave is released.”

“Let’s do a quick sweep,” Zac agreed.

It didn’t take long to inspect the unguarded pillars with the corruption gone. Not a single collapsed tombstone held anything of value. Their luck with the still-standing treasure-nurturing pillars was a little better. They discovered two intact items. One was a Natural Treasure that showed markings of a collapsed domain. In other words, it was once at least a C-grade treasure that had degraded enough to be relegated.

Even then, it could be considered a Supreme quality D-grade treasure of inestimable grade. Its use wasn’t evident, but the grand spiritual aura it emitted indicated it was an unattuned Soul Treasure. It was far beyond a normal Soul Strengthening item, too. Galau theorized it was similar to the top treasures in the Limited Exchange. Eating it would transform your soul, providing a boon similar to gaining a constitution.

It was useless to Zac, who already practiced a Soul Strengthening Manual, though it could potentially provide a significant boost to anyone else. The same was true for the Reaver in their group, as their unique bodies made most Soul Treasures worthless.

The other item was an incredibly overbearing Body Tempering Manual called [Stellar Dominion], which allowed you to make rapid progress by swallowing Stellar Flames and later whole stars. Zac suspected it was based on the predecessor of the Foreign Gods. Like the previous manuals, it was missing some sections, and there were only three copies. Kator kept one crystal while the rest went to Zac’s camp.

In addition, there were six items of more dubious value. There were two pieces of unique equipment, one sword and one War Cauldron. Rather than Spirit Tools, they appeared to be unique creations holding extreme power. They were the kind of treasures a Clan would take out when facing the threat of annihilation.

Such items generally had unique requirements to be activated, and they either contained a limited number of uses or extremely long cooldown times—dozens of millennia at the minimum for items at this level. In addition, they found one scroll, two Natural Treasures, and a singular Information Crystal.

All six treasures appeared intact, which wasn’t enough to hide how they’d been utterly twisted by prolonged exposure to the Lost Plane. The Tool Spirits inside the equipment had been turned into mindless monstrosities similar to Qriz’Ul. There was no telling what would happen if they managed to activate the weapons. Most likely, the user would end up dead instead of their enemy.

The other treasures had similar issues. The words on the scroll were twisted, and Zac almost lost his mind trying to decipher a few runes. It wasn’t even possible to guess the original Dao of the Natural Treasures. They might as well have been born in the Lost Plane. Even Zac doubted he could absorb one without going insane.

Zac still held onto the two Natural Treasures. He couldn’t use them today, but he might be able to slowly extract insights when he no longer had a free supply of tainted mist. Kator ended up taking the cauldron, and Emily the sword. Galau randomly picked the indecipherable crystal, which he wordlessly handed over to Zac.

The crystal was worthless to him, but not to Zac. [Purity of the Void] had cleansed his [Foreign Gods] tome without issue, so he hoped it could do the same with the crystal. That way, he’d get another free top-tier technique. He would have taken the scroll, too, if Ogras hadn’t indicated he wanted it.

Zac wasn’t planning on using any of the manuals they’d found. Advanced and detailed methods like these were great reference material for upgrading his methods. [Stellar Dominion], especially, seemed very suited to his voracious bloodline.

“Are you really planning to leave the rest?” Kator said when Zac turned toward the door. “The best items are still waiting for us, and they shouldn’t be corrupted.”

“We need to be alive to enjoy them. Crack one open, and the next star wave will target us instead,” Zac said as the door slid open to expose a small room. “You’re free to stay behind; we’re leaving.”

“I’m afraid we’re not,” Galau grimaced as he rushed toward the only console inside. “I knew it. It’s fried.”

“How long?”

“To fix it?” Galau said. “A day or two to even get it up and running. And there’s no guarantee that’ll be enough to take us out of here.”

“You can!” Emily exclaimed, holding a tome that had been placed on a desk. “This is a guard room. The console is used to get us back to the lobby and open a gate!”

“You have your job cut out for you,” Zac said, turning to Emily. “Anything else?”

“There’s not much,” Emily said as she browsed the book. “It’s just a record of people entering, what item they took, and when they left. Wait! Here’s something. ‘Perfected Lord Peonsi Urma entered. Chosen by the seventy-fourth star after fourteen minutes and removed the [Loop of Requital]. Left with eight hours of accrued Beseechment time.’”

“Beseechment time? Chosen?” Zac said, looking back at the protective bubbles spread through the vault.

“It’s worth a try if we’re going to be stuck here for a few days,” Ogras said.

“How would you even get picked?” Emily said.

“We have the [Starfall Scripture], don’t we? We’ll just practice it in front of them and see if they’re suitably impressed. Maybe release our Dao, too?” Ogras said. “There’s sixty-eight of them. Do we split up or move together?”

“Might as well stick together. The corruption will reach dangerous levels in less than an hour or so,” Zac said.

“Twenty minutes each? That way, we’ll have passed through the chamber in a day,” Ogras suggested. “Any longer, and we’re probably not fated anyhow.”

“Sounds good,” Zac said, glancing at Kator. “Half will go to me and Galau.”

“You must be joking,” the Reaver scoffed.

“I’m the one keeping us safe and Galau is the one who’s getting us out of here. Half is fair.”

The Reaver relented after a few seconds of pause. “Fine, but the first pick goes to me. And we’ll only divide after we’ve finished.”

“That’s okay,” Zac agreed.

He didn’t hold much hope they’d get chosen by any items after his experience in the Pilgrimage of Faith. The only reason he didn’t stop the idea was that he didn’t feel any threat coming from the pillars. He simply wanted some safeguards in case the arrays malfunctioned and began spitting out treasures left and right.

Galau set about repairing the damaged Teleportation Array while the others sat down before a guarded pillar. Zac didn’t mind that he had no scripture to rotate. He had a belly full of insights and some time to spare. Why not use it? He first turned his attention to the Chaos Library left by Be’Zi and A’Zu.

There’d been no time to properly study the repository, especially not during their hectic days following their battle with the Black Heart Cultists. Upgrading his Branches of Life and Death to Earthly Daos unlocked a wealth of new knowledge, which was incorporated into Zac’s knowledge at incredible speed thanks to [Purity of the Void].

He’d already found the answers to a few major issues with his Late D-grade core blueprint after an hour. Another was enough to reach a minimum working schematic, though he’d exhausted most of his refined inspiration by that point. It was for the best. His mind wrung dry after condensing months’ worth of study and insights into two hours.

Not a single treasure responded while Zac kept himself busy, not so much as a ripple. He was the only one making tangible gains as they moved from one treasure to the next in hopes of acceptance.

A loud crash was followed by a blaring alarm as the ambient energy dropped by a few notches. Zac initially feared Galau had messed up, when he popped out of the guard room with a bewildered expression. “It wasn’t me. This is coming from the outside!”

“Another wave on the way?” Emily said with false hope.

“No. This is different. It’s almost like…” Ogras didn’t want to finish his sentence.

He didn’t need to. Zac understood exactly what the demon meant.

“It’s like the base is under attack.”
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“Damn, these things are relentless! Grass should know its place,” Kruta swore as he released a halo of flames. “Would you hurry up?”

“It’d go faster if you stopped disrupting my Domain with your outbursts,” Catheya snarled as waves of fiery warmth put further pressure on her [Black Ice Cosmos].

She knew Kruta didn’t have much of a choice since they were being attacked from every direction, and her actions were undeniably the reason they were under attack. Catheya still found it difficult to rein in her frustration over the situation. Being separated from Zac and the others was already bad enough. Adding the vibrant environment that felt like nettles on her soul, she was already about to blow a gasket.

She’d even prefer the corruption to the burgeoning life and Stellar Energy exuded by the jungle around them. [Three Purities] had proven quite effective at limiting its corrosion, and it was only a matter of time before she figured out the right cadence to have [Black Ice Cosmos] reject the taint while keeping the insights.

Catheya channeled her anger into digging into the steel-like roots barring her path. Finally, she found what triggered the sensation. It was a bulbous pod hidden within one of the ridge’s main roots. Cutting it open with a blade of ice exposed two rows of seeds that emitted an irresistible aura.

Extracting the pod made the frantic resistance taper off. The roots retreated into the ridge, curling up for protection. Kruta looked like a fiery god of war as he tore off the last sets of branches restraining him before jumping over.

“How practical. They slunk away to conserve energy after losing the prize,” Kruta hummed. “This is it?”

Catheya took a calming breath before extracting one of the seeds from the pod. “Here, don’t choke on it.”

“Girl, staring at me with those spooky eyes won’t work.” The orc grinned while inspecting the frozen seed. “Kruta has lived through far scarier things than you. Have you ever seen a mountain range destroyed by spittle?”

“Quick, before it’s too late,” Catheya said with exasperation.

Kruta threw it into his mouth with a laugh, almost failing to swallow it from the surprise. “These plants can store the insights?”

“Don’t get too excited. The mountain is still our target,” Catheya reminded.

“I know, I know. These outer pods aren’t enough to help us anyway. More importantly, it confirms our suspicion. The plants in this jungle are really feeding on the purple muck. No wonder this place is completely clean.”

The two had been deposited in a dead sector of the base, where plants had taken over everything. There were no rooms nor arrays. Even the “sky” was verdant green. Since they were in an enormous open space eclipsing the “ringworld” Zac once described, Catheya deduced they’d either been sent to a residential section or Spiritual Farms. Such quarters would have the arrays and materials necessary to kickstart such a transformation.

Dozens of meters of vengeful overgrowth made it nigh impossible to say for certain, though the lack of ruins or defining structures made Catheya lean toward the latter. Catheya also suspected the species bred here had been modified to be resilient against the Dead Dao of the Lost Plane. With eons of expansion and mutation, resistance had evolved into predation.

It was the only explanation as to why the air was so utterly void of purple mist. The plants were taking it all in, turning it into sustenance without being corrupted themselves. And if seeds at the level of Peak F-grade Natural Treasures appeared on the periphery, what would they find in the center?

Catheya glanced at the towering mountain a few hours about. The jungle on its slopes was the densest one Catheya had ever seen. In fact, it shouldn’t be a mountain at all. The plants had simply kept growing because of the boundless energy provided by the structure within.

“Doesn’t this mean our plan ought to be changed?” Kruta said.

“This again?” Catheya said with a raised brow.

“I’m not saying we should turn back. We knew these guys were feeding on Stellar Energy,” the orc said as he kicked at the ridge they’d been rushing along for the past hours. “The only reason root systems will form such unnaturally straight hogbacks is if there’s something tasty along the route. Energy channels beneath the surface make the most sense.”

“And the source has to be that thing,” Catheya said, pointing at the mountain. “The generator can’t be completely dead—the ambient Stellar Energy has to come from somewhere. There is certainly enough to teleport away, seeing how root systems this far are benefiting.”

“Provided there’s a teleporter to use,” Kruta added. “Now that we’ve found stockpiled insights this far out, there must be a huge amount of corruption hidden inside the mountain. Who knows how that’ll affect the plants? What if there are Qriz’Ul Plant Emperors waiting for us? Ones smart enough to see us flying over.”

“That’s a possibility,” Catheya acceded.

“Why not start looking for alternatives?” Kruta said. “Such a large construct ought to have supporting structures. If we dig around the periphery, we might find a service tunnel or such.”

“Who knows how long that will take? This place is huge,” Catheya said. “We can split up if you feel it’s too dangerous.”

Kruta rolled his eyes. “Kruta isn’t blind. There’s another reason you’re insisting on this route. If you want my help, you need to properly explain things first. If you treat me as an outsider, that’s what I’ll become.”

Catheya slowly nodded. “…I’m sorry, you’re right. I have another reason to go there. We’ve already seen how the base is only semi-operational. The teleportation gate was lacking energy, and the precautions against the corruption have clearly failed.”

“Ah? You’re not looking for a teleporter? You want to fix up the power plant?” Kruta gawked.

“Why not?” Catheya said. “Let’s face it. We’re not finding the others anytime soon, even if there’s a functional gate waiting for us. Just a single wing is the size of a world, not to mention the tower in the center. So, I’m looking for ways to help Zac from afar. Restoring the energy supply is my only option, so that’s what I’ll do. I’ve expected it to be extremely dangerous from the start, so I planned on sending you away first.”

Kruta looked at Catheya with awe. “You know how to fix Stellar Extractors?”

“Well, no,” Catheya blushed. “I know how to freeze plants and rip out roots that have gotten stuck in the machinery. I’m hoping that’ll be enough. You’d be even better at it if you decided to join me. You’re a natural weed whacker.”

“It would be nice to be the one burning down a mountain for once,” Kruta mused.

A tremendous shockwave coming out of nowhere made the whole jungle come alive. Catheya urgently transformed her domain, focusing on erasing their traces. The two looked on in stupor as shimmering fractures spread across the mountain. Cascading flames filled with Stellar Energy poured out of the cracks, perfectly resembling a volcano eruption.

Smaller bursts took place along the dozens of ridges moving out of the mountain. It had to be the energy circuits below being overloaded by the sudden surge. Thankfully, the even spacing of the flames indicated the activation of release valves and not damage to the channels.

“Was that us?” Kruta whispered, fearfully looking at the pod still in Catheya’s hands. “It was just a couple of seeds.”

“Impossible. Something’s happened elsewhere. Has the extractor received orders to draw more energy? Or is it the sun acting out, causing additional strain?”

“Uh, so you’re still⁠—”

“Yes. More than ever.” Catheya threw away the pod and rushed forth, even activating a movement skill.

“I knew it,” the orc lamented as he caught up. “Like husband, like wife.”

[image: ]


The utmost limit of exuberant joy was crushed with a thought, dragging it down to the depths of despair. The vast yet unrefined consciousness trembled from the sudden turn. Some of it darkened to never light up again, unable to endure the heart-wrenching rollercoaster.

A trickle of ichor ran down Vilari’s nose. It was part of the price she had to pay. Only by stepping into the extremities of the Seven Sensations herself could she convey it to the enormous mind. Practicing [Ember of the Seven Sensations] couldn’t fully inure her from the effect. A few times wouldn’t cause her any harm. Keeping it up for eight straight hours was another matter.

She ignored the agony, using it as fuel as she began another cycle.

“It’s futile.”

Vilari glanced at the severed puppet head placed on the altar. “You said the same thing when I faced you and your thralls. Now they’re scrap maintaining the connection.”

She had been shocked to come face-to-face with the goal of their journey the moment she stepped through the gate. The fleshy power exuded from the slumbering giant below was beyond Vilari’s comprehension. She was certain the giant could rip apart stars with its bare hands without relying on energy or skills. Without the faded runes covering its rough skin, its mere aura might have caused a spatial collapse.

It was the embodiment of Body Refinement, especially since it lacked a mind or heart. At least it was supposed to. Seeing a group of Qriz’Ul puppets maintain a complex array that interfaced with the giant was more alarming than facing its tyrannical aura. There’d been no time to worry about where the others had been sent. She’d been forced to go all out to take out the group of puppets and interrupt the ritual.

She was lucky, in a sense. All sixteen puppets were once C-grade Qriz’Ul, but the ritual had taken almost everything from them. Four crumbled from a single touch. The leader had been drained to the level of a Late Hegemon, and their puppet bodies helped maintain the ritual for so long they’d lost the ability to move.

They were still far smarter than normal Qriz’Ul, and they’d been extraordinarily skilled at defending against her mental attacks. Meanwhile, their mere existence was poison to a Mentalist, who’d have to face the madness of Dead Dao and twisted desire with their soul.

Vilari would have succumbed in minutes if not for her experience in the [Epiclesis Bell]. It still took an hour of silent combat before she narrowly eked out a victory. That would have been enough to thwart their plot if not for the sudden attack on the base.

“This is different. The predecessors will not give up, and there is no one to stop them. Proximity will stir the seed we’ve nurtured. Your efforts will be undone, and our lord will lead us into the great beyond. It’s the start of a new age. One you will not get to witness.”

Vilari ignored the Qriz’Ul’s crude taunt. Its digs were nothing after years with Jalach. Unfortunately, the talking head was right. The Foreign God’s artificial Ego had grown increasingly active since the base came under attack. Each shock stirred the consciousness, prompting it to draw more corruption from the breach on its forehead. She had no chance of strangling the budding life in its cradle.

That didn’t mean she could stop. If anything, her efforts were more important than ever.

She only needed to stall until her father lit the beacon and triggered dense inscriptions across the giant’s body. The consciousness would be purged so long as it hadn’t taken control already. Failing meant giving it the opportunity to undo the ancient restraints. Vilari couldn’t allow that, and not just because of the immediate threat of having to face another Foreign God.

Vilari had scoured the [Foreign Gods] compendium since she woke up from her nightmare, searching for similarities and differences between the Centurion Project and Jalach. It was clear that the Foreign Gods and Qriz’Ul were not truly creatures of a previous Era like her malevolent master. It was more accurate to call them an unholy mix of this Era’s Dao and the twisted energy of the Lost Era.

It allowed them to avoid the fierce retaliation from the Heavens, while leaving them restricted. Neither Foreign Gods nor Qriz’Ul could survive in the wild for long. They needed continued sustenance from the other side—especially the Qriz’Ul with their energy bodies. It was different with the refined puppet before her. Vilari had no idea how, but the Limitless Empire had removed the god’s dependence on Dead Dao while maintaining its strength. It was fully integrated with this Era.

If the Qriz’Ul god left the base before the beacon was lit… Vilari shuddered at the thought of a Foreign God without its safeguards activated leaving the Imperial Graveyard. Where Jalach waited. The misgivings in her heart came creeping back. The Pasho’Har Bell, the Anima Court… Was it all a ruse? Couldn’t Jalach get everything it needed by possessing this Foreign God? It was the perfect vessel.

This wasn’t a new suspicion. Coming face-to-face with the Foreign God put the matter to its edge. Vilari had grappled with it since learning about the mission, and she’d discussed the matter with the others a few times. Thinking back to those talks made Vilari wince. She’d confidently said that possessing a Foreign God exceeded Jalach’s capacity, especially now that he was grievously wounded.

Any combat puppet would have methods to stop possession or enemies from wresting control. The [Centurion Guardian Array] integrated with the giant’s body would tear Jalach apart long before he could settle in. Likewise, if a living Foreign God appeared, its consciousness would easily overwhelm a discarnate soul like her master.

A Qriz’Ul god was a variable she hadn’t considered. The puppets must have done something to the [Centurion Guardian Array] to put it in a passive state. Even while slumbering, the puppet should have stopped any attempts at possession. Worse, a huge, newborn consciousness wasn’t a problem for Jalach. It was a gift. The Qriz’Ul god would become a tonic to aid his recovery.

Vilari could almost hear Jalach’s laughter from the shadows as he waited to reap his reward. She would nip this problem in the bud. No matter what.

[image: ]


Zac grunted when [Profane Exponents] failed after three minutes, and the damage to the fractal had worsened. A shroud of shadows replaced the coffin, protecting them from the glaring light. The gap lasting less than a second was enough to add another set of blisters on Galau while Emily’s skin turned a shade redder.

“That’s it. We can’t wait any longer,” Zac said with a grim expression. “We need to pick one option and go.”

“We can endure a bit longer,” Kator said.

“Maybe so, but the vault can’t.”

Another shockwave drove home Zac’s point by collapsing a part of the ceiling. A finger-wide crack had grown to the width of a thigh, and more streaks of starlight managed to pierce Ogras’ curtain. As bad as it looked, it wasn’t even the most damaged section of the Polaris Vault.

Not a single tile remained whole after eighteen hours of increasingly intense shocks to the subspace. Radiant gold poured from roughly a third of the cracks, courtesy of the immense sun they’d seen hanging overhead. Its appearance had been both a blessing and a curse when the vault’s defenses ultimately failed.

The Polaris Vault fought back for eight hours before going dark, but the Lost Plane breach began growing after just three. It was the size of a barn door at this point and the amount of corruption it spewed matched. The Stellar Treasure and Zac furiously worked to keep them safe, and would have been overwhelmed long ago if not for the addition of direct sunlight.

The bad was that the light was undiluted and raw, a stark contrast to the somewhat gentle starlight that had kept them safe. It was beyond what Hegemons could endure, and even Zac would turn to ash if directly exposed. They had long since been forced into the guardroom, which was slightly better off. Even then, the light pierced through the wall, forcing them to constantly maintain barriers while Galau furiously worked on the console.

There was no point in staying, especially since the remaining treasure pillars had sunk into the ground and disappeared the moment the arrays failed. Except, leaving was easier said than done. Eighteen hours wasn’t enough for Galau to find a solution, especially with new damage being added all the time.

“We would have been sent out long ago if this deathtrap planned on lending us a helping hand,” Ogras added. “Any emergency functions are either missing or broken.”

“Still nothing, human?” Kator growled. “This is not the time for games.”

“I’m nowhere near,” Galau said with despair, his hands and chest scorched from being zapped by the circuits over and over. “I’ve been trying to bypass the console to open the exit for the past hour. It just won’t activate. The damage is too great.”

“Hey, it’s not his fault.” Emily glared when killing intent began leaking from Kator. “You haven’t been any help this whole time, only stuffing your pockets without contributing.”

“Maybe we should settle our differences so we can welcome the great beyond without regret?” Kator sneered, his bones rumbling menacingly.

“Enough,” Zac growled, ready to activate his safeguards at a moment’s notice.

Kator wasn’t the type to lash out from frustration—he was a ruthless survivor. He would sacrifice them all if he thought it would give him a shot at survival, and there was no telling what kind of methods he had prepared.

“I vote the breach,” Ogras said. “Between the sun and the Lost Plane, I’d have to go with the corruption. If lucky, we’ll find another breach that takes us back to the base.”

“If not, we’ll become twisted horrors,” Kator said.

“Sure, but high risk beats certain death,” Ogras said. “Because I can’t see any path to survival from jumping into the sun.”

Zac sighed. “I’m with Ogras. You’ve all improved on the [Starfall Scripture] over the past hours. Between that and my abilities, we should last a few seconds.”

“…Fine!” Kator growled, placing himself between Zac and his companions. “You better not have any funny ideas, Draugr.”

“That’s rich, coming from you,” Zac snorted.

Galau made a final, desperate attempt to resurrect the dead console. It melted the circuitry, dashing any hope of a safe exit.

“Let’s go. Never stop rotating the scripture and stay close to me no matter what,” Zac said as he fastened the others with two chains each. “Kator, you’ll have to block the light.”

“Go,” the Reaver grunted.

The door slid open, blasting them with blinding light. Zac rushed right into the mayhem while Kator conjured a huge dome above their heads. It wouldn’t last even a second against the unrelenting pressure from above. A moment was all Zac needed. They appeared before the breach in a single step. The next took them into one of the deepest corners of history.
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THE GRAND MIST


The purple breach allowed entry without resistance or complaint, saving the group from having to endure its beams of concentrated corruption point-blank. The blindingly bright remnants of the Polaris Vault were gone, with not so much as a wisp of starlight leaking from the main plane.

It was like the Dao knew better than to enter this god-forgotten chasm. Zac wondered if they made the wrong choice picking this confusing, deadly vista over the sun. The scorching flames were at least quantifiable, understandable. This bubble of twisted memories was simply chaos, and not the kind Zac was familiar with.

At least, that was what Zac believed he was seeing. Although there was no purple mist to block their vision, that didn’t do much to help Zac orient himself among the millions of visions phasing in and out of existence in every direction.

There were grand palaces of alien make, patches of dirt holding the final vestiges of eroded ruins, and everything in between. It wasn’t just structures, either. Scenes, people, a chorus of sounds and voices. Even emotions and concepts were represented by mind-bending visions.

Nothing was constant. Everything inside the Lost Plane was in a transient state, with most winking out too fast for Zac to register their shape. What little Zac managed to grasp made his hair stand on end. Like the Dead Dao, the memories had been twisted, exuding the same forbidding horror and decay as the plane itself.

The visions didn’t particularly target their group. They didn’t even seem to notice their existence. The visions participated in an internal struggle trying to devour each other. It was impossible not to draw parallels with the chaotic environment of the Imperial Graveyard. Seeing the Lost Plane, Zac even wondered if the graveyard’s perpetually unstable state was the result of leakage from this realm.

There was no sense of resentment coming from the visions, though. Only desire. Desire to exist, to become real, to not fade into that eternal night.

Zac wasn’t looking around out of idle curiosity. They needed a plan before moving out, as blindly flying about was bound to end in disaster. They were already courting death by infringing on the Lost Plane. Even the Ra’Lashar Goblins knew better, only sending skills and soul threads inside in their search for knowledge.

Despite there being no Qriz’Ul, the dangers they faced were very real. In place of purple mist, the Lost Plane was permeated by a wrongness on an existential level. When facing the corruption in the lake water or the Centurion Base, it had always been the invader encroaching on a hostile environment. Now, the roles were reversed.

Zac’s Dao Heart screamed that the Lost Plane’s perverted truths were utterly, irrevocably wrong, and its continued existence was a deadly assault on his Dao and path. Zac knew he should listen, yet it was like the logic behind his beliefs was being proven false. The Lost Plane insisted his struggles and insights until now were a mistake, a dream from a false reality.

It didn’t offer solutions, either. The cardinal building blocks of existence had eroded over the endless eons. Left was despair and reluctance to let go that dragged everything into its twisted nihilism. Even his Kayar-Elu Duplicity Core had woken up to combat an insidious subversion of his Karma.

The visions taking Zac to the limits of the Multiverse hadn’t instilled him with such a level of dread and antipathy, and he understood with agonizing clarity why the System and Heavens had so vehemently rejected the entity hiding inside the [Epiclesis Bell]. Coexistence was impossible. One would consume the others, and they had veritably stepped into the maws of the enemy.

As bad as Zac suffered, the others had it worse. Using Soul Sense was impossible in this realm, but he could sense his companions’ struggles through the chains. He even saw Galau screaming at the top of his lungs, his voice stolen by the Lost Plane.

Zac realized his missing affinities had become his greatest protection against the fallen Heaven of a bygone Era. Conversely, the greater the affinity, the deeper a cultivator would commune with the universe. And when the universe was wrong, the link was a deadly strike at their Dao.

They desperately released waves of Dao and Energy into the surroundings in an attempt to hold back the world. It was similar to how he’d crushed Cosmic Crystals to survive the overwhelming Twilight Energy at the depths of the Twilight Chasm, though it was of limited use. The Daos and energies of the Era of Order were rootless inside the Lost Plane and succumbed to the silent gloom, which also meant skills and treasures were useless against it.

Practicing their modified versions of the [Starfall Scripture] seemed to slightly help against the spiritual corrosion. Zac activated [Void Zone], and the nullification sphere helped further weaken their connection with the Dead Dao. It was only a stopgap measure, though.

Two seconds passed, and Zac breathed out in relief upon finding what he sought. There were a few streaks of consistency inside the nauseating storm of impressions, most clustered in the same direction. Zac couldn’t see what they were because of the distortion. Out of time and better options, he could only pray they were the breaches they sought.

Navigation proved almost as difficult as his first time in the Void of Space. The Lost Plane followed neither their Dao of Space nor the lack thereof, and Zac was forced to constantly turn when his vantage shifted. Having to fight a war over his sanity while advancing didn’t make things better.

Suddenly, a pull of fate arrived like coal in winter. Zac felt the attraction from his quest coming from six locations. He followed the strongest one like it was the northern star, pushing himself and his bloodline to their limits. Abyssal swirls in his cells groaned in complaint from the extraordinary drain of Void Energy.

Zac drew closer, not forgetting to monitor his followers. They wouldn’t make it. Zac gritted his teeth and activated [Eye of Desolation] with Void Energy. A domain of darkness descended on the foreign world. The Oblivion-filled eye looked into the mayhem, and the mayhem looked back.

Sculpture bands distorted and winked out of existence while the eye morphed into a seven-fingered hand holding a black rope that was soon gone. The skill hadn’t even lasted a second, and using it caused something very bad to happen to the Skill Fractal. Still, it briefly blocked out the surroundings, allowing the others a quick breath before being pushed back under.

[Death’s Duality] was already mid-swing when the Abyssal domain was ripped out of his grasp. Two of the Remnants circling his Cosmic Core came alive, releasing a torrential stream of Creation. It emerged from his space, entering the Skill Fractal on his left shoulder. It was joined by Divine and Cosmic Energy while his soul provided the truth necessary to activate [Origin Revolution].

[Spiritual Void] provided slivers of Void of Death, the final ingredient necessary to resist the Dead Dao. A radiant edge lit up like a torch in the darkness and carved a path of possibility toward the exit. They were right at the finish line, and Zac would drag them past it by hook or crook.

The Lost Plane’s cycle of reinvention paused under Creation’s opalescent light like its power of origination allowed the memories to last a moment longer. It also connected the memories of the past with Zac in the present, and he suddenly felt as though a thousand eyes were upon him.

Then, nothing.

The countless visions clogging up the Lost Plane cracked like mirrors, and the twisted Dao was pushed into the depths. Nevertheless, the assault on Zac’s body and mind didn’t abate. The taint had been replaced by another invasion—one lacking malevolence but infinitely more powerful. It was a darkness so vast that Zac’s mind almost broke.

Only the dozen tears remained on account of them being real windows to reality. They struggled and distorted under the burgeoning pressure, releasing sputters of incomplete scenes. Two stony giants tearing through a sea of golden sunlight, their melted, featureless faces radiating malice. A burning jungle, a sea of Qriz’Ul gone mad, a crystalline pillar balancing a miniature sun.

Zac even saw Joanna, Janos, and Ra’Klid briefly flicker by. They were covered in blood, slashing their way through a line of combat puppets. They were desperately trying to reach a gate similar to the arch leading into the Polaris Vault. Seeing them made Zac’s heart clench with worry, though the sensations passed through his chains provided a needless reminder their situation was far worse.

The others had already been pushed beyond their limits, and the sudden change proved too much to bear. Zac doubted the [Starfall Scripture] could do anything against this new threat since his Void Emperor bloodline couldn’t even muster a resistance. [Void Zone] had already been torn apart, and [Void Mountain] had been forced into hiding. His companions were knocked unconscious, with even Kator limply hanging from Alea’s chains. At least, that was what Zac decided had happened, unwilling to entertain the alternative.

There was only one thought in his mind—cross the final stretch and escape the Lost Plane. It was that mantra that allowed Zac to remain conscious under the unbearable strain. All would be well so long as they returned to their dimension.

Zac didn’t even manage to cross half the distance to the closest breach before they also flickered and disappeared. They’d been subsumed by the pressure, sinking into depths outside Zac’s reach. The guiding pull of his final seal and the hope it represented were gone. Left was the darkness that tyrannically swelled in his mind, blotting out Zac’s grasping attempts at devising a final chance at survival.

No, not darkness.

As Zac’s perception approached its limits, he realized the darkness was just a shadow cast by a being so large it almost pushed Zac’s mind over the edge. The Centurion Base, whose size already tested the boundaries of Space, wouldn’t be more than a grain of dust before it. Zac wasn’t convinced all of Zecia could contain this monstrous creature. The only thing that could surpass the entity was the Void Mountain. Even then, it wouldn’t look too out of proportion on its slopes.

There was no doubt about it. He’d inadvertently summoned the memory of a Stellar Wanderer with his actions.

Zac should only have been able to see a corner of a corner at such close proximity. There was something about the wanderer which demanded to be witnessed in its entirety. Even then, it was impossible for Zac to accurately grasp its appearance. It was as though it simultaneously existed in thousands of states, with all versions superimposed, creating a confusing mesh of features and limbs.

The distortion was not because the Stellar Wanderer had been twisted like the other visions. Zac intuitively knew the entity was so powerful that not even the ancient memory of its existence could be impugned by Dao’s death. While its features were beyond Zac’s dimensional comprehension, it was easy to understand the reason for the singular race’s name.

The wanderer was adorned by a shroud fashioned from millions of stars, most surpassing the grandeur of the sun fused with the Centurion Base. Zac even suspected those placed in the center of the complex weave were A-grade stellar objects. Yet they paled before the singular light lording over all else.

The wanderer’s myriad heads were all concave, creating a crater the size of a sector. Floating above was a white star that transcended the Dao. Zac only had the chance to make the unavoidable parallel to Ultom’s sublime aura before he was overwhelmed.
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Seventeen rose from the grand mist. Their first awareness was of perfection. They embodied all realms of possibility, all roads of thought. There was nothing else inside the farrago from which they came. Nothing to improve, nothing to change. They were born at the Terminus, and awakening made them hunger for more.

The second awareness was that of their cage. The Heavens were too low, crushing down on their shoulders. Perfection was a curse, bereaving them of purpose and future. They observed all possible trajectories of the Grand Kalpa. None offered change.

The third awareness was that they were not alone. Two more groups existed in the tapestry beyond time. The seventeen faced rejection when reaching out. Unwilling to accept the status quo, they split up to find answers among the stars. When none were found, they wandered into the great beyond—the sea of null that stood outside their scope of understanding.

It resisted their search, repeatedly forcing them back into their cage. Their solitary journeys eventually yielded testimonials of something more, only to find that the broken remnants were flawed and beneath the wanderer’s origin. The beyond remained silent throughout, ignoring their attempts to commune.

Their cage was slightly different each time they returned. The mist sought shape, and intent formed mass. New creatures sprouted. The seventeen were intrigued. The dreamers still refused to emerge from the mist, not suffering from their perfection as the wanderers did. And she… told them to wait.

The novelty of lesser existences passed. They were flawed and transient. The wanderers resumed their eternal journey. Time held no meaning, so the wanderers did not know how long they’d traveled when hearing the call. The trajectories became undone, and they discovered a new state—uncertainty, where the future was no longer a mirror of the past.

One after another, they returned from the depths of null. Since their inception, it was the first time all seventeen were gathered in one place. The cage strained from their expectation. Even the dreamers stirred in their eternal reclusion, turning their attention to reality’s center.

She opened her eyes, the Heavens rose, and the Stellar Wanderers knew what choice they had to make.
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Zac was shocked awake, his heart beating like a drum. The fragmented memories of the wanderer were already blurring. They were existences so far removed from his conception that their thoughts and memories couldn’t exist in his mind. Only the set of eyes at the end remained crystal-clear, like they’d been branded on his brain.

They transcended restrictive concepts like Dao and Law, holding everything and more. They were the Heaven beyond the Heaven, what waited behind the veil. The Terminus was whatever she willed. She surpassed the Eras, stretching from the earliest past to the distant future. It was true omnipotence, omnipresence.

And she’d seen him.

Not the wanderer whose memory he’d visited. Him.

“She has many names. Most refer to her as the Eternal.”

Zac swirled around, noticing in passing that he stood on solid ground as he came face-to-face with a man reeking of antiquity. A real being, not a memory or vision, stood before him, and the Lost Plane bent to his will.

“I’ve been observing you, Flamebearer,” the old man said. “I see the shadows of Karz on you. And Laondio’s dream.”
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The old man appeared closely related to humans, with a normal number of limbs and features. The familiarity was a surprising comfort after standing in the shoes of an utterly alien entity as a Stellar Wanderer. He was small of frame with a slightly hunched back, only reaching to Zac’s chest. His skin was grey and coarse, resembling ancient bark, and he lacked any aura.

Nevertheless, Zac could see a hint of unfathomable power hiding within. The stranger’s eyes lacked pupils and irises, only being an iridescent white. The very same white he’d seen in the Stellar Wanderer’s star, and which mimicked a piece of the Eternal’s gaze. This man was utterly, inconceivably powerful.

This stranger had a very different air to Sendor, the only other ancient existence he’d faced. Sendor had given glimpses of tremendous power and callousness before reverting to acting as a mischievous old man. This old monster had only briefly glanced at Zac before turning away. The look contained desolation, detachment, and deep exhaustion.

The old man radiated longing. It was like he hoped to catch another glimpse of the Eternal, yet afraid to disturb her slumbering memory. He stood with arms behind his back, looking in the direction of where the Stellar Wanderer had previously appeared. The giant was already gone, and the Lost Plane had reverted to a state closer to when they first entered.

The millions of fragmented memories and scenes were back, shining brighter and lasting longer in the old man’s presence. There was no hint of the wrongness of Dead Dao, though, and nothing had taken its place. Zac couldn’t even sense the Void on the small platform they stood on.

Zac’s mind was already a mess from seeing the Stellar Wanderer’s journey and the Eternal’s awakening. Hearing the old man say he carried Karz’s shadow set off new waves. It was the first time Zac had heard that name from anyone else. Even Sendor only referred to Karz as the Void Emperor. There was no time to figure out what that signified as the old man spoke up again.

“The Eternal named me Wal’Zo. It meant ferryman in the common tongue,” Wal’Zo continued. “I have the honor of maintaining the Ultom Courts in Master’s absence.”

“You—what—” Zac stammered as multiple questions fought for precedence in his mind.

The Eternal named him? Just how old was this person? Zac already suspected remnant populations were hiding inside some of the Eternal Heritages. But Ultom? It was likely the oldest heritage around. Zac couldn’t imagine a society surviving inside this twisted environment for so long. Let alone a single person, whether that was a spirit, golem, or man.

Were his senses lying to him? Was this Wal’Zo a memory and not an actual being?

Zac gathered his wits and raised the most pressing issue, “Has Senior seen my companions? They can’t withstand the Lost Plane’s environment.”

The change to the Lost Plane wasn’t the only one. There were no sign of the others, nor of the breaches that helped Zac orient himself. He’d even lost his other body. Zac had belatedly realized he was standing before Wal’Zo in his human form, with the quantum connection to his other half blocked.

They were possibly lying unconscious somewhere outside the platform’s protective domain, being corrupted as they spoke. Not even his Draugr half could withstand something like that, let alone the others.

“Lost Plane.” Wal’Zo appeared to be savoring the word. “I suppose it is apt.”

The fragmented, discordant world froze before the myriad scenes rearranged themselves. Soon enough, they’d formed a resplendent city floating in space. Alas, putting everything in place only drove home how far gone the realm was. The view was incomplete, looking like a puzzle with most pieces missing. What little remained was extremely distorted.

“The Kalpas turn, memory fades,” Wal’Zo said, looking at the citadel with sorrow. “This fragment you call the Lost Plane belonged to followers of the predecessor you just saw. It never took a name, so the Temple of Beginnings referred to it as Starclad. They were what you’d call a Peak A-grade Faction. Now, only shadows of memories remain.”

Zac was anxious about finding the answer to his question, restraining himself from interrupting the old man’s thoughts. It would do none of them any good if he angered this unknown variable.

“Too much time has passed. The Heavens are foreign, and courts are not what they once were. It has been forced to shed irredeemable fragments these past few Eras. Cutting off the leg to save the body, so to speak. Most were deposited in reality’s corners to gradually erode and reincorporate with the Heavens. A few pieces strayed, erroneously coming in contact with the present as we see here.”

A wave of his sleeve, and the city crumbled. “Your companions were sent through. They remain unconscious, digesting the predecessor’s aura. If fate wills it, they will benefit.”

Zac exhaled. So long as they were fine. “Senior brought me here. I’m ready to hear your instructions.”

Kator believed it wasn’t a coincidence their group of five appeared in the Polaris Vault while the others were sent elsewhere. Their working theory was that the Centurion Base’s formations wanted to use them to close the breaches—an impossible task if they’d ever seen one. The breaches were reinforced with power far beyond their level. They’d already be dead had they insisted on blowing it up like in the Void Star.

With how things turned out, it was more likely that Wal’Zo manipulated the teleportation gate to ultimately bring him here. The mysterious custodian couldn’t act as he wished under the current Heavens. He was far stronger than Jalach, the split-up entity hiding inside the [Epiclesis Bells], and the treatment would likely follow suit.

Why the others had been brought into the Polaris Vault with him was less clear. The result would have been the same without having to risk the others’ lives. Zac would have snatched what treasures he could before eventually being forced to escape through the breach.

“Of the nine Flamebearer candidates arranged by the System, you are the most disappointing,” Wal’Zo calmly said.

“Uh,” Zac said, his respectful expression turning crooked from the awkward situation. He didn’t know what he’d expected, but it wasn’t that. “I started out a bit behind the others. With time⁠—”

“Your unrefined path is not the problem. What troubles me is your disposition.” The old man turned around, his eyes boring into Zac’s. “The predecessors sacrificed everything to ignite the flame of hope. What is the point of your title if you’re afraid of approaching the flame?”

Zac’s heart clenched under the scrutinizing gaze. It wasn’t difficult to understand what Wal’Zo meant. Zac never had any intention to fight over the Ultom Courts—what was the point? Even if he somehow bested all the monsters standing in his way, there was no way he’d be able to hold onto it. If anything, getting entangled with it was a death trap, both for himself and his followers.

At most, Zac planned on sneaking into the Left Imperial Palace with Esmeralda, targeting the smaller treasures while the other Flamebearers fought over the Eternal Heritage. If the trial forced him to directly face the other Flamebearers, he’d opt out if possible. His recent surge of breakthroughs wasn’t enough to put him at their level, and the benefits from the final piece of his seal wouldn’t be immediate.

However, all his plans were premeditated on him actually entering the trial. Was this old man considering removing his Flamebearer status because of his lacking fortitude? Let alone being a huge hit to his plans, it also meant the agreement with the Undead Empire would dissolve. The protection and benefits were all predicated on him being a Flamebearer.

“We are running out of time, in more ways than one. I can’t stand on the sidelines, even if it means putting my thumb on the scale,” Wal’Zo said.

Worry turned into direct alarm when streaks of light emerged from Zac’s chest. It was the three pieces of the seal he’d collected thus far. Should he lie? No, there was no way he’d be able to resolve this problem with an empty promise.

At the same time, Zac churned with reluctance and indignation over the situation. Zac could understand where Wal’Zo was coming from, but why should his struggles until now count for nothing? Only the first piece had somewhat fallen into his lap, and that itself proved he had fate.

The other seals had come from risking his life before and during the war. He’d gone along with the rules the System set up, even when the odds were stacked against him. He’d lost count of the number of assassinations and ambushes he’d survived, and he’d even defended his seal against a fellow Flamebearer. He’d paid the price for this opportunity.

“I won’t revoke your candidacy today. Severing fate will not accomplish what we seek,” Wal’Zo said, perhaps sensing Zac’s inner turmoil. “I’ve come to extend a helping hand.”

Zac relaxed upon seeing the light return to his chest. He was still aware Wal’Zo’s actions were intended as a warning. The message was clear. As far as Ultom’s caretaker was concerned, Zac was replaceable. Zac didn’t doubt this old man’s ability to follow through, either. This was Wal’Zo’s domain, outside the System’s purview. And even if Zac escaped him now, what about when the trial started?

“I’m not sure what you want from me,” Zac said, struggling to find a solution. “I have to consider the big picture. The others come from some of the strongest factions in the current Era. I’m unattached, and I have people depending on me. People who’d get swept up in the storm if I claimed an Eternal Heritage as a Hegemon. I want power, I’m just not ready to sacrifice my companions and followers for it.”

“Claim? Your appetite is large, indeed. Your ancestor was the same,” Wal’Zo said, his gaze slightly softening. “Laondio had to ask my permission to borrow Ultom’s strength, and he’s far above the Thrones and Seals of your generation. Let alone you, no one is claiming Ultom.”

“What?” Zac exclaimed. “Then what’s all this for?”

“The Left Imperial Palace, the Outer Courts, and the trial—that’s Laondio’s design,” Wal’Zo said with disinterest. “Ultom was built with only one goal. To pass on the torch and raise the next generation of Flamebearers. We’ve simply been dragged into Laondio’s web, and extracting Ultom from his masterpiece would require too much effort. I’m also interested in observing its operation. It’s possibly the most impressive feat I’ve witnessed.”

“Flamebearers, plural?” Zac asked.

“Good. You grasped the important point,” Wal’Zo said. “No one said there could only be one. The court opens its gates whenever the time is right. This Era was no different. What you call the Fifth Pillar’s Ascent is simply the Era of Order’s third Flameseeking round.”

“Third?” Zac said. “The previous attempts failed?”

“There is no failure,” Wal’Zo said. “Even a broken link will bring about change, which is necessary for Ultom’s continuation. You’re right in that none of the candidates were chosen in the first round.”

‘Which means the second had at least one Flamebearer?’ Zac thought.

Could the first round have been at the beginning of the Era between the Primordials or early races? It made sense they wouldn’t pass. The Primordials were clearly different from the Stellar Wanderers, even if their origins were similar. The Primordials were born flawed because the Dao was flawed after reforming. Meanwhile, the Stellar Wanderers were perfect in a way Zac doubted could exist before they reached the Era’s Zenith.

“If I pass the test and become a true Flamebearer, will I be awarded special protections?” Zac asked.

“No. Fate must run its course,” Wal’Zo said. “I will, however, exert some energy to make it impossible to discern who picked up the torch. I can hide it even from the System if you wish.”

Zac slowly nodded. He still wasn’t certain whether he should go for it, though it didn’t seem as farfetched as before. If nothing else, Wal’Zo indirectly confirmed the trial wouldn’t be a free-for-all where all the Flamebearers were directly pitted against each other. At the same time, he’d be a fool to blindly trust a stranger who popped up out of nowhere. His appearance was clearly not as simple as extending a helping hand.

He had an agenda.

“May I ask why you’re helping me?”

“You could see it as me being old and willful,” Wal’Zo said. “And while I’m looking forward to the culmination of Laondio’s promise, there’s a limit to how much interference I can tolerate.”

“Laondio’s promise…” Zac hesitated. “How are you the only one who can remember Karz’s name? From what I’ve gathered, his identity was made taboo.”

“Technically, it was ejected from the Cosmic Destiny,” Wal’Zo said. “Seeing as I precede the concept of Destiny, it has no bearing on me. If you succeed in nurturing the seed you’ve planted, you might be able to return his identity to the River of Fate.”

“Back then, what happened⁠—”

“It is not my place to interfere with those matters. Especially as it’s a chapter yet to be concluded. Carrying Laondio’s mark, you’ll discover the truth whether you like it or not,” Wal’Zo said. “I’m only here to add kindling to the fire by shedding light on certain matters related to Ultom and the First Era.”

Zac held himself back from pressuring the old man. It was like he stood before Sendor again, trying to barter for information. Except, this time, Zac had nothing to trade with. Wal’Zo understood more about his origins than Zac did, and he clearly had a pragmatic approach to his search for new Flamebearers. If Zac didn’t pan out, throw out the net again.

This was still a huge opportunity. Whatever his true goals, Wal’Zo seemed intent on sharing certain ancient secrets. Zac was sure the vision was the key. It wasn’t happenstance he’d been shown that specific set of memories.

“The one I saw at the end—the Eternal—she was the one who built Ultom?”

It was the first time in a long while Zac had spoken that name out loud. As expected, it didn’t trigger any waves of fate in Wal’Zo’s presence.

“Yes, with assistance,” the old man confirmed.

“Is she the most powerful being to have lived?” Zac asked. “She seemed transcendent, beyond Supremacies.”

“Most Eras will have a few who reach similar heights. The Stellar Wanderers were all at that same stage. The difference came from potential. Master is unsurpassed if you include that aspect.”

Potential?

“You witnessed Starclad’s search. The wanderers had reached into every future, finding nothing to break the status quo. The Eternal offered hope. Her awakening raised the Heavens, and yet it wasn’t enough to accomplish either of their goals. The cage was still there, if only slightly larger. The wanderers were still trapped, and the Eternal remained at the threshold of True Eternity.”

“The Eternal wasn’t actually Eternal?” Zac said with surprise.

Not even the strongest being in existence managed to fully transcend the A-grade?

“Master could have grasped True Eternity any time she desired. However, it would come at a price. She needed to consume the Multiverse and all in it, like a newly hatched dragon eating its shell for sustenance,” Wal’Zo said. “That would provide the strength necessary to freely explore the endless beyond. With Eternity on her side, she could have found a higher Heaven, if there is such a thing.”

“She obviously didn’t, or we wouldn’t be standing here,” Zac said.

“What point was there in Eternity if it was stained in the blood of countless futures? She set about to create an alternative path. The wanderers assisted, seeing as it was their best option to reach beyond the restrictions of their birth. Unfortunately, they only slipped further from their goal.

“Eras didn’t exist back then. What you call the Lost Era lasted more than a dozen times longer than the average despite its abrupt end. There was simply a… decline,” Wal’Zo sighed, and the ruins around them took on a new meaning. “As much as they tried to stop it, the Multiverse was leaking its essence. Their efforts to elevate the quality barely countered the loss of quantity.”

“Was this when they built Ultom?” Zac asked.

Wal’Zo slightly nodded. “Master didn’t change her decision, even after exhausting all options. There was only one option left. To tear down the Multiverse and rebuild it from the ground up, creating a reality that wasn’t in a steady decline. One that followed a virtuous cycle of rebirth. The cycle of rebirth would limit the leakage and continuously refine the Dao,” Wal’Zo said. “Through reality’s ebb and flow, the torch would be passed on.”

“She destroyed the Multiverse?” Zac gasped. “Then those who lived in the Lost Era⁠—”

“One Era had to die so that all others could live,” Wal’Zo said. “Including herself and the Stellar Wanderers.”
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Zac reeled at the series of revelations. The rise and decline of Eras weren’t natural. It was something the Eternal devised. At the cost of her and the other supreme existences’ lives, not to mention all the normal beings living during the Lost Era.

“The Stellar Wanderers took the perfection found in the mist and crafted a new Heaven. The Gurus codified the Four Laws to safeguard the cycle of Samsara. The Eternal imbued it with her potential, granting it Eternity.”

A deep hum reverberated through the Lost Plane, and Zac briefly thought he could hear the distant claps of thunder. Was it the System sensing its plans being interfered with? The old custodian glanced into the distance, no doubt seeing more than Zac. A large breach appeared the next moment. Zac could feel fate’s powerful pull from within, confirming it was the gate he’d tried to reach.

“Our time is at an end,” Wal’Zo said.

“Why did you tell me all this?” Zac urgently asked as an unavoidable force acted on his body. The crumbling realm was rejecting him. “What does it mean?”

“Void’s nature is elusive. It will forever elude you unless you understand its origin and purpose. The Ultom Courts represent that opportunity.”

Wal’Zo’s platform was getting farther than the distance to the breach could explain. He, too, was retreating from the System’s advance. Soon, the only thing Zac saw was Wal’Zo’s eyes shining in the darkness, the white orbs resemblant to the stones lining Ultom’s Courtyard.

“Eight have reached the heights necessary to leave a lasting mark on the slopes. Of them, four passed through my halls. Prove yourself worthy, and you will grasp the power of your bloodline.”

The last glimpse from the Lost Plane was drowned out by purple darkness. Strength and memories surged in as the link between bodies was restored. Zac steadied himself while his mind became whole. It only took a second, at which point the breach had already closed behind him, preventing any further leakage. Only a few minutes had passed since the group was spat out, and all but Zac’s Draugr half still lay sprawled on the ground.

His other side was busy channeling the Void to drive out the large amounts of corruption from the others. They were back in the base as planned, placed before a bridge crossing a chasm so large Zac couldn’t see its floor or ceiling. A large number of constructs floated within, the smallest the size of a skyscraper. They appeared to be in perfect condition, thrumming with power.

As far as Zac could tell, they weren’t weapons. They were formations supporting the structure in the chute’s center. Their bridge led to an octagon-shaped building in the chute’s middle. It was the size of a small city and radiated something Zac hadn’t sensed thus far in the Centurion Base: Imperial Faith.

Perhaps that aura was why the large space was void of any corruption. His shared memories showed it was already that way before his human side caught up and the gate closed. Of course, the details weren’t as important as the intense pull of fate Zac felt coming from within. As if the Imperial Faith wasn’t clue enough.

They’d reached the Centurion Beacon, and not a moment too soon. The tremors were far worse than inside the Polaris Vault, proving how reinforced the octagon and chute were. Still, the large runes engraved on the chute’s walls flickered precariously, struggling to hold back the attackers.

Their time was limited. Zac glanced in the direction of the beacon, deliberating whether he should go ahead alone. A slight creak interrupted those thoughts. Zac’s human half disappeared in a spatial flash, moving into the [Shrine of Kanba] just before a wave of spirituality swept through Kator’s War Bones.

The Reaver sat up, glancing at Zac before resuming his rotation of the [Starfall Scripture] to drive out the corruption. Among the four, Zac had obviously put the least effort into cleansing Kator. “What happened inside the fallen realm?”

“I’m not sure,” Zac said. “A huge projection appeared and overwhelmed everything else. I escaped through the breach just before passing out.”

Kator glanced at the three still lying on the ground before taking in their surroundings. “Where’s the breach now?”

“Was gone when I woke up. I think our presence destabilized the Lost Plane.” Zac shrugged. “Focus on recovery. We’re at the final stretch.”

‘You’re back!’ a harried voice greeted him inside the shrine.

“I’m back.” Human Zac looked at Esmeralda with bemusement. The toad had shrunk her body to the point she looked like a pebble at the bottom of her swamp. “I don’t think the mud will protect you from the corruption.”

“What corruption? I’m hiding from body snatchers,” Esmeralda furiously signed while rising from the viscous waters. “One moment you’re here, holding back the nasty gunk like you’re supposed to. The next, you disappear without leaving a trace. It was like your existence had been erased.”

“Some things happened. It’s dealt with now,” Zac said.

“For how long? There’s never a break with you,” Esmeralda lamented, her enormous mouth agape in lingering fear. “I’ve faced more calamities in the last months than during millennia of being hunted by Supremacies.”

“Risks and opportunities go hand in hand,” Zac said as he sat down.

“Then why is my pouch empty?”

“Empty?” Zac scoffed. “Did you think I couldn’t sense you snatching two treasures when the pillars sank into the ground? How could your technique have worked without me releasing my ability? Without me positioning myself properly?”

“Don’t get any ideas!” Esmeralda glared. “I got those with my own abilities. They’re catastrophe compensation.”

“I didn’t say anything,” Zac said. “Was there anything I might need? We could trade.”

“There is one item you’ll like, and my price is very generous,” Esmeralda said with a crafty look in her eyes. “I want to know what happened to you.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” Esmeralda looked extremely eager. “I sense something… valuable… on you.”

“You do?” Zac scanned his body, finding nothing out of the ordinary.

“It was a wisp of energy that made it seem as though you stood in multiple realities, where you could decide what future would occur. I felt if I had that power, I could have stepped right out of my cursed cycle of reincarnations,” Esmeralda said. “It’s gone now.”

“Multiple realities?” Zac mused.

Didn’t that sound exactly like the Stellar Wanderers? While Starclad’s memories had mostly faded already, Zac still remembered its appearance and small snippets. It was clear that the wanderers were a higher-dimensional entity, a being existing in multiple planes and times at once. They weren’t peering into the future to see they had no choice. They lived in all futures already.

And Zac carried a hint of that power? Zac scanned his body again, still failing to spot any hidden energies or changes. Could it be an illusion left by the wanderer’s memory, or had he actually been imprinted by something?

A sticky prod by Esmeralda’s tongue brought Zac back to the present. He gave it some thought before agreeing. The things Wal’Zo shared weren’t something that needed to be kept hidden. And if he could trade some intelligence for one of the Polaris Vault’s treasures, why wouldn’t he?

“The Eternal, is it? Such a generous spirit. Too generous, almost,” Esmeralda snickered after Zac finished narrating his experience.

“First, pay up,” Zac said.

“Bah,” Esmeralda complained before taking out a bundle of straw from her cheek.

Zac felt a tremendous fleshy power from within, and even his Draugr body on the outside trembled with desire. “What’s this?”

“Not sure, except it’s related to body tempering. And very, very rare. There are hints of Law inside,” Esmeralda said. “It should help you continue what you started with that chair.”

“Not bad.” Zac nodded, carefully stowing it inside one of his best treasure boxes. “You don’t buy the story?”

“The way you’re describing the origins is off,” Esmeralda said, looking frustrated. “There’s something… I just can’t remember what.”

“Certain parts appear suspicious,” Zac agreed. “If the Stellar Wanderers were helpers in her undertaking, then what are the Thrones? The path they represent seems to directly go against their master plan.”

“Maybe half of them objected to the idea of becoming building materials,” Esmeralda shrugged. “I know I would. If I were one of those wanderers, I’d head into the beyond for one final journey. I’d either succeed or die.”

Zac agreed. The Stellar Wanderers appeared similar, but that didn’t mean all would make the same decision. It was the same with the third race of Ancient Arcana. Rather than codifying the Laws, the Eternal could just as well have killed them and extracted their power.

“There’s more. The caretaker said there are a few at the Eternal’s level each Era,” Zac added. “So why has nothing changed in all this time?”

“Why hasn’t someone else come along with a better idea and remade the Multiverse again?” Esmeralda echoed. “Or sacrificed it to step into True Eternity. There’s no lack of ruthless characters at the peak.”

“It seems like the Eternal cut off the path to Eternity,” Zac said. “Was that to protect her interests or ensure no one undid her work?”

“Why not both?”

Zac recalled the words of caution spoken in the System’s emotionless voice. Beware the Terminus. Could it be warning him not to get involved with the Eternal? In a sense, she represented the Terminus if Wal’Zo’s story was true. The custodian hadn’t said it outright, but he admitted he preceded the concept of Destiny.

It only made sense the Eternal became the Cosmic Destiny if the other two races of Ancient Arcana formed the Dao and Laws. That brought the System’s motives into question. Emperor Limitless would certainly have known about these matters at the height of his power. And still, he’d formed a separate Imperial Destiny that went against the natural order. It almost felt like an act of war against the Eternal, yet Wal’Zo talked about the emperor like he were an old friend.

And what was the reason for holding Flameseeking trials? It didn’t escape Zac’s notice that Wal’Zo never mentioned that part. He only dropped cryptic hints and dangled a carrot before leaving. A carrot Zac had a hard time ignoring. The old man clearly knew which buttons to push, and he wasn’t spouting nonsense about that final part.

Zac recalled the eight powerful auras he’d sensed just before the System pulled him back from the Void Mountain and the terrifying beyond. They had to be the eight lasting marks on the slopes Wal’Zo mentioned. Zac previously guessed they might be the System’s eight pillars. Could they be marks left behind by extremely powerful Void Cultivators? Could he really ignore the opportunity to understand the Void and his bloodline?

His only other lead was the Sindris Clan. Visiting their homeland at the Multiverse’s edge was bound to be extremely dangerous. There wasn’t even any guarantee they had what he was looking for. Karz didn’t seem like the type to leave behind a heritage, which tracked with Leandra’s explanation. Would Karz’s methods even be useful to Zac’s corrupted bloodline?

Zac scratched his head, desperately wishing that he could’ve discussed these questions with Ogras while the memories were fresh. For now, the toad had to do. “What do you think? Do we need to change our plans?”

“Because of some old story? We still don’t know anything. At least it doesn’t look like the old ghost took offense by my presence,” Esmeralda lazily said. “You can go ahead and throw your hat in the ring. I’m not too interested in the Eternal Heritage.”

“You’re not?” Zac said with surprise. “If true, the courts precede everything we know. Even the Dao.”

“Why does that have to be a good thing? Wouldn’t their treasures have turned to dust, and their heritages be so alien they’ve been rendered useless? They might have gotten the ball rolling, but a lot has happened since then. Let me tell you from experience; it doesn’t matter how grand the origins are if all that remains are ruins. Just look at this broken base,” Esmeralda said. “Besides, I’m a thief. I don’t participate in trials. I steal what I want.”

A tremendous shockwave outside interrupted their conversation. The force punched Draugr Zac to the ground, and blood trickled out of Galau’s ear. Zac felt as though they were standing inside a war drum being hit by a giant. The impact was far worse than the constant trembles. They would have been grievously wounded if not for the runes absorbing most of the impact.

Kator’s meditation was interrupted, and he solemnly looked up at a large crack that had appeared on the chute. “The attackers must have managed to break through one of the defenses. Peak Monarchs, possibly stronger.”

A second shockwave forced Zac to activate [Profane Exponents]. It was followed by an eerie silence, feeling like the calm before the storm. Kator seemed to feel the same and sprung to his feet.

“There’s no time to rest. You need to activate those puppets, or it’ll be too late.”

Zac hesitantly looked down at the still-unconscious trio. He’d barely stabilized their state, and a significant amount of corruption remained lodged in their bodies. Their Daos were instinctively fighting back, Zac simply wasn’t certain if they’d reached a point where they could take care of themselves if he stopped helping.

It wasn’t just their safety to worry about. Zac could feel how the culmination of multiple threads of fate waited on the other side of the bridge. Only having Kator by his side was a recipe for disaster. Unfortunately, the attackers wouldn’t give him the required time. They really needed to set out.

“I say leave them. But I’m sure you won’t,” Kator said as he stepped onto the bridge.

Zac wrapped the others in chains after confirming [Love’s Bond] was fine. He caught up to Kator, their steps reverberating through the chute now that the tremors had stopped. Their cautious walk turned into a sprint as the unsettling atmosphere grew more urgent. Zac felt like his danger sense wanted to scream at the top of its lungs, except something was covering its mouth.

The source of their growing unease didn’t hide for long. A deafening tear ruptured Zac’s eardrums, but the pain was nothing compared to the terror of seeing a finger the size of a mountain dig through the chute’s reinforced barrier like it was made of clay. A whole side of the chamber was ripped off, causing dozens of floating arrays to crumble, and an unbearable pressure forced both him and Kator to a halt.

“Urgh—” Zac wheezed as he hopelessly looked up at their attacker.

It was one of the giants he’d briefly seen in the burst of scenes—a Foreign God. The messy and broken features on its face, like third-degree burns, suddenly made sense. It wasn’t the fallout of forcing its way through a hostile sun. It was a futile attempt at mimicking the head of a Stellar Wanderer. There was no way it could exist in multiple realities as their predecessor, so they looked like lumps of flesh held together by brute strength and Dead Dao.

The attacker clearly considered them as ants, its attention fully on the octagon that radiated unyielding faith. Zac wanted to take the opportunity to rush forth, but nothing worked. The Foreign God’s cruel aura was powerful enough to keep them locked down. He couldn’t even activate [Void Zone]—the nullification sphere was being forced back into his cells, unable to compete with the pressure.

A blinding eruption of Stellar Wrath overwhelmed all else, and Zac realized he was able to move.

“Go!” Kator roared, putting both of them in a bubble of accelerated time.

Zac endured the uncomfortable vertigo of temporal instability as they sped across the bridge. They were entering the belly of the beast. What else could they do? A single swipe from an enemy that large would wipe out everything for dozens of miles, possibly more. The blinding light abated, giving Zac a chance to see what gave them the opportunity to turn things around.

It was a fleet of ancient warships that had flown right into the Foreign God’s head, releasing a wave of destruction with their collapse. There had to be over thirty of them who sacrificed themselves to push back against the invader. Zac thanked his lucky stars that some of the base’s defenses remained intact as they rushed into the unlocked structure.

Waiting inside was the very same scene as before—a miniature sun floating atop a spire. And within that sun was the final piece of his Flamebearer seal.
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The octagon’s aura of stars and enduring faith was poison to the corruption. Dense plumes of Dead Dao were pulled out of their bodies to be incinerated as they entered. Streaks were even dragged out of Zac’s pores, much to his surprise. He thought he’d absorbed everything into [Purity of the Void]—some had clearly managed to embed itself without his notice. It was nothing compared to the large amounts of purple mist pouring out of the still-unconscious trio wrapped in his chains.

The intense pull of fate from the sun called on Zac’s attention, and a voice of caution in the back of Zac’s mind stopped him from rushing in headlong. Trying to take the Flamebearer seal now would be no different than a moth flying into the fire, literally. The sun perfectly positioned inside the octagon’s center was the real deal, even if it only spanned ten meters across.

Zac was almost certain it was a linked copy of the sun powering the Centurion Base. The energies it contained were blinding, far eclipsing the suns New Earth orbited. Entering would instantly turn him to ash. Furthermore, hundreds of solar flares nearly covered the whole chamber. Though, oddly enough, they sprung from arrays on the ground and entered the sun instead of the other way around. It made time appear to be moving in reverse, except there were no hints of Temporal Energy.

Their group would have been dead already if not for the installed arrays. The octagon was transforming the flares, removing the scorching heat they ought to have radiated. Faith transformed them, enlisting their intense power for its own purpose. There was also the possibility that approaching the spire could trigger hidden defenses, turning the benign streaks into fingers of death.

The seal being out of reach didn’t bother Zac. It’d be his after finishing the Flamebearer quest that tasked him with lighting the Centurion Beacon, which had to be done anyhow. He took in the chamber in search of clues. There was no big red button to light the beacon nor any consoles inside the large array.

“It’s a copy of the base,” Zac muttered.

The spire was a miniature version of the central tower they presumably stood inside. A magic circle far beyond Zac’s comprehension was engraved on the ground around it, vaguely resembling the outer band. Seven subsidiary arrays representing the outer towers were arranged at equidistant locations, finishing the replica.

Even the solar flares being born every second weren’t random, except for a few that were malfunctioning. Their shape and direction held truths just outside Zac’s reach, adding a third dimension to the array. Most flares sprung from the spire, forming an almost permanent shell that empowered it with intense faith.

Most of the remaining arcs originated from the seven subsidiary arrays, which briefly lit up wherever the sunlight emerged. Only a few stemmed from the outer band. Zac suspected the array was the main interface connecting the Centurion Base with the sun. Why that was necessary for the beacon remained a mystery, though.

A tremor from outside confirmed the Foreign Gods hadn’t given up, though entering the octagon reduced the scream of danger in Zac’s mind by a noticeable degree. Nevertheless, it was only a matter of time before the walking horror broke through. The base was unable to mount a proper defense if it had to send its Cosmic Vessels on suicide attacks to halt the God’s advance.

“We don’t have all day, Draugr,” Kator said with a subdued voice, glancing in the direction of the bridge.

“I’m aware,” Zac said, flashing away.

The array was far beyond his understanding, beyond the boundaries of any Hegemon. Even Galau would be limited to educated guesses if he woke up. The only lead was seven small chambers aligned with the outer towers, resembling the guard station inside the Polaris Vault. Zac moved like the wind, dodging the few errant flares that reached beyond the magic circle.

Zac only took in the consoles and screens for a moment before moving on to the next one. It wasn’t that he could discern the room’s purpose with a glance. Rather, the slumbering key, which had remained quiet since it led them through the storm, had woken up. It wasn’t pointing anywhere specific, but there was an unmistakable difference between the subsidiary circle and the tracker’s energy signature.

A simple scan confirmed where he needed to go; the control room two spots over in Kator’s direction. Zac still took the long way around, briefly stopping in each chamber before reaching the right one. He waved at Kator, who’d kept watch on the situation outside from the exit; more likely, stayed close to the only escape route in case something went wrong.

“Over here.”

Kator flew over, scoffing at how Alea’s chains retracted into his back brace, with no sign of the others anywhere. Zac had left one of his followers in each control room with a hastily inscribed Information Crystal, spreading the risk in case something happened and he couldn’t react in time.

“How do you know this is the one?” Kator asked suspiciously.

“It belongs to the base I got the key from,” Zac explained as he walked inside.

A huge eruption shook the outside, and the array lost its grip on a dozen solar flares. There was no time to play it safe, or there’d be nothing left to control. Zac infused his will on the button-less console, feeling a powerful pull that gobbled up the imprinted energy. Sensing it wasn’t enough, Zac placed the [Court Cycle Token] against the surface.

It only took a second for the token to be almost entirely drained. Only slivers were left when a deep hum spread through the chamber, and the solar flares briefly froze. Zac blankly stared at the scene then woodenly left the room.

“Is it done?” Kator said, glancing toward the sun.

“Not yet,” Zac said, barely hearing the Reaver over the roar of information flooding him.

The arrangement was no longer complicated or abstract. To Zac’s eye, the patterns looked no different than the base during their approach, if a bit hollow. The scale made Zac feel like he was one of the Foreign Gods as he approached the spire. Even then, Zac was extremely nervous as the flares drew closer.

The burst of information was very clear. During normal circumstances, it took vice commanders or higher from all seven of the Centurion Project’s divisions to light the beacon. With one exception. A single commander could activate the experimental puppets in times of crisis, provided he was sanctioned by the Imperial Faith.

The combination of the key he discovered in the Lighthouse and the [Court Cycle Token] allowed Zac to pass the first criteria. The second was a much bigger problem. It wasn’t that long ago he’d faced a similar roadblock in the Pilgrimage of Faith. That time, he’d faced a vehement, prejudiced rejection, and Zac wasn’t so sure if the Void could save him in this situation. For one, shattering the spire would ruin his mission. Secondly, his D-grade bloodline was no match to the intense energies locked within the miniature sun.

The only reason he dared approach was that he didn’t sense any hostility from the streaks of light. They were reacting to his presence, though, inching toward him. It would be impossible to reach the spire and activate it without coming in contact with at least a few, so Zac steeled himself and tentatively reached out with his hand holding the token.

The streak came alive, moving with the speed of light. It evaded the token to head straight for Zac’s forehead. Zac didn’t even get the chance to be caught off guard before a tsunami of information drowned him. Zac’s mind ballooned to encompass tens of thousands of rooms, corridors, and arrays, all of them possessing massive amounts of diagnostic data. There was nothing of note except for two small breaches leaking corruption, and a stockpile that retained some raw materials in decent shape.

Another streak unloaded its freight before Zac could digest the first, and an abandoned stretch of the outer band was added to his mental map. Each flare held the data necessary to fill in the blanks of the base. Zac was fearful more than eager at having the base’s secrets at his fingertips. Just a dozen small sections made him feel like he’d been cramming for an exam for hours. Stuffing the whole base into his brain was far beyond his capacity.

That didn’t mean he could stop. Each streak held a sliver of faith, and a ball of Imperial authority was growing in his chest. He could intuit he’d need much more if he wanted to light the beacon. It didn’t take long for the amount of information pouring into Zac’s mind to reach overwhelming levels. Thankfully, the information wasn’t insistent on staying, allowing Zac to discard most of the data while keeping the faith.

The more he accumulated, the more intimate his connection with the sunlight became. Soon enough, Zac sensed something familiar from a nearby streak. He reached out, and it readily diverted to him. Zac suddenly saw the burning jungle from the visions in the Lost Plane. This time, the scene was accompanied by context. The flare came from the outer ring where one of the base’s four Stellar Generators was placed.

The hollow ring was supposed to be empty because of the intense radiation emitted when siphoning power from a star’s core, except for some plants bred to absorb any corruption before it could reach the formation. Without anyone to cull and maintain the protective barrier, it had grown and mutated into something completely foreign.

Zac didn’t so much care about the great transformation as the scene taking place in the center. It was like he could see Catheya and Kruta with his own eyes. They looked ragged and exhausted, but their eyes shone with determination as they doggedly defended a crack in the plant’s foundation. The attacker was the jungle itself, with throngs of roots desperately trying to reach the tremendous energies being generated before it was sent into the base.

There was no way for him to help. His connection gave him very little authority to enact changes on the base. There was nothing he could activate or change, anyhow. The arrays meant to deal with the corrupted plant life were long gone, along with most other systems. He could only extend his mind, trying to convey a short message—endure just a little bit longer.

Zac’s mind was already reeling from seeing Catheya fighting for her life to give him an opportunity. Without that plant generating energy, the base would lose a quarter of its power, and it was running low as is. It left Zac humbled they’d fight so hard based on blind faith he’d hold up his end.

The waves in Zac’s heart only grew stronger when he discovered a second group of crewmembers. To think it was Carl who’d sent the Cosmic Vessels to their rescue, having somehow commandeered a whole fleet. The archer was wracking his brains trying to awaken a vessel marked as the Pernumia Ino since it was the only thing that had a chance of leaving any lasting damage on the Foreign Gods.

Then, there was Joanna, Ra’Klid, and Janos, having passed the gates they’d been running toward before. Now, Joanna stood atop a pedestal, holding an ancient sword, her aura of Faith Energy and killing intent on full display. Janos was by her side, trying to use his illusions to overcome the mismatch between Joanna’s Faith and the base.

All the while, Ra’Klid was covered in blood, holding off a swarm of puppets. He was trying to buy the time necessary to activate the sword. Like the others, they weren’t fighting for treasures. The sword was the Array Heart of an incredibly powerful weapon. Joanna was trying to fight back against the attackers, and Zac could even sense streaks of lifeforce leaking from her murderous aura.

Seeing the others going above and beyond washed away his pain and exhaustion. Zac moved like a wrecking ball through the web of flares until he reached the innermost layer of light, the data transmitted from the central tower. Suddenly, he saw their attackers as clearly as if they were climbing the spire right before him.

One was roughly at the middle point, resisting waves of Faith and Stellar Wrath to reach Zac’s location. The other was much farther down, digging into another section. It was from that region Zac felt another familiar thread, and his teeth itched from fury and alarm upon realizing the second Foreign God was making its way toward Vilari.

The Mentalist was locked in an invisible struggle against something sinister brewing inside a puppet. Zac couldn’t even take in the form of the refined god, so anxious from Vilari’s unstable aura. She was reaching her limits, and the shockwaves from the Foreign God digging through the tower walls separating them were like hammers to her soul.

The only thing on Zac’s mind was to activate the beacon and awaken enough puppets to annihilate the miscreations threatening the lives of his people. His fury was overwhelming, transforming the accumulated faith and giving it a vengeful purpose. Zac placed his hand on the spire, imbuing it with his intent and authority.

A powerful presence descended on him. Zac didn’t shy away, glaring up at the blinding sun. “The enemy has returned. Awaken!”

There was only a brief hesitation before the first of the outer circles lit up, the one representing ‘his’ Lighthouse. The streaks of sunlight had been replaced by a roaring bonfire reaching dozens of meters in the air. Zac grunted as he turned to the next array. Activating the outer tower felt like cutting off a part of his soul. He pressed on, bringing a second, third, and fourth online with sheer determination.

However, an unexpected situation made him stop in his tracks.

Their group wasn’t the only ones in the base. A cultist so powerful he twisted the solar flare’s information stream was standing inside the fifth outer tower. He was in the middle of breaking through a reinforced barrier, not bothering with subterfuge. Fleshy tendrils spread for miles and miles into the surrounding corridors, completely overwhelming the Qriz’Ul and base defenses.

The cultist was in a different section than the torch, wreaking havoc to the point it was destabilizing the whole tower. Yet the barrier was holding on, and Zac soon understood why. The halls inside were the Centurion Base’s Ascension Chamber, the location where the project’s leaders tackled their bottlenecks. As such, its resilience was far beyond the rest of the base, perhaps even eclipsing the octagon’s.

The cultist was clearly aware of what was inside. His aura was continuously rising, meaning he’d started the process of upgrading his Inner World. Worse, Zac actually recognized the cultist from one of the top-secret recordings he’d received from the Everfast Monarch. The intruder was none other than the Kan’Tanu pope.

Zac had suspected he might be lurking in the area after seeing the unusual amount of activity in the Imperial Graveyard’s depths. He’d never trusted the Alliance’s assurances that he’d been wounded enough to be forced into seclusion. As expected, the pope was alive and well, and he was about to ruin their plan.

The Kan’Tanu leader’s aura was so overbearing that Zac couldn’t tell whether he was a Peak or Divine Monarch. It didn’t much matter. Either was so far beyond their level there was no fighting back. More importantly, the ascension of a cultivator with such monstrous fell Karma was bound to trigger a calamitous tribulation.

The Centurion Base was struggling to come online, and the Foreign Gods were adding insult to injury. The grand formation had a good chance of collapsing entirely if it also had to assist in a Heretical Cultivator’s Dao Defense. That might even be his plan, killing two birds with one stone. He’d sacrifice the base to overcome an impossible tribulation, ruining Zac’s plan along the way.

Zac wouldn’t allow that to happen. Not when the lives of his people were at stake. Seeing the pope who’d caused so much suffering to his people and Zecia only exacerbated Zac’s anger. The seal floating above his head was a distant thought at this point.

Foreign Gods, popes, and everyone else who came between him and completing the mission—the Centurion Base would become their tomb.


54
ORIONIS BLADE


Faith and determination strong enough to move mountains failed to make the rusty sword so much as stir. Joanna railed at her weakness, her failure to fulfill her duty. What good was finishing her seal if it didn’t let her protect her emperor and fend off his enemies? Was this the reward awaiting her companions after risking their lives to bring her here?

It wasn’t right, but Joanna was all out of ideas. The [Orionis Blade] wasn’t an enemy that the [Eight Hells Suppression] could overcome. Her unsealed gates were already wide open, and she was trading longevity for strength. She’d even brought out her master’s avatar in hopes her presence would subdue the reticent sword. If anything, it fought back with increased ferocity.

Trembling muscles tore from the blade’s violent rejection, and her bones crackled like chestnuts roasting. Her physical suffering was nothing compared to the agony of ancient faith punishing her attempt to subvert its existence. The pain only made her dig deeper and push harder. She couldn’t stop, not while her companions fought to keep the hope alive.

It was futile. Joanna felt like she was back on those heavenly stairs, knowingly walking toward her death. Joanna didn’t fear death any more after finding her path, only regret, as she fell to her knees. She wished she could have contributed more to the mission and Earth’s safety. She wished she could have fought by his side a while longer.

He appeared in a cascade of starlight, no different than a divine revelation before a devout believer. A blinding light shook Joanna’s muddled mind awake, and answered prayers filled her drained body with power. Nothing could withstand her emperor’s descent. The swarm of puppets collapsed when a wave of celestial might swept through their ranks.

A hand made of starlight appeared over hers, and Joanna felt born anew. The waning stream pouring into the [Orionis Blade] was reinvigorated with boundless energy and profound, steadfast faith. All rust and corruption were burnt away, and hostile beliefs guarding the battery submitted to the emperor’s will. It was ready.

The Imperial apparition faded, leaving a burst of images and a short message: ‘Good job—Save her.’

Joanna gripped the sword, her mind unprecedentedly clear. She didn’t care about the fantastical transformation her accumulated faith was undergoing. She was the emperor’s spear, and she had her orders. She closed her eyes, becoming starlight and death.

The deadly streak emerging from a hidden chute arced, passing right by the misshapen creature banging against the gate. Its cruel aura filled Joanna with renewed hatred, yet she kept going with blinding speed. She only had a few seconds, even with the emperor’s assistance. The stellar sword entered the torn wall farther down. Joanna could feel her target was close, and blocked by another enemy.

Ancient, boundless killing intent emerged from the [Gate of Imperial Mandate], and the waxing starlight rallied while gaining a reddish hue. The shadows cast by the twisted metal suddenly resembled wretched figures locked in eternal suffering after going against the Empire.

The Foreign God didn’t get the chance to react before the bloodthirsty [Orionis Blade] punched through its chest, leaving a hole dozens of miles across. An ocean of corruption poured out of the wound, triggering a fierce resistance by the lingering starlight. Joanna neither had the strength nor time to finish the job.

Only a thin sliver of her blade remained, and it had a designated target. The weapon passed through over a dozen layers of reinforced metal without slowing down. She was wielding the final judgment of the Centurion Base, and nothing would bar her path. Then, she was inside a vast empty space, faced with the same creature shown in the burst of images.

The [Orionis Blade] looked smaller than a mote of dust when it stabbed into the slumbering puppet’s forehead. However, the final spurt of energy was the most refined. The purple scar was cauterized and closed, ending the corruption. Joanna felt her consciousness fade and used her last scraps of energy to impale a teeming mass of invasive energy farther in.

Killing Intent, Faith, and starlight spread like wildfire, and the purple taint was helpless before their wrath. Joanna grinned as she toppled over, her connection severed. Mission accomplished.
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Zac exhaled as he withdrew from the [Orionis Platform]. Joanna had gone above and beyond, not only destroying the Qriz’Ul consciousness but leaving a nasty wound on a Foreign God. Even though the hole was already closing, the sudden strike gave the invaders pause.

Even the god trying to break through the octagon’s defenses had stopped throwing itself against the wall of faith, warily looking around for more stellar swords. Zac could still feel its intense desire for destruction and knew it was a temporary reprieve. There was a deep-seated hatred driving the Foreign Gods, and Zac doubted any threat would make them back down.

Zac didn’t continue igniting the beacon despite the pressing danger. He was already seeing double after activating the first four towers. Fury and anxiety could only take one so far, and helping Joanna activate the sword worsened his condition. Any more, and his soul would break down before reaching the finish line.

He was only at the halfway point, with three outer towers and the central spire remaining. The Centurion Base’s systems weren’t designed to be controlled by a Hegemon, and its dilapidated state was making the process harder.

Boxes and vials appeared around Zac, who swallowed a mix of Soul Nurturing pills and Natural Treasures. A chaotic yet nurturing torrent entered his mind, sweeping away exhaustion and replenishing his Mental Energy. It would take a while for the explosive concoction to kick in, and Zac used the downtime to focus on the other threat.

The Foreign Gods were temporarily subdued. The pope was not, and he’d almost made it through the barriers while Zac worked on the [Orionis Blade]. Zac wracked his mind in search of a similar solution to the cultist’s activities, and came up short.

Then in the next beat, Zac had an idea, and streaks of clarity protected by the Void pierced through the swirl of medicinal energy to enter his Soul Cores. The unapproachable mess of information transmitted from the solar flares was laid bare by Ultom’s insight, and thousands of seemingly unrelated notations joined into a plan.

Pushing his mind into the outer tower, Zac rerouted a series of pathways while releasing bursts of Stellar Energy in empty chambers. The innocuous actions accumulated into a wave of change rippling through the region, and dozens of formations came alive. The faltering barrier was replaced by one much stronger, and miles of fleshy tendrils were torn apart by a flash of light. A feral roar bursting with fury shook the tower, and the pope wildly looked around.

Suddenly, it was as though he was looking straight into Zac’s eyes. The solar flare transmitting information on the Ascension Chamber collapsed, and Zac stumbled when a wave of brutality and madness crashed against his mind, leaving cracks across his Soul Cores. He unsteadily rose to his feet, thanking his lucky stars the array only transmitted a fraction of the force in the pope’s aura.

The hastily devised plan worked. His series of alterations managed to trick the chamber into thinking someone was already inside, which activated another set of barriers. Like with the Foreign Gods, it was only a temporary solution. It wouldn’t take long for the room to reset, and Zac didn’t dare turn his attention in that direction again.

Shutting down the Ascension Chamber entirely was out of the question. There were countermeasures and redundancies installed to ensure smooth ascension, and most of its features were detached from the Centurion Beacon. The only way to guarantee success was to disable the whole tower, which would also deactivate the beacon.

Zac still needed a while longer to absorb the medicine, so he extracted more epiphanies from [Purity of the Void]. The insight had allowed him to accomplish miracles with random data, and he hoped the other solar flares hid a way to lessen his strain.

One by one, the flares were disassembled and analyzed. It didn’t take long to accrue a much deeper understanding of the Centurion Project than the [Foreign Gods] tome ever provided. Zac even managed to combine thousands of snippets into an account of the Centurion Base’s final days. There was both good news and bad.

As expected, the Centurion Project was still in an experimental stage, and had been in active development when the System awoke. Facing the Dark Age without warning, the leadership chose to seal the base and send it into the depths of the Void. They left only a skeleton crew and the research teams to continue the work while the rest set off toward the Limitless Empire’s nearest capital, fearing they faced a powerful enemy.

The Heavens had gone dark, and the Lost Plane proved unaffected by the System’s awakening. The Centurion Base was already connected to the discarded fragment, and its corrosive influence grew worse by the day. The caretakers lasted less than a thousand years before they all succumbed. They’d tried to finish the project and ended up doing more harm than good.

The biggest issue of severing the puppets’ dependence on the Lost Plane without losing their signature strength was already solved. The next step was to fully integrate them with the current Heavens and allow them to draw energy and sustenance from the environment like a cultivator. Currently, the puppets relied on the specific energy of the Centurion Star to function. Anything else clashed with their bodies’ unique composition.

In other words, one dependency had replaced another, which wasn’t what the Centurion Project envisioned. The Starfall Court was aiming much higher. Their goal was to use the Lost Plane to raise Foreign Gods like cattle and station their Eternal Guardians in every corner of the Empire. That wouldn’t work if the puppets had to return to the remote star to recharge.

That was the problem the caretakers tried to solve. Only, they were already half-mad from spending too much time inside the Dead Dao, leading to addled ideas like the puppet Vilari kept in check. It was the researchers who’d implanted the breach into its forehead, hoping to use the Lost Plane as a mobile battery. A dozen more puppets were destroyed during similar experiments, including one of the two Elder God puppets.

The good news was that there were still more than enough puppets in working condition, and their unmatched constitutions held enough energy to keep going for decades on a single charge. That was more than enough time to deliver a devastating blow to the Kan’Tanu, especially if they could take out the pope before setting out.

Taking charge of the whole puppet army was unfortunately out of the question. Like Joanna, he could only bring out a fraction of the Centurion Beacon’s power at his current level. Sending out multiple batches with rest in between was also impossible since the energy from the tracker had already been expended. Not to mention, Zac wasn’t convinced the worn base would last much longer. It was already well past its expiration date, and the recent activity was adding insult to injury.

Zac finally recovered enough Mental Energy to continue his work. At that point, the tremors from the Foreign God’s attacks had already resumed. He even sensed its aura through the protective web of sunlight. Half the solar flares were unfettered, leaving Zac blinded regarding much of the base. It didn’t impact his work beyond acting like a countdown. So far, only non-critical sections were affected, but he was running low on those.

The understanding attained through [Purity of the Void] became Zac’s saving grace. It allowed him to grasp the underlying points rather than blindly follow a plan that didn’t quite work with the base in its current state. Thousands of energy channels were rerouted, drastically lessening the leakage and damage, and the process became as much a matter of skill as grit.

The measured approach made the ignition take a full minute instead of a few seconds. In exchange, Zac only expended a fifth as much Mental Energy, and he kept going without pause. The sixth tower was in slightly worse condition—not to the point it made activation impossible. Uncaring of the long-term damage, Zac even flooded residential corridors with starlight, turning them into makeshift energy circuits.

A deafening clap of thunder shook the octagon just as the sixth bonfire ignited, and Zac almost blacked out when an overwhelming amount of information flooded his mind. The Ascension Chamber had been breached and activated, and there was nothing Zac could do to stop the pope’s actions. Vast clouds seething with fury gathered overhead.

It was only a matter of time before the first bolts descended. Seeing it was a Dao Confirmation wasn’t enough to lift Zac’s spirit. The pope’s breakthrough caused even more instability than Zac anticipated, with pieces of the outer ring completely collapsing from the pressure.

Heaven’s descent also pushed the Foreign Gods into a frenzied state, and the faith barrier groaned under the assault. More and more corruption found its way past the defenses, and Zac’s hair stood on end from its aura. It was refined Dead Dao released by the Foreign God himself, far more dangerous than the purple mist they’d dealt with before.

An urgent inquiry confirmed Joanna remained unconscious, and Carl still couldn’t access any major weaponry. Zac could only rely on himself, and there was no more time to worry about finesse. Zac felt like his soul was being ripped apart from forcibly activating the final beacon, triggering a drastic change in the chamber.

The sun, which had remained locked atop the spire, looked like it was melting. Liquid gold dripped onto the spire and was absorbed, and thousands of previously hidden runes lit up. The seven bonfires surrounding them were next, pouring into the spire, adding further strength to the runes.

Zac’s heart sank when one rune after another dimmed. He only somewhat calmed down when just over twenty runes remained, each emitting a stable light. All that work, and he only managed to rally one percent of the Centurion Beacon’s true strength. It would have to be enough.

Direction and purpose poured into the spire, with Zac picturing the Foreign Gods and Kan’Tanu pope. The runes fused, turning into an unbreakable set of orders. A fifth of the runes were used up to brand the trio as targets to be eradicated, which was more than Zac had hoped for.

It meant he could send out five puppets at most, but only if he limited their orders to deal with the immediate threat. Zac duplicated the instructions after a brief deliberation. Two puppets would have to do.

From there, Zac infused the increasingly complex runes with his experiences in the Imperial Graveyard, warning of the dangers it posed. Finally, he imprinted the Zurbor Sector and the varying auras of the Kan’Tanu Chapters, marking their heretical path as enemies of the Empire. Zac grunted and was forced back a step right in the middle of the transfer, making him realize he’d run out of runes.

Zac had no way of telling how well the overly succinct orders would work. The only way to find out was by putting theory into practice. Taking a stabilizing breath, he pushed the tremendous amounts of energy held in the spire downward, where the Eternal Guardians waited.

Pragmatism overcame greed. Zac reluctantly ignored the enormous Elder God placed at the bottom of the tower, knowing his crude command runes were utterly insufficient to awaken that behemoth. Instead, he picked two puppets just slightly larger than the Foreign Gods, balancing power with control.

The runes sank into the depths of the slumbering giants until they reached the center of their extraordinary network of linked arrays. They seamlessly merged with the core like the final piece of a puzzle, and a surge of primordial force rose through the tower. The puppets lived up to their name. There was not a mark of time on their ancient bodies. They remained ready to serve long after their masters had passed on.

Zac drew a ragged breath as two links were erected. He felt as though a primordial fire from the dawn of time replaced his ichor, and saw the world through new eyes. His body held the power to shatter mountains and overturn seas. Not even the churning clouds above were safe from his might. They actually froze when coming in contact with the majestic aura pouring out of the tower.

The Eternal Guardians had awakened for one final mission.


55
CLOSING WINDOWS


Kator grimly looked on from the sidelines as the last motes of sunlight entered the Draugr’s hand. The ominous dark encroaching from outside grew deeper as the central spire’s radiance faded. Left was only the Flamebearer Seal floating in the stellar dusk, its splendor filling Kator with desire and irreconciliation. He could see its truth, hear its promise.

He should be happy. While his gains weren’t at the level he’d hoped, he wasn’t walking away empty-handed. Just as important, the madman succeeded against all odds, judging by the monstrous aura rising from below. There was no joy in Kator’s soul, only pain and anger. And premonition.

The past month was a repeated lesson in fate’s mercurial nature, starting with the unbelievable events surrounding the cursed bell. The idea of sneaking two Autarchs into the trial was a calculated risk. Still, the two being routed before they could implement any of the backup measures? The failed schemes hoisted on him had forced Kator down this ill-fated path, where each day left his future less certain.

The strategists had analyzed Arcaz Umbri’Zi and Zachary Atwood inside and out. The dossier on them was thick enough to be considered a heritage, and Kator had memorized it cover to cover. They’d even confirmed the uncanny Dao erasure and his unforeseeable Technique were related, stemming from the Void of Dao. From there, it wasn’t difficult to pinpoint its weaknesses.

However, those dusty old fools failed Kator where it mattered most. They’d chalked up the frontier barbarian’s unlikely journey to three factors. First, extremely high Luck brought from inborn advantages and monopolizing a world’s titles. Second, assistance from his hidden benefactor, likely the Empyrean Throne or a force from the Eternal Storm. Finally, being at the right place at the right time.

With the pillar appearing in Zecia, he’d been swept forth on fate’s rising tide. All that was part of the equation, certainly, except there was something more. What Kator witnessed went beyond Luck. It broke convention. Destiny wasn’t ushering this bastard on. He was walking along its shores, taking a swim whenever he pleased.

There was no order, no logic, and the irregularities even affected those around him. The subordinates following him had already surpassed their lot without showing any signs of slowing down, especially the one who made Zachary Atwood the avatar of her faith.

Everything was consumed and turned into fuel for his progress. Not even the eroding Imperial Faith that most Supremacies avoided like the plague was an exception. Each solar flare held enough faith to rewrite a Hegemon’s destiny. A Monarch would be marked at the very least. Unless they found someone powerful enough to break the chains, they’d be dragged into the machinations of the mostly forgotten empire.

Arcaz’s resistance saved Kator that headache, but he’d still been forced to pay a heavy tax for his involvement. He felt as though his bones had become brittle clay after enduring the brutal process of igniting the beacon. Who knew how long it would take to cleanse the massive amounts of corruption that had seeped into his body while his mind was overwhelmed?

The cosmos kept pushing Kator down while raising this malignant star to the Heavens. Why did the chamber give this Abyssal anomaly a hero’s welcome, like he were the Limitless Emperor’s long-lost son? Kator shuddered, feeling he’d finally grasped the thread which eluded them all this time. Imperial Faith… Cosmic Destiny…

No wonder he kept subverting their expectations. No wonder the Threaded Hell’s Jade General sanctioned their escape. Arcaz Umbri’Zi wasn’t a henchman of the Tayns. He was an agent of the Limitless Empire itself.

The more he thought about it, the more obvious it became. The epiphany came with the realization he needed to make a decision. The plan of using the [Solidarity Link] to appropriate Arcaz’s extraordinary Luck and fate during the trial was dead. The notion of keeping him captive and ransoming him to the Empire afterward was even more farfetched. Ignoring his Luck, Arcaz was growing too fast.

Kator needed to pick another direction, right now. The target was at his weakest, though that would soon change. Kator could almost see the threads of Destiny swirling around the Draugr. His next powerup was within arm’s reach, representing Kator’s window closing—this was his final opportunity. The Imperial Faith was at its nadir, obscured by the ancient Heavens and the fallen Dao. Only this kind of irreplicable environment could counter Arcaz’s ability to overturn fate.

He only saw two paths forward. Follow in the shade demon’s footsteps by becoming a genuine follower; doing so would let him continue reaping the benefits from their entanglement. Exchange control for a glorious though unpredictable future. The other was to nip the threat in the bud, risking everything on their unconfirmed report being correct.

Focusing on the floating seal, Kator felt a transcendent calm come on. He knew what to do. Truthfully, he’d known since seeing Zachary Atwood sneak out of the Lost Plane wielding that inconceivable power. It was the never-ending and constantly changing orders from his superiors that had left him muddled.

Kator was seeing clearly now. Instead of worrying, he only needed to follow his heart.
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A ray of Stellar Wrath containing orders of magnitude more energy than the [Orionis Blade] tore through a series of walls to reach the Foreign God. The evil creature was prepared this time. A thin, misshapen appendage grew into a claw lit up with veins of intense purple. The collision between starlight and twisted Dao contained enough force to turn Early Monarchs into ribbons, yet the tower didn’t so much as shudder.

The Foreign God’s tyrannical physique crushed the shockwave before it could expand. Only snippets escaped its domain, which was enough to twist the reinforced walls nearby. Zac felt his newly erected connection flicker, and he briefly lost visuals of the area. It didn’t impact the Eternal Guardian he’d awoken. The orders had been engraved on the puppet’s very core, and it would uphold it whether Zac was there or not.

A lightning-quick blur followed in the starlight’s wake, overcoming the suppressed space with an equally iron-fisted force. A gauntleted fist crashed into the creature’s extended claw, compressing the resisting starlight into a blinding singularity. The Foreign God lost and was ejected from its breach with enough velocity to cause glaring wounds in reality. Sunlight and purple mist poured out of the tears, adding to the growing chaos.

Burning fury shook the octagon as the second Foreign God saw its companion get pushed back. Hostility so intense it became a physical phenomenon descended on the beacon when the Eternal Guardian stepped out to continue its pursuit. A good chunk of the stockpiled Imperial Faith had already gone into igniting the beacon, and the chamber was approaching its limits.

Cracks appeared across the ceiling, allowing more of the Foreign God’s malevolence to seep through. Even Zac began hearing dark whispers urging wanton destruction, a release of the pent-up stress he’d accumulated. To ignore the burdens of duty and focus on his own benefits. The seal was right there, waiting to be claimed. He’d set the stage inside the Polaris Vault. It was time to claim his right.

A primal force or vehement rejection interrupted the intrusive thoughts, allowing Zac to brace himself just before a tremendous shockwave forced him to his knees. The second Eternal Guardian had reached its target, and the Foreign God had been ripped away from the tower. Another herculean battle between brawn and brutality began.

The Heavens were indifferent to the sealed dimension already straining from battle, and an enormous cyclone had formed above the Ascension Chamber. There was a vast presence similar to what Zac encountered in the Twilight Harbor from within. It was the Grand Dao reluctantly descending for the Kan’Tanu pope’s Dao Confirmation.

Zac had never encountered a Dao like the one on display. It was paradoxical, nihilistic yet desirous. Zac couldn’t be certain, suspecting it belonged to the Solitary Peak based off the user and the feeling it instilled.

The Solitary Peak was a very rare direction of practice despite holding more concepts than the average peak. It embraced all Daos that couldn’t be categorized as part of a group, which distinguished it from all other Dao Peaks. There was a restricting and enkindling bond between the elements, and most Daos of Conflict were connected. The Solitary Peak lacked that coherence, with its parts sharing no common ground. It wouldn’t be wrong to call it the surplus peak, filled with Heaven’s excess Dao.

There was also a second meaning to the name—the Solitary Peak held the Daos of Solitude, Sacrifice, and Severance. The concept of giving up something to achieve your goals, whether that was your freedom, familial bonds, or even your life. The effect was more extreme than what you saw from the Peaks of Faith or Impetus, as it could only be considered a sacrifice or severance if the effect was permanent.

This was the main reason it was rarely practiced. Giving up anything for the sake of power bordered on the unorthodox. As a result, the Solitary Peak’s Daos were much more popular among Heretical Cultivators than the orthodox path, to the point most righteous factions began to avoid it. It wasn’t worth the risk of being branded as a heretic. It was safer to integrate the concept of sacrifice or severance into cultivation manuals without cultivating its Dao.

It was similar to how the [Boundless Vajra Sublimation] worked better when practiced inside special flames without needing a Dao of Fire. The most common method of utilizing the Dao of Sacrifice without grasping it was burning your Longevity for a temporary burst of power. The drawback of this approach was that the effect wouldn’t be nearly as pronounced as practicing the Daos of Sacrifice or Severance.

A cultist willing to do anything for power wouldn’t be satisfied with such half-measures. If anything, they pushed the Dao beyond its natural limit by breaking the Law of Balance. Zac should have expected the pope’s path to be upheld by the Dao of Sacrifice after seeing the society he’d spawned.

Spatial tears were opening as the Grand Dao descended. Even then, Zac believed something was lacking. While majestic, the Dao felt distant and weak. It was at that time a pillar of crystalline starlight surrounded by a complex web of fleshy tendrils rose from the Ascension Chamber. It continued into the cyclone and seemingly merged with it, though the tendrils stopped halfway.

Zac donned a grim expression as the Dao grew deeper while section after section of the Centurion Base went dark. He’d desperately hoped the chamber wouldn’t work, but it looked like they’d run out of Luck. Zac understood why the old cultists so desperately scoured the Imperial Graveyard all these years.

Reaching Peak C-grade was almost impossible on the frontier. Going any further was impossible, period. The Heavens weren’t high enough, unable to support the breakthroughs. It had taken the Eventide Asura half a lifetime of preparation to create a single opportunity for a Dao Defense. The fact even the Eidolon and Eternal Clan fought for the chance proved how rare such opportunities were, even in the Heartlands.

A Dao Confirmation wasn’t nearly as demanding, except the pope was a thoroughbred unorthodox cultivator with immense fell Karma. The Asura only skirted the line in that regard and thus didn’t face as powerful resistance. Nothing could be lacking for the pope’s attempt. He’d found the opportunity through the Ascension Chamber, which could strengthen one’s connection with the Heavens while weakening the backlash.

He wasn’t even satisfied there. The fleshy tendrils were attuning themselves to the starlight while the Dao of Sacrifice spread through the base. Zac didn’t understand exactly how. He suspected the pope was using an unorthodox method to hide from the Heavens. Some of the tribulation intended for his Inner World would instead strike the base.

The first bolt was already forming, meaning Zac was running out of time. The beacon was lit, but that didn’t mean the base had served its purpose. On the contrary, the experimental guardians were still tethered to the base’s Grand Array, and Zac had no idea what would happen if the base blew up. With such weak command runes, the shock could return them to their slumber.

Not to mention, Zac’s people were spread all through the base. He’d already sent them the escape routes found in the solar flares, as it would take a while for them to reach safety. His group was no different. The nearest teleporter had collapsed, and the next one was over ten minutes away. There was no way they’d reach it in time, so he needed to stop the tribulation before it was too late.

The problem was, while the Eternal Guardians were clearly stronger than the Foreign Gods, they failed to eke out a significant advantage. It wasn’t their fault—the blame could only be placed on Zac. His barebones command runes left them dumb, for lack of a better word. They were like Zac before he walked down the path of Technique, having plenty of raw strength but no effective method to utilize it.

The old cultist would finish his breakthrough uninterrupted unless something changed, and everything would be for nothing if he were allowed to escape into the Imperial Graveyard. Zecia would fall even if they managed to survive. Who could stop the pope after he became a Divine Monarch? Even the Eternal Guardians would probably lose if the pope could rally the Kan’Tanu elite chapters. At the very least, he could hide until the guardians ran out of energy.

Zac needed to free up one of the guardians and use it to disrupt the Ascension Chamber. Zac infused his will into the connection and sensed the two command runes. He focused on one and became awash with unfettered power again. He was the size of a world where each cell held an ocean of starlight. Zac tried to wield that strength, only to find himself locked out.

He refused to believe the connection was just for show and tried another approach. Soon enough, there were some results. Channeling his Daos through the bond altered the puppet’s combat style, though the connection weakened. Was the command rune rejecting all outside interference, or was the problem his borrowed authority?

Seeing the change, Zac stopped to pull out one of his Dao Molds. The vibrant starlight didn’t seem like a good match with his Dao of Death, so he infused the connection with his Evolutionary Dao.

The result was instant. The Imperial Guard conjured an enormous halberd wrought from flames and swung it in a fluid motion, echoing Zac’s Evolutionary Stance. The whole subspace shook as an absolute edge split the world in two. One of the Foreign God’s arms was cut clean off and burned as it fell to the depths.

Zac looked on with anticipation as the blade continued toward the Ascension Chamber, then swore upon seeing the Heart Curse’s tendrils grow into an enormous face. It swallowed the starlight and exploded. Much of the force was displaced, appearing outside the base. A fraction struck the tower, which was only enough to make the Ascension Chamber’s barriers flicker and dim.

It looked like the connection allowed for another infusion, but a temporal ripple took priority. While furious at the timing, Zac wasn’t surprised. He’d never forgotten the threat lurking nearby, and the vigilance paid off. Kator could no longer sit still.

Zac threw out an array of time-absorbing sacrificial dolls before decisively activating Esmeralda’s switch. The [Solidarity Link] was severed, and Zac was stunned to feel a new bond replace the old, one even sturdier than the one before.

“You—”

Kator’s answer came in the form of blinding agony as time unraveled. The dolls exploded in unison, utterly incapable of absorbing the epoch transmitted through the modified link. Desperate, Zac activated [Void Zone] before his body was torn apart by the backlash while infusing the brand with [Void Mountain]. It wasn’t nearly enough. His Void Emperor bloodline struggled to deal with the temporal backlash during his Middle Hegemony breakthrough, and whatever Kator unleashed was far worse.

Zac was caught in a loop where each cycle worsened his disconnect with the River of Time. The nullification sphere could only slightly weaken the effect, and [Void Mountain] was limited to erasing some of the temporal flow that poured into his body.

“It looks like you’re facing some trouble, friend?” Kator’s voice distorted by the temporal flux came from the control room. “Don’t worry. I’ll help out as soon as I’ve absorbed this treasure.”
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INSANE OR GENIUS


Cracks teeming with temporal mayhem spread across Zac’s body, and his human half inside the shrine wasn’t faring much better. A surge of hostile Dao and Energy at this level would be incredibly dangerous no matter which affinity it held. It being the Dao of Time simply made it so much worse.

The Dao tearing him apart was at least at the level of a Late Earthly Dao. It could be even higher, seeing how effortlessly the invasion overwhelmed his attempts at fighting back with all three of his [Spiritual Void]-empowered Daos. There seemed to be no end to the truths coming from the resurrected [Solidarity Link]. Worse, just holding out took everything Zac had.

Zac could only hopelessly watch on as the two command brands crumbled, unable to withstand the differing time flow between guardian and controller. Zac tried to infuse another surge of Dao before it was too late, but only scraps got through the temporal gauntlet before it was too late. The connection was severed, and Zac’s vantage of the outside disappeared.

The situation far surpassed Zac’s expectations, even if he’d been aware of his weakness against Time since his breakthrough into Middle Hegemony. He’d searched high and low for treasures to recover from the backlash. Unfortunately, such specific items were rarer than Longevity Treasures and just as popular. Who didn’t want to abuse time to prolong their life or catch up with the competition?

He’d only secured two with average effect from the Limited Exchange and had to let his body reacclimatize on its own. It was no different from how he’d overindulged on Cosmic Water shortly after the integration. Time heals all wounds, even those made from time. Unless someone like Kator came along and ripped that wound open before it could fully recover.

Esmeralda was desperately trying to help, heedlessly consuming the stockpiled liquid on her back. Unfortunately, time was also Esmeralda’s nemesis with the curse afflicting her. Zac could see how Esmeralda aged months in a second because of her attempts. Her sacrifice did at least help somewhat by filtering the influx, lessening the temporal clashes.

With the root cause still not solved, Zac activated equipment and talismans in a flurry. The air around him solidified, becoming a temporal anchor. It barely changed anything because the attack came from within his body. Not being the only one suffering didn’t bring Zac any joy, either.

Zac darkly looked on as Kator emerged from the control room, draped in a shroud of purple killing intent. He radiated identical temporal fluctuations as those that were tearing Zac apart. They were in lockstep, equally dislodged from the River of Time, and his torment wasn’t enough to hide the truth from Zac’s eyes.

He’d taken some pleasure in transferring spiritual damage and mental drain through the [Solidarity Link] when advancing his Daos, especially after confirming it didn’t trigger a backlash from their contract. Kator, with his weaker soul, suffered much more than he had from the tribulation. Now, Kator was using the very same method against him.

Kator was holding a small glass sphere covered in engravings. Inside was a churning storm, and Zac’s pain grew worse simply by witnessing the extraordinary Temporal Energies trapped inside. The storm had to be a Temporal Natural Treasure, one at the very limits of the D-grade. Worse, it didn’t seem like the kind of treasure that benefited cultivators. Its turbulent nature more resembled the unusable energy inside Beast Cores.

It didn’t discourage Kator from drawing upon the item, resulting in Zac suffering from the same temporal storm. Equal treatment didn’t mean equal outcomes. Kator hadn’t overindulged in Temporal Chambers, and he wielded a Dao of Time. Zac even saw a previously innocuous bone on Kator’s throat radiating an archaic aura.

It wasn’t like the signature mark of Zac’s Void Emperor bloodline. The sense of antiquity was more literal. It had to be a fifth Miracle Bone related to the Dao of Time, the ace Kator had kept hidden until now. It brought the disordered Temporal Energies under control and drew them into his body. All that, and Kator still struggled, so it was no surprise Zac was on the verge of collapse.

Sensing the huge amounts of energy left in the sphere, Zac knew he had no chance to hold on until the attack stopped. He’d be overwhelmed and torn apart long before that. He had no choice but to take drastic measures.

A stream of Dao melded with Void emerged from his Soul Aperture, and streaks of Oblivion joined in to form a deadly spear—a spear aimed at his own heart. Zac grunted as a sharp pain joined the tearing agony. The suffering was followed by intense relief as a river of lightning gushed into his bodies. The rampaging Temporal Energies were swept away by the cleansing storm.

Forcing [Void Heart] open half a day early damaged the node, but its work was almost complete. Only errant streaks retained their original will, while the bulk had been transformed by the Void. It dug deeper than the Imperial Faith, purging hidden corruption while routing time’s cruel mark.

It even unearthed something else, something hidden in the depths of Zac’s cells. He was shocked to see stars no larger than specks of dust. They radiated a transcendent aura that surpassed the Dao, no different than the star atop Starclad’s head. Only, they were so small and weak that it was impossible to notice any effect on his body.

For now. The hidden suns looked like inert particles, unable to cause any harm. And yet, the refined tribulation was utterly incapable of dislodging them. Nothing happened as the lightning passed them by, and Zac suspected they’d escape his senses when the lightning ran out of steam.

Zac didn’t get the chance to consider the implications because a huge crack leaking Temporal Energy opened across his chest. The energy came from nowhere, as the lightning had already cleansed him of Temporal Dao. And yet, the backlash hadn’t stopped, leaving Zac alarmed and confused.

“Why doesn’t it work?” human Zac wheezed inside the [Shrine of Kanba], struggling to retain the lightning as long as possible. While it didn’t fix his problems, it did drastically lessen his strain.

“If you put out a forest fire, will the trees become unburnt?” Esmeralda signed. “Your body has received a temporal wound approaching the point of no return, and the River of Time is pushing back. What you’re doing is only buying time, not solving the root cause.”

Zac wasn’t sure what to think. It was the Tribulation Lightning that had saved his life after breaking through to Middle Hegemony. The first bolt had swept away the temporal backlash, allowing him to focus on his core. Was the refinement the issue, or was it a matter of quantity? The backlash he faced now was far more severe, while the lightning was only a shadow of what he faced back then.

“The link, any ideas?” Zac forced out.

Esmeralda shook her head, fear and helplessness evident in her eyes. “No. He’s reinforced the bond by accepting more of the downsides on himself. He’s technically taking twice the punishment right now. Even the Dao of Sacrifice permeating the air is helping him.”

A deafening clap of thunder made the remaining lightning trapped within his frame shudder. The first bolt was descending toward the Ascension Chamber. Zac didn’t need to see the distant sector to sense the overwhelming power it contained. Whether it was Law or raw power, it infinitely surpassed anything he’d faced.

Zac didn’t have the luxury of worrying about the pope at the moment, though his tribulation gave Zac an idea. His eyes gleamed with madness as he pushed against the Duplicity Core, wrenching open a hidden chute.

“What are you⁠—”

Esmeralda’s voice was overwhelmed by another thunderclap, this one seeming much closer. It was like the roiling clouds had turned around, sensing a threat from behind. Zac could feel hostility far more palpable than before. He also sensed anticipation from the System observing from within the Heavens.

“Change of plans. Try to make the bond unbreakable,” Zac growled as he began preparing.

“What are you… Fine,” Esmeralda signed with a somber expression. “I will bet on you. Again. After this, I’ll fall asleep. Think of a way to repay me.”

The last bit of liquid was drained from Esmeralda’s vats, and she spat out an odd hourglass that had three chambers. The upper held blue sand, the lower green, and both poured toward the middle. The item left the [Shrine of Kanba], placing itself atop the [Solidarity Link].

“The link will revert to its current state no matter what happens for the next five minutes,” Esmeralda said before passing out.

Kator didn’t seem to notice the change. Or perhaps he didn’t care. He clearly wasn’t thinking straight, and not just because he’d activated the Berserker Miracle Bone that made him reek of killing intent. There was a subtle yet unmistakable change to his demeanor, resembling the malevolence of the Qriz’Ul.

He’d been corrupted. Its subtlety indicated Kator hadn’t completely lost his rationality; even a small shift in perception could lead to disaster.

“Why?” Zac asked as he got to his feet inside the octagon. “You have nothing to gain from this.”

“Sometimes you have to fight, even if there are no benefits beyond reinforcing your path. There can’t be two tigers on a mountain,” Kator said, though Zac noted Kator’s attention was repeatedly drawn to the Flamebearer seal.

“You’re not fated for that,” Zac said with exhaustion, knowing it wouldn’t make a difference.

“You, if anyone, should know Fate can change.” Kator snickered. “Changing courts is indeed not possible. But upgrading them? I’m not so sure.”

Zac wasn’t sure whether Kator was right. There were only a scant few Flamebearer Seals in circulation, and it was as though the candidates had been chosen early on. As far as Zac knew, Yselio was the only Flamebearer to have fallen. Was Kator guessing, or had the White Sky Phalanx managed to figure something out with their wider network?

Kator wasn’t making any moves on the seal despite his confident tone, and Zac understood why. Kator was waiting for his demise, planning to loot his seals first. Theoretically, it would decrease the risk of rejection compared to claiming the unaffiliated seal above the spire. Zac would have laughed if the circumstances were different. Fate wasn’t so easily seized, and it often required a leap of faith. It was that caution that would provide the window Zac needed.

The Duplicity Core was drawing more and more energy, causing the resonating ripples it released into the Quantum Space to grow stronger. Ignoring the dangers, Zac consumed a huge amount of Natural Treasures from inside the [Shrine of Kanba], directing all the energy into his Quantum Space. He needed to light the fire, and quickly.

The tribulation clouds were growing darker. The others would think it was a result of the pope enduring the first bolt. Only Zac knew better. The Heavens, once burned already, were rallying its forces to strangle a threat in the cradle. Zac would be lying if he said he wasn’t nervous. The System’s presence was still weak, and there was no way of knowing if it would comply.

Even then, Zac kept going. He only needed to stall a little longer.

“You’re sick,” Zac said. “You need to circulate the [Starfall Scripture] and clear your head before you go insane.”

“Insane, genius… Those are epithets decided by the victor,” Kator said, looking Zac up and down. “I’m surprised you’re chipper enough to hold a conversation. I’d been worried my advancement would cause you some trouble. The Void really holds marvelous power. I pray it can endure.”

Zac’s heart clenched upon hearing those words, knowing there was no point in refuting Kator’s statement. The trail of breadcrumbs he’d been forced to leave over the years had finally caught up with him. Moreover, the refined lightning had run out, and he once more had to face the temporal attack head-on. Nevertheless, Zac wasn’t too worried. If anything, he felt liberated.

The future might hold troubles because of his abilities being exposed. For now, Zac was content with shattering Kator’s delusions. He understood certain aspects of the Void Emperor bloodline, ignorant that the snippets Zac had shown were only the tip of the iceberg.

“It’s not bad, except it draws unwanted attention,” Zac said, raising his left hand.

A mysterious sigil appeared on his palm, one holding the essence of the Void. It was aimed right at the roiling sky in an open challenge. The clouds immediately grew so dark and oppressive that even the Centurion Sun’s rays failed to penetrate the gloom, and the octagon shook when it received Heaven’s full attention.

It was at that moment Zac’s second body emerged from hiding, holding a large Array Disk already thrumming with power in each hand.

“Stop!” Kator’s roared, realizing something was wrong.

The Reaver rallied the Time spread through his body, turning into a blur as a deep-blue javelin appeared in his hand. With the short distance between them, his throw would reach its mark almost instantly. Almost was all Zac needed. He drew from his waning reserves of Void Energy to activate [Profane Exponents] and [Empyrean Aegis] in tandem.

The wooden wheel safeguarding the natural order turned, and the spear briefly stalled as a plume of time was shaken loose from its haft. A thick coffin formed in front of the weapon’s tip before it could pick up speed. Unfortunately, it was not a common treasure, and the blockade couldn’t withstand even its weakened power. Another pygmy moved to displace the weakened attack while the wheel turned again.

The javelin leaped forward, avoiding both counters. Zac’s vision turned white when a blur whizzed past, taking his Draugr body’s left arm with it. The pain was becoming too much, and Zac had to enter Void State to prevent his mind from shutting down. He blearily held on, keeping his eye on Kator’s next move.

There was none because a ball of eyes appeared above his head. The apparition felt like a compact Heaven, one solely wrought from Death. Zac had briefly felt this aura when his agreement with the Undead Empire went into effect—the mark of the Primo. Zac wasn’t the source of its attention—it was solely placed on Kator, who threw a crystalline bone in its direction.

The eyes suddenly looked faded as the bone froze in the air. The two objects had clearly entered an invisible struggle. It was like the items had shifted to a separate dimension, and Zac wouldn’t have known anything was happening if not for his danger sense screaming of existential peril. It was no different than when he stood beneath Vastermal Planur, facing the full extent of a Supremacy’s displeasure.

The bunched-up eyes closed one after another as cracks appeared and spread across the small bone. The bone shattered when five eyes remained. Kator stumbled, his aura remaining stable. He’d only been forced to endure a fraction of the intended backlash, which wasn’t comparable to Zac’s wretched state.

Zac was exhilarated despite the setback, and not just because the backlash wasn’t transmitted. His actions tricked Kator into making the first move. Kator had finally slipped up after mockingly staying just within bounds for over a month, which meant all bets were off. Zac was no longer constrained by the agreement. He’d be safe from punishment no matter how he dealt with the Reaver. While not a solution to his impending backlash, it was a step in the right direction.

Releasing a month of frustrations with his axes would have to wait. Zac suppressed the blood loss of his missing arm to fully focus on what was going on within. His Cosmic Core had already passed the critical point. Blinding streaks of energy leaked through thousands of cracks, and it was only held together by sheer determination.

Zac could only think of one remedy to the temporal backlash after the refined lightning failed to deal with the threat. Since a refined Earthly Dao Tribulation didn’t do the trick, he had no choice but to bring out the big guns by breaking into Late Hegemony. This was a counter uniquely possible to him, who drew Heaven’s ire before his breakthrough even started, and something Kator couldn’t possibly have anticipated.

If one bolt failed, then he’d eat two. And if that wasn’t enough, there was still the punishment of Laws. If anything, he welcomed it. Kator wanted to kill him through the [Solidarity Link] loophole? Two could play that game. He looked forward to seeing how Kator dealt with a doubled Four Desolates Tribulation without the assistance of the Void.

Zac’s only other option was betting everything on the body-refining treasure he got from Esmeralda, or more accurately, the hint of Law she’d discovered within. Zac’s instincts told him it wouldn’t work. It wasn’t the Laws that saved him last time. It was the purifying force of the Heavenly Peak overwhelming time’s hold on him. Not to mention, a body-refining treasure wouldn’t harm a famously sturdy Izh’Rak Reaver. If anything, it might do the opposite.

As for upgrading his Cosmic Core post-tribulation in a subspace being torn apart by leviathans duking it out, while somehow taking out the pope? That was a problem for after he’d wrapped up the thread of Karma standing before him. Provided he survived the next couple of seconds. Zac could already feel the Heavens breathing down his neck, and he dragged the Core Formation Arrays’ protective barriers through his Duplicity Core’s hatch, at which point he finally let go.

The ignition had begun. Genius or insane, there was only one way to find out.
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A web of cracks spread across Kator’s left arm as he advanced on Zac. The Reaver might have expended a supreme treasure to avoid backlash from their contract, but he was still under the effect of the [Solidarity Link]. Since Kator hadn’t relied on the bond’s loophole to destroy Zac’s left arm, he faced a similar backlash. The effect wasn’t at the level Zac hoped to see, though.

Kator was resisting the effect through the huge amounts of Temporal Energy in his body. The transmitted damage was being slowed down while his recovery was accelerated, drastically mitigating the impact. While the Lost Plane’s madness might have sent Kator down the wrong path, he clearly had long-going preparations for his betrayal.

Those preparations undoubtedly included severing the bond. It would stop the damage transmission, allowing Kator to whittle down the transferred and decelerated damage without facing any lethal threat. Even so, the Reaver didn’t get the chance to follow up on his javelin throw. Hundreds of runes conjured by Zac’s Core Formation Arrays lit up the dusky chamber.

The runes matched Zac’s Evolutionary and Inexorable Paths, heralding his sudden ascension. In reality, they were the funnels meant to draw on his cultivation cave’s ambient energy. With no matching energy around, they mostly became an empty ornament, though they did draw in an unexpected catch.

Hidden pockets of Imperial Faith that survived the Centurion Beacon’s activation were drawn into the runes and deposited into Zac’s body. That did nothing to bolster the Core Formation Array’s barrier, which was what Zac desperately needed with his core about to blow. Luckily, the replacement was ready.

The Remnants usually orbiting his Cosmic Core had been pulled from the Quantum Space the moment Zac came up with his plan, and they readily supplied all the energy they’d stockpiled since the Atavism. The same was true for the other sets spread across his bodies. The energy was only a decent match with his tailored Core Formation Array, which was better than nothing.

Still not satisfied, Zac threw out a pile of Fiend Crystals just as a deep groan came from the depths of his Cosmic Core. The next moment, Zac’s mind was overwhelmed by a blinding white as his core exploded. The ignition was so intense that the weight of its force briefly held back the shockwave, and Zac used that small window to crush the Fiend Crystals with a wave of his arm.

A profoundly brutal aura spread across the octagon like a starving beast let loose from its cage. The bloody air shook Kator awake. He’d toppled over from the intense pain that must have been transmitted through the [Solidarity Link]. Zac’s foolhardy action appeared to have left him stunned, not knowing whether he should attack or let Zac tear himself apart. Kator chose the former.

“Stop, or I’ll trigger the bomb,” Kator threatened, taking out his mace to unleash a wave of destruction rushing forward.

Zac had no time to worry whether the threat was real, and he had no way to stop, even if he wanted to. He rallied his Void Emperor bloodline to its limits, becoming a black hole that swallowed the huge amounts of fiendish energy. It wasn’t a small amount of corruption that also snuck inside, there just wasn’t much Zac could do about that.

Inexhaustible, primal power coursed through Zac’s veins, even suppressing the temporal storm still raging within. He felt as though he’d been forged and tempered in the prehistoric flames of the Era’s birth, his body the perfect vessel of slaughter. Not even the Heavens could deny his⁠—

Hundreds of red-hot projectiles filled with the essence of his Cosmic Core woke Zac up to the reality of his situation. They’d escaped the collapsing reality at the heart of his Quantum Space, shooting out with doubled ferocity. Worse, they were just the first wave, with the bulk of his core coming on their heel in the form of an expanding cloud of utter destruction.

The pieces were too fast, too deadly, and Zac had learned his lesson from last time. He didn’t attempt to block all of them. In fact, he intentionally let half of them go by creating soft spots in his barrier. Being too greedy in this situation would only backfire and cause greater losses. Better save the diamonds in the rough while sacrificing the most damaged pieces. That way, the loss of spirituality would be kept at a minimum.

While pragmatic, the approach meant hundreds of projectiles emerged from his Quantum Space with the speed and ferocity of shooting stars. Two gory flowers, one red and one black, bloomed, spewing seeds of blinding power. As if by a stroke of luck, only a few targeted the control rooms while most rushed toward Kator.

The Reaver was already dealing with the pain of having two midriffs exploding, and he was too slow in reacting to the new threat. The debris tore apart the concussive wave of destruction without it putting up much of a fight before slamming into Kator’s War Bones with a deafening clang. The Reaver might have been in a better state than Zac, but even he couldn’t nullify the incoming force. Kator was pushed halfway across the chamber before coming to a stop, a new set of cracks adorning his alabaster plates.

The sudden turn-around wasn’t a coincidence. The force unleashed from the ignition was no different than a Beast King detonating their Beast Core in a final act of defiance. Zac used that to his advantage, turning his core into a weapon by ignoring all pieces flying in Kator’s direction. It was a pyrrhic victory.

Zac made for a ghastly sight, where his legs and upper torso were only held together by cracked pieces of spine and strips of mangled flesh. Reinforcing his body with the Fiend Energy had only been enough to avoid being fully bisected, and Zac was given almost no time to recover. The ignition’s main shockwave was still advancing toward the edge of his Duplicity Core, holding far more pieces of his Cosmic Core.

A string of thunderclaps was an ominous reminder Zac didn’t just have his Cosmic Core to worry about. The pressure from above had been skyrocketing from the moment Zac triggered his breakthrough and familiar streaks of angry red crystallized throughout the chamber. Zac staunchly held onto his Void State as he pulled from his waning stockpile of refined insights inside [Purity of the Void].

Zac’s drained mind was once more kicked into overdrive, giving the illusion of time slowing down. This ensured him the much-needed wriggle room to navigate this deadly tightrope. Blobs of opalescent Creation dislodged from his Core Formation Barrier were repurposed to regrow broken flesh. His stomach was doomed to be destroyed again. Zac had no choice except to invite another round of suffering.

His core upgrade was already destined to be an almost hopeless uphill battle, and every piece of debris he lost would further worsen his chances of success. He needed to retain as many pieces as possible, even if that meant using his flesh to slow their escape.

The ceiling collapsed to provide passage to a pillar of dark-red extermination. Zac welcomed it despite having his hands full with the ignition. The temporal backlash made every attempt to exert control exponentially more difficult, and the pain it wrought had reached the point where an overpowered bolt of lightning seemed preferable.

Even so, Zac couldn’t help second-guessing his idea when faced with the Heavenly wrath. His mind was still working overtime because of Ultom’s wisdom, giving him more time to appreciate just how much force was crammed into the first bolt. While he couldn’t sense any hints of the Four Desolates, its raw force far surpassed the final bolt of his previous breakthrough.

Like last time, the Heavens had produced a punishment far exceeding the crime. Zac saw little hope in surviving it, let alone the ones that would follow. Having Kator taking on part of the punishment didn’t matter if the churning sky held enough fury to overwhelm them both.

“Void Road! Balance!” Zac croaked, his voice barely a whisper.

The message was still heard loud and clear, and the silent observer behind the curtain finally stirred. The System didn’t overwhelm the Heavens. Zac wasn’t sure if it could. Its presence was distant and hollow, perhaps because of the special environment. The clash between Eternal Guardians and Foreign Gods had caused such extensive dimensional damage that the base may as well have been halfway submerged into the Lost Plane.

It was willing to help in another way. Zac felt a vibration from his pocket where he stored the [Court Cycle Token], which in turn stirred the Imperial Faith absorbed by the Core Formation Arrays. A radiant sigil similar to the control runes he’d lost appeared in his Soul Aperture, and Zac suddenly felt a connection with thousands of fiery rivers.

No, not fire. It was the Imperial Faith spread throughout the Centurion Base, forming a network of lakes and tributaries. Zac could intuit the System’s intentions and pulled with all his might, especially targeting the intense Imperial Faith upholding the Ascension Chamber’s operations. The whole base darkened to ignite a beacon of providence in its center.

A new sun was born atop the octagon’s spire, this one without so much a speck of Stellar Energy. It was all Imperial Faith, radiating an unquestionable authority that could even overturn the Heavens. The Flamebearer seal retreated like it couldn’t stand the rays, and the descending tribulation faded significantly as it made its way through the sun’s domain. What remained was a calamity, only not an insurmountable one.

The red pillar formed a connection between man and Heaven, a connection where each side fought for dominion. No preparation in the world would allow Zac to perfectly deal with a simultaneous ignition and tribulation. He could only put his faith in his constitution, letting the lightning sweep through his body while focusing on the more immediate threat. Zac held on for everything he was worth, pushing his Soul, Heart, and Body to their limits to take charge over the miniature universe born inside his Quantum Space.

The Core Formation Barrier trembled, and dozens of punctures were ripped open when the ignition’s shockwave came crashing down. Rava’s instructions on the nature of cultivation proved true once more. His body had the resilience to endure the barrage, and his soul possessed the prerequisite strength to suppress the errant Dao.

With a strengthened Heart, Zac also found it far easier to connect with the wayward debris. Last time, he’d imparted order through force. Now, he was spared half the effort by harmonizing with the Quantum Space. Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough when a sea of lightning joined the mix.

The tribulation had already swept through his body, leaving a wasteland in its wake. His bodies had instinctively fought back, exhausting nearly half of its force through Dao and Void. What remained gathered in his stomach and poured through the Specialty Core’s hatch. The Heavenly Lightning refused to be suppressed by his soul or harmonize with his Heart, and its addition was like throwing gasoline on the flames. The pieces that had begun arranging themselves were destroyed or swept away, and Zac’s stomach was ripped open again as a result.

“I knew it!” Kator roared as he clambered to his feet, undeterred by the terrifying punishment transmitted through the link. “You’ve sold your soul to the fallen emperor and his zealots.”

Zac was almost delirious with agony as he held on for dear life. Between the hasty ignition and facing the tribulation mid-breakthrough, the damage was far worse than he’d hoped. Already a full ten percent of his Cosmic Core’s spirituality was lost, and the Heavens seemed intent on claiming what remained as it ravaged the Quantum Space.

Seeing so much work undone pushed Zac’s fury to new heights. The fact that more than half of the temporal backlash had been purged did nothing to improve his mood. He wouldn’t have a backlash to deal with if not for Kator’s betrayal anyhow. And yet, there was nothing he could do to his enemy. If Zac didn’t get control over his Cosmic Core before the second tribulation descended, there would be nothing left to salvage.

He submerged his will into his Quantum Space, enduring the electrocution to resume his work. He became the lighthouse in the night, leading his broken core to safer waters. Gradually, the pieces began resisting the sea of lightning, once more lining up to form rotating asteroid belts. Zac was exhilarated to discover that with each piece joining the network, it became easier to resist the Heavenly Lightning. Since the beginning, the pieces were part of something greater.

Kator wouldn’t give him the time he needed to complete the arrangement. Smoke rose from the joints of his War Bones, and he emitted such intense killing intent that Zac wasn’t sure if he’d finally snapped. This time, there was no debris to block Kator’s advance, and Zac had his hands full. The clouds above were already signaling that the second bolt wasn’t far off.

Suddenly, a curtain of darkness swept through the room, forming a thick barrier separating the two opponents. Meanwhile, hundreds of tendrils rose from the ground to grab onto Kator. Zac exhaled and turned his attention inward, ignoring the shadow wall being torn apart by a Dao-empowered swing with Kator’s mace.

Hiding within was another form of darkness—purple mist so condensed it was almost black. The fog turned into four misshapen goblin heads that released a wordless screech in Kator’s direction. The Reaver froze as a cavalcade of discordant impressions was transmitted into Zac’s mind, almost undoing his work.

Kator’s killing intent kicked up a storm that scattered the goblins, and the mist was pulled into his hulking frame. He’d countered madness with savagery, which was now trained right at Zac. It was at that moment a weak crackle barely audible above the roaring storm made Zac’s danger sense scream.

Ogras dragged his spear from the Temporal Treasure in Kator’s now empty hand, returning to the shadows just before a mace tore him apart. An explosion of darkness threw Kator into the distance with enough force to cause a dent in the octagon’s wall. Something like that would have been inconceivable before, proving just how far gone the structure was.

Meanwhile, a bloodied Ogras appeared by Zac’s side. He’d narrowly outrun the unsealed temporal storm, and it was clear that Kator’s strike hadn’t completely missed its mark. Zac was unable to spare any attention to the commotion. He was still fighting the battle within, furiously imposing order on the debris. Ogras understood as much.

‘I’ve already dismantled the bomb aboard the ship.’ The message entered Zac’s mind as he vaguely sensed the Core Formation Arrays being lifted into the air and moved away from the approaching storm.

The demon was gone the next moment, wisely extricating himself before he became entangled with the tribulation.

A deep, cruel growl shook the crumbling chamber as Kator’s mace tore through the shadows left in the demon’s wake. An axe teeming with barely contained power rose to block. The devastating clash swept away the darkness, and even the winds of time were forced into a retreat.

Zac had no choice but to allocate part of his attention to Kator during his ignition. Ogras’s timely appearance allowed him to tune out the noise and fully focus on his core. His efficiency had skyrocketed. The remnant lightning couldn’t disrupt the complex network of interlocked asteroid belts that kept his growing Quantum Space stable.

The price to pass the first hurdle had been steep. With his foundations set and half the temporal paradox gone, the next waves of the tribulation would come easier. He hadn’t even used [Void Mountain] yet, and it looked like [Void Heart] would be able to consume at least a small amount of lightning despite its damage. He was no longer a sitting duck who had to take whatever Kator threw his way.

He could finally mount a counteroffensive.

Kator’s overhead swing narrowly won out in raw force, when the sudden introduction of a third party stopped Kator from seizing an advantage. Verun barreled into Kator like a wrecking ball, its furious bites and swipes conveying its master’s desire for death and destruction. A savage melee erupted, lacking all the finesse of their previous duel.

Neither side was in any state to properly fight according to their technique, with wounds and Heavenly Lightning disrupting the circulation of Dao. Refinement was replaced with brutality, where each side was willing to sacrifice flesh and bone to eke out an advantage. The furious exchange ended with new sets of wounds and no victor when the Heavens heaved.

The very air trembled, and Zac was filled with a familiar sense of doom. The desolates had already joined in on Heaven’s inquest. Verun urgently retreated into its home, but Zac wouldn’t let Kator disengage.

“What have you done, Draugr?” Kator growled, clearly shocked at the brewing judgment as Zac stuck to him like glue with his Draugr half.

Zac felt the [Solidarity Link] tremble before he could answer. Kator was trying to sever the link since it had become a hindrance to his goals. Even if he had more Temporal Treasures like the one before, it would just be washed away by the next bolt. There was no point for him to face the tribulation, especially not when it held the Four Laws.

Kator wasn’t fated to get his way this time. The grains of sand inside Esmeralda’s hourglass changed direction, and the link stabilized like nothing had happened.

“You—”

A bloody grin spread across Zac’s face as the world grew blindingly bright. “No going back now.”
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“What is going on!” Sorothom swore under his breath. His connection with the Stygian Anchors spread throughout the Imperial Graveyard was rapidly weakening.

Some were even trying to return the debt they held instead of passing it on to the cult. Sorothom’s wrath only grew when the innumerable streaks of lightning diverted into the Centurion Base disappeared through invisible cracks. The next moment, his Inner World was inundated with Heavenly wrath for a second round of punishment from the same wave.

Moro fiercely resisted the Eternal Laws as they sought equilibrium and repayment of Sorothom’s debt. Its existence was already in defiance of the Heavens, and the desolates grew more severe whenever they encountered the Heart Curse’s domain. Their fates being entwined, Sorothom had to endure his parasite’s suffering on top of his own.

This much wasn’t a threat. Sorothom had spent eons preparing for this day, and half a tribulation wasn’t enough to leave a crack in his foundations. The problem was what the changes signified. This was only the second bolt of nine, and the Ascension Chamber was already fading. It should have worked.

No, it did work, until something changed. Sorothom suppressed the calamity befalling his world, using Dao to subvert Law as he infused his will into his Daughter Array. There were warnings of damage, though nothing that could explain why the Imperial Sacrificial Rite he’d refined for so long had lost its connection with the base.

Without the rite to lessen the load, he’d have to face the full extent of Heaven’s rejection. That would have been acceptable if there were only two or three strikes left to endure. With more than two minor cycles remaining, there was no way. If he could pass this hurdle with just treasures and his foundations, he wouldn’t have needed to go through all this effort and waste his golden years.

This couldn’t go on. Thousands of tendrils burrowed deeper into the channels and circuits, trying to extract more power for the Ascension Chamber. It changed nothing. The ancient arrangement was like a punctured balloon. No matter how much Stellar Energy Sorothom dragged into its arrays, it barely managed to rouse a response.

“Alone, beneath this fairy work of sky,” a gentle laugh echoed through the chamber.

Sorothom’s eyes widened as he saw a familiar figure emerge from the treasury, holding a box he didn’t recognize. It was ancient, and its aura matched the Centurion Star. How had he missed it? Sorothom was certain he’d sacrificed everything inside the Sagittarius Vault to kickstart the rite and trick the Ascension Chamber.

Was this box the key? Had taking it out of its place altered the balance, severing Sorothom’s fate with the Imperial Graveyard?

“You? What have you done?” Sorothom growled, almost going insane with anger over the princeling’s confident smile.

“Your method is interesting. Using the Centurion Project to impersonate a representative of the Starfall Court. Then having the trapped spirits of the graveyard willingly take on Heaven’s wrath, thinking they are furthering the Empire’s cause. It’s the same as your original plan, isn’t it? Create a grand formation based on willing sacrifice through the Intersector War, and then shift that willingness to you.”

The prince ruefully shook his head. “Alas, without faith, there can be no cause. Without purpose, there can be no Empire.”

With the next bolt gathering above, its focus almost solely on Sorothom, he wanted nothing more than to tear the smug child to shreds. Unfortunately, he was more use alive. A bloody string emerged from Sorothom’s nail, effortlessly piercing Yrin Tobrial’s protective sigil appearing from a necklace. The little Imperial didn’t even get the chance to draw his sword before the thread was firmly embedded in his heart.

Sorothom drew in the dispersed Imperial Qi, using it as a bridge for his Minor Dao of the Red Thread. He sensed two gatherings of supplicants in the same space. He ignored them, as their combined fate couldn’t measure up to the mark of Imperial Qi on the prince’s person. The hasty connection wouldn’t allow for subversion at the level Sorothom needed, nor was there enough meat on the bone to last until the Heavens were satiated.

Having the princeling take on some of his punishment would buy enough time to right the ship. The torment Yrin Tobrial would suffer was a welcome bonus, though Sorothom found it difficult to enjoy impaling the boy’s spirit with barbs of supplanted fate. If anything, it robbed him of the opportunity to reward the betrayal with a proper response.

“You should have stuck to your promise, child,” Sorothom said with a dark look as the ancient box floated into his hands. “Your little guardian, who’s been chasing my shadows all this while, can’t save you now.”

“The eradication of sin is the duty of the orthodoxy, and the Seven Heavens are leading those efforts. I’d shame my ancestors if I honored an agreement with a heretic,” Yrin said, a slight tremble to his voice the only indication of his immense suffering.

“Orthodoxy? We can smell your sin.” A second head grew on Sorothom’s shoulder, looking at the suffering prince with ghoulish hunger. “The seal was yours for the taking. Now you become Moro’s food instead.”

“Why would I target that man? He woke me up when I’d strayed. And I believe his presence will introduce interesting variables to the pillar’s ascent. I don’t want to miss that,” Yrin Tobrial said with a smile, his face pale and covered in sweat. He was losing the battle.

Another rumble shook the sky. Sorothom was running out of time, so he pushed harder to transplant his sin. At that moment, a sealed Spatial Ring gave off a scorching heat. The seal he’d carefully laid proved useless, and Sorothom had no time to avoid the flicker of light that burst out. It burrowed into his Inner World, leaving Sorothom aghast. The sigil emitting supreme command didn’t harm Moro or destabilize their assailed world.

It was worse. The sigil acted like a locator for the Heavens. His Grand Sacrificial Array stalling had already uncovered more of his cultivation to the Heavens than he would’ve liked, and the sigil was rubbing salt in the wound. If he didn’t stop it, he would be fully exposed. After having spent a million years avoiding Heaven’s direct gaze, Sorothom didn’t dare imagine what would happen.

How was this possible? Sorothom had carefully investigated the Writ of Peerage, confirming it held no trackers nor hidden arrays. Even then, he’d submerged it in [Filthfaith Extract] and sealed it in an isolating ring to prevent any tampering or divination. For it to notice the situation outside and transform in this manner beggared reason.

“The emperor’s will may be capricious, but it may never be wrong,” Yrin said, shaking his head in reproach. “You consider yourself above these frontier barbarians, forgetting you left the Heartlands in your youth. Your understanding of the peak is limited, leaving you worse off than the blind in some regards. The barbarians are at least aware of their ignorance.”

Fury overtook reason. Sorothom clenched his hand, turning the prince into a ball of goop. Regret immediately replaced the sense of satisfaction when the prince reformed in a puff of Faith and Imperial Qi. Sorothom’s face grew even uglier when a shockwave rocked his Inner World, adding new cracks from which lightning seeped.

Sorothom felt like he was going insane, and he couldn’t help a seed of fear sprouting as he faced this tribulation in the shape of a man. The prince was right. He’d left the Heartlands as an outer disciple, before gaining access to the sect’s true teachings and the hidden truths of the world. There was no telling what other means a son of the Seventh Heaven had in store, leaving Sorothom with an unbearable frustration.

Why had this bastard chosen to interfere? Was it all for the treasure box? Sorothom had his doubts. He didn’t seem to care about losing it. Neither was there anything on Sorothom that was worth going to these lengths, wasting the culmination of fate. He’d already used all his treasures to set the stage for his breakthrough. An Imperial Prince could summon greater wealth with a wave of his sleeve.

Neither was it a sense of justice. This kid was wet behind the ears, but Sorothom could see the truth plain as day. He was nurturing a devilish heart more dreadful than most heretics. He didn’t care the least about heretics or the orthodoxy. So what else was there? Sorothom feared if he couldn’t figure that out, he’d be led right into an early grave.

“Fate’s coming. The others should be scrambling to add more seals to their name,” Yrin sighed as he dusted off his collar. “I’ve been more interested in the System since the beginning. It wasn’t coincidence or convenience that had it integrate such an important event with an irrelevant frontier skirmish. The causality is far-reaching.”

The prince’s eyes gained a cruel edge Sorothom had seen many times before. The willingness to do anything to accomplish their goals, even if that meant breaking the Law of both man and Heaven.

“Truthfully, I don’t much care about that. The Zenith is still a distant problem. What matters is the hidden benefits of assisting in the System’s undertaking. Until now, most of us have been woefully underperforming in this regard, too focused on the Flameseeking trial. Only the Sangha seems to have understood its will.”

Sorothom was barely listening, throwing everything he had against the seal. Every second it remained, Heaven’s attention grew more focused. Even then, the prince’s parting words as he disappeared in a swirl of Qi may as well have become engraved on his soul.

“I wonder how much my destiny will change after cutting off your future.”

Sorothom roared in fury as the box opened on its own, exposing its empty insides. His aura exploded, crossing dozens of miles in an instant, only stopping short of plunging into the churning clouds. He hadn’t lost his reason to the point he’d so blatantly taunt the Heavens.

The sea of putrid blood finally overcame the seal, and Sorothom immediately took out twelve large crystals. Encased within each was a finger belonging to his descendants whose fate best matched his. He discarded two after a quick scan. While Sorothom had trained them since birth, they weren’t fools. They understood the path of Sacrifice better than most Kan’Tanu.

Aivea and Wirbli had managed to weaken their familial bond. Sorothom doubted their skill had reached the point where they could trigger a backlash. That uncertainty was enough for them to live, as Sorothom couldn’t afford another setback. The nostalgic circumstance even tempered Sorothom’s anger, making him recall the many schemes that let him escape his master’s grasp.

“My children, I require your aid,” Sorothom whispered as he infused streaks of trapped lightning into the remaining crystals.

The containers grew dark red before disintegrating into an obscuring mist, and Sorothom felt Heaven’s attention weaken by a third. It was a step in the right direction, just not enough to survive. The crafty prince already out of his mind, Sorothom sought a path forward. A bladed streak of sunlight illuminating the overcast sky provided the answer.

It was a desperate gamble. That had never stopped him before.

[image: ]


A pillar of angry red descended, splitting in two to target Zac’s human form still sitting atop the Core Formation platform. He needed at least one person atop the array to keep it running. Having his Draugr half step away didn’t weaken the array much, as it lacked the attuned energies to utilize its multi-layer barrier anyhow.

Screaming danger forced Zac to give up on having Kator directly face the bolt. Zac moved out of the way, his body reeling from the item that appeared in Kator’s hand. Kator did the same, appearing on the chamber’s opposite side. Zac didn’t have the luxury of worrying about Kator’s actions any longer. The second tribulation had arrived.

The temporal backlash that the first bolt couldn’t expunge was swept away. It left Zac with one less worry, though he’d traded one torment for another. The small part of the lightning holding the powers of Law transformed the whole punishment. It tried to erase every aspect of Zac’s path, from cultivation to Dao, even targeting his Longevity.

The pain was something else, yet even still, Zac was resisting the desolation much better than anticipated. The benefits of his repeated brushes with the Four Desolates were starting to make themselves known. Each encounter left him more aligned with the Four Laws, lessening the damage from their tribulation.

That wasn’t the only reason. The small motes of starlight that remained unruffled throughout the upheavals were acting as stabilizers, increasing his resilience against having his cells erased by Law. The effect wasn’t too impressive as the motes were simply too small and weak.

At its current stage, it was only a proof of concept that left Zac both curious and suspicious. Figuring out a way to strengthen the motes would drastically improve his resistance against tribulations, alleviating his dependence on the System for his breakthroughs. The stars didn’t even seem to lose any energy to resist the Four Desolates, something Zac didn’t know was possible.

Only, going down that path was like making a deal with the devil. Zac had no idea how or why the stars appeared in his body after his meeting with Wal’Zo. Had he left them there, or was it Starclad reaching across time? Accepting their presence without getting to the bottom of things could lead to his doom. He hadn’t forgotten the Sangha’s plot against him with the [Boundless Vajra Sublimation].

The lightning acted like a pack of hounds that’d caught a scent, with some targeting Zac’s Soul Aperture until he hid his [Void Mountain]. Another chunk veered toward the [Solidarity Link], which had moved to his mangled shoulder after his left arm was destroyed.

The Four Desolates weren’t after the link itself. It was the hourglass that drew its attention, which didn’t come as a surprise to Zac. Esmeralda’s treasure spat in the face of the Law of Impermanence by anchoring an object to a previous point in time.

The falling grains of sand accelerated when the lightning drew closer, weakening the lightning in return. The price of that exchange was much too steep. If the sand ran out, Zac would lose his greatest advantage against Kator. Luckily, the tribulation was bound by its purpose and reluctantly turned toward Zac’s core, leaving the hourglass safe albeit drained. Whether it could endure the next bolt was anyone’s guess.

The second bolt found its way into his Quantum Space, causing another wave of upheavals. Mounting a concerted resistance was much easier with his asteroid belt circuits protecting his nucleus, it simply wasn’t enough to keep him safe.

While holding their position, each piece of debris remained exposed to Heaven’s wrath. Being flawed pieces of the bigger picture, they had a hard time enduring the test. One after another, they disintegrated, each loss weakening Zac’s core and prospects. Grasping for a solution, Zac honed in on the huge amounts of energy flooding the temporary subspace to reinforce his core.

It was the pristine energy supplied by the Cosmos, meant as fuel for the next step of his breakthrough. Out of better options, he borrowed the energy to create a counterbalance to the rampaging lightning. The two opposing sides exhausted each other in an act of mutual destruction. The loss made Zac wince, even if it did more good than harm.

Wasting some of the supplied energy didn’t matter, considering how many pieces of his core he’d lost already. If anything, it alleviated the growing pressure within his Quantum Space. The energy would rapidly build up to deadly levels since there was nowhere for it to go until he resumed his breakthrough. And that delicate work couldn’t commence before the tribulation was dealt with and Kator neutralized.

Distancing himself let Kator avoid direct exposure to the tribulation, but he still received his allocated share though the link. He hadn’t been prepared to face a sudden tribulation, especially not one at this level. Clearly, he was even less prepared for one imbued with the punishment of Law. Patches of War Bones were erased, and his aura grew even more erratic.

Time shuddered. The next moment, it looked like the air around Kator imploded and consumed all the chamber’s corruption. Zac keeled over as endless waves of pain were transmitted through the [Solidarity Link], which repeatedly fluctuated until the hourglass lost almost half its sand. Zac fought back with Void and Vigor, mimicking Kator’s method of restraining the transmission through his own means.

His eyes swimming, Zac saw Kator step out of the explosion, broken yet whole. His War Bones weren’t cracked any longer, but the previously smooth surfaces were pockmarked and misshapen. In addition, a lilac pattern had appeared atop Kator’s War Bones, prompting his killing intent to inch even closer to the Qriz’Ul. His aura soared, and the whole octagon began heaving as the enormous bone dragon stepped out of the ether.

Zac was still reeling from the combined punishment of the tribulation and [Solidarity Link], but he could only take out his axe and prepare for the next round. The deadly threat before hadn’t come from an attack, not in the traditional sense. Kator had produced a Temporal Chamber identical to those Zac had bought from the Limited Exchange and activated it after the second tribulation had been transmitted.

Only a moment had passed for Zac while Kator had spent a year or more licking his wounds. All while staring at a Zac frozen in time as corruption permeated his bones. The shocks to the [Solidarity Link] no doubt came from Kator repeatedly trying to break the connection. When it’d failed, he’d begun mutilating himself, and it was all transmitted the moment Kator emerged from the temporal bubble. Thankfully, the strategy didn’t appear to be repeatable.

Kator was already exhibiting signs of temporal backlash, and using another Temporal Chamber so soon would have dire consequences. On top of that, his twisted bones proved that Kator failed to recover from the Four Desolates even after a year of rest. It looked like not even an Izh’Rak Reaver could match the undying resilience that kept Zac alive all this time.

Facing an even stronger rejection by the Four Laws could cost Kator his life, so he was going all out to deal with the threat at its roots.

That was fine by Zac.
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The octagon had already been forced to endure the assault of a Foreign God and Heaven’s increasing pressure. With the remnant Imperial Faith being commandeered by Zac, it was only a shadow of its former glory. The bone dragon’s tremendous aura already pushed its limits, and they were fully crossed when Kator’s temporal quagmire spread through the hall.

The floor gave way, exposing the seemingly bottomless chasm. Walls and ceiling followed, and a rain of rubble crashed into the floating constructs. Only the spire and control rooms remained, kept aloft by hidden mechanics. The Core Formation Arrays had no such function, and Zac took out two of his flying treasures to stop them from falling to the depths.

Zac had no choice but to stay behind. Stepping outside the spire’s protective domain of Imperial Faith with either of his bodies would expose him to the true power of Heaven’s wrath. He finally got a full view of the situation outside through the capital-sized hole ripped open by the Foreign God. The sky could’ve been a stormy sea made from the darkest ichor. The tribulation clouds were extremely unstable, looking like they were consuming themselves.

The seas heaved, and the pressure decreased as hair-raising forces were unleased far in the distance. Was his plan working? Zac had focused on siphoning off Imperial Faith from the Ascension Chamber, hoping it would get in the way of the pope’s Dao Confirmation. Judging by the steep jump in his tribulation’s intensity, it worked better than expected.

The flip side was that his own tribulation had slowed down after Heaven’s wrath had been redirected. Zac hadn’t been forgotten. The slow buildup meant he’d have to wait a while longer before the third bolt arrived. It was like the tribulation clouds were lending Kator a helping hand. Zac wouldn’t mind a quick conclusion either, though he clearly fared much better against the Four Desolates than his opponent.

The Heavens weren’t the only dangers lurking outside the warming rays of Imperial Faith. The amount of ambient corruption had skyrocketed since they fled into the octagon. In the war between the Centurion Star and the Lost Plane, the Lost Plane was coming out ahead. At least two-thirds of the innumerable tears outside were leaking corruption instead of starlight.

Dense mist blocked Zac’s view of the Eternal Guardians and their prey. Their battle was still ongoing, though. Distant eruptions shook Zac to his core. He prayed the imbalance between light and dark outside wasn’t a reflection of their battle, as there wasn’t anything he could do for them at this point. Even if he could, he already had his hands full.

The dragon’s jaws opened in a silent shriek that spewed forth a virulent plume filled with Kator’s mixed Daos and corruption. Both dragon and quagmire were like Kator, changed after drawing in too much purple mist. The scene reminded Zac of himself when the Remnants were ravaging his body, though it remained to be seen if there was any coming back from Kator’s brush with ancient madness.

Zac was different from Kator, who’d been given a year’s worth of preparation and recovery. His body was a mess, and the second tribulation still hadn’t been routed from his Cosmic Core. Thankfully, he wasn’t alone. An immense column of sunlight tore through the madness. It held the scorching warmth of high summer, dispelling gloom and drying out the swamp.

The attack intercepted the dragon’s breath. It fell woefully short of stopping it in its tracks, managing to exhaust some of its overbearing energy. Its radiance also made the quagmire cast another set of shadows that stirred the moment they formed. They shimmered and became false, turning the very real domain that cast the shadow into an illusion.

Emily’s and Ogras’s concerted efforts weren’t enough to disrupt the suppressive domain, but every bit helped. With the outside pressure on him reduced, Zac once more drew on the pristine energy seeping into his Quantum Space. Some was already being used to resist the tribulation. Even more was yanked out of the open hatch to fuel his skills.

Zac’s options were limited, with almost half his Skill Fractals damaged beyond functionality. The biggest losses on his Draugr side were [Eye of Desolation] and [Arbiter of the Abyss]. The good news was that Kator likely toiled under similar restrictions, as he’d only activated two of his skills along with his Miracle Bones.

Activating [Profane Exponents] took priority. It barely worked, though the mismatch of energy added another set of cracks. A vibrant jungle sprung up at the same time, enclosing Kator and his creature in a violent embrace. The swamp fiercely resisted their growth, but the new set of shadows cast by the saplings sacrificed themselves to allow Life to expand freely. Finally, a dense shroud spread between the trees as [Fields of Despair] added another layer of confusion.

The skills couldn’t do much against the dragon. The huge figure was like the king of the jungle, and a corridor of trees was reduced to ash as its breath closed in on Zac. Each loss triggered a defiant strike of axelight, and the plume of deathly corrosion had lost half its force by the time it reached [Profane Exponents]’s defensive coffin.

While weakened, the breath was still released by one of Kator’s signature skills and fueled by Dead Dao. Zac’s defensive skill was covered in cracks after blocking, and a sharp bone tore through it as the dragon’s overlong tail stabbed forward like a scorpion. It only found empty air when going in for the kill. Zac had already stepped into one of the trees and teleported away. Using the teleportation with his Draugr body posed no problem beyond the uncomfortable caress of Life.

A swarm of shadows rose to bind the dragon while a burning salamander the size of a Beast King emerged from the dense overgrowth. Behind it was a totem pole no smaller than a skyscraper, which empowered Life and suppressed Death. The duo even appeared in person, going all out to pin down Kator’s summon while Zac dealt with the controller. At least, that was the unspoken plan.

Zac didn’t have time to emerge on the other end before Kator appeared in a shroud of Miasma leaking from a bracer on his left arm. [Fields of Despair] had utterly failed to hide Zac’s position, turning his ambush against him. There was no time or space to maneuver. He had to meet the threat head-on. A field of nullification expanded, trapping Kator within.

Kator only laughed as the shroud of Miasma skyrocketed in power. Zac inwardly swore upon seeing Kator use quantity to overwhelm [Void Zone]. The talent was still running, yet Kator barely had to face any of it himself. Zac could only keep going. Chains reeking of Inexorability pierced the shroud, aiming to slow Kator down through [Inexorable Subjugation].

The Reaver’s laugh grew deeper as Zac’s perception was overwritten. Kator towered above him, his size nearly a match to the Foreign God. He emitted an equally brutal aura to match, one of utmost dominance. Zac felt like a grain of sand standing before a towering mountain, and knowing it was an attack on his mind couldn’t stop the sense of despair creeping into his heart.

An explosion rocked his Quantum Space, waking Zac up. He’d briefly lost control from the mental attack, and that was all Kator needed. Zac’s automatic defensive treasures failed to activate because of [Void Zone], leaving Zac almost fully exposed. Alea’s chains formed a protective web at the last moment, slightly weakening the mace through a defensive use of [Inexorable Subjugation].

The mace struck with the force of a speeding train. At least five of Zac’s ribs snapped, and he briefly felt like he was drowning as the air in his lungs was replaced by hostile Dao. It could have been much worse. For one, Kator was aiming for his Cosmic Core rather than his torso. The berserk powers infused in the strike would have flooded his Quantum Space if not for his last-second adjustment to tank the blow with [Love’s Bond]’s heart protector.

Zac let the force in Kator’s strike push him away, narrowly avoiding his chains being caught as Kator pursued to finish the job. He was too close, and Zac could sense another skill activate through the dense wall of Miasma. Zac had no choice. The Void stirred, and a pitch-black streak of Death silently rose from beneath.

It entered the jungle without causing a stir, aiming straight for Kator. The scroll of [Desperation’s End] barely had time to form before the strike was upon them. Zac felt death’s grip closing in despite it being his own skill, and he urgently manipulated his chains. Kator growled and retreated hundreds of meters in an instant.

It was like gravity had shifted and exponentially increased. Kator fell sideways with enough speed to make it look like teleportation. It was his movement skill, which relied on a combination of his Daos of Gravity and Time. While he moved back, another javelin shot forth. Only its tip managed to cross the distance before the huge gash of Death separated the combatants.

A flash of pain bloomed in Zac’s side. He dragged out the mangled spearhead and disappeared into a tree. It was a huge loss to waste [Desperation’s End] to force a disengage, but Zac couldn’t take the risk of letting Kator close in. Zac still wasn’t clear about all of Kator’s skills, let alone his other means. The first strike had been a test to see his counter worked against the Void and whether Zac’s apparent weakness was a trap. The second strike was meant to kill.

Knowing that wasn’t enough to force Zac to back down, Ogras and Emily were risking their lives to keep the dragon occupied. The dust didn’t have time to settle before a tangle of vines burst out from a tree that had survived the pitched battle. Streaks of axelight poured out one after another as a different Zac radiating Life and Conflict emerged, drabbed in the bone armor of [Conformation of Supremacy]’s Ancestral Form. Meanwhile, Zac’s Draugr half sat down on the Core Formation Array, taking over its maintenance while nursing his wounds.

Time’s erosion couldn’t quell Life’s unyielding drive. Innumerable vines grew out of the trees and the air itself, swarming Kator like a horde of starving snakes. Kator was like a fallen god of war, wreaking destruction and wielding death. Anything that came close was destroyed, which only let the vines be reborn stronger and more adapted to this specific predator. Dozens of generations passed in the blink of an eye, and each added to [Primal Edict]’s resistance to the Daos of Time and Death.

The Pathbound skill had limitations to how many vines it could grow and their improvement. The latter was limited by Zac’s Daos, the former his energy supply—neither of which Zac had in spades. Zac didn’t expect the skill to singlehandedly deal with his enemy. He only hoped it could create an opening to exploit.

It didn’t, not even when adding Haro’s ferocious assistance and a barrage of fractal blades conjured with [Evolutionary Edge]. It almost looked like Kator was burning, except it was purple killing intent and the devastatingly powerful Domain created with his Miracle Bone halo. He destroyed everything barring his path as he closed in, forcing Zac to consider another retreat.

A loud clap of thunder warned Zac he was running out of time. The clouds were crowding so low that the large bulge right above their heads was about to squeeze into the Centurion Base. The gathering forces were horrifying, exceeding anything he’d previously faced.

Even the sun of Imperial Faith flickered in duress, and Zac felt an existential threat from the crackling lightning. Kator was the same. He roared, and a white curtain emerged from his body. Despite its pristine appearance, it exuded a horrifying killing intent. It filled Zac with greater pressure than the most blood-drenched armies he’d faced during the war.

Was this the ‘White Sky’ of the White Sky Phalanx? It couldn’t be anything else, as it gave off an air like it was ready to go to war with the Heavens. The second sky was too powerful to be a Bloodline Talent, though it wasn’t quite at the level where it could be considered a special method like Valsa Planur’s Imperial sigil.

Wherever it passed, Zac rapidly lost connection to his skills, whether it was the vines of [Primal Edict] or [Apex Jungle]. Only Haro managed to resist, if briefly. Zac felt a set of transmitted scenes—skeletal hands ripping apart the vines or bone weapons severing them. It was like a whole legion was hidden within that opaque white. It was also expanding incredibly fast.

If nothing was done, it’d soon consume the whole battlefield. Worse, Zac felt his connection with the Imperial Faith sun grow weaker by the moment, like it was suppressed by the Izh’Rak sky. Zac didn’t know what Kator was planning. Perhaps he felt the only way to survive the next bolt was by hiding within his ancestral ability. Maybe he believed the Imperial Faith was only really helping Zac.

Kator might even have realized he couldn’t kill Zac in time, and this was his idea to drag his opponent into the afterlife. Either case, something had to be done, and fast. Zac’s eyes shone with madness as huge swathes of [Apex Jungle] exploded by his own hand. The shockwave pushed into the encroaching white, which only paused its expansion.

Growing more desperate as the lightning gathered in the clouds above, Zac unleashed a barrage of fractal blades to form a web of destruction. The blades dug into the boundless white, their momentum stifled. Just before losing connection, Zac triggered all ninety-nine runes of [Conformation of Supremacy] in one go, causing an earthshattering eruption.

Not even the White Sky could perfectly endure the full might of [Conformation of Supremacy]. The domain bulged outward, like it struggled to contain the force, and began flickering. Zac spotted Kator in the distance. He was holding his hands outstretched, palms upward, like he was praying. Having his location, Zac struck without hesitation.

A streak of light appeared in the true sky’s oppressive gloom. It wasn’t the sun peeking through the clouds, but a window opened to Arcadia. While the light held a transcendent celestial air, it was not a gentle one. It was filled with unbending judgment that resonated with the tribulation clouds.

‘Watch out!’

Ogras’ warning came just as Zac unleashed [Arcadia’s Judgment], barely preceding an explosion rocking both Zac’s bodies. The Core Formation Arrays would have been destroyed if not for his throwing out a defensive talisman. The same couldn’t be said for his human half, who couldn’t outrun the force from the bone dragon exploding. Zac pushed [Skystriker] to its limits yet had dozens of broken bones before he outran the shockwave.

What little remained of [Apex Jungle] was ground to dust by a hurricane of blunt bones holding as much kinetic force as one of Kator’s all-out swings. The bone storm entered the White Sky, and the two fused into a taboo domain. It destroyed everything in its wake, finally intercepting [Arcadia’s Judgment].

The clashing forces approaching the limits of Hegemony finally overwhelmed the spatial integrity, creating a series of spatial tears. Sunlight and sin joined in, creating an unholy mix right in the White Sky’s center, and the unbridled chaos made it impossible to crown a winner. It was at that time the Heavens chose to release their third lightning bolt. The clouds heaved, and arcs filled to the brim with the Four Desolates were dragged to its center.

More alarmingly, Zac once more spotted Kator in the middle of the storm. His being alive wasn’t the bad part, though Zac was shocked at Kator’s resilience. His bones were growing at a speed visible to the naked eye, replacing broken plates whenever they were damaged by the tumultuous surroundings. What scared Zac to his core was the Reaver’s actions.

Kator was braving the storm not to escape but to reach the Flamebearer Seal caught in the middle.

Zac could let it be and allow Kator to target the seal. It had a decent chance of solving all his problems, with Kator becoming dust from the seal’s rejection. Zac wasn’t even convinced that the [Solidarity Link] could transmit that kind of fundamental annihilation. And yet, Zac couldn’t let go of the nagging suspicion things wouldn’t go the way he hoped. Not mentioning the White Sky’s isolating effect on the Imperial Faith, Zac felt giving his opponent this chance would be a monumental mistake.

Kator had already brought him to his wit’s end, and there was no telling what he’d do if he were given a Flamebearer Epiphany mid-battle. Even if Zac managed to win, it would be after sacrificing his cultivation. Trusting his instincts, Zac moved with only a framework of a plan. This wasn’t the time for fear or deliberation. It was time for a leap of faith.

Zac’s Draugr half was quite close to his seal, having already moved the platform closer. Still, there was a storm filled with hurtling bones and the still-standing White Sky in the way. Zac channeled his Void-activated [Abyssal Drive] to its limits, only for the skill’s Abyssal domain to fall hopelessly short before the reforming White Sky.

It was barely enough to avoid the fist-sized shrapnel hurtling by as thousands of invisible hands tore apart his intangible body. Zac had no choice but to deactivate the movement skill midway, which exposed him to the storm. Zac forged ahead, using both talismans and the remaining skeleton pygmies to buy him a moment of sanctuary.

In that window, [Void Mountain] descended, and Zac drew on the Voids of Life and Death from [Spiritual Void]. The Void of Death permeated his body along with the Earthly Daos of Defiant War and Reborn Life. They fused into true Evolution, and Zac suddenly looked like he was walking through a calm field. The bones narrowly missed him, their Dao and Zac’s Void traveling trajectories fated to never meet.

Meanwhile, Void of Life joined a surge of Dao and Energy on his right shoulder, entering [Extinction Event]’s fractal. A blade made from extreme darkness bit into the White Sky, silencing the wordless pressure of the skeletal legion hidden within. It passed right by the Flamebearer seal, heading for Kator, who approached from the opposite end.

The lilac runes atop his skull lit up when the blade struck. Whatever it did allowed Kator’s damaged War Bones to resist Oblivion’s deadly force. It even destabilized the Oblivion blade, making it collapse in a puff of untargeted annihilation.

Kator briefly paused when he pushed through the cloud, his fingers just inches away from the Flamebearer seal.

Oblivion was not only a physical phenomenon that could destroy anything. It was the purest exhibit of annihilation, even capable of consuming thought. Most couldn’t even remember the attack after seeing it. And while Kator showcased terrifying strength, he was also fighting a losing battle of the mind—a perfect weakness to exploit.

Fingers made from scarred flesh caught up with those of scorched bone, and the transcendent light disappeared. The Cosmos slowed as its truths were laid bare. Kator was within arm’s reach, his aura exuding a deep, smoldering anger. Right above was an almost black lightning bolt filled with Law and extinction. Even the burning sun of Imperial Faith became an unmoving sculpture of enduring Destiny.

Zac briefly felt the scene was a microscopic replica of the Cosmos before discarding all useless thoughts. He welcomed Ultom’s light into his Soul Aperture, just as awed as the previous times. If there was a way out of this mess, it could be found within.
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Had he forgotten the grandeur of Ultom’s gift over the decade since he last claimed a seal? Or was this the difference from completing the picture and confirming his fate with the Flameseeking trial? There were five lines of enlightenment currently hovering in his soul compared to the three he’d seized during the previous rounds.

Neither seemed able to fully explain the profound clarity Zac felt, and he realized it was the sole benefit of his desperate situation. Void Emperor or not, Zac was still a mortal who found the answers to his path by walking the razor edge between life and death. It was no different now than during the first years of his journey when he seized the means to survive in the heat of battle.

It was almost impossible to advance mid-battle as you rose through the grades, as his current predicament proved. Zac still accumulated most of his insights when he had his back against the wall. Currently, his mind was forced into that primal state of survival which let him break the chains of his mortality. Zac was in a much better state than when he grabbed the third piece in the Ensolus Ruins if you looked at it from that vantage.

Not only that, his theoretical foundations were lightyears ahead of when he sought solutions for his Cosmic Core. The Four Laws were a distant concept he’d only heard mentioned in passing. Today, his body was reborn in their image, and echoes of the Four Desolates could still be found in every corner of his body. It gave him a more memorable lesson on the nature of Laws than centuries of meditation could.

Zac even felt closer to grasping the nature of Destiny through the conflict between the Tribulation and Imperial Faith. Seeing the faded bolt of lightning inch closer let Zac grasp the corner of an important clue about the Eternal and the plans of Laondio Evrodok. He reluctantly put it aside, stifling the whispers of clarity to figure out his next step.

A decade’s worth of struggle was dragged through the filter of purpose as Zac scanned his body through a new set of eyes. He had his goals, and Ultom would show the way. Void and Dao coursed through his bodies, which exhibited the very limits of their constitutions to endure the combined threat of Kator and the tribulation. Zac briefly stopped at the [Solidarity Link] and the hourglass upholding its connection before moving on, his heart growing calmer as answers came to questions he hadn’t even thought to ask.

Zac followed the paths of destruction carved by the lightning across his limbs and torso. Golden hurricanes stubbornly blew new Life into withered cells and Abyssal ponds sealed damage with Death. Compelled by reasons unknown, Zac strained his consciousness, delving deeper than ever before. A fierce resistance eventually pushed him back, though only after Zac caught a glimpse of the realities beyond.

Moving to his Quantum Space, Zac took in the devastation with sorrow. The second tribulation hadn’t caused as large a loss as the ignition and getting his core under control, but Zac had still lost over 15% of his core. That didn’t account for the energy he’d used to channel his skills. The surviving debris being tempered by the Four Desolates wasn’t much use either, considering he’d have to add new materials as part of the upgrade process. The added imperfections would undo whatever benefits he saw now.

There was a small silver lining to the loss. The temporary space where core upgrades takes place had been drowned in Law. A fundamental transformation was taking place, and Zac felt a familiar aura through a few of the scorched cracks. Zac’s mind shook, and the last piece clicked into place. Was it possible?

Zac’s biggest regret was wasting the singular opportunity of his final epiphany on survival instead of progress. He now believed they were one and the same. Following the spark of brilliance, hundreds of impressions emerged from the depths of his subconscious. Even sealed memories and experiences that his mind had failed to retain came crashing back one after another.

The underpinning truths he’d seen in the Eternal’s eyes and Starclad’s sun merged with Rava’s lessons. The vast grandeur of the Void Mountain was contrasted with five motes of Chaos. The defining moments in his life all came together, ending with two seas clashing against each other.

Zac heard Laondio’s sigh echo in his mind. It was so clear he almost believed the Limitless Emperor had returned and that Zac wasn’t just recalling the final bolt of the Tribulation Throne. It’d urged him to pick a side—Imperial or Cosmic Destiny. He didn’t understand exactly what he’d done back then by choosing a path of his own.

Not even the five shimmering lights in his mind could answer that question. The road he’d picked no longer felt shrouded by an opaque mist, at least. With the past being filled in, the route to the future became more solid. Each impression became a brick on the bridge stretching into the darkness.

Dao, Law, Destiny. Body, Heart, Soul. There was no superior or subordinate. Everything was connected, reliant on each other.

[Void Vajra Sublimation] was dissected and contrasted with his memory of Eoz, along with the pieces of Draugr Heritage he’d been given. Even the chapters of [Stellar Dominion] he’d deduced while stuck in the Polaris Vault added to give enduring stability and growth. The fusion was contrasted and correlated with the [Thousand Lights Chapter] and the Order of the Empyrean Chalice’s Heart-nurturing methods.

Zac was being greedy, grasping for everything at once. At the same time, that kind of ambition was the only way to open up his Void Road. Like Chaos, some things could only materialize when conditions were perfect. The answer he sought couldn’t miss a single aspect, at least not at this stage. Unfortunately, that meant he wouldn’t find a complete answer today. He’d need hundreds, perhaps thousands of streaks to combine the many threads with his lacking foundations and time.

Four lights were barely enough to find the direction he needed to walk. The fifth would add nothing, as Zac needed Ultom to provide something else. He pulled with all his might, and the final streak of unblemished truth was dragged out of his Soul Aperture and into his Draugr body. It was crushed and spread, with its unfathomable light pouring into the innumerable suns hidden in his cells.

With the final light of Ultom consumed, Zac’s mind began to settle. He knew the next second would decide everything as time gradually resumed its pace—life or death, genius or insanity. The third bolt crossed the last stretch of its journey, and furious lightning entered a competition with the boundless white over who could destroy Zac’s body the fastest.

Zac furiously held on, both to his structural integrity and the far-reaching idea that’d just been born—the unifying method that was the sum of his existence. The miniature suns were key to his survival. Swallowing one of Ultom’s streaks had let them be born anew, turning them into blinding floodlights that kept his body anchored in the storm.

Using the profound stability, Zac extended his will into the sigil imparted by the System, connecting him with the dying network of Imperial Faith. He pulled with every fiber of his being, and a series of vortices opened throughout the Centurion Base. They ignored vast distances and spatial instability to consume leftover treasures and Imperial Faith, just like when he advanced his bloodline.

Zac wasn’t finished there. Hundreds of small gashes appeared throughout his body that gobbled up chunks of Law-empowered lightning. He could have done the same with his cells, except that would harm him. The sense of rejection was instantaneous. Zac felt like a pressure cooker about to blow as lightning, faith, and the whole tumultuous mix of energies began leaking from his cells.

They came from the depths of the Abyssal Ponds, from the bottom of his golden hurricanes. He would already have exploded if not for the suns keeping everything together, but he was rapidly approaching his limit. There was no other way. He needed to use his bloodline as a strainer to combine a discordant mix of concepts and bind them to his mission.

Kator wasn’t backing down, despite the third tribulation having already fallen. The hand extended toward the now-gone seal clenched into a fist imbued with the fury and hopelessness of Kator’s situation. It dug into the column of lightning surrounding Zac and used killing intent and madness to reach his head. Zac narrowly dodged, feeling a burning sting as the fist tore his skin along the left side of his face.

Zac’s vision doubled when the bulky Reaver followed up by brutally bashing his plated head into Zac’s, breaking his nose and almost pushing it into his head. Zac used the sharp pain to clear his head, and a screaming warning of danger further focused Zac’s elevated state. Kator had taken out another Temporal Chamber, intent to encase them both.

Kator would likely die from the backlash of stepping out of time at this juncture. Zac definitely would. And yet, Zac didn’t try to extract himself from the vise-like embrace Kator caught him in. Zac took the melded Dao, Law, and Destiny, circulating it in accordance with the pattern he’d traded for four streaks of enlightenment.

Suddenly, it was like his two bodies were one, a four-armed deva which each formed a distinct mudra. The Heavens and Earth connected, and Zac was the bridge. The chaos paused. Even the roiling sky grew quiet, holding off its desire for destruction. The cosmos became a silent witness to the primordial aura that stirred. The true aura of the Void Emperor was on full display and in defiance of the Heavens and the trajectories it enforced.

Zac saw a version of himself standing beyond the curtain, on the other side of the mirror. He reached out his hand, and the Void reached back. The mirror shattered, giving birth to a singularity. Dao collapsed, Law unraveled, and Destiny was rewritten. A vortex crackling with lightning and burning with the flames of destiny opened, and the two enemies locked in a deadly embrace fell into the darkness.

The White Sky faded, having lost its connection with its controller. It was like the cosmos released the breath it’d held, and bones rained down when the hurricane lost its momentum. Zac observed everything from his position atop the Core Formation Array, enduring a sense of weakness as he waited for the connection to be reestablished.

He glanced at a hidden corner of reality, snorting when it grew hollow. It looked like his audience had seen enough.

“You—” Ogras whispered as he appeared next to Zac’s human half.

The demon was covered in wounds flickering with shadows, his aura weak, though stable. He was trying to reform his missing flesh by turning wounds into illusions, except the hostile Dao fiercely resisted. Emily was in an even worse state; holding onto the control room’s walls, she leaned out to see if everything was okay.

“It’s fine, for now. There’s one more.” Zac nodded at the sky, taking out another handful of pills and treasures.

Figuring out a path forward didn’t magically solve all his problems, and he couldn’t just sit around waiting for the Quantum Link to stabilize. The Heavens had recovered from its stunned silence and was already roaring in fury over having its punishment dragged out of its domain. Zac needed to perform what field repairs he could to prepare for the fourth and final bolt.

“Another one? Since when—” Ogras muttered in confusion before shaking his head. “Never mind. This dimension is about to go up in a big way. Galau is coordinating with Carl and Jaol to pick everyone up. What about you? The Reaver?”

“He won’t be joining us,” Zac said, his eyes steely with determination as the connection was reestablished.

In a space beyond space, a heated exchange had resumed. Draugr Zac furiously swung his axe against a faltering Kator who leaked corruption and Dao like a sieve. The collisions created muted sounds like they were fighting underwater, and the sense of looking at the Dao from outside strengthened that impression.

The reality was far more complicated. Swirling clouds of Void-touched energies and enough rubble to rebuild civilization floated all around them. It was the hidden Void Realm he’d always known existed yet hadn’t managed to find until today. And for good reason. Zac knew it was too early, yet he’d forcibly opened a path to a realm that shouldn’t exist.

The Void Realm’s current appearance was materialized with Destiny and stabilized through Law. It also relied on the temporary space for his Core Formation. This realm would last until his breakthrough was over at the longest, most likely failing much sooner. After that, it would return to its original inaccessible state. Before that, Zac needed to wrap things up.

Kator had first lost the seal, then his ace, as the White Sky failed to follow him into the Void Realm. The Temporal Chamber he’d tried to erect as a last-ditch effort had collapsed before it could stabilize. He’d even lost his connection with the Heavens, causing him to lose the war against the Four Desolates. Even the Dead Dao of the Lost Plane abandoned the ship as whole bones became pitch-black before disappearing.

Zac fared much better. Using the tribulation to stabilize the Void Realm allowed him to avoid more than half the punishment. The remainder was being handled by his human half, who had begun using [Void Mountain]’s imprint to erase swathes of lightning. There was no reason not to, as significant amounts of Void Energy poured into his Draugr body from the surroundings. Was this how it felt to be a cultivator?

Against all odds, Kator fought tooth and nail, not giving an inch. Ultimately, his determination couldn’t overcome his fate. His temporally accelerated swing stalled when a section of his right shoulder disappeared. Kator tried to recover with a shield slam, except his pivot was preempted by Alea’s constrictive bondage.

Zac saw his chance and took it. [Death’s Duality] descended, bringing with it the inexorable finality embodied by his path. The anthracite edge bit into Kator’s shoulder right where he’d lost a battle against the Four Desolates. A pang of pain was transmitted through his bond with Alea. Tearing into Kator’s body, she was also forced to face the Heavenly wrath lodged within. Alea’s pain dispelled any lingering hesitation, and Zac pushed even harder.

A distorted snap echoed through the realm as Kator was split in two. Zac’s axe had carved a diagonal line running right through his bones, Cosmic Core, and the central nervous system that controlled the sinewy muscles hidden within the bone plating. Huge amounts of energy poured into the darkness, along with errant arcs of confused lightning.

Kator’s bones faded, and Zac felt his aura rapidly dwindle. Being bisected wasn’t necessarily the end of a battle when it came to Hegemons—many could survive with much less. That wasn’t the case with Kator. His soul had essentially been split in two when his bone carapace was destroyed, and he could no longer mount a resistance against the Laws. The battle was over.

Zac felt a band of agony matching Kator’s wound, a final gift from the harried [Solidarity Link]. Zac furiously fought back with his bloodlines and the Void while turning to the hourglass. Knowing it was time, Zac rallied his bloodline once more. He’d exhausted most of the starlight already, but there was barely enough to form a small vortex above Esmeralda’s treasure.

The hourglass was gone the next moment, and Zac felt a flicker of time in the distance when it was deposited in a random corner of the Void Realm. Zac let it be, focusing on the [Solidarity Link] as it unraveled before his very eyes. At the last moment, he infused the crumbling sigil with [Void Mountain], blocking a final shockwave. The sigil was gone, and Zac’s suffering began decreasing.

Esmeralda’s treasure, if you could call it that, had wound back time repeatedly. Even then, echoes of the damage refused to be fully erased. Between transferring the Four Desolates and Kator’s repeated attempts at severing the connection, the link had been living on borrowed time for a while. The dying Reaver sighed, and Zac turned to Kator with a complex gaze.

“Don’t look at me like that, Draugr. I don’t need your pity,” Kator wheezed, his voice hollow as pieces of him disappeared.

“You should have cleared your head when I gave you the chance. The situation was still salvageable,” Zac said.

“Tell yourself that if it makes you feel better,” Kator snickered. “In your heart of hearts, you should know better. We’ve been moving toward this moment since we met. As I said, there can’t be two tigers on the mountain. Your very existence is poison to my path. I don’t know why. The only way to avoid this outcome would be for one of us to take a step back, to make concessions to our nature. This is the answer we chose.”

“Our grudge is our own. I won’t hold it against the White Sky Phalanx as long as they do the same,” Zac said.

“What do I care? I’m no one’s pawn. I lived for my dream until the end,” Kator said. He stretched out his hand toward the sky, his last words barely a whisper as he collapsed, “Only an inch from overcoming the current.”
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Yselio stumbled out of the Faithgate, the clamor in his mind amplified by the agony wracking his body. The chains leading to the depths of his subconscious tried to drag him under, to have his Ego join the duality waiting for him. Not today. Pain became pleasure as darkness became light, and the chains were stopped in their tracks.

Yselio took a steadying breath and severed the connection. “It’s done.”

“What’s done? You waited until the lingering faith is but a trickle, only to come back empty-handed?” Ylvin said with a shake of his head. “Silly boy.”

“I’m simply following my instincts.” Yselio smiled at his C-grade Dao Guardian. “It’s served me well so far. Generally.”

“Generally, he says,” Ylvin scoffed. He glanced upward like he was peering through the endless layers of steel. “Are you really leaving him be? If you’re correct, this will be your final opportunity. Having two completed seals would put you head and shoulders above the competition.”

“Perfection is an illusion, and the tallest trees have to face the wind. I have my own path to follow,” Yselio said, slightly bowing at the veiled woman who’d silently stood with her hands clasped. “I also fear our esteemed guest would take offense.”

“The Vigil will not get involved in the Flameseeking trial,” Leyara responded, her eyes flickering with the fires of Destiny.

“Oh? Even when it involves an old companion?” Yselio said.

“I’ve already severed my mortal bonds to fulfill my duty.”

“How admirable,” Yselio applauded while inwardly snickering.

For calling themselves impartial, these haughty nuns sure liked to put their thumb on the scale. Not that Yselio minded. It would have been impossible to succeed without the Vigil’s assistance. Without her prayer, there would have been no way to connect the Tobrial Dynasty’s Imperial Qi with the slumbering faith of the Starfall Court.

Certainly, this little nun wasn’t enough to deter Yselio from pursuing his goals. Seeing the young Void Emperor step out of reality to deal with the Izh’Rak Reaver reaffirmed his belief. Zachary Atwood was a yet-unripe fruit covered in thorns. Targeting him now would bring little benefits while potentially ruining something good in the long run. Zachary Atwood was a veritable window to the past.

Who stood better positioned to reap the harvest of a resurgence of the Limitless Empire than the Seven Heavens? And who more personified their fate than Yselio?

“I cannot believe you wasted one of your resurrections on taunting a dying old monster. What if he realized the Writ only held enough Imperial Qi to release one shockwave? What if my intelligence was wrong?” Ylvin asked.

“Then that would have been my fate,” Yselio said with equanimity as he bared his chest for the priests. “How can I seize fate without accepting the accompanying risks? And while I couldn’t be certain about how Sorothom would act after his repeated setbacks, I never feared you would have failed in your task.”

“How is it?”

“His demise will be linked to me, and his sin will become my providence.”

“The providence of the Tobrial Dynasty,” Ylvin reminded with a raised brow. “Be careful not to confuse the two.”

“A slip of the tongue,” Yselio said as the priest finished up the sigil around the wound left by Sorothom’s nail.

“You left him well and truly infuriated. I’ll be surprised if he survives the second cycle with how his Dao is faltering.” The gruff guardian didn’t press the issue, instead turning to the clerics standing before the door. “Is it done?”

“We’re only awaiting Lord Vindicator’s authority,” the pandit assured, his ancient voice echoing through the subterranean corridor.

“Then let’s not dally,” Yselio said, placing his hand on the thick gate.

The priests began chanting, and sigils wrought from the Imperial Qi of the Tobrial Dynasty sank into the sealed door. Yvin infused his will while Leyara became the bridge between old and new. The door smoothly slid open, and a wave of brutality came wafting out.

“Shit!” Ylvin swore, urgently placing himself before the Hegemons as he unleashed his Inner World to its limits. The second Monarch was only a step slower, forming a protective Sanctuary for the group.

Yselio took a deep breath, believing the ancient aura of the Elder Guardian was the most exquisite of perfumes. “How marvelous. It should be equivalent to a Fifth-step Autarch in its current state.”

A B-grade puppet wouldn’t make much of a difference to the Seventh Heaven, even the exquisite one the Starfall Court had left for them. Its value lay in its undying frame that had achieved False Eternity. Its value was inestimable, whether as a vessel for the princes and Archdukes or as a crafting material.

Even more valuable was the source of Ancient Arcana slumbering beneath it—a key to seize Ultom and Destiny.
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Zac felt no joy from the unprecedented surge of Kill Energy flooding his body. Only a deep, spiritual lassitude as Kator’s words rattled in his mind. Was he right? Were all his efforts in balancing benefits and deterrence futile before fate’s whims? Was there no coming back from clashing destinies?

There had never been a true grudge between them. There was just a mutual antipathy since day one, that had grown and festered until it became something more. While Kator was largely the instigator, Zac hadn’t helped. Zac almost felt like he’d woken up from a dream, recalling just how much of his mind had been occupied with plans for Kator’s demise since they set out. It was a hatred strong enough it could be called poison.

Right or wrong, the chapter was closed. He’d survived, and Kator was dead. Zac could make up whatever justifications he pleased, and the inch Kator lacked let Zac devise the plan that led him here. He’d considered his problem from every angle and found no way for his Draugr half to survive the third tribulation while grappling with Kator in the middle of the White Sky domain.

He’d barely managed to reach the seal unscathed by infusing his technique with the Void. He wouldn’t be able to maintain that state with the Four Desolates ravaging his body. The only way was to avoid the danger altogether. Meanwhile, Zac’s breakthrough faced a huge problem. Even if Kator died, Zac had lost or spent too many of the limited resources meant for his core. Unless he figured out a way to reverse the damage, he would walk away with a broken core at best.

The Void Realm was his solution to both problems. Ever since he swallowed a decent chunk of the Memorysteel Mountain and its treasures, Zac wondered where everything went. As his grades increased, so did his bloodline’s voracity, going so far as to consume mountain ranges and enough treasures to blow Zac up dozens of times over. It was all here for the taking, provided he survived the final bolt.

The churning sky had gone mad after Zac opened the pocket of Void and escaped. The clouds had intensified as the Heavens directed more of their attention to this forgotten corner of space. Zac sensed two rapid discharges since taking on the third bolt, meaning the pope was still alive and undoubtedly suffering from guilt by association.

Zac would have liked nothing more than to send even more trouble his way, but he had his own punishment to worry about. He’d already sensed the Heavens weren’t done with him when he looked up at the sky through Ultom’s lens. Zac suspected it was building toward a two-cycle tribulation for his attempt at Monarchy, meaning he’d have to face five bolts at Peak Hegemony and six when erecting his Inner World.

Each bolt exponentially added to the tribulation’s lethality, but Zac was more confident now that Kator wasn’t in the way. The sky trembled, releasing its final wave of destruction. The column of pitch-black lightning only briefly paused after entering the Imperial Domain, seemingly looking for the target that disappeared. It failed, causing the whole bolt to target Zac’s human side.

Zac expected as much and was prepared. [Void Mountain] rippled with power and Zac infused space itself. Inside the Void Realm, Zac felt a nearby ripple and flashed over. He pushed from the other end, managing to open a small slit that connected his bodies. The lightning bolt shuddered, and two-thirds plunged into the vortex, destroying the pathway as a consequence.

What remained in the main dimension crashed into [Void Mountain]’s sigil, triggering a costly mutual eradication. Zac held on for everything he was worth, heedlessly spending what the Void Realm provided. Whatever slipped past the sigil was weakened by [Void Zone] and consumed by a struggling [Void Heart], leaving only a trickle of punishment.

Being only able to use [Void Mountain] with one of his bodies at a time, Zac had to face the brunt of the tribulation head-on inside the Void Realm. Thankfully, the subspace came to his aid, causing a second round of erosion stacked on top of the Imperial Faith. Still, what remained was almost grotesque, far surpassing the third bolt’s intensity.

The third tribulation was the final strike of the first cycle, while the fourth began the second. It was a full tier higher, holding a much higher ratio of Law over Heavenly Dao. Even with the Void Realm helping out, Zac could do little as it ravaged every corner of his body. He soon began exhibiting similar signs of erosion as Kator, where he lost whole chunks of flesh and bone to desolation.

With Zac’s body facing such devastation, there was no need to mention the main target for punishment. Zac rallied everything in his arsenal to resist, yet whole swathes of debris were turned into nothing but memories of former glory. Seeing the heavy losses despite his best efforts was almost enough for Zac to give in, yet he staunchly held on against all odds and reason.

The moment his human side was safe, he activated [Void Mountain] on the other end. Any dense gathering of Law throughout his body was swept away before he focused on his core. With the lightning being a finite resource, Zac eventually gained the upper hand. Moments later, the Four Desolates began escaping his body. This time, Zac did nothing to hold them back, immensely relieved to feel the crackling clouds reluctantly turn their attention to the other transgressor.

Inspecting the state of his body, especially the scorched ruins within his Quantum Space, added another feeling to the relief—futility. Almost half the pieces of his Cosmic Core had been destroyed, and the energies still flooding the temporary space had nowhere to go now that the lightning was gone. It could only accumulate, putting further strain on the space and his damaged Specialty Core.

Even if Zac got things under control, there was no way to form a satisfactory or even functional core with what remained. He hadn’t even begun the second step of his Core Formation, and he’d already fallen hopelessly behind. It’d take a miracle to turn the situation around. Since the System didn’t seem intent on providing any added benefits, Zac would have to create the miracle on his own.

Zac moved out, following the familiar ripples until he found what he sought among all the rubble. The hourglass had lost more of its sand resisting the Void Realm’s erosion, though the passive pressure couldn’t compare to the direct harm of directly facing the Four Desolates. Seeing it intact, Zac said a silent prayer before triggering the hidden mark in his body, summoning the only one who could help in his current situation.

“Look at you, a leaking sieve reeking of desolation.” Sendor shook his head. “What do you have against breaking through like a normal person? Taking on more suffering doesn’t necessarily mean a greater reward.”

“It’s not like I asked for this,” Zac muttered.

“I will not shield you from the Heavens,” the Realm Spirit said, looking at the remnant arcs of lightning escaping Zac’s body.

“I’m not asking you to.”

“That’s good.” Sendor nodded, taking in the Void Realm with curiosity. “Void Emperor, indeed. How did you⁠—”

“First, please heal me before I fall apart.”

“Most of your wounds have the mark of the Four Desolates. Healing you is not as simple as regrowing flesh.”

“I saw you revert the damage of a Supremacy. Surely, this is child’s play.”

Sendor looked at Zac for a moment before shrugging. “I suppose it doesn’t cross the threshold.”

Zac felt his pain melt away as limbs and flesh reformed. This was why he used his Draugr side to endure most of the punishment while his human half stayed safe through his Void abilities. He’d already decided on summoning Sendor the moment he came up with this plan, even if it meant having no safeguard for the upcoming trial.

“Now, what scheme have you cooked up? What’s this, then?” Sendor said, glancing at the hourglass.

“No need to pretend,” Zac said with a roll of his eyes.

Analyzing the hourglass during his epiphany exposed its true nature. It wasn’t a supreme treasure like he’d assumed. It was pure Temporal Energy left by an incredibly powerful being. It was something similar to the Imperial Edicts he’d faced a few times, transcending skills or conventional forms of Dao. Not like the Eternal, although there was surely Authority in the hourglass.

Not only that, there were even hints of Sendor’s aura mixed in. Zac could have intuited the rest even without Ultom’s assistance. Esmeralda suffered under a curse, and she’d gotten Sendor and another Supremacy to suppress it. She’d sacrificed most of her remaining reincarnations to help Zac deal with Kator and make it through his tribulation.

It was a huge gamble, making her mission inside the trial one of life and death. After all, Zac couldn’t give it back even if he didn’t desperately need it. The moment Esmeralda extracted it from her body, it’d become rootless and would soon fade away, then the Authority would return to its owner.

“I need you to modify this seal to revert the damage to my core.”

“I knew it,” Sendor grimaced. “Reversing a failed breakthrough is not something a C-grade brand can accomplish. Removing wounds doesn’t break the balance as you’d heal anyhow. What you’re asking for is a reversal of fate similar to resurrection. I would need the strength of my true body, provided I was even willing to pay the price for you.”

“Not when you have this,” Zac said as he pointed at the hourglass.

Sendor wordlessly looked at the hourglass, then sighed. “It looks like that little lass bet everything on you. Are you aware of what this is?”

“I am,” Zac said. “And I will repay her.”

“So long as you know,” Sendor said. “Your idea has ramifications. Old Man River will notice this. Notice you. If he wills it, time will move in his direction. Your Karmic protection will not work if you’re the one extending a hand. Even then, there’s not enough to undo the damage that’s been done.”

“I’ll take what I can get,” Zac said. “As for the senior, I’ll just have to add him to my list of entanglements and debts.”

“Very well. That old codger probably won’t bother with you in the short-run. He’s content waiting for the Zenith like most of the old guard,” Sendor said as a thread of light entered the hourglass. “Direct it into place and I’ll do the rest.”

Zac dragged the hourglass into his body and through the Quantum Space’s hatch. Time reversed, and the desolation began teeming with Life and Death. Scorched ash became debris radiating barely contained power. However, the hourglass was losing sand quicker than the debris was restored. Just ten seconds later, the last grain reached the central container, and the hourglass winked out of existence like it had never been there.

“That’s all I can do,” Sendor said, his avatar almost entirely translucent. “The rest will be up to you.”

The hourglass hadn’t managed to return any pieces that left his body. While regrettable, it was a huge improvement from before. His state was roughly between the first and second bolt. It was still bad, with almost 15% of his core lost. Any core he built on such shaky foundations was bound to have problems.

And so what? That was a problem all mortals faced. Zac was confident he could find enough treasures to repair today’s damage, like the water he got from the Endemyre Sage. So long as his core could produce and release energy, he could keep forging ahead.

“Wait!” Zac said, realizing Sendor’s apparition was about to disappear after having expended all the sigil’s energy. “The Eternal, her sacrifice. Can you tell me anything about it?”

“You’ve met that dusty old spirit, haven’t you? I knew the Terminus Council wouldn’t be able to sit still after you popped up,” Sendor laughed.

The Realm Spirit was gone by the time he’d finished the sentence. Zac was still happy with the clue Sendor provided on his way out. For one, there was the mention of the Terminus Council again, and it sounded like Wal’Zo was part of it. Secondly, Sendor didn’t seem too worried about it.

Zac still had some misgivings about incorporating the heritage of the Stellar Wanderers into his unified method, but Sendor’s calm made him calm in turn. Maybe he could treat it like what he’d taken from the Sangha. Worrying about the details of his plan would have to wait. The clock had been reset, and he needed to take advantage.

It wasn’t difficult to localize what he needed. The Void Realm was literally overflowing with materials already refined by his bloodline.
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REVENGE AND REFUEL


Rivers of white-hot gold poured through the cracks, melting steel and incinerating wood. The unthinking roots were becoming victims of their gluttony, unable to adapt to the overloaded Stellar Extractor. Them pouring into the endless starlight like moths to the flame provided a much-needed respite.

“Just a little bit more, we’re almost there!” Catheya urged, floating just above the ground.

The small expenditure of flight was a cost she could ill afford, she simply had no choice. Her left leg was encased in ice to prevent the embedded saplings from sprouting, and even more of her body was frozen to hold together her wounds and accelerate her recovery. She couldn’t run even if she wanted, and Kruta was in no state to carry her.

The orc was an arrow at the end of its flight after having displayed a tenacity and ferocity that would make his ancestors proud. It was almost a miracle he managed to put one leg before the other. He’d taken the vanguard throughout their protracted battle, unleashing wave after wave of cutting flames to keep the wilderness at bay. Kruta grunted distractedly, his mind focused on keeping himself moving.

Catheya’s promise wasn’t an empty reassurance. Zac’s short telepathic message had come at the right time. The shakes had begun just moments later, and the whole station was already about to go supernova. If they hadn’t gotten the route to the emergency chamber at the end of the corridor, they’d have been done for.

The doors to the teleportation chamber slid up without complaint, and Catheya almost cried with relief upon seeing an active gate waiting for them. Catheya had no idea if it was correctly calibrated. She didn’t care. The streaks of starlight had already joined into a rising tide that was rapidly catching up.

Kruta’s cloudy eyes regained their sharpness upon seeing the gate and the two drew upon their reserves for a final spurt. A painful constriction tried to tear Catheya apart as the world flickered in black and gold. The next moment, she felt solid ground beneath her feet. More importantly, the intense starlight’s poisonous radiation was gone.

Catheya slumped onto the ground, unable to muster so much as a thought. Thankfully, the swarm of sparkling roots right on their heels was dealt with by the gate itself as it turned off. Most likely, it had been overloaded by the starlight.

“Finally,” Kruta gasped as he lay to her side. “Never doing weed duty again.”

“We didn’t make our lives easier by stealing their precious fruits,” Catheya said with a weak smile, enjoying the sweet caress of Death against her skin from crushing two Miasma Crystals.

“I don’t know why. Fruits are meant to be eaten,” the orc huffed as he wearily looked around. “Wait, does this look right to you?”

Catheya blinked and properly took in the surroundings for the first time. “That’s⁠—”

The gate was supposed to be an emergency teleporter leading to a major hub, where the others hopefully would be waiting. Instead, they were inside a small chamber, with only a single teleportation platform. Worse, the thunderous collisions that started the extractor’s collapse seemed significantly closer.

“Don’t tell me we’ve been sent off-course again,” Kruta groaned.

“There’s no corruption, at least. I only sense—” Catheya’s words caught in her throat as she felt a distinct pull of fate. Was this the reward waiting for her after the extremely challenging couple of hours?

‘Everything is in order. Welcome aboard the Pernumia Ino.’

“Is that… Carl?” Catheya hesitated as she looked for the source of the familiar voice.

‘It’s me,’ the voice on the intercom confirmed. ‘Galau helped reroute the gate. You’re aboard a Cosmic Vessel.’

A deep rumble threw the two off the ground, and one of the severed roots took the opportunity to strike.

“No you don’t!” Kruta growled as he snatched the snaking vine from the air.

Catheya was about to freeze it, only to look on in confusion as she saw the warrior bite into the spiritual root with a wicked grin. “Just what are you doing?”

“Two birds with one stone,” Kruta said, looking very pleased with himself. “Revenge and refuel.”

‘Ahem—As I said, you’re aboard a Cosmic Vessel we’ve commandeered. I’m sorry to impose, but I need your help, and quickly. Follow the guides.’

It was at that moment two floating balls emerged from the wall, and a series of screens popped up above each. Mechanical guides, by the looks of it. It was nice to see the four familiar faces, though Catheya was disappointed Zac wasn’t one of them.

“What’s going on?” Catheya asked. “I’m afraid we’re not in any condition to face another enemy.”

“Not in any condition to move,” Kruta added.

Catheya desperately needed rest after having fought the wildlife’s increasingly frantic assault. Her mind was utterly drained after maintaining her Heavenly Domain for so long, to the point she had to crush crystals to ward off the hostile energy around her.

“I don’t need you to fight. I need your help to control this old piece of junk,” Carl answered, his voice coming out of the ball now.

“Then you’re in even worse luck, buddy,” Kruta said. “What do I know about ancient Cosmic Vessels?”

Another shockwave threw the two into the air, causing Catheya to gasp with pain. Waiting no longer, the small spheres flew and hoisted her and Kruta into the air using energy tethers. Catheya gawked at having herself whisked out of the room like she were a replacement part for the dusty old ship.

“I’m sorry, we really are on a tight schedule,” Galau said. “And don’t worry, you won’t have to do a thing. We need your authority.”

“Authority? Our seals?” Kruta asked.

“Exactly,” Galau said. “By some miracle, Carl managed to convince the resident Ship Spirit to set out.”

“The mad prophet can be quite convincing,” Bubbur muttered under his breath.

“Anyhow,” Galau coughed. “The ship is running, but we’re locked out of almost everything. We found out that sealbearers can activate one or two features each using their authority.”

“And we need the two of you to activate the weapons battery,” Carl said, his eyes gleaming with malice.

Catheya felt the attraction from her final seal grow weaker. She ignored it, knowing this wasn’t the time to be selfish. “Who’s the enemy? Foreign Gods or Qriz’Ul?”

“Neither,” Carl said. “It’s the Kan’Tanu pope. We need to do something, or he’ll ruin the boss’s plans.”

“The Kan’Tanu pope?” Kruta sputtered. “Are you crazy? That’s a Peak Monarch. Do you know how fast they are? How quick their reaction is? It doesn’t matter how powerful this old skipper is if we can’t hit him. Everyone would just build ships instead of cultivating if it was so easy to kill those kinds of old monsters.”

“It’s not completely crazy. The circumstances are a bit special,” Galau said. “You’ll see.”

They were soon deposited into chairs facing a huge screen and a large number of controls.

Catheya placed her hands on a control crystal, and her mind was filled with information. There was detailed data on and feedback from the weapons systems, but Catheya’s mind was mostly occupied by the screen. For the first time since their approach to the base, she had a full view of the outside.

It looked like their vessel was floating in the middle of a thousand waterfalls pouring gold and purple. It would have been impossible to see anything beyond the dense, churning mist if not for the vessel’s arrays adding detail.

Catheya almost wished she’d been allowed to retain her blissful ignorance. Scarier than the clashing Stellar Energy and corruption were the pitch-black clouds above. A vortex large enough to swallow dozens of planets was almost directly overhead, and Catheya felt an intense heavenly presence within. She hadn’t seen the phenomenon before, though she recognized it at a glance. It was a Dao Confirmation, an unusually fierce one at that. The cultist would see a huge transformation of his Dao if he managed to survive it.

The Cosmic Vessel was hidden by arrays, directly facing four gargantuan creatures locked in a pitched battle. The energies they wielded easily surpassed a One-Step Autarch’s, though their application was extremely crude. They were like barbarians banging at each other with enough force to collapse worlds.

One of the puppets had a clear advantage and was tearing into its opponent. The battle wouldn’t last much longer unless something changed. The other duel was the direct opposite, with its puppet in a much worse state. Its joints had been practically eroded by sand, its movements stilted and slow. Its state exposed it to the fierce barrage of the equally impressive Foreign God, which drew from the purple mist to gain further strength.

The puppet had already lost an arm, and its chest was covered in huge scars teeming with corruption. The reason for the puppet’s faltering response was clear. Carl’s target was floating nearby, enclosed in the embrace of a thousand withered hands. The shadows they cast hid his sins from the Heavens, creating a sinister sanctuary. Even the puppet didn’t seem to notice his presence, despite the enormous flesh flower thrumming with fell Karma blooming on its forehead.

“I can’t take us any closer than this,” Carl said. “Our camouflage will deactivate when the weapons activate. We only have one shot before we have to run for our lives.”

Kruta glanced over at Catheya. “The flower?”

“The flower,” Catheya agreed.

“Alright, one last round of weed duty,” Kruta sighed.
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The Void Realm was littered with treasures imbued with all Daos, not just those of Zac’s path. There was a distinct skew toward Life, Death, and Conflict thanks to Zac having favored environments suited to him. First, there were the mountains hidden in the depths of the Twilight Chasm. Then, there was the mountain Buddhist range during his breakthrough into Hegemony.

With so many materials already perfectly attuned to his path, Zac still had a decent chance of making up for the lost time. Even his breakthrough inside the Centurion Lighthouse had prioritized treasures harmonized with his path. Being a fortress, he’d swallowed quite a number of Conflict-attuned materials.

The same could be said for the latest infusion. Not all the materials he’d just consumed by opening vortices across the Centurion Base had been sacrificed to open up this space. Dozens of treasures remained, though it was too early to use them for his core. They were still being transformed by the Void. Zac would be better off using the treasure pairs he’d prepared for the occasion.

Stealing treasures from his future self was bound to have consequences. Kind of like taking out a loan, not knowing the interest or when the principal would have to be returned. Certainly, the alternative was much worse. Zac would have to make sure he replaced what he’d taken and more, which should hopefully strengthen the Void Realm.

Zac stowed Kator’s body after some hesitation, placing his Spatial Rings in a pouch. It’d be a waste to leave him in the Void Space, and Zac didn’t know if he might need it down the road. After, Zac rushed forth like a starving beast, fiercely suppressing any discontent in his body. He appeared before a blob of darkness surrounding pieces of an aquamarine rock—vaguely recalling swallowing something similar in the Centurion Lighthouse.

Zac placed a talisman on his chest and pulled. Both energy and matter poured into the talisman and appeared in the Quantum Space. Spiritual Tendrils were already waiting to make use of the infusion while Zac continued toward the next piece. The next step would normally be upgrading his nucleus. Ultom’s enlightenment reinforced his belief that retaining his Core Nucleus was the right way to go.

Only, the order of his breakthrough had been thrown on its head, forcing Zac to make some changes on the go. Esmeralda’s bet on him allowed him to recover much of his core, though its state remained precarious after the lightning was gone. Winding back the clock to remove the ravages of the Four Desolates was easier said than done. Many pieces of debris were still so damaged they couldn’t properly accept any Cosmic Energy.

Zac needed to perform a quick round of field repairs on these pieces before they collapsed from the energy pressure. Only when they were stabilized could he move on with his ascension. The process wasn’t difficult, provided Zac didn’t have to deal with any more external threats. Even with Kator gone, it was asking for the impossible.

“Dammit!”

A swirl of shadows surrounded the Flying Treasure before Zac could act, dragging it beneath one of the control rooms. It wasn’t enough to completely avoid the tremendous shockwave that reached them the next moment, but it lessened it enough for Ogras to deal with the rest. Zac couldn’t stop his restoration work, so he turned to the demon for answers.

“Damn, that old skipper has some kick to her,” Ogras whistled as he emerged from the shadows. “That should have left a dent at least.”

Zac looked into the distance with a frown. “It’s not enough.”

The tremendous shockwave had pushed away the purple mist, giving him a clear view of the distant battle. Adding his still-active connection to the Imperial Faith, he had a good idea of what his companions were up to. The pope tried to parasitize one of the Eternal Guardians, and his team had used the ancient vessel to sever the connection.

Unfortunately, their attack wasn’t powerful enough to destroy the roots. The pope hadn’t completely lost his connection with the guardian, and the others were now exposed to his wrath. Zac had no choice. He conjured [Void Mountain] and infused the Imperial Faith brand in his mind with everything he had.

The sun, still floating atop the spire, promptly went supernova, and the spire followed. It was the starting call of a wave of destruction that swept through the Centurion Base as the glue that kept everything together was gone. Every scrap of Stellar Energy and lingering faith ignited for one final burst of glory. The balance inside the subspace was upended as endless gold crushed the purple infiltration.

Most radiant were the two Eternal Guardians. The complex runes across their skin burned brighter than any star, radiating unbending conviction and triumph. Zac’s heart shook at the scene, feeling like he’d been brought back to the Pilgrimage of Faith, witnessing the final stands of the interred saints.

The situation far surpassed his expectations. He’d simply planned on blowing up the faith pathways, hoping the disruption would strike the pope’s mind. After all, he was still connected to the Ascension Chamber, relying on it to manage the Heavenly descent. Instead, it ignited a fire of purpose that roused the struggling guardians.

Nothing could stand in the way of the holy undertaking engraved on the Eternal Guardian’s very essence. Even the Heavens were subdued by their radiance. Zac blinked, suddenly seeing an endless sea of warriors decked in glistening armor. They were echoes of the undying will that had birthed the Imperial Faith.

“The pillars which will uphold the Heavens,” Zac muttered, feeling the River of Fate buckle and its waters froth.

All corruption withered in the flame’s presence, and the pitched battle was pitched no longer. The first Foreign God was reduced to dust by a collapsing sun before it could react. The other didn’t get much further as endless energy poured into the guardians. An exacting swing tore reality to shreds, taking the corrupted creature with it.

The pope had no time to worry about the Cosmic Vessel that interrupted his plans. He was desperately trying to add distance from the Eternal Guardians and their radiance. The hands keeping him safe were crumbling like dry wood before the righteous environment. The Heavens once more found its prey, and a tremendous pillar of destruction overwhelmed all else.

“Holy hells, what did you—” Ogras breathed, his shock only increasing when the air around them shimmered with ripples of Destiny. “What now!”

“Hey, it’s not me,” Zac said upon seeing the demon’s accusatory look.

He didn’t have time to finish his sentence before a familiar aura erupted from Zac’s pocket. The [Court Cycle Token] had come alive and flew out on its own. Zac saw small streaks of hollow light emerge from his pores, fusing with the shimmers of destiny. And he knew.

“Uh-huh,” the demon said after a similar display appeared on his body. He wasn’t the only one, judging by the commotion coming from within the control room.

Zac coughed, opening his Status Screen to confirm his hunch.

One by Nine (Unique, Inheritance): Form a full cycle of Sealbearers. Reward: Entry to the Left Imperial Palace (9/9) [Complete] [34:11:28:49] [NOTE: Multiple cycles can be formed.]

As expected, the trial had been brought forward once more. The System had cut off over three months from the quest, and it wasn’t done there. The pillar’s ascent was clearly connected to the Centurion Base for some reason. Each time a piece of it crumbled, the timer lost a couple of seconds in one go.

“Tell everyone to get ready. The trial is starting early,” Zac said. “We have some time unless this whole place blows up.”

Ogras closed his eyes for a second before releasing a long-suffering sigh. “I wish you’d stop saying things like that.”


63
GRAND UNDERTAKING


The universe responded to Ogras’s complaint before Zac could. An inhuman shriek that made Zac see double shook the whole tower. Zac would have lost control over his core if not for his Draugr half remaining in the isolated pocket space. The scream came from within the distant lightning pillar that cast a gloomy pall on the fading radiance of Faith.

Then, it was like space had been punctured, and a huge tangle of badly scorched tendrils was thrown into the heavenly furnace. The Heart Curse didn’t even get the chance to mount a resistance before it was ripped apart and turned into nothing. It was a rejection different than the absolute erosion of the Four Desolates. It was a rejection of one’s path, of the Grand Dao turning its back against you.

That was the danger posed by a failed Dao Confirmation. You put everything on the line to prove your path. It was divinity or death. A being at the Peak of Monarchy was essentially an avatar of their Dao, so having it ripped away meant losing yourself in a literal sense.

The column flickered and disappeared, though Zac could still see it from the image burned into his retina. He could feel a familiar spatial fluctuation, and the Heavens were jubilant—a complete opposite of the anger Zac always felt after surviving a breakthrough.

“The clouds are parting,” Ogras commented while cleaning off a streak of blood running down his nose.

Zac nodded in agreement. “The spatial fluctuations should be fragments of a collapsed Inner World.”

“I can’t believe I participated in a mission to slay the general without knowing,” Ogras laughed, a greedy smile spreading across his face. “Why does the contribution point update have to be hours away? My efforts should surely be worth a few million, no?”

“It’s not over yet,” Zac said. “The pope is a heretic who’s mastered the Dao of Sacrifice. There’s a risk this is all a ruse to hide from the Heavens.”

“You think he sacrificed his Heart Curse to escape?” Ogras asked. “It’s possible. What do you think? Your kin were better versed in this stuff.”

“None of us ever survived that step,” K’Rav said as he appeared from the demon’s sleeve. “The Spatial Energies are truly his Inner World. Even if that old thing survived, he must have sacrificed a good chunk of his cultivation. Not falling into a coma would be a miracle.”

“He’s not a threat to Zecia if he’s been pushed down a stage or two. He’ll probably die of old age before having recovered from his wounds, let alone make another attempt at Divine Monarchy,” Ogras snickered.

“Let’s hope the Heavens finished the job. A dying, vengeful Monarch lurking in the area would still be a huge threat to us,” Zac said before giving K’Rav a curious look. “Was that you before? Who conjured an attack made from corruption?”

“A small trick.” K’Rav looked quite pleased with himself. “The taste of this purple stuff is slightly different from what I’m used to. The Ra’Lashar techniques work just fine with it. Want to learn? I’m sure it could come in handy in the trial, and my prices are quite reasonable.”

“Don’t encourage this little bastard, or we’ll all end up as vengeful ghosts,” Ogras said. “We’ve absorbed too much of that stuff already.”

“No guts, no glory,” the spectral goblin said with disdain.

“Famous last—hey, what are those big bastards doing?”

Zac followed Ogras’ gaze and frowned in confusion. The Eternal Guardians were drawing in the sunlight and golden faith to form a huge rune between them. Zac didn’t recognize it at all. It wasn’t part of the simple instructions he’d implanted when awakening them, nor anything he recognized from his interaction with the Centurion Beacon.

The sigil seemed insatiable, and more and more was dragged inside. Zac’s confusion only deepened when it began absorbing the innumerable spatial tears. Were they repairing the subspace? Zac wasn’t sure if that was good news or bad. There was no chance he would be able to hold onto the Centurion Base even if it survived, which meant it’d fall into the hands of someone else.

Most likely an enemy, considering their location. It wasn’t just the pope to worry about. Zac had sensed someone spying on him before. They were gone now, though likely lurked nearby. And he hadn’t forgotten that more members of the Kan’Tanu and the Black Heart Sect should be in the area. He’d only spotted the pope when connected with the base. That didn’t mean there wasn’t an armada waiting outside.

Stabilizing the base would slow the countdown on his Quest Screen, and time was something Zac desperately needed. His previous breakthrough had taken less than twenty days, so the thirty days on his quest timer were technically enough, even if his situation was more complicated this time around. However, they’d be lucky to get ten days at the current rate the quest was ticking down, which definitely wasn’t enough.

“Whatever they’re doing, we need to be ready for it,” Zac said.

“We’re working on that part. They’ll pick us up in ten minutes. Maybe faster now that your puppets are mending the dimensional damage,” Emily said as she emerged from the control room, continuing with a lower voice, “Are you okay? What happened with your other half? And that bastard?”

“I’m fine. Arcaz is in the Void,” Zac said, looking at Emily with confusion. “And Kator is dead. Didn’t you get any Kill Energy? You helped in the fight.”

“No, nothing,” Emily said, and Ogras corroborated her situation.

Zac felt the clue was important. Kill Energy was a fundamental part of the System that worked everywhere within integrated space. Mystic Realms, Lower Planes, and the Void of Space were no exception. The pocket he’d managed to create wasn’t just outside Heaven’s purview; it was even outside the System’s reach.

It was only then he realized that Kator never released his Blooddancer Seal. He’d been so caught up with other matters he’d forgotten all about it. He took out the body, but there was still no sign of the seal emerging. Perhaps it would appear after his Draugr half returned to the main dimension.

Zac didn’t have any direct uses of a space completely hidden from the universes at the moment. The feature certainly carried important implications. He strongly suspected the phenomenon was related to Destiny as much as the Void or his bloodline. It was a space without Cosmic or Imperial Destiny, where his Void Road was the thing acting as the glue to reality.

Something like that could have huge ramifications on the way Laws and Dao functioned inside the Void Realm, and it somewhat tied into the glimpse of truth he’d seen within Ultom’s light. The details were blurry again, but he better understood how Destiny related to Cosmos’s other building blocks. It was direction.

That wasn’t even the important realization. Destiny was different from Laws and Dao in one critical aspect. It wasn’t static. Zac already understood the concept on a surface level, that Destiny could be created, after his experience in the Tribulation Throne. The epiphany today hinted at why that mattered when he observed the clash between the Tribulation Lightning and the Imperial Faith domain.

Different from Dao or Law, Destiny could only grow or transform, even change ownership. Zac recalled his talk with Wal’Zo, feeling he’d already taken another step toward the truth. Even with the Eternal’s plan, the Multiverse was likely losing some of its energy between each Era. If the Eternal couldn’t figure out a solution when the Multiverse was at its peak, how could the weaker generations in the following ages?

The answer lay in the accumulation of Destiny.

Zac could picture it. Era after Era, the greatest beings would train their swords at the Terminus, determined to break the shackles of mortality. Era after Era, they failed, and their providence was torn apart and consumed by the Eternal Cosmic Destiny. The key to Eternity was a growth of Destiny that outpaced the loss of energy. The greater the accomplishment, the more the Cosmos would benefit.

Someone like Laondio must have been a godsend to Wal’Zo. Zac couldn’t imagine the amount of Fate he’d generated with his grand undertaking, how much the System generated for him. Provided nothing changed this Era, most of it would be consumed and turned into Cosmic Destiny.

Those distant matters were of little concern to Zac. Although, the idea of Destiny being malleable was. That notion was why he’d sighed with regret when sacrificing all the lingering Imperial Faith. Zac instinctively felt that pieces of Destiny had become ownerless during the clash. And while he was by far the weakest party, he might have been able to siphon off some for himself—literally seizing Fate.

If successful, he might have been able to push his Void Road further, adding more permanent stability to the Void Realm while improving his Luck-boosting title. Unfortunately, the moment was lost. Zac shook his head and tabled the matter. He had a core to worry about, and there’d be more chances now that he’d come closer to understanding the truth.

“Can I leave the rest to you guys? I have to focus on my core,” Zac said.

“Don’t worry, do your thing. I’m not going anywhere without my lucky charm.” The demon grinned as he enclosed the Flying Treasure in a shroud of shadows.

The world grew silent, and the gentle swirl of grey allowed Zac to tune out all distractions. Talking with Ogras hadn’t occupied much of his attention, and he’d been continuously operating dozens of mental tendrils to repair pieces of his core throughout. Still, every bit counted when you were racing against the clock.

Stream after stream of precious energies poured into Zac’s Quantum Space, each infusion coming from a treasure that could drive Frontier Hegemons wild. Withered bands of rotating debris rapidly regained their luster as a result, radiating powerful waves of Life, Death, and Conflict. It worked as he’d envisioned, except it would take hours to reach a satisfactory state.

It wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things, though still too long for the nucleus to sit completely unattended. It was already losing the heat and malleability gained from the ignition. In a few hours, it would be back to square one. Weighing his options, Zac took out a box that failed to perfectly contain the fierce winds of Life of the treasure it held. He opened the lid to expose what looked like a wriggling golden egg about to hatch.

It was actually a crystal traded with the Alliance Treasury for some of the almost mindboggling stockpiles of items he’d pilfered throughout the war. The treasures he got from his visit to the Centurion Lighthouse were the most unique and had the highest grade on average. Their value still paled before the sheer quantity of Spatial Rings he’d seized when fighting on the battlefronts and frontlines.

Most Hegemons on the frontier were pitifully poor, but Zac was always the one who dealt with the enemy camp’s leaders. Whether elites from the Seven Chapters or World Lords, most had some valuable treasures squirreled away. There were a few among these who’d hoarded surprising levels of wealth.

Zac already possessed sixteen Peak D-grade treasures, not including whatever waited in Kator’s sealed Spatial Ring, though only two of which were of use to his cultivation. Late D-grade treasures personally owned by him already numbered over a hundred, and the Atwood Empire’s treasury contained even more. All of the materials came from slaughter, and they’d proven just as useful as merit.

It was nigh impossible to buy resources a Middle or Late Hegemon needed with Nexus Coins or Cosmic Crystals. Trades at that level were almost exclusively done through the barter of treasures or favors. His rampage allowed him to secure most of what he needed through trade, though a few pieces could only be found on the Limited Exchange.

As for his breakthrough to Peak Hegemony, Zac would likely have to search beyond Zecia unless the System Exchange store remained when he returned from the trial. It wasn’t that there were no materials. Finding ones of high enough quality and suited for his purpose could take dozens of millennia when you had to turn over a war-torn and poverty-stricken sector to find them.

Zac took out his [Cosmic Hammer] and began extracting useless streaks of spirituality from the Life-attuned Crystal. Zac felt the Flying Treasure move midway through and guessed the huge Imperial Destroyer had come to pick them up. He didn’t bother with the details. This part was different from the simple infusion of spirituality. The slightest mistake would ruin the treasure meant for his Core Nucleus.

It took twenty minutes to extract as much spirituality as he could without destabilizing it. Zac would normally have gone a bit further before throwing it into the refiner, but he couldn’t this time. His Draugr half was still busy collecting materials in the Void Realm, preventing Zac from performing a simultaneous refinement of the matching Death-attuned treasure.

Zac transported the Miasmic box from his Draugr side through [Purity of the Void], and waited to start refining it. He first extended his Soul Sense beyond the shadowy curtain, realizing his Core Formation Arrays had been moved into a roomy hangar. Galau was in the middle of setting up an array mimicking his cultivation cave around him. Emily was resting while a swirl of tomahawks danced around her, which added some conflict to Galau’s infusion of Life and Death.

Ogras stood some distance away, discussing something with two new faces—Carl and what appeared to be a ghost. They were arguing about something, so Zac dispersed the shadows. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry, did we disturb you?” Ogras grimaced as the trio walked over. “Can you talk for a second?”

“Not long. A minute or two.”

“That’s all we need,” Carl quickly said, turning to the ghost. “This is him. As you can see, he’s in the middle of a breakthrough. Interrupting him any further will harm our grand undertaking.”

‘Grand undertaking?’ Zac sent a mental message.

‘Lord, please play along. We still can’t access most of the ship unless you can win this blockhead over. It shouldn’t be too difficult. He’s slightly stupid, and our shimmer already has him half-convinced,’ Carl explained.

“Sir, please present your credentials, or I will have no choice but to imprison you all for impersonating an Imperial Officer,” the gentlemanly-looking spirit said with a slight bow.

Zac gave it some thought before taking out the [Court Cycle Token]. The destroyed Imperial Faith rune the System imparted would have been even better, except it didn’t prove necessary. The spirit looked like he had been struck by Tribulation Lightning, taking a step back in shock.

“Greetings, Your Eminence,” the spirit said with a much deeper bow. “I apologize for the delayed response. The Centurion Base has been sealed off for overly long, and I have been unable to run the customary verifications. Your manservant thankfully informed me of your arrival, though he failed to inform me of your esteemed affiliation.”

“That’s okay,” Zac said, glancing at Carl, who shook his head in confusion.

“May I ask what brings the Holy Son of the Empyrean Chalice to my humble vessel, and what can I do to assist?”

Zac coughed upon seeing Carl’s eyes briefly widen in shock before gaining an uncomfortable calm. Even Emily and Galau stopped what they were doing to look over in surprise. They were all too familiar with Instructor Rava and the Empyrean Chalice. Zac had never shared how he accidentally became their Holy Son, having simply said he’d passed Rava’s test, allowing others to use her facilities.

How some ancient Ship Spirit managed to suss out his status was beyond Zac, and he guessed it didn’t really matter in their current situation. What mattered was that they’d just gained a very powerful helper.


64
OPENING A PATH


Zac had already delayed the work on his nucleus too long. He needed to quickly cover his bases and have the Ship Spirit provide the assistance they needed. If that meant impersonating a Holy Son, then so be it.

“I’m surprised you recognized me. Much time has passed, and the Heavens have changed. The Empire is not what it once was,” Zac said, trying to emulate the atmosphere of Rava and the Templars he’d seen. “The flame is still burning, and the Left Imperial Palace is about to return. We need your assistance until then.”

“Certainly,” the spirit said. “The Starfall Court remembers its promise.”

Zac had no idea what that meant, and it didn’t seem suitable to ask. Instead, he focused on the more pressing issue, “Too much has been lost, and I’m not very familiar with the Eternal Guardians. Can you explain what the two I awakened are doing?”

“They are creating a pathway,” the spirit said. “Their strength is lacking, so they are borrowing the Spatial Energy from the surroundings.”

“A pathway? Wh—” Zac stopped, because he knew the answer. It was a Spatial Bridge to Zurbor.

The orders Zac engraved were very simple. Kill the Foreign Gods and the pope and then deal with the Kan’Tanu in the Zurbor Sector. Knowing the Imperial Graveyard was the biggest hindrance to their mission, Zac had tried to convey as much as possible about the dangers outside the pocket realm. It looked like the Eternal Guardians had taken him at his word and were opting to skip it entirely.

“Can you estimate how long it will take?”

“Three days at the current rate,” the spirit dutifully said.

“Will it harm this subspace?” Ogras asked and was met with studious silence until Zac repeated the question.

“No. This realm has received an Imperial Blessing. It will recover so long as the Centurion Sun exists, and the raiders hiding outside lack the strength to damage it.”

“Raiders?”

The spirit nodded, and a screen appeared, showcasing a fleet of twelve ships floating in the safe region surrounding the hollow sun. Zac didn’t know if he was relieved or disappointed to see the exteriors remaining mostly the same after all that had happened. It meant their path of retreat remained open, only it was blocked by Kan’Tanu and Black Heart Cultists.

Thankfully, none of them dared approach the Centurion Sun or the gate it held, though seeing the portal remain open left Zac leery. “Can you close the gate?”

“No, but the defenses remain in operation. They cannot enter without proper credentials,” the Ship Spirit said. “They’ll face the wrath of the Centurion Sun if they fly any closer.”

“Then how did the Peak C-grade heretic enter?” Zac asked.

“I do not know. He arrived before I awakened. I suspect the traitors brought him in,” the spirit said, his face red in anger.

Zac grunted, already knowing who the spirit referred to. He’d sensed another presence in the web of Imperial Faith. They’d used unknown means to travel through the network, even briefly appearing inside the octagon. They’d left right after Zac claimed the seal, never stepping out from their fold in space. After that, Zac had no idea what happened.

As for who, it was most likely the one who’d replaced Yselio to represent the Seven Heavens in the trial. Zac didn’t know why he didn’t make a move in the end. Then again, he might not have felt confident after what happened to their predecessor. Or perhaps they simply didn’t want to get stuck with the rivers of faith drying up.

“Where are the traitors now?”

“I believe they’ve left already. I sensed a temporal fluctuation indicating they escaped just before you boarded,” the spirit said, looking conflicted.

“What’s wrong?”

“The signal came from the Centurion Tower’s lowest floor.”

“The lowest floor?” Zac grimaced, remembering what he saw when connected to the spire.

The lowest floor was where the remaining Elder Guardian was located. Not only that, Zac had sensed there were tightly guarded chambers even farther down, floors that weren’t connected to the spire. He suspected they held some critical part of the Centurion Project. Was that why the princeling didn’t make a move?

Rather than the seal being his target, perhaps he was searching for something else. Something connected to the Foreign Gods and the Lost Era. Zac sighed. At least they were gone, if the spirit’s scanners could be trusted. With the Foreign Gods and pope dealt with, they finally had the subspace all for themselves.

“Were you able to confirm what happened with the heretic who used the Ascension Chamber?”

“I recorded nothing that would indicate survival.”

Zac nodded. “Can you do something about the people outside?”

“I’m afraid not. I have no authority over the base itself. I do not recommend direct conflict, either. I’ve stayed dormant for too long. Large sections require repairs and replacement of degraded components,” the spirit said. “My calculations indicate a 53% probability of defeat when facing a fleet with four Monarchs in our current state.”

“Four Monarchs? There’s no way,” Ogras said.

Still, the spirit’s estimate showed just how powerful the Pernumia Ino was. Even with extensive damage and a non-existent crew, it was somewhat confident in taking on such a lineup. It had to be at least a Middle C-grade vessel for that to be possible, likely even higher. This was exactly the deterrence the Atwood Empire needed.

A flagship of this dignity wouldn’t make a difference to the outsiders during the battle over the Ultom Courts, but they needed to prepare for the future. No matter what happened to Zecia and Earth, his people would need something to protect themselves against outside threats. Zac couldn’t provide it, as his plans required him to set out as soon as the trial was settled. An Imperial Destroyer would be the perfect deterrence.

Zac glanced at Ogras. “Send word to the Yphelion. Have them unfold a Moonpiercer and prepare to follow.”

The Moonpiercer was the smallest of the Middle D-grade models that had been added to his Creator Shipyard after the upgrade. It was an all-rounder taking up roughly the same function as Starflash, though it was more geared toward raids behind enemy lines. As such, it possessed decent speed and a very capable cloaking array—the perfect combo for a small group to sneak back home. It could also be unfolded in time.

“Much better than leaving them stranded in the depths of the Imperial Graveyard,” Ogras agreed, giving Zac a ruminating look. “You’re planning on staying here.”

“I haven’t decided yet,” Zac said. “But probably.”

Returning to Earth in his current state wasn’t an option—how was he supposed to teleport in the middle of his breakthrough? Not to mention, there wasn’t just the Kan’Tanu to worry about if he returned to Zurbor. Time was running out, and this was the last chance for the outsiders to improve their odds of seizing Ultom.

From the Imperials and Sangha to the factions that stayed hidden until now—everyone would be eyeing juicy prey like their party. Staying hidden in this realm might be their best option since it seemed relatively safe in comparison. Not to mention, they’d only scratched the surface of the wealth hidden within its crumbling walls.

“The System dragged us here. It should take responsibility and send us back home after the trial,” Ogras offered. “Or at least to a more stable spot in Zecia.”

Zac felt the same way. They barely reached this place despite Yphelion’s upgrades, and one day of repairs after they reached the Centurion Base definitely wasn’t enough to bring it back to working condition. Meanwhile, they didn’t have the levels, skills, or authority to pilot a proper C-grade vessel through such a dangerous gauntlet. Crossing the Imperial Graveyard once more was a death sentence.

“What about the sealbearers?” Ogras asked.

Zac took out an Information Crystal and branded a slew of information within. It was details he’d gathered from the streaks of information-filled starlight and when connecting with the base through Imperial Faith. Essentially, it was a treasure map leading to hidden treasuries and storerooms—all places that should have lost their defenses without faith or Stellar Energy to power them.

“It’s up to you. Safety or opportunities.”

Ogras’ eyes shone, and Carl’s calm demeanor grew more strained as they scanned the content. Eventually, Ogras turned to the archer with a knowing grin. “Like a devil whispering on our shoulders, this one.”

“Indeed,” Carl sighed.

It was at that time the doors opened to let Catheya inside. Her state looked just as bad as Zac’s, yet she hurried over upon seeing him. She only stopped in confusion upon seeing the arrangement surrounding him, not to mention the fact that it was his human side waiting for her.

“It’s nice to see you again,” Zac said, looking at her frozen body with worry. He felt multiple spots of stubborn Life and starlight embedded within. “Are you okay?”

“I’ll survive,” Catheya said, looking at the array beneath Zac. “What’s going on? Are you breaking through?”

“Kator forced my hand,” Zac said.

“So it came to that.” Catheya glared at Ogras. “Why are you disturbing him at such a critical juncture?”

“Some things needed the boss’ input,” the demon said.

“We’ll get out of your way,” Catheya said. “I just wanted to check something with you. There is a seal aboard the ship. A Threadwinder seal.”

“Take it, it’s yours.” Zac smiled.

“Thank you,” Catheya said. “Call if there is anything I can do. I’ll be nearby.”

The meeting was over soon after, with Zac asking the Ship Spirit to assist his subordinates to the best of his abilities. The others would have to figure out the rest themselves. He couldn’t delay any longer. Zac tuned out all distractions to fully focus on his core, taking out his primary set of assisting tools. It was the same items he’d used the last time: the Kan’Tanu spikes covered in sinister runes, [Pexor Leaf], and a bottle of [Realm Ether Pills].

There was no point in reinventing the wheel each go around, and knowing the process saved some time. Parasitical runes fed on the vibrant life force in the leaf. With their hunger triggered, the runes dove toward the next-best source of nourishment—the nucleus waiting in the Quantum Space’s center. Like before, the runes were all caught in the nebula formed by the [Realm Ether Pills].

Increasingly powerful waves shook his Quantum Space as the compressing array formed around his nucleus. It pushed tighter and tighter, the forces threatening to throw Zac’s fragile balance off-kilter. Through grit and experience, the process went smoothly, even if the result left some to be desired. The previous time, his nucleus had shone like a bright star after being triggered, ready to be molded and infused with spirituality.

Now, it looked like a fading red dwarf, its luster and intensity noticeably weaker. Infusing the prepared Late D-grade treasures would still be possible, it would just be twice the work for half the result. The difference in grade couldn’t fully explain the subpar outcome. The main problem was the fifteen-minute delay between his ignition and now, which allowed the nucleus to harden.

Not satisfied, Zac swallowed a handful of pills that deposited huge amounts of energy in his Quantum Space. The already overstuffed pocket realm groaned with complaint, there was no other option. He’d sacrificed a lot to come this far, and needed the boost of attuned energies to accelerate the asteroid belts.

The debris was agitated into spinning at a breakneck pace, which further added to the pressure on the nucleus. It helped, though not as much as Zac hoped. While shining brighter, there was still a noticeable gap from before. Zac hesitated whether he should take even more drastic measures, ultimately deciding against it.

Perfect was the enemy of good. If he had to take a few shortcuts to finish the job, then he would. And not using more treasures for little effect didn’t mean there wasn’t anything he could do to save time. Zac set to work on the Death-attuned treasure that would complement the wriggling crystal, using the Omnitool without hesitation or error.

The good news was that he felt his understanding of [Cosmic Forge] had seen significant strides after absorbing the seal. Zac hadn’t spent any of the epiphany actively pondering on his Void-based crafting technique, it had just advanced as an incidental benefit from this comprehensive enlightenment. It added further stability to his runes, evidenced by the Life-attuned Crystal.

Death eventually caught up to Life, and Zac began to move back and forth on working with the treasures. Soon enough, Zac extracted the first streaks of unblemished spirituality and pulled them directly into his nucleus. He already used some of his attention to redraw the pathways in one of the nucleus’s sections, and unblemished Life and Death added the finishing touches.

Zac exhaled in relief as the upgraded section drew in some of the unbearable levels of energy clogging up the temporary space.

Upgrading the pathways as he went was rough and hectic, but it saved the time Zac desperately needed. He was already having trouble properly infusing the spirituality because of how hardened the nucleus was, and any second he wasted would make his job more difficult.

It was only the first of many such compromises he’d have to make. Calming his heart, Zac continued to extract string after string of Pure Life and Death. The first hour went smoothly, all his attention and two Soul Cores’ worth of mental tendrils keeping up a rapid pace. However, the passing of time confirmed Zac’s fear.

The Void Realm wasn’t as stable as he’d initially estimated. It was already starting to feel hollow, and he only had himself to blame. His constant pilfering of materials and Void Energy was hastening its collapse. Not drawing Void Energy wasn’t an option, either. [Void Mountain] was required to upgrade the nucleus, and [Void Heart] was both damaged and occupied.

Zac was trapped in a negative spiral without a solution. He had to resume his hunt for treasures as he didn’t have enough material to reform his core, except doing so left him with less time to benefit from the Void Realm.

Hours passed this way, and Zac forgot all else as he fought his desperate battle against his hardening nucleus. Despite a few major setbacks, the nucleus was upgraded to Late D-grade. Zac found it difficult to be happy even if he’d succeeded and gotten the rampant energy under control. His work was rushed, leading to imperfect integration and pathways in multiple spots.

Each blemish meant an unplanned fault line that couldn’t be fully fixed during the final stage of the Core Formation, a weakness that would affect energy generation and flow. Zac’s vision was already swimming at that point, and he was forced to stop even if he didn’t want to. The delicate work of redrawing pathways didn’t mix well with a mind drained from battle and being struck by Tribulation Lightning.

The Void Realm didn’t fare much better. It’d already shrunken to half its original size, with much of the stockpiled materials already out of bounds. His Draugr half kept going despite a desperate need for rest. His human side threw a set of Natural Treasures onto the refinement arrays as he ate another round of soul-nourishing pills to recover.

The surroundings had seen significant changes while he’d focused on his core. Galau had used the time to finish the hangar’s transformation, and there was a haze of Life and Death clashing all around him. The Ship Spirit must have helped out, as an archaic aura of war seeped out of the walls, adding conflict to the mix. No urgent messages were waiting for him outside, only a brief update.

All crew was collected and accounted for. The Yphelion had been moved to another hangar with a stronger repair function, and a group led by Ogras had already set out to explore some of the locations Zac detailed.

Zac took another twenty minutes before resuming his work. The nucleus was a difficult hump, but the next part came easier. Zac alternated between using his prepared Treasures and Void-refined debris to build upon the nucleus while his Draugr half worked on repairing as many pieces as possible before it was too late.

One day later, Zac knew he’d overstayed his welcome. Using the same method as last time, he pushed against empty space with [Void Mountain] while pressuring from within the Void Realm. He only had enough spare energy to create a coin-sized slit this time, which was all he needed.

Zac activated [Abyssal Drive], pouring out of the gash just before it closed. Zac felt a wave of weakness hit him the next moment like he was standing at death’s door. The feeling passed, but he still felt hollow, like he’d used Longevity to power a skill. Zac even felt the connection to his Hidden Node weaken. Such was the price of greed.

The disturbance caught the attention of Joanna, who had appeared to take up her position as Dao Guardian.

“Is everything okay?”

“Not really, but I’m alive,” Zac said. “Is your seal finished?”

“It is,” Joanna said, looking slightly confused.

“Then, could you call Kruta over?” Zac said, feeling the dangerous vibrations from his Corpse Sack.

The orc arrived moments later, just in time for Zac to throw out the twisted and broken pieces of bones that were all that remained of Kator. The orc swore and took a step back, only stopping upon seeing what it was. “Nine hells, remind me to never piss you off.”

Zac didn’t get the chance to respond before a powerful pulse pushed away the swirls of Life and Death.

“This—!”

“A small thank you for keeping Catheya safe.”

“No problem, no problem,” Kruta assured, never taking his eyes off the emerging Blooddancer Seal. “Not that she needed much looking after. That’s a tough one.”

“Go on, take it before it turns my chamber to dust,” Zac said with a strained smile, struggling to just stay awake after the Void Realm’s collapse.

Kruta didn’t stand on ceremony. He reached out and grasped the seal, experiencing a lifetime of clarity in an instant. “So that’s how it is. What now?”

“Now?” Zac sighed. “Now we pray nothing else goes wrong.”

Kruta laughed. “Not much chance of that, is there?”
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LORD’S GLORY


Tavza tapped the eroded wall again, prompting a dark ripple to pass through the stone. It was gone as quickly as it appeared, though specks were trapped by the lingering spirituality. She studied the incomplete tapestry and made notations in her small journal. The stubborn spots faded soon after, at which point Tavza took out an ancient tome.

She was certain they were dealing with [Lord’s Glory], though an enterprising Array Master had combined the battlement array with something else. After two days of searching, she’d finally found the final pieces of the puzzle on a piece of debris. Tavza’s heart beat faster at the rush of uncovering another secret that was hidden in plain sight. The answers would only come to those who’d taken the time to learn the universal language of decay and time.

Tavza flipped the pages to an image matching the crude blueprint she’d drawn in her notes. It was a [Twelve Day Reversal] array. To think they’d fused a Nature-attuned repair array with the defenses of a stone fortress. Was it lacking understanding? No, it had to be an act of desperation.

Turning walls into living stone that could recover on its own would greatly add to their resilience. Until it began to mutate. They’d understood as much, judging by the installed safeguards meant to delay the inevitable. The ancients did what they had to survive another day, making Tavza’s life harder. It wasn’t like the desperate warriors of the Limitless Empire had any obligation to consider her difficulties.

Tavza spent the next twenty minutes finalizing her schematic. The excitement of solving another puzzle let her forget her torment until a sudden movement triggered waves of agony. She couldn’t prevent the slight gasp as she fought back against the growing waves of pain. Uroso Kavriel instinctively reached out to stabilize her, but his hand froze midway from the cold stares trained on him.

“Let’s return,” Tavza said.

The five deathsworn wordlessly set out, forming a vanguard that cut down the grabbing stone hands from the twisted walls around them. Tavza marveled at the scene. There really was nothing that could beat ancient ruins when it came to novelty. Where else could you find something like a castle that became a hivemind homunculus? Only time and coincidence could birth something like this.

It took their group two hours to reach the temporary campsite they’d set up in a stabilized chamber. The living walls couldn’t impugn on the small sanctuary, though standing inside felt like being stared at by hundreds of invisible enemies. The stifled atmosphere was no doubt why Usoro begged to come along, even if his argument held merit.

The sudden betrayal by more than half the crew aboard the Riversee had left them sorely lacking in personnel. The medical bay had been especially hit, leaving Usoro as their most skilled healing Lich. He had no hope of helping with the problems ailing Tavza. At least he could alleviate the pain if it became too much.

Surprisingly, Pizru had returned before they did. Seeing the new set of wounds across his captain’s body, he must have pushed himself beyond what was safe or reasonable to accomplish his mission. Judging by his expression, it wasn’t good.

“It’s a failure, your grace,” Pizru said. “Communications have been repaired, but the channels are empty. We could neither reach the outside nor Lord Sepravo.”

Sepravo had dragged the two traitors off the Riversee before the Monarchs could destroy the ship, and the vessel had been swallowed by a spatial anomaly soon after. Even now, Tavza had no idea where they were.

It was regrettable for her followers, who desperately hoped to rejoin the comfort of the Empire’s embrace. Truthfully, Tavza was relieved. The Imperial Graveyard’s isolation had sequestered her from the political turmoil. Considering the full-blown mutiny she quelled, Tavza didn’t even want to know how it looked back home.

“We expected as much,” Tavza said as she looked at the shimmering motes of light dancing around Pizru—a sign that Pizru held two pieces of a seal.

The number of seals her expedition had found over the past month was almost shocking, though most of the lights surrounding her crew members were much weaker. For whatever reason, the lights around Tavza were by far the densest, easily eclipsing the two others with completed seals. Her followers took it as a matter of course, while Tavza felt it held an important clue that yet eluded her.

Some of her subordinates believed her understanding of the Imperial Graveyard’s natural formation was the cause. She knew better. Her study of the everchanging winds occasionally helped them avoid disaster, and her skill with ancient formations only became useful after they’d located what they sought. The plentitude of seals was something else.

It almost felt like the seals were throwing themselves in their path. Part of it was likely due to the trial drawing closer with unexpected speed. The other… Tavza’s mind was once more drawn to the struggling figure overturning the convention, returning the delineated Dao to their origin. Was it Heaven’s reciprocity for lending a helping hand? Or was his gratitude reshaping reality for her sake?

“Your grace?”

“It’s nothing,” Tavza said. “We’ll have to leave it up to fate. We’ll continue the mission no matter if we can contact the other ships or not. For now, help me install the key.”

“Certainly, your grace,” Pizru said and accepted a copy of her schematic.

Her subordinates had followed her since she was born and were trained to assist in her archaeological pursuits since she displayed such interests. She wordlessly looked on as her guards engraved her key onto the tumorous stone, a sense of loss joining the aching pain that had accompanied her since her brush with Chaos.

They didn’t have identities until weeks ago. Even now, they lacked a surname. They were just tools raised to serve An’Azol, and these five were among those chosen among millions because they exhibited good results in the test arranged by the Ur’Mez patriarch. They would follow orders without complaint and die for the cause if need be. They were called an Honor Guard, but were they any different than slaves?

Tavza couldn’t help thinking back to Arcaz’s reluctance whenever she broached him joining the Abyssal Shores, the disdain in his eyes toward established factions. Tavza was certain his followers would go just as far for his sake without the harsh methods of nurturing deathsworn. And while their actions would be the same, the weight and meaning would be diametrically different.

She understood it wasn’t healthy how she’d begun questioning the order of things since having her fate entangled with that man. Seeds of doubt had infiltrated the comforting certainty awarded by strength and birthright, just like the malignant tumors spreading through her personal abyss. Doubt was poison to one’s path.

Tavza embraced the darkness, suffocating all distractions. Their short excursion had left her winded, and the pain would grow worse unless she performed repairs. Thousands of Abyssal runes throughout her body were restored or replaced, suppressing the festering wounds left by her brush with Chaos.

“All nodes are installed, your grace.”

Tavza nodded, and twenty-eight Array Disks flew out of the small figurine fastened to her sash. They joined the engravings made by her subordinates, and the immense energies trapped within the walls began to flow in reverse. It was like time was turned back as the undomesticated formation returned to its natural state.

Layers of hardened stone sloughed off, exposing straight lines filled with purpose. The transformation only covered a few hundred meters of the cursed castle, and it was only a temporary shunt. Completely undoing a natural formation that had gathered energy for millions of years would take years of effort. Tavza only needed to mimic the effect for a few hours.

Waves of wailing wraiths teeming with resentment flooded out of the exposed pathway, their twisted faces a mockery of the stalwart defenders whose desperation had given them life. Their small group of elites had long since grown accustomed to the dangers lurking in the Imperial Graveyard, and there was no need for Tavza to join or supervise the battle.

“Good job,” Tavza said after Pizru returned to her side. “How is it?”

“I sense fate’s pull, your grace,” Pizru confirmed.

“As expected,” Tavza said. “Record all markings and retrieve anything of note. I want to know how this fortress relates to the Hollow Court.”

Pizru arranged a guard for Tavza before leading a squad into the catacombs. He would have to face another challenge, but Tavza was in no condition to assist. Reversing such a powerful formation, even temporarily, forced Tavza to draw upon her bloodline, aggravating her condition.

The suffering was a gift, in a sense. She only recently understood why she was drawn to the ancient past. It wasn’t just the sense of discovery. It was because her world was stagnant. The Abyssal Shores, her clan, herself. They were all in a state of stagnation, perhaps even decay. Nothing had truly changed for hundreds of millions of years, and it’d felt like nothing would change for millions more.

Her era was one that would be glossed over in the history books, and her generation’s only accomplishment would be passing on the torch to future generations. Compared to that, the mysteries of the past were much more alluring. The pillar’s ascent was supposed to have been the fresh wind of reinvention and adventure she’d been waiting for. Except, not everything is a fairy tale.

Witnessing the torrential winds of fate and history at the Abyssal Pond, she’d once more felt like a footnote in the history annals. Since then, she’d seen herself being pushed further and further onto the sidelines until it barely felt as if she was part of history. Her pain was confirmation that wasn’t true.

She’d clawed her way back. She would no longer be discovering history, nor would she witness it. She would be writing it. How could dusty tomes compare? For that, she needed to survive, and it didn’t look good. Only he could wield Chaos. Only Arcaz could help her. Tavza prayed she could endure until they reunited.

The pillar couldn’t come soon enough.
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The group of five navigated the enormous cracks that ran along the tower’s length; a grievous wound opened during the cataclysmic battle between titans. They ignored the beckoning call of the countless cracked-open living spaces and storerooms they passed. Many no doubt held stowed-away riches, but there were enough real treasuries to keep them occupied until the deadline ten times over.

There were also dangers to consider. Zac detonating the energy channels and faith throughout the base had accidentally caused a genocide of the Qriz’Ul that made the base their home. A few of the strongest ones survived, though, and Ogras was in no mood to deal with an irate and wounded miscreation in his current state.

They’d only rested a few hours before setting out on this sweep, picking up treasures from the rubble. Three days later, most were still showing clear signs of wear and tear. Thankfully, the few remaining Qriz’Ul stayed far from any sections exposed to the outside, like the deep scar they were currently following toward the next Trove.

The two giants hadn’t moved since they began forming the Space Gate, and their mere presence was the best Qriz’Ul repellant. Not to mention, most of the purple mist had been cleansed. The stubborn cracks were already supplying new corruption, but it would take time to replace eons’ worth of accumulation. The survivors had mostly holed up by these connections to the Lost Plane, using the channels to recover.

“I figured you wouldn’t join us for this one,” Ogras casually said to stave off the boredom.

“Why?” Carl asked, never stopping his scan of the surroundings.

“Look at them. They’re just about finished,” Ogras said, pointing at the two oversized puppets behind them. “The ship will have set sail by the time we return. I figured you would be the first to board.”

“And split off from all the other sealbearers? That’s asking for trouble,” Carl snorted. “Besides, it won’t be smooth sailing for them. We still don’t know where in Zurbor they’ll appear. What if it’s next to one of the chapters? The puppets might take the heat but look at the destruction they cause. I’ll take my chances staying by the emperor’s side.”

“I guess you’re right,” Ogras agreed. “That man is a walking calamity, and the eye of the storm is usually the safest place.”

“Hey! If you have time to gossip, you have time to look for energy hotspots while we move,” Catheya said with a glare.

Carl shrunk back and joined Rhuger and Galau farther behind.

“I’m afraid I’ll catch fire if you look at me like that.” Ogras rolled his eyes and moved closer. “You visited him before we set out, right? Is it that bad?”

“The exhaustion from his battle has caught up with him,” Catheya said with a tight expression. “He can’t slow down because the timer keeps speeding up. He’s a candle burning from both ends. Pills are losing their effect, and there’s only so much Vilari and Emily can do. If we can buy him an hour, even a few minutes⁠—”

Ogras sighed and conjured another batch of shades. Creating one felt like cutting off a strip of flesh. Which made sense, considering that was exactly how they were formed. It was the only way to make them strong enough to endure deep dives into the corruption while maintaining contact.

As Catheya said, there wasn’t much one could do except look on with helplessness when a companion was fighting a losing battle against themselves. Usually, anyway. The problem was the trial’s accelerated timeline, and there was a solution to that.

The real reason they were targeting this particular Trove wasn’t even for the treasures it held. It was because of the damaged auxiliary generators that were supposed to maintain its barriers. Except, they were currently funneling deadly levels of Stellar Energy into random circuits, blowing up whole neighborhoods. And with each hit the base took, Zac was pushed slightly closer to the cliff.

Along the way, there would be similar fault lines that risked becoming bigger problems if left unattended. The giants had sucked up most of the realm’s energies, though there was no way of knowing what would happen when they left. That ingratiating Ship Spirit even admitted a powerful rebound was possible.

The others were already hard at work putting out fires elsewhere, doing everything they could to stabilize the base. It was a win-win, really. The harder they worked to help the boss, the more time they’d have to line their pockets.

A tremendous eruption of Spatial Energy made the group stop and take cover.

“Here we go,” Ogras whispered as the rune flickered and transformed into a gate.

Not a vortex or spatial tear. It was an honest-to-god gate, resembling the one leading into the Polaris Vault, only hundreds of times larger to fit the Eternal Guardians. It was covered in runes, and even more buzzed around it like a swarm of flies. This was what Zac called simple brutes? What did that make them, who couldn’t hope to create such a perfect pathway.

Zac was proven right just moments later when one of the guardians punched the gate with enough force to create a web of spatial tears stretching dozens of miles in every direction. The doors swung wide open, and Ogras swore upon seeing what waited on the other side. It was a huge War Fort that had clearly been aware of their incoming guests.

A storm of attacks was already coming their way, but their view was blocked by a sea of golden flames pouring out of the spatial tears. The starlight moved like it was alive, flowing into the gate and filling it up. The giants stepped into the mayhem and disappeared, leaving a growing web of spatial damage behind.

Ogras looked on with a grim expression as more and more starlight poured through. Soon enough, the gate couldn’t contain it all, and fiery rivers began trailing in every direction. With the gate erected within the base’s outer band, some of them were bound to strike true soon enough. Ogras retracted his shades. What was the point of looking for breaches now? They could put out a thousand fires, and it wouldn’t make up for the damage a single river would cause.

A flash of silver joined the sea of gold. It was their companions who snuck through the pathway just before its gates closed. Ogras knew all too well just how hot those flames were. The Moonpiercer would last a minute or two inside without issue. More than enough time to get out of the way. What happened after that depended on how equipped the Kan’Tanu were to deal with two determined giants.

Ogras glanced at Carl, who looked positively sick as the golden rivers grew twice as wide after losing their main outlet. The spatial tears were slowly closing now that its creator was gone, but the damage was already done. There was more than enough to crack the base open like an egg.

“Look on the bright side. I don’t think we’ll have to worry about the Qriz’Ul rallying against us.”
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“Anything?” Ilvere asked upon seeing Tamira entering the conference room.

“Still nothing. Our liaison said the council is still investigating ‘our claim.’ None of our independent sources are reporting any movements or secret preparations, either.”

“Useless!” Little Bolt slammed his hand onto the table in anger. “We bring word that the Kan’Tanu’s leader is dead and a recording of a second Chapter being razed to the ground. And they do nothing? Does Lord Atwood have to bring the whole cult to their knees before they get their act together?”

“It’s not only that,” Tamira said. “We’ve received multiple reports of World Lords and chapter elites appearing on battlefronts throughout the sector. They’re pushing hard.”

“Rats abandoning a sinking ship,” Ilvere spat. “It’s been almost a day since the Chapter of the Broken God fell. News of the Eternal Guardians should have spread among the Kan’Tanu elites by now. I bet the smart ones are spending all their Faction Merit to escape through the battlefronts.”

“Did Lord Atwood say if the giants would continue to Zecia after wrapping things up in Zurbor?” Carva asked.

“I don’t know much beyond the report and orders I’ve already relayed.” Mark Marshal shook his head. “But I Doubt it. From what I understood in our brief exchange, Lord Atwood was limited to imparting a very simple set of orders. Kill the Foreign Gods and then wreak havoc on Zurbor. They can’t think for themselves beyond that. I assume they’ll stop or try to return after they can’t find any more targets within range.”

“And how far is that?” Ilvere asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Mark said. “At least it looked like they should have sensed the other chapters. I’m assuming that’s why they crushed all those stars to build a road, ignoring the whole continent and its citizens.”

Ilvere shuddered, barely able to believe what he’d been shown an hour ago. The twin emperors and his sealbearers had been tightlipped about the purpose of their mission, only divulging it could change the course of the war. Wasn’t that the understatement of the century? Ilvere had seen a giant annihilate four Monarchs with one punch, leaving nothing behind. Another killed the Chapter Master and tore apart the devilish god he’d conjured with a Grand Array.

The battle between the two giants and the Kan’Tanu Chapter lasted less than five minutes. The Eternal Guardians had imposed a spatial lockdown with raw physical strength and punched away until only a crater remained. There was no discussion and no mercy. The moment they were done, they left for the next target, nary a mark on their bodies.

Mark Marshall was lucky to be standing there. The ship he manned had been clipped twice by errant energies during the lockdown, and narrowly avoided a direct hit. He’d used the power vacuum to pilot the damaged ship to the nearest active battlefront. They’d made short work of the local World Lord with a salvo of orbital bombardment, and the Zecian combatants had been more than happy to provide passage home in exchange for the Cosmic Vessel.

“Orders aside, there’s also the issue of energy,” Boje said. “I can’t imagine the amount of energy required to teleport a planet-sized puppet between sectors. The distance is perhaps millions of times greater than their previous jump. You should understand the costs involved from seeing how the established factions are only sending away their best and brightest.”

The mere mention made Ilvere’s blood boil. Their lord’s secret mission had worked even better than expected, delivering a devastating blow to the Kan’Tanu. Who knew? Even more chapters might have been dismantled by now. And what did the Alliance leaders do with the opportunity brought from the Atwood Empire’s elites risking their lives? Nothing.

The Dao Reserves of half the Alliance members had already escaped, including the Dravorak Dynasty and Allbright Clan. The situation was even worse in Zecia’s Mercantile alliance, which had more or less caused a logistical collapse. These weak-willed bastards had emptied their treasuries and made off like bandits in the night.

The Atwood Empire would have remained ignorant of the betrayal, like most of Zecia, if not for their lord’s wide network. Even now, the Alliance outwardly acted like nothing had changed, calling for unity and to endure. They were using the lives of the less fortunate to cover their escape, to buy more time to extract Zecia’s riches.

“Perhaps they’ll return now that there’s been a change,” Ciru Volor said. “The pope is dead, at least two chapters are eradicated, and most won’t be able to afford the battlefront passage fees. With such limited strength, the Kan’Tanu won’t be able to conquer the whole sector. I expect they’ll find themselves in a similar situation as the Kavriel Province of before.”

“Return? Why would they? To rule over the rubble? To fight a drawn-out sector war against the Kan’Tanu who made it across?” Brazla laughed. “The trial was their opportunity to interact with organizations that wouldn’t normally give them the time of the day. Those Monarchs would rather be coolies of these B-grade factions than deal with this headache.”

“He’s right. There’s little benefit to staying now that the System is wrapping things up. At best, they’ll leave a few more powerhouses behind to maintain a resource channel,” Ilvere said.

Anyone with eyes had seen which way the wind blew for a while. The added notices that appeared in the Merit Exchange a few days back were simply the final nail in the coffin. Merit would no longer be awarded starting in one month, and all ongoing designation quests would have to be finished within three to reap their rewards.

The Ruthless Heavens was done with the war. There was still a chance it would start the next round, which Ilvere doubted. Every cultivator alive could feel it. Like the Heavens had turned its back on the whole sector, and the Dao was growing more distant by the day. Boje believed it was the Ruthless Heavens reprioritizing its resources as a result of their loss, and Ilvere tended to agree.

Ilvere wanted to scream at the Heavens for the injustice of it all. They’d fought, they’d bled, they’d triumphed. Their lord achieved the impossible twice over. Yet the River of Fate kept dragging them toward ruin.

No, Ilvere refused to give up on the home they’d built. And it wasn’t necessarily over for the Atwood Empire. There was a critical piece of information that let Ilvere hold on. There was no mention of the Limited Exchange closing. On the contrary, the notice said there’d be a final update of its offerings when the war ended. One of those offerings should be a way out, and they had more than enough Faction Merit to spare.

“We can’t pin all our hopes on those two giants. Nor can we put our faith in Zecia. We can only rely on ourselves,” Ilvere said, gathering his thoughts. “I vote for closing all but one battlefront to conserve our strength.”

“You want to turtle up?” Brazla said, ignoring the annoyed glance from Ciru Volor.

“No, the opposite,” Ilvere said. “Emperor Atwood told us to follow our judgment when it comes to our expansion plans. Let’s begin immediately.”

“Quartermaster, are you proposing we upgrade our world again?” Rhubat said, leaning forward with interest.

“Yes,” Ilvere said. “Not only that, I think we should buy at least a dozen feeder worlds. We have well over a hundred million Faction Merit thanks to the emperors. We should use some of it before the update to be on the safe side.”

“If we go ahead, may I suggest recruiting more locals?” Little Bolt said. “People are getting more desperate by the day, and even the commoners are starting to realize something is wrong. It’s not just wandering cultivators that are approaching us any longer. There are whole clans hoping to relocate to escape the Kan’Tanu.”

“Bringing some outside help could be useful if we plan on expanding our number of worlds. We need the help, and it could be considered a test,” Alyn said. “It’s also an opportunity to gain heritages in areas where we’re lacking.”

Almost everyone in the room agreed on the general direction. There was no telling how circumstances would change now that the mysterious opportunity that had attracted the outsiders had been pushed forward. They needed to take the opportunity to shore up their strengths and foundations before it was too late. If nothing else, upgrading Earth to Late D-grade was a global opportunity for their people to advance.

There were some disagreements as to how much should be spent before the update and how quickly they should move. The group debated each point, gradually moving toward a consensus until their meeting was interrupted.

“What’s this? Why do we have to hear in passing that members of the expedition have returned?”

Ilvere frowned as Petrus and Serzo barged into the room, his headache turning into surprise upon seeing a similar shimmer around Petrus as Rhubat. The grizzly military advisor was a sealbearer? How was that possible? His aura was clearly… young? Since when was his energy so vibrant?

‘Quartermaster, activate the array.’

‘You—’

‘He’s a subordinate of the betrayer.’

Ilvere gritted his teeth and followed Rhubat’s order. Thousands of previously hidden runes on the walls, floor, and ceiling lit up before the two newcomers could react, rendering them immobile. Rhubat was already on his feet, a small spear radiating brutality and righteousness in his hand.

“I worried the Heavens had abandoned me when I couldn’t join Warmaster’s mission. That it had abandoned the Zhix. I see now I had to stay behind for a reason,” Rhubat said, stopping before Petrus. “The answer I seek can be found right on our soil.”

A wave of deadly destruction erupted from within Petrus, pushing the carefully arranged defenses to their limits. However, the shockwave suddenly collapsed on itself, exposing the scene within. Rhubat’s spear had already pierced Petrus’ forehead, and death was expelled from his body by faith and killing intent.

“Why?” Serzo calmly looked on as Petrus lifelessly slumped to the ground. “Your actions will trigger a war.”

“Trigger a War? Too late for that,” Ilvere scoffed and threw over an Information Crystal. He effortlessly caught it, no longer restrained by the damaged array. “Read for yourself.”

Serzo drew a sharp breath moments later. “This is impossible! Autarchs breaking into Zurbor, civil war in the Heartlands? Kator betrayed us and is dead?”

“I guess the maintained radio silence makes sense now.” Ilvere shrugged. “Anyway. Our boss knows to separate grudges and gratitude. He mentioned receiving help from your mistress, so we’ll treat you fairly. Only…”

“Only what?” Serzo said.

“How do we know you’re still with the Draugr and not another of that skeleton’s spies?”

Serzo didn’t move for a few seconds before sighing. “I’ll give you a list of all known and suspected operatives.”

“Good,” Rhubat said, his aura rippling with purpose. “We’ll begin with the purge of spies and continue onto the new worlds. There shall be no lingering threats when the Heavens call me away.”

Ilvere inwardly sighed. He said nothing to refute the Zhix despite knowing the kind of storm they’d kick up. Rivers of blood would flow by the time they were done. So be it. Ilvere had no problems with getting his hands dirty to protect what was his. Especially now that he had something greater to fight for.

Home.
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The sonorous chants brought forth years of memories, and the voices melded into a cage that cut off all avenues of escape. Resisting felt like a rejection of the universe, a denunciation of the natural order. Invisible swirls of Dao and Dharma tried to hold her in place and accept the inevitable. She wouldn’t let it.

Thea had hoped it wouldn’t come to this, knowing there’d be a heavy price to pay. Fighting back against the Sangha only left you more entangled in their Karmic web, where grudges and blood would bring you back to their doorstep. However, she hadn’t felt as certain about anything since saving those children from Onadar before this sordid affair started.

Discard the self to become one with the sword. Cut through all distractions. The chants fell on deaf ears as Thea entered a marvelous state; the gleaming edge cared nothing about merit or benevolence. It only had one purpose: to cut.

The swing was slow and deliberate, giving no indication it posed a threat to the nun standing more than fifty meters away. It barely emitted any energy until it was time to strike. Like the sharp edge suddenly drawn from its sheath, a murderous energy condensed into singular sharpness.

“No!”

The nun’s clarity came too late. The chants were cut, as were the Karmic bonds trying to impose their will. Nothing survived the bright radiance of the half-moon that was born and faded in the blink of an eye. The world briefly stayed locked in stillness before reality caught up. The hands held in a mudra fell to the ground, followed by dozens of pieces of cleanly dissected flesh. While invisible to the eye, even the nun’s soul had been cut into cubic pieces, quashing any chance of survival.

The sword Thea held remained steady as a mountain after displaying its true essence. No frills, no pomp. Speed, sharpness, and singular devotion were Thea’s conception of the Dao of the Sword and her path. It was the first lesson Irei taught her and a fundamental truth she saw clearer every day.

Thea’s legs didn’t share her Dao’s indomitable conviction, and she slumped onto the ground. The battle was short, but she’d been running for a day. More importantly, she’d poured everything into that swing. Her heart, her beliefs, and her intent. What remained felt hollow and incomplete.

A deep sigh stopped Thea from catching her breath. She followed the sound, and anger replaced the emptiness in her heart. It was Amanthi who stood nearby, looking at the fallen nun with sorrow in his eyes. Scanning the perimeter, Thea saw no one else from the Sangha, though that didn’t make much of a difference.

Thea had narrowed the gap through ceaseless effort on the battlefield and collecting two pieces of her seal, but the gap undeniably remained. There was a chance she could eke out a victory against Amanthi if she were in perfect condition. She held no hope in her current state. Thankfully, her escape skill was almost off cooldown, so she only needed to stall for a minute or two.

It was just as well, as she had more than a few questions she needed to get out.

“How could you?” Thea said, her eyes stinging from barely held-back tears. “All those evils, and for what? Just to undo everything that Zac has tried to accomplish? To quash the hope we’ve all fought for?”

Thea was still reeling from the revelation of what she’d been unknowingly complicit to over the past years. She’d almost formed a Heart Demon from the pent-up frustration of seeing Zecia flounder so badly during the war. That feeling had become unbearable after Zac managed to demolish a whole Chapter of the Kan’Tanu and caused utter mayhem in their ranks. He’d flipped the entire table, no doubt after overcoming insurmountable odds.

And nothing changed.

That was by design, it turned out. For years, the Sangha had traveled across Zecia, arbitrarily saving some while abandoning others. Only it wasn’t random. They’d been nudging the fate of the whole sector with surgical precision. A butterfly flapped its wings, and a hurricane appeared on another world.

Thea wasn’t blind. She’d known these smiling monks weren’t altruists and that their every action held a deeper meaning. She’d thought their inscrutable actions were designed to uncover more seals. To learn it was all to push Zecia toward a point of no return was almost too much to bear. Hearing how far they’d gone, especially over the past month, was shocking.

They’d sent out Teleportation Tokens and Nexus Coins like they were candy, getting the ball rolling on the exodus currently taking place. And for every Monarch accepting, two more would follow. Who’d stay behind and fight to the death after seeing their peers run for the hills? Of course, there were many warriors ready to fight to the bitter end… The Sangha had a remedy for them, too. Genocide.

Nothing was off the table, from inciting conflicts between Zecian neighbors to obscuring the advance of Kan’Tanu units until it was too late. When such circumspect methods didn’t work, they’d resorted to direct assassination of key figures. Thea had no idea how many of Zecia’s champions had fallen already. No one did; who were more skilled at erasing their tracks than these demonic monks?

Thea would have remained ignorant to it all, happily preparing for the upcoming trial, if Everlasting Peace hadn’t found his conscience at the eleventh hour. He’d divulged the truth and helped her escape the Sangha’s ever-watching eyes. Except it didn’t last for long. First Still Veneration and now Amanthi.

Perhaps that was what hurt the most. Amanthi knew. He’d known all along, in contrast to Everlasting Peace, who’d only uncovered the whole truth a few weeks before her. Thea had seen Amanthi as a mentor and friend, an anchor of reason and stability when surrounded by the acolytes’ insufferably fake congeniality.

“Evil… I’m sure we appear that way to you. And perhaps you’re right,” Amanthi sighed.

“Then why⁠—”

“Would you take an innocent life to save one hundred? To save a million?” the Dharmic Guardian asked. “That’s what we’re doing. That’s the Sangha’s mission. We’ll bear the sorrows of the world to ensure the Cosmos moves in the right direction. For the sake of all creation.”

Thea sneered. She’d spent enough time listening to the Sangha’s self-serving bullshit to know there was no point in arguing.

“Believe what you will. Zecia has become a lynchpin in the River of Destiny,” Amanthi said, looking up at the night sky. “Its fate will have ramifications that stretch to every corner of the Multiverse. Zecia must fall so that the Heavens can rise.”

The confirmation hurt more than she’d thought. Perhaps she’d still held onto hope for something more. Some explanation to mitigate their actions, or rather, her own actions. With all hope lost, she was left with a venomous tranquility. Thea steadied herself, raising her sword toward her former companion. “Are you going to stop me?”

“You misunderstand,” Amanthi said after a brief pause. “No one has given an order to bring you back. Still Veneration acted on her own accord, I think you can guess why.”

Thea snorted, glancing at the Soultaker Seal emerging from the corpse. No wonder that bitch had always stayed close by on the battlefield. She’d been ready to snatch the pieces she was missing.

The Arhat threw out a shimmering dust on the body, and it disintegrated into streaks of Sanskrit that rose toward the sky. After a quick prayer, Amanthi conjured a golden shroud.

“I hope to see you again. And that time can heal the wounds we’ve caused,” Amanthi said with a sorrowful smile as he stepped into the Dharma. “Peace be with you.”

Thea spat before flashing toward the seal. There would be no peace before she’d righted this wrong. Not for her, not for Earth.
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CURTAIN CALL


“We have it! We’re on our way back now.” Ogras’ voice was barely audible through the static, yet his message was received loud and clear.

Zac would have cried, except he was too exhausted for anything beyond an affirmative grunt. Finally, there was light at the end of the tunnel. The past seven days of his breakthrough had been almost unbearable, where he’d been forced to keep going despite his tank running on empty. Zac didn’t know it was possible to be this exhausted. His Soul Cores felt so drained that a slight nudge would reduce them to dust, and his bodies had shrunk to half their original size from extracting every little scrap of excess energy and Vigor.

He’d reached the wall that even successful cultivators were eventually forced to face. Zac wielded power far beyond the norm, and he had spatial tools filled with enough treasures to trigger bloody wars. He had trusted companions who would go to the ends of the earth to help him. And yet death crept closer and closer.

For the lucky few, that insurmountable wall was advanced age and their lifeforce drying up. Most who wholeheartedly pursued the Dao didn’t get that far. Their journey reached its end after they failed to overcome the many challenges on the road of cultivation. Zac had ample company in that sense.

Zac looked at the devastation on the screen hovering before him. The dozens of planet-sized pieces of rubble had somewhat stabilized. They moved in locked trajectories around the five stellar rivers that had turned the subspace into a furnace. How long the scenery would last was impossible to say. Debris was constantly pulled in by the rivers’ immense gravity and dragged off into the spatial tears at their end.

The exit of the Eternal Guardians was the final nail in the coffin for the Centurion Base. The outer band was gone, ripped into pieces by the destruction the puppets caused on their way out. Some pieces remained afloat, though more had fallen into the depths to never be seen again. The stellar rivers weren’t powerful enough to destroy the outer towers, it was the force of the collisions that pushed half of them out of sight. The others were left in a wretched state.

Only the central tower looked roughly the same as before, though the stellar rivers wound around it had left it superheated to the point that space around it kept bending. All throughout, there were streaks of deadly heat and pieces of burning debris darting about. The trajectories and Daos involved were completely different. Zac felt the infernal scenery matched the microcosm inside his Quantum Space quite well.

It was this environment his subordinates had kept braving to give him a fighting chance. Zac had wracked his brain for ideas to overcome his breakthrough before the trial began, consulting with his companions every chance he got. The consensus was that he couldn’t. Even if the countdown had stabilized by now, they only got eighteen days out of the thirty-one Zac’s quest initially showed. It was more than what he got for his previous breakthrough, but not enough considering the added complexity and effort needed to reach Late Hegemony.

With three days left on the clock, Zac estimated he still had a week of work remaining on his core. That was if he were in a decent enough state to do so normally. It also didn’t take into account the final step, the Formation, when the newly formed core was compressed and stabilized into a final product.

Conventional Natural Treasures and recovery pills were of no help. His mind and body were too drained, to the point that the fierce energies in D-grade pills and Natural Treasures would do more harm than good. Not that it mattered much. His body had already built up an immunity to get him this far.

The logical answer was to finish the breakthrough after the trial began, except that meant putting his life in the System’s hands. There was a high risk of losing control of his unstable, overloaded core when whisked away by the System. The sudden change in environment could also cause tears in the subspace, triggering its collapse or a deadly influx of energy.

Worse, another change had occurred over the past few days. Zac glanced at the motes of Destiny floating around him. They’d more than tripled in number since they first appeared, and their luster had grown stronger. Some had already gone beyond being ornaments. Each evolved light held a lifetime’s worth of experience. Literally.

It wasn’t the clarity of Ultom. It was like the motes were a complete soul, holding memories and emotions. Janos was the first to discover the phenomenon. A day later, it was impossible not to notice. It’d become a constant struggle to stave off the faux souls’ attempt to resonate with him, especially the memories that resonated with his path.

A few of his sealbearers had already lost themselves for hours after a slip of concentration. Zac had relied on his Void State to avoid such a fate, fearing it was only a matter of time. They were growing more insistent by the hour.

Zac doubted holding them off to the end would change anything. It couldn’t be random that these visions appeared. They believed it was meant as an opportunity to get a leg up on the trial, where finding the right set of memories would be useful somehow. The theory also lined up with full sealbearers getting more memory motes than those with incomplete seals.

For Zac, the opportunity was a disaster. He suspected the first stage of the trial would take place within an illusion. The moment he was dragged into a memory was the moment his core would go supernova.

Despite the odds being stacked against him, Zac hadn’t given up. If convention said his breakthrough was impossible, then he’d overturn convention.

He stubbornly kept going, using his dwindled resources to their utmost. Zac wasn’t making much headway by now, but each piece of debris he upgraded and added to his growing core would stave off disaster a bit longer. The flame of hope would keep burning so long as he kept struggling, which was exactly what Ogras’ message had proven.

Each second felt like an eternity until the doors finally slid open to let Ogras and Catheya inside. Zac’s heart clenched upon seeing their state. Both were covered in burns, their auras flickering precariously. The item he needed was located in a treasury inside one of the burning pieces of debris. Reaching its depths had clearly been a brush with death. And yet, they didn’t take a moment to rest, coming straight to deliver salvation.

“Buddy, are you ready?” Ogras asked as he hurried over with a crystal carafe.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Zac said, looking at Catheya. “What about you?”

“I’m—I still don’t know if it’ll work. It was never designed for this. I’m afraid you’ll…” Catheya’s voice trailed off as she looked conflicted and scared.

“Girl, don’t jinx it,” Ogras muttered under his breath.

“You’re giving me a chance at life. To turn a calamity into an opportunity. What else can I ask for?” Zac said with a smile.

“That’s right,” Ogras grinned and winked at Catheya. “Who are we dealing with? This is just another Tuesday for him.”

Zac made a final mental check of his state, ensuring he hadn’t missed anything. Similar checks were taking place around him. Galau and K’Rav were inspecting the chaotic mesh of arrays set up, where Jaol and Ship Spirit helped with the complex calculations. Vilari and Kruta were sitting nearby, ready to assist when needed.

Everything was in place. The treasure in Ogras’ hand was the only thing missing, and they’d recovered it just in time. Zac felt the universe urging him on, telling him it was now or never. If he waited much longer, he would have too little energy left to endure the next step. Zac took out an ancient box and began unlocking its intricate seal.

Warning signals went off in Zac’s mind the moment he unclasped the lid, and a fierce aura filled the hangar. It was almost like they’d let loose a Beast Emperor, and the suppression brought forth reserves Zac didn’t know existed. Rejecting his primal instinct to flee, Zac ensconced the box in an embrace between his bodies.

Undoing the ancient lock was like introducing a weakness to a pressure cooker, and treasure jade turned into shrapnel when the box erupted in a tsunami of pent-up energy. A cloud of blue dust utterly bereft of any energy fell onto the ground, forming a neat pile between Zac’s halves. It was the only thing remaining of the box and its contents.

Zac didn’t get to see the body-refining treasure’s true appearance or figure out the best way of absorbing it. The problem had solved itself, with the medicinal force pouring into his wounds like it was attracted by his tempered flesh. The relief was short-lived and quickly replaced by utter, inconceivable agony.

The pain was close to the levels of his temporal backlash, and it grew worse when he felt the horrifying bite from the Four Laws. The experience was completely different from enduring the Four Desolates, though. The Laws found in the Body Tempering Treasure he traded from Esmeralda weren’t pure. They were with a fleshy force reminiscent of the Fiend Crystals he’d collected in the Centurion Lighthouse.

There was even a hint of resentment and madness mixed in. Its origins were clearly different, and closer to what he felt from the Eternal Guardians. There was also a lingering power of stars inside. Likely, the Starfall Court managed to extract some of the force that birthed the Foreign Gods. From there, they’d purified as much of the corruption as they could without damaging its nature, like with the puppets.

Left was an unattuned Body Tempering Treasure containing a sliver of Starclad’s perfected power. Zac would have normally been exhilarated by the pain, knowing it brought tremendous benefits. It was different now. His body was starved for the very energies spreading through every inch and corner, but the hurricanes and ponds in his cells were too weak to extract it.

He was fighting a losing battle where his body was being ground to dust before it could digest the benefits. Zac had already entered his Void State to endure the pain, and unbreakable will forced his limbs to move when his muscles had stopped listening. A deep thump reverberated through the hall as Zac stomped down on the Array Disks while forming mudras with shaking hands.

It was the first step of something both foreign and familiar, echoing concepts from [Void Vajra Sublimation], [Stellar Dominion], and various Draugr bloodline methods. Death and Life moved in perfect sync, and Zac’s suffering reached new thresholds as the energy was drawn deeper into his cells.

He had to keep going. Zac glanced at Ogras, who moved the carafe over. It stopped right between the Core Formation Arrays, and a hand made from shadows pulled out the stopper before disappearing. A shroud of starlight resembling Starclad’s cape poured out of the vase, and Zac’s soul shuddered with both fear and hunger. A second source of Law had appeared in the room, one mixed with profound, enduring spirituality.

The newly engraved runes surrounding Zac’s arrays lit up, and the Core Formation Arrays interlocked with patterns Zac had seen thousands of times. They were almost identical to the arrays Zac used when practicing [Nine Reincarnations Manual]. The liquid Soul Treasure was already drawn by the hunger in Zac’s mind, and the arrays helped drag it all inside before it could get sidetracked.

Zac put theory into practice by activating his Soul Nurturing Technique. The twin galaxies in his Soul Aperture were soon invaded by an overbearing star system seemingly intent on consuming the existing system. Zac’s Soul Cores trembled as they were drowned by their radiance, and Zac couldn’t even think because of the pain.

He didn’t need to. Zac’s heart knew what he had to do. Pure will kept him going, maintaining the [Nine Reincarnations Manual] while he transitioned to the second stance of his redesigned body tempering method. The movement caused a shockwave that reached the depths of his soul, rallying its faltering forces, and Zac’s mind was once more clear.

The heart drove the body, the body nourished the soul, and the soul strengthened the heart. The Void was the bridge, forming a complete cycle of nourishment and stability. This was what he’d seized from Ultom’s light. A grand unified method where everything could become part of something greater.

Zac had discussed this issue with Rava more than once, whether it would help or harm to expand a method to include more aspects than one. Zac initially believed it a bad idea. The System’s path was one of specialization, extracting the most out of each technique for efficient advancement.

Combining all of one’s manuals into one technique could be likened to an even distribution of attributes. The total attribute tally would be the same as someone like Zac. That lack of focus meant no aspect would stand out, leaving you worse off than if you specialized. Instead of cramming Heart Cultivation into his [Nine Reincarnation Manual], it would be better to nourish the heart separately.

That parable didn’t capture the whole picture, even if Zac suspected that was the most common outcome with the ancient manuals. There were instances where one plus one didn’t equal two and where the fusion of two separate aspects could bring forth something completely new. That was the purpose of the [Void Emperor Apotheosis]—divinity from the mundane, a unifying method combining his path.

What Zac exhibited was only a crude prototype of what he’d envisioned, and it managed to accomplish what he needed. A weak cycle formed, synchronizing his Heart, Body, and Soul. None could withstand the destruction of the two Law-imbued treasures on their own. Together, they barely managed to hold on.

More importantly, his methods exhibited a trait exclusive to his bloodline—the hunger of the Void Emperor. The uncontrollable forces rampaging through his bodies briefly paused as threads of pure energy were absorbed by his cells and Soul Cores. All the energy didn’t disappear into the Void Realm, either.

It was his [Void Vajra Sublimation] and [Nine Reincarnations Manual] that gained the hunger of the Void, so it was they who drew on the unclaimed energy to improve their efficacy. Of course, the Supreme Treasures wouldn’t let themselves be refined without a fight, and Zac didn’t have the strength to keep the fight going for much longer.

“Do it,” Zac wheezed, and Catheya clasped her hands.

A boundless chill came like a punch to the gut, forcing the others to retreat to the edges of the hall. The source was a small blue scale that emerged from Catheya’s forehead. It looked like it could have been hewn from primordial ice, but its unmistakable aura exposed its origin. It emitted the tyrannical might of dragons.

The scale flew forward, taking the empty carafe’s position. Zac’s skin began freezing over, eliciting a sensation of being stabbed by a million daggers. The glacial chill crept deeper and deeper, guided by Catheya’s will. Zac showed the way, leading the bulk of the cold into his Quantum Space. It swept forth like a time-accelerated avalanche, covering every inch with terminal chill.

Life halted, Death was delayed, and all Conflict ceased as the Quantum Space entered an artificial ice age. Even the inflow of energy from the Cosmos ground to a halt when the spatial fractures froze over and became impermeable walls.

The scale was something given to Catheya by her master, a safeguard at the same level as Sendor’s brands. Even if its strength was limited to that of a Monarch, its source was a genuine top-tier Supremacy wielding the Authority of Ice. Nothing could withstand its power, least of all Zac. Catheya had tried to aim as much of the scale’s power into his Quantum Space, but perfectly controlling such power was impossible for her.

Thankfully, that was part of their calculation. The destruction of his bodies stopped as his cells froze over, and the ebullient lights harassing his Soul Aperture were rooted in place together with his nebulaic swirls. Zac felt his mind slow to a crawl as even his thoughts froze over, retaining enough presence of mind to hold onto the effect from [Void Emperor Apotheosis].

After two weeks of unrelenting struggle, an absolute calm had descended on Zac’s harried bodies. He was frozen solid, helpless, and at the precipice of true death. He was also alive, struggling, and growing stronger by the minute. Things were finally moving in the right direction.


68
FATE’S CULMINATION


An absolute cryogenic state of this grade was a death sentence for a Hegemon, and Zac was no exception. The only reason he was able to hold on was the two treasures he’d swallowed just prior. Their Law-imbued energies fought back, like candles keeping him just warm enough to stay alive. Even that was only possible thanks to his deep foundations and Sindris Heritage.

Zac wanted to assure those around him he was fine, except the cold had isolated him from his surroundings. Eyes frozen shut, he couldn’t see, and his Soul Sense barely extended beyond his bodies with his soul locked down. They’d have to make do with the weak flicker of spirituality emanating from him and the fact that the motes of Destiny around him hadn’t disappeared.

Keeping track of his internal state was still possible, even if his thoughts moved so slowly it was difficult to hold onto a thread. Ichor and blood had become ice, and his withered muscles were hardened into glistening rubies. His soul, which had been in a constant state of movement since he began cultivating [Nine Reincarnations Manual], had fully stopped, looking like a still picture.

Their plan had come from a place of desperation and was partly based on assumptions and pure guesswork. Still, there was precedent. Back in the E-grade, Zac had used various means to get through the deadly hurdle of breaking open nodes. One of them was relying on Spiritual Ice to freeze the node, lessening the damage from the breakthrough.

Zac’s current situation was infinitely more complex and dangerous, though. Their main goal was to press the pause button on his breakthrough, stopping the inflow of energy and ensuring his Quantum Space would survive the teleportation into the trial. He’d thaw out after things stabilized and finish the job afterward.

Catheya’s scale was the only thing in their possession that could accomplish such a feat, except it was too powerful. Zac needed a safety net to survive being frozen for so long. The problem had made Zac think of the microscopic suns still burning in the depths of his cells. During the tribulation, they showcased a hint of the amazing resilience that allowed the Stellar Wanderers to even travel the great beyond. Not even the Four Desolates could faze them.

The suns were much too weak to resist a Supremacy’s Dao, even after they’d marginally grown from feeding on Ultom’s light. The treasure he’d gotten from Esmeralda was the closest thing since its origins were clearly related to the Stellar Wanderers and the Lost Plane. They’d either strengthen the suns or provide a similar effect on their own. Observing the results, it was the latter.

With one treasure covering his bodies, he also needed something for his soul. His companions had pursued every avenue, even browbeating the Ship Spirit into hacking into a few of the Centurion Base’s restricted terminals. Finally, they found a lead on a Soul Nurturing Treasure—the carafe that Catheya and Ogras managed to bring back at the eleventh hour.

Any of the three treasures would have killed Zac outright if used on their own. Together, they formed a system of mutual restraint, just like [Void Emperor Apotheosis] brought mutual promotion between heart, soul, and body. Starting up the method before freezing also allowed him to slowly siphon some of the medicinal energy.

Zac hadn’t just consumed the treasures to survive being cryogenically frozen. He was tapped out, mentally and physically. Surviving the cold wouldn’t matter if he woke up a week later in an even worse state. If things remained this way, he wouldn’t have to worry about that. So long as he maintained his Void State, he would absorb the energies.

Keeping the right pace was the key. Take too much, and he wouldn’t have enough to resist the cold. Too little, and he risked thawing out prematurely. If things worked out, Zac would not only have recovered most of his energy upon awakening, he would have strengthened his body and soul.

Furthermore, his whole crew had come together to lessen the dangers. The Core Formation Platforms were surrounded by multiple arrays that contained and kept the cold stable. Vilari was monitoring his soul’s state, and Kruta was ready to use his flames to temporarily weaken the chill if Zac’s state worsened. Zac forgot all else, sinking into the depths of the Void.

The next time he opened his eyes, he’d already be inside the trial.
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“You’re going to burn a hole through his chest if you keep that up.”

Catheya ignored the comment, once more inspecting Zac’s state. There was still no change. It should be a good thing, yet Catheya found it impossible to relax. It had been an hour. Shouldn’t she have been able to see some form of improvement by now? Had they miscalculated? Were the treasures keeping him alive but too weak to also nourish him? If so, they needed⁠—

“It’s minute, but his soul is growing stronger,” Vilari assured before Catheya’s mind could run amok.

“See? He’s fine,” Ogras said. “Better focus on what you can control.”

“You’re right,” Catheya said. Her role in the plan was over the moment she released her master’s blessing. Catheya had no way of controlling the glacial domain now that it was out there. Instead, she turned her attention to the shimmering lights around her.

“Have you discovered anything?” Catheya asked.

“What Janos said should be true. The one I touched the other day is still with me. The others have been swapped out,” Ogras said. “Do they want us to build a squad? Or is it winner takes all?”

“Isn’t this what the trial is about?” Kruta said. “Seizing fate. So if you seize a strong one, your opportunities will be better?”

“I’d prefer to seize whatever spark that puts me next to the boss.” Ogras grinned. “The opportunities would come on their own that way.”

“Seizing fate,” Catheya said, glancing at the dense swirls around the two men encased in ice. “I’m going in.”

Catheya extended her will, touching a particular light that had tried to harmonize with her for a while. It was like she’d fallen into a whirlpool of foreign impressions, and Catheya had to hold on for dear life not to be dragged under. And yet, it was impossible to get anything tangible that could help with the trial. The memories were too blurry, only giving off a vague sensation.

She felt a closeness to the unnamed stranger the mote represented, but there was ultimately an unbridgeable gap. Something about its destiny didn’t align with Catheya’s path, so she began pushing back. She shuddered and opened her eyes soon after. It felt like weeks had gone by. A quick check confirmed three hours had passed.

Ogras had a vacant look in his eyes, indicating he was in the middle of seeking his fortune. Catheya then turned to Joanna, who showed no interest in the lights surrounding her. The spearmaiden only had eyes for her lord, her eyes giving off a sparkle that filled Catheya with as much pressure as Iz Tayn’s celestial beauty. “Anything new?”

“They had to add some flames an hour ago. He’s stable since,” Joanna said. “The last of the crew is about to return.”

“Is everything prepared on that end?”

“The ship is ready to be packed up at any time, and we’ve found a safe spot to park,” Joanna confirmed. “We’re setting out the moment they’re aboard.”

“Not a moment too soon. I can feel the heat through the walls.” Catheya grinned. “It’s finally happening, isn’t it?”

Joanna slowly nodded. “Fate’s culmination.”
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‘It’s time.’

The Flameguard exhaled and stood up. Her movement broke the silence that held the chamber in its grip.

“Are you going ahead?”

She glanced at the Tobrial prince, who was barely visible inside the gentle swirl of building blocks. The ancient thread was still in his hands, its aura was weakened. It was clear he’d only managed to pierce the surface. The real prize remained deeply embedded in the fabric. Only time could tell whether he’d become another link in the chain or if his preparations would benefit someone else.

“It’s time,” the Flameguard confirmed as a flame ignited on her finger.

Her hand danced through the air, following the inherited rites. The Flameguard felt a weak rejection, then the conviction in her heart burned it away. It didn’t take long for the complex sigil to be filled in. It collapsed onto itself, becoming a radiant mote resembling those surrounding the sealbearers. Except, its luster was slightly different, as was its color.

The flame flickered, casting a shadow in the form of a veiled nun. They bowed toward each other in a greeting that crossed time, and the mote expanded into a gate.

“Safe travels,” the prince said with a smile from his dais. “I hope we’ll get to work together again.”

“If fate wills it.”

Leyara found herself standing on a trail of burning footprints. The path prepared by her predecessors—the other her. The path stretched into the darkness like a chain made from responsibility. It would take her where she needed to go, avoiding most of the pitfalls the candidates would have to face. The flames urged her ahead, to perform her duty.

For years, she’d followed its will without question and without injecting personal beliefs. Today, she would not. The reluctance and anger she’d held onto so long burst forth from a hidden corner, shrouding the burning radiance that held her captive. Leyara felt like she’d woken up from a dream, and a swell of emotions came rushing forth. Anger, fear, and determination.

Leyara turned around, facing a river of lights that flowed through the darkness. A few of the weaker wisps were lost to the cosmos, the destinies reclaimed by the wheel of Samsara. Only a shadow remained of what once had been a mighty stream so vast it could have been mistaken for an ocean. Leyara felt a pang of sorrow at the scene, even if she knew the sentiment was inherited.

“So few of your followers remain, Emperor Evrodok,” Leyara mumbled as she scoured the river.

Leyara’s thoughts grew hazy. Willpower alone was not enough to suppress the Flame of Destiny. She desperately fought back against the inevitable, buying as much time as she could. So long as she could see him.

And there he was.

“Always up to something.” Leyara smiled, using the last of her strength to nudge one of the lights.

Grunting in pain, the Flameguard formed a calming mudra. Confusion was washed away and replaced with purpose. She began walking down the path of flames, each step perfectly aligned with an identical footprint. The river soon faded into the darkness, and its matters were already forgotten. Her heart was blank like a mirror. Reflected on its surface was the destiny that had to be.
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Blessed Fate clasped his hands and the ocean stilled. It was done. Order was restored, and the trajectories followed the will of the Cosmos. The weave had grown too complicated to interfere any further, with ancient threads obscuring the path to the future. What would be, would be.

“Will you step in?”

The resulting silence was expected. The Supreme Seal hadn’t left their Lord’s side for the previous pillars, and they wouldn’t now that he’d stirred in his slumber. The unknown variables resisting their efforts weren’t enough to draw the Seal’s attention. Looking at the pages of history would say it was the right decision. A river was a living thing, and it was natural for it to occasionally shift in unexpected ways.

Over time, balance would be restored. Not even Laondio Evrodok could overcome the course of nature, and the Sangha would face the winds no matter which way it blew. As they always had.

And yet, Blessed Fate felt a shadow on his heart. He couldn’t shake the feeling of a larger plot eluding his gaze, masquerading as randomness within the flux of fate. He shook his head, drawing comfort from the endless waters. Imperfection was natural and expected in an imperfect world. Where he lacked, the Dharma would intercede.

A great Buddha was born with a thought. Blessed Fate’s deified form sank into the waters and their Lord’s embrace. It took the last of his apprehensions to be washed away by the eternal dream. Blessed Fate’s empty vessel remained on the surface, his form not reflected on the waters. The monk set out when he couldn’t feel his true spirit any longer, each step spanning an equal distance to the boundlessness of his heart.

Blessed Fate crossed the four seas, his immovable Dharma resisting Samsara’s call. The ocean’s end drew closer, and reality inverted when he reached its edge. Water became land, and the boundless nothingness beyond became a mighty river without beginning or end. The past was like the trunk of a mighty oak. The future was its crown, with rivulets branching out in every direction.

He stopped at its shore, unmoved by the beckoning call of the possible futures. Their truths were illusions when the trajectories remained uncertain. Drawing conclusions from what could be gleaned within was bound to lead one astray. Blessed Fate was here for the present, though the thick stream of history held its allure.

If his blemish had remained, Blessed Fate might have been tempted to pry into the hidden streams. The frothing waters were just passing clouds to him now. He turned away, cupping his hands toward a nearby spot.

“Amitabha, benefactor. It’s a rare blessing to see you, old friend.”

Time twisted, revealing an old man almost completely covered in a worn and faded robe. What had once been the deep azure of the bottomless depths had become the pastel blue of a summer sky. The only feature discernible within the deep hood was a long beard that looked a lot like the river he usually guarded.

Two hands knotted by age yet blessed with impeccably smooth skin peeked out from the wide sleeves. Blessed Fate smiled and shook his head upon seeing the wooden rod in the old man’s grip. How many among the current generations knew that no less than five Primordials had been impaled upon that humble fishing pole after failing to escape its unbreakable line?

Of course, balance was always restored. Old Man River could only leave his prison for short durations. It was the price for abusing causality to hunt in the River of Time’s headwaters.

“This poor monk can only admit his inferiority. I would not dare to fish in these muddy waters.”

“I don’t know about that,” the old man grunted as he threw out the line. It sank into the River of Destiny without causing so much as a ripple. “You’re still alive, huh?”

Blessed Fate’s gaze curiously followed the String of Time as it sank into the depths. Pinching his fingers confirmed nothing. It was impossible to uncover who the string sought without offending.

“I see no future in you,” the fisherman commented. “Still trapped in that nightmare of yours?”

Blessed Fate smiled. “It is the path we chose. May this one inquire what brought benefactor to this gathering? I see no fate between you and the Fifth Pillar, nor any desire for Ultom in your Heart.”

“Just bored.” The old man shrugged. “Figured I’d catch the show.”

“Benefactor is always welcome to try his luck in our waters. Perhaps the remedy you’ve been seeking is waiting for you there,” Blessed Fate offered as a prayer mat appeared by the fisherman’s side.

“Not interested in getting scammed by you people. I’ll watch the show and go home,” the old man said. “Something interesting is bound to happen with so many lunatics coming this way.”

Blessed Fate held his smile as he followed the threads of Karma. The old fisherman was absolutely right. The shores were about to become quite crowded. And with some of the oldest existences making an appearance, there was no lack of bad blood.

“Before that, perhaps a trade?” Blessed Fate said, nodding at the glistening string.

“I think she’d take offense,” the old man said and pointed to the sky.

Blessed Fate sighed at the enormous crack opening in the sky. “It’s this poor monk’s great honor to finally meet you, Mistress Tayn. I’m delighted to see your merit shining brightly. It should not be long until you can bless us with your presence once more.”

“Delighted, are you, monk?” the sky rumbled as golden flames descended like an apocalyptic rain. Blessed Fate clasped his hands and drew the suffering toward himself. The Empyrean Throne snorted with annoyance and withdrew her flames before they added to her debt. “Shifty old thing, you better not get any ideas. That goes for the rest of you, too. I’ve been good for too long, and I’m itching for a fight.”

“The benefactors gathering today all know the price of interference,” Blessed Fate said.

“If we were reasonable people, we wouldn’t be here,” Kolsara Tayn scoffed.

The sky mended, leaving only her presence as a warning to those who arrived later. One by one, ancient existences stepped onto the shores, appearing from every corner of the cosmos. Some towered toward the sky, their frames straining against the Terminus. Others hid in the folds of reality, their presence only exposed by the river’s pull. All waited in silence, hoping to find answers from the shift.

The river grew increasingly agitated until it split in two to give room for the continent rising from its hiding place beyond reality. The waters frothed, creating a thick mist that obscured the world and the branching futures. The war for the Kalpa’s direction would begin inside, and the outcome would redraw the paths beyond. Blessed Fate smiled and began chanting.

The board was set, and the future had become the present. The game started anew.

Defiance of the Fall continues in BOOK SIXTEEN!
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