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      The board is set, and the game has started anew.

After braving the dangers of the Imperial Graveyard and overcoming betrayal, Zac has succeeded in his goals. The Kan'Tanu leader is dead, and the Eternal Guardians were unleashed upon the cult.

Betrayal left Zac wounded and exhausted, yet time waits for no man. The competition for the Ultom Courts is starting, and it soon becomes clear there is more to the trial than meets the eye.

Ancient plans compete with new ambitions as past and present collide.

The Limitless Empire is stirring.
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PREVIOUSLY IN DEFIANCE OF THE FALL…


The intersector war between Zecia and the Kan’Tanu Cult has reached its final stages, with Zecia crumbling under the cult’s relentless assault. Zac discovered a final opportunity to turn the tides; a mysterious weapons project created by the Limitless Empire. The problem was that the Centurion Base was located in Kan’Tanu territory.

Making matters worse, Zac’s beacon pointed to the Imperial Graveyard, a region tightly guarded by the cult. An impenetrable barrier prevented entry, and the headquarters of a Kan’Tanu Chapter guarded the pass. Unable to sneak inside by himself, Zac had no choice but to turn to outside help.

Zac devised a plan together with the Undead Empire and the Sindris Clan—a Technocrat faction in exile at reality’s edge with a surprising connection to Zac’s Void Emperor heritage. The final piece of the puzzle was the [Epiclesis Bell], the ancient treasure that housed the evil entity that had kidnapped Vilari.

The Undead Empire was tasked with bringing the [Epiclesis Bell] to the Zurbor Sector. Destroying the bell would expose the entity to the Heavens, triggering an extinction that would spread to the heretical cult and crack open a path.

The plan encountered mishaps before it could begin. Instead of Tavza, it was the Izh’Rak Reaver Kator who appeared on Earth to join the mission. Friction had been festering between the camps of the Undead Empire, and the mission brought the matter to a head. Zac’s relationship with Kator was already strained, and the reaver’s irascible attitude only made it worse.

Zac set off despite his misgivings, bringing his crew to a conquered planet just outside the Imperial Graveyard. Disaster struck a second time when the Yphelion was intercepted by a group of Buddhists. The C-grade Arhat barring their path wanted to capture Zac and bring him back to the Buddhist Sangha.

Forced to enact their plan ahead of schedule, Zac summoned the [Epiclesis Bell] while Kator fought against the monks. The moment the bell descended, Zac realized something was wrong. The White Sky Phalanx of the Izh’Rak Reavers had been plotting all along. Noticing the bell’s ability to hide from the System’s gaze, they used it to smuggle two Autarchs past the seal surrounding the intersector war.

The B-grade cultivators weren’t there to help. The upcoming trial and the battle for the Fifth Pillar had made the winds of war spread to every corner of the Multiverse, and the Undead Empire was no exception. Rebellion was fomenting, with its ruling races turning their blades against the Primo.

Zac, as a key figure in the quest to extract the Primo’s treasure from Ultom and the sole descendant of the Draugr’s Eoz branch, had become an important bargaining chip in the civil war. The Izh’Rak Reavers were not willing to wait until the trial was over to secure him, to the point they were willing to risk the System’s ire.

Just as Zac thought all hope was lost, assistance came from his enemies. A B-grade Arhat emerged from the heart of the C-grade monk, triggering a fierce battle between the opposing camps. The distraction bought Zac enough time to absorb a fifth set of remnants. In doing so, Zac triggered the Atavism mentioned by A’Zu and Be’Zi—the Dao Companions he met when first absorbing a Shard of Creation and Splinter of Oblivion.

The Atavism was a tribulation where the ancient existences of Creation and Oblivion tried to take over his soul. Only by overcoming the Atavism would he sever his connection with the Spark of Creation and Heart of Oblivion. Undergoing two Atavisms at once proved too much. If not for the assistance from an unexpected source, Zac would have succumbed.

Through means unknown to Zac, Tavza An’Azol of the Abyssal Shores had managed to reach him with the Primo’s help. She helped him endure the assault of the remnants, allowing him to successfully sever ties.

As before, successfully overcoming the tribulation brought Zac to A’Zu the Aetherlord and Be’Zi Sharva’Zi, Catheya’s ancestor. His reward for overcoming the Atavism within a century was greater than he could have imagined. First, he received a repository holding all the research into Creation and Oblivion that the two Autarchs had accumulated.

Secondly, they gave him a key to the [Waking Nautilus], a wandering Chaos Attuned heritage from the previous era. It was the [Waking Nautilus] that had allowed the two ancestors to set out on the path of Creation and Oblivion. As someone cultivating both Life and Death, Zac could potentially unearth the true inheritance of the Nautilus.

Lastly, they awarded Zac one attack holding their full strength. Zac immediately used this gift upon returning to his body, suppressing the battling Autarchs and cutting apart the [Epiclesis Bell] in one swift stroke.

Vilari was freed, and exposing the evil entity made the Heavens go mad. It destroyed everything in its path, forcing the Autarchs to flee for their lives. Thanks to the manipulation of the Sindris Clan, Heaven’s wrath spread to the Kan’Tanu. The Great Wall guarding the Imperial Graveyard collapsed, allowing Zac’s crew to sneak inside.

Everything would have been perfect if not for Kator. Realizing their plot had failed, Kator forcibly reinserted himself into Zac’s team by threatening to blow up the Yphelion and ruin the mission. As a safeguard, the reaver also linked himself with Zac through a unique treasure. If one died, the other would suffer the same fate.

They spent months crossing the dangerous graveyard, avoiding energy storms, corrupted aberrations, and the pursuit of cultists. Finally, they reached the Centurion Base, a long-lost space station where the Eternal Guardians were made by extracting Foreign Gods from the Lost Plane. The base was on the verge of collapse, with malevolent puppets and Qriz’Ul roaming the halls.

Forced to split up, Zac’s team, consisting of Ogras, Emily, Galau, and Kator, found themselves stuck in the Polaris Vault, one of the base’s treasuries. The only way to get out was by skirting through the Lost Plane with its corrupted energies.

Zac’s Void Emperor bloodline awarded him unique resilience against the corruption, allowing him to drag his team through the deadly realm. Just as he was about to escape through a Spatial Tear, he found himself face to face with a projection of Starclad, one of the seventeen Stellar Wanderers of the First Era and one of history’s mightiest beings.

After catching a glimpse of the First Era and the Eternal, Zac was summoned by Ultom’s steward Wal’Zo for a talk. Afterward, they were sent out at the heart of the Centurion Base. Inside, the final piece of Zac’s Flamebearer seal and the beacon to activate the Eternal Guardians awaited.

When their plan was about to succeed, Kator suddenly struck. He already saw Zac’s achievements as a threat to his future. With his mind further twisted by large amounts of corruption, he decided to kill Zac and claim the Flamebearer Seal for himself.

Zac found himself outmatched even after bringing his human body out of the [Shrine of Kanba]. Running out of time and with his back against the wall, he decided to trigger his breakthrough to Late D-grade and turn his tribulation into a weapon. With their fates interlinked through the [Solidarity Link], the Izh’Rak Reaver was forced to face the Four Desolate Tribulation.

Only through the help of Ogras, Emily, and with Esmeralda sacrificing an important treasure, did Zac narrowly eke out a pyrrhic victory. He was wounded, his Cosmic Core was a mess, and he was utterly spent. While he’d completed his Flamebearer seal and gained a valuable epiphany, most of his Core Formation remained.

With his reserves faltering and the trial just around the corner, Zac enacted a desperate plan to succeed in his breakthrough. He put himself in frozen stasis, slowly recovering with the goal of completing his breakthrough inside the trial.

As the days counted down, swirling motes of light holding the memories of ancient cultivators of the Limitless Empire began appearing around the trialtakers.

Meanwhile, the most powerful beings in existence gathered at the shores of the River of Time. At the start of the trial, they watched as an ancient continent rose from the depths of existence. It held the Ultom Courts and countless treasures of the Limitless Empire, and the competition for its riches would affect the Era’s direction.

The board was set, and the future had become the present. The game had started anew.


1
GUIDED BY HISTORY AND FATE


Esmeralda reluctantly stirred, resisting the chill and exhaustion’s attempts to drag her back into the comforting darkness. Bleary eyes opened, her thoughts resisted being put into a coherent order for a good while. She felt as lost as when she woke up in her next incarnation, her physical form unable to bear the weight of her consciousness. Thankfully, clarity returned much faster. It was the sixth time she’d awoken over the past weeks, and she sensed it would be her last rest.

She was once again shocked at the tribulations she’d been forced to endure since hitching her wagon to this ill-fated chaperone. Esmeralda was once known as an irredeemable troublemaker, but she couldn’t help feeling like a layman attempting to replicate the feats of a true master. At least it looked like things had stayed stable since she’d fallen asleep.

The barrier still staved off most of the draconic cold, and what seeped into her shrine was turned rootless enough to become a tool for suppressing her curse. Zac also appeared in stable condition. His current state was similar to that of plant cultivators, thoughts moving at glacial speeds as he stayed attuned to his Heavenly Path.

The calm wouldn’t last much longer. She could barely see the surroundings through a dense curtain of lights, and Esmeralda didn’t need to calculate Heaven’s secrets to know they were just minutes from being sent away.

Esmeralda couldn’t stop the cold grip of trepidation from creeping into her heart as the moment of truth drew closer. They’d been quite confident in their theories, that she could gain passage as a contracted beast, and that her age issue had been circumvented through her endless reincarnations.

What if they were wrong?

The seal suppressing the [Timescape Loop] was only a shell after lending Zac its strength, and they were stuck in a Heaven-forgotten corner of the frontier. She was doomed if the System shut her out. She didn’t even have something to barter with those greedy old bastards for another seal, should she somehow reach them in time. It had to work.

Esmeralda urgently covered herself in talismans that could obscure one’s presence. She didn’t hold much hope in their efficacy, though the familiar arrangement brought some comfort. She gingerly took out the ancient statue, its vibrant blood mark still pulsating. Finally, she roused her drained bloodline to temporarily add unfathomable distances between her soul and any threads of Karma.

The outside was completely consumed by the soul lanterns only moments later, and Esmeralda felt a subtle shift. She didn’t dare breathe, move, or think for a good while. Minutes of comforting consistency allayed some of her fears, and she gingerly extended her senses outward. With her guide encased in draconic ice, she needed to ensure he wasn’t steering them both down a cliff.

There was a powerful resistance that prevented her Soul Sense from stretching farther than a few meters. Meanwhile, physical sight was still overwhelmed by a blinding light from innumerable lanterns burning with fate fueled by faith and ancient memories. Esmeralda grunted in annoyance and blinked rapidly. A set of runes appeared in her left eye, and distances became irrelevant. The surroundings were suddenly on full display.

Esmeralda audibly gasped as impressions almost forgotten over countless reincarnations emerged from the haze at the familiar scene. The Grand Tapestry of Time flowed right beneath her, the river so wide it looked like a boundless sea. She shivered at the unfathomable forces it held and added a few extra seals on the [Timescape Loop]. She’d be in deep trouble if it were allowed to draw sustenance from those waters.

Thankfully, they were quite the distance from the River of Time, sailing down a much smaller stream filled with glimmering soul lanterns. Peering into the waters, she spotted both familiar and unfamiliar faces. A few were covered in golden light and seemingly in trance. Others glanced back and forth, trying and failing to understand the situation.

A few strangers stood out. There was an ugly thing that stuffed a burning light into its mouth. A vicious expression appeared on its face, and Esmeralda quickly moved her gaze before it was too late. Her eyes landed on a stone-faced baldy surrounded by three illusory avatars. Each one held a lantern. The monk noticed something even faster, and Esmeralda helplessly turned away. When did youngsters become so scary? Each spotted her and were ready to strike back.

Both river and stream moved in the same direction. It even looked like the stream of Imperial Destiny used the unfailing flow of the Temporal River to advance. They ended far in the distance, where a huge continent waited like an island. The Grand Tapestry of Time was crashing right into it, causing great frothing clouds that obscured most of the continent.

Such a scene should be impossible, yet there it was. Even more surprising was the continent winning the clash of powers. A mysterious force kept it rooted in place, preventing it from being swept away. The river couldn’t stop flowing, so it could only go around into an unknowable future.

The continent was clearly their destination, and Esmeralda used every tool available to search for clues. Unfortunately, the churning waters of time cast a shimmer that constantly changed what she saw. It was impossible to say whether she was looking at the present or a glimpse of the past.

The more the decrepit old world resisted her inquiry, the angrier Esmeralda got. Nothing had been going her way lately. Now, even an old block of stone was looking down on her. She refused to believe she was unable to unearth any of its secrets, and her hands turned into a blur. Flashes of ancient runes appeared, echoing the long-lost power of her fully awakened bloodline.

For eons, Esmeralda avoided using her true abilities. She’d made do with the undead shell constructed to throw off the curse’s scent. Now that things had come this far, what was the point in holding back? To accomplish her goal, she would even unseal the loop if need be. An illusory rune joined the others in Esmeralda’s eye. The curtains parted, her eyes exploded, and cracks spread from the bleeding sockets to cover her entire body.

The damage was nothing compared to the shock to her mind. If Esmeralda hadn’t maintained a sliver of her original soul’s strength, she would have been wiped from existence. Heaven’s secrets were not so easily seized. Yet Esmeralda grinned with excitement. Wasn’t this what it was all about?

For a brief moment, the continent hadn’t looked like a crumbling piece of rock holding against the flow of time. It transformed into an altar so large it strained against the Terminus, marred by innumerable scars. Placed atop it was a chalice surrounded by nine unlit candles, each emitting a distinct, hair-raising aura.

The scene was majestic, but it was clear the altar lacked something. Currently, it could at most be considered a taboo future rejected by the Cosmos. The altar was suppressed by seventeen chains and four mountains hidden within the folds of reality. The altar was like an undying, unyielding beast chained down for ages. And its hidden struggle was about to bear fruit.

Seven of the chains were snapped while rust covered the rest. Meanwhile, the altar was slowly building strength, gradually coming into being. The River of Time was a sea of blood, crashing against the mountainous altar. Some of it seeped into the scars, leaving behind part of its power. Some splashed onto the still-standing chains, adding new layers of sanguine rust.

The much smaller river of memory lanterns and Imperial Destiny poured toward the yet-unignited candles, slowly imbuing their runes with power. Most importantly, something terrifying was growing within the chalice, something that could alter the course of history. Only, its true appearance eluded Esmeralda’s gaze even after paying such a steep price.

“Emperor Limitless, just what are you scheming?” Esmeralda gasped as small illusory spirals rippling with time appeared in her hollow eye sockets, regrowing the set she’d just lost.

Just then, a tremendous consciousness passed over the river of Imperial Destiny. It held ancient, unending power. A mere thought could extinguish the countless memory lanterns and the trial takers they transported. Esmeralda yelped and pushed deeper into her isolating pool, activating a series of runes hidden throughout her shrine.

The river briefly shook before a film of System-controlled Destiny separated the memorial river and the outside world. It also prevented her from gauging the consciousness’s identity, not that Esmeralda minded. Knowing which old bastards hid in the cracks to observe the battle for the Fifth Pillar wouldn’t do her any good. If anything, it was the opposite.

Even some of the participants could sense her gaze, so there was no need to mention those old bastards. Worse, more than one had methods to kill through the most tenuous of connections. Such methods would have been a joke to Esmeralda at her height. Avoiding pursuit and retaliation from such beings was often more exciting than the theft itself. Now, she could only hold her temper in check.

Esmeralda’s mind remained a mess after witnessing the scene, and the many presences added to her confusion. There was no way the observers would fail to notice what was going on. If anything, they should be able to delve much deeper. Yet none seemed ready to intervene. Were they so confident in overcoming Emperor Limitless’s machinations? Or was the time not yet ripe? Were they waiting for that thing inside the chalice to come into being?

The sweeps kept going, and Esmeralda soon got used to them. Curiosity and desire getting the better of her, she carefully extended her senses once more. The distant continent drew closer with great speed, and Esmeralda realized the motes weren’t all heading in the same direction. The soul river branched into nine rivulets, which continued into the mainland. They didn’t reach much farther, ending in churning clouds holding the power of displacement.

The soul lanterns were sorted and sent inland. Was their destination random? A few surreptitious calculations said no. There was a connection between land and lanterns. It all formed an exceedingly complex system related to the vision. Everything held meaning, and everything moved according to design. Even the trial takers had become part of the machine.

Soon enough, they’d been dragged to the continent’s periphery. Broken-off splinters formed bands of islands, just like you saw with any continent. The energies the islands held easily surpassed that of a C-grade continent. Thankfully, the scales were nowhere near the endless lands of Ancestral Realms or Primal Heavens, though the islands still dwarfed conventional D-grade worlds.

One island in particular exerted a great attraction, causing some of the weaker lights to split off from the river. Esmeralda didn’t take the scene to heart until one brat after another was dragged out of the river and toward the world. Most wore shocked expressions and tried various tricks to get back to the river. Nothing worked.

Esmeralda cursed when the pull on her frozen ferryman grew stronger, prompting them to sink deeper into the river. The thing she sought definitely wouldn’t be found on some minor world. Thankfully, she had various measures to mitigate most forces that would try to bind her down or trap her.

A light coming from a hidden spot near the [Shrine of Kanba]’s entrance in Zac’s chest preempted her resistance. They stabilized, continuing on their journey. Esmeralda spotted a few others avoiding being dragged under, including most of Zac’s subordinates. She looked at the falling cultivators, putting two and two together.

“Should’ve worked harder,” Esmeralda sniggered.

Those being pulled down were no doubt the trial takers who’d failed to assemble a complete entrance ticket. Esmeralda wouldn’t be surprised if a bloody gauntlet waited for them below, a final chance to complete their seals and join the real trial. She didn’t care. There were bigger fish to fry.

Esmeralda turned her attention to the splitting river mouths. The first trial takers were already being split up, and it was clear their treatment differed. Those enclosed in lights were gently guided to specific rivulets, while those without were simply dragged into the closest one. A scant few managed to change river through special means while most were unable to resist the pull.

With nine branches, each should represent one of the Lower Courts, one of the candles waiting to be lit. Entering the wrong one wouldn’t necessarily ruin her plans, but it would definitely make her life harder. Although, which one to pick? They all looked the same, and none emitted any special aura. Activating her special vision again was out of the question. This close to the continent, the backlash would be far greater.

The continent remained obscured, giving no further clues. The deadline grew closer and she frantically looked around her. The lanterns were the key, except she wasn’t a trial taker. She could barely gain anything from observing the lights. With so many bobbing about, discovering the right one was like finding a needle in a haystack.

Esmeralda wouldn’t give up because of that. Overcoming all odds and overturning fate were the fundamentals of cultivation, and she was destined for greatness. She’d suffered for eons because of one little mistake, and the universe owed her reparations. Eyes bloodshot, her senses roved over the surrounding lights, using the scant energies she’d recovered to glimpse their secrets.

It was there! Esmeralda almost jumped out of the shrine on instinct as her full attention honed onto a lantern that shone much brighter than the surrounding ones, only stopping herself at the last second. She was just sensing a memory of what she sought, not the real thing. That was enough. Whoever that lantern represented had come in contact with the item she sought, and the encounter left an indelible mark on their soul.

Eyes wild, Esmeralda made a grasping motion. Nothing happened. [Nab], the amazing innate ability that had accompanied her from a tadpole to the peak, grasped nothing but air. The radiant lantern continued its journey, drifting farther and farther away. Increasingly desperate, Esmeralda tried various methods, even extending her tongue to wrap it up.

Worse, she could tell it was moving toward a different branch than herself. Should she jump out and follow it? No, something about her status was clearly lacking. More likely than not, she’d fall right through the lanterns and be swallowed by the temporal river below. Provided none of the old bastards noticed the item on her first. She needed help.

Stamping with anxiety, she shouted with her Dao Voice, hoping Zac could hear it in his current state, “I found a clue, but I can’t get it alone!”

After a brief silence, Esmeralda got the answer she’d hoped for in the form of a distant ‘go.’ A series of runes appeared on the unmoving Draugr, adjusting his course before accelerating toward the escaping lantern.

Farther up the river, Zac roused from his slumber. With the chill holding him in its grip having become rootless, the balance was already breaking. The flames of Life were gradually expelling the cold while his Soul Cores creaked, showing the first signs of movement in over a week. The process would take a while, though he could still vaguely sense how Esmeralda led his Draugr half into the dense cloud in pursuit of whatever clue she’d found.

Already, Zac could tell what would emerge from the ice wasn’t the same as what went into it. Only scraps remained from the glaring light assailing his Soul Aperture, and the Fiendish Energy tearing his bodies apart was just an echo of its former self. He’d managed to hold onto his Void State, instinctively channeling the [Void Emperor Apotheosis] throughout his rest.

As such, the Law-imbued treasures he’d consumed just before freezing himself were almost fully absorbed, becoming nourishment and progress. Zac even sensed he could forcibly accelerate his recovery if need be. He didn’t. Zac would have to resume his core formation the second the ice failed to fully seal his quantum space, and the journey wasn’t over.

The quantum connection trembled as his Draugr half sailed into a churning cloud, and an opaque haze covered his shared senses. Zac had no time to ponder the implications. At that moment, a radiant mote pushed its weaker neighbors aside and slammed into his forehead. The sudden intrusion shook his turbid mind, and his first instinct was to rebuff it.

A familiar scent stayed his hand, and a golden light soon ensconced him.

A series of memories poured in as he floated down another path, guided by history and fate.


2
UNDER A FADING SKY


Kristvan’s frown deepened from the information transmitted through the hundreds of runes floating around him. He sought the source of the anomaly, digging toward the depths of the earth and reaching far into the sky. There was no earthly reason to be found for the slight, yet comprehensive drop. The Cosmos was still providing enough to maintain the node’s operations, but it was getting more difficult by the minute.

It was only a matter of time before they’d have to start to compromise. Kristvan turned toward the central tower, his heart filled with misgivings. Why now? A series of slight alterations ensured a smooth supply of Spiritual Energy for the next few hours. The prospect of facing censure for his actions didn’t even register. Nothing could be allowed to go wrong at this juncture. He only released the connection after confirming no changes beyond the gradual decline.

“Baron Wendimar!” two guards saluted when Kristvan stepped out of his office. “The commander is requesting your presence.”

Kristvan inwardly grimaced, only showing the transcendent dignity of a cloister-trained Formations Master on the outside. “Good.” Though inwardly he wondered, was he caught already?

He stepped through the Void, his misgivings only growing from the weak resistance. He found the commander standing atop the central tower, looking out across the endless sea of orange verdure.

“You’ve altered the allocation.”

It wasn’t a question. Kristvan nodded. “I have.”

Commander Andrak held his gaze for what felt like an eternity before continuing, “Do you have any insights regarding the changes?”

Against all odds, the commander wasn’t questioning the clear transgression. Kristvan’s relief was short-lived. A hardliner like Commander Andrak not bothering to uphold military law? Their relationship was nowhere near close enough for such treatment, and the Wendimar name had fallen so far, it’d long since been forgotten.

Which meant the commander had bigger fish to fry.

“A drained or damaged Dragon Vein isn’t enough to explain the phenomenon, and it shows none of the tell-tale signs of a blight or curse. I fear we’re looking at a deeper issue,” Kristvan said, the wheels in his mind turning. He’d been too preoccupied by the implications to properly analyze the cause. “Have you contacted the other nodes in the region?”

“They’re all reporting similar issues,” Andrak said. “The locals are also reacting. Base Firona and Pallak are facing beast tides. Pallak will hold even with weakened defenses. Firona will not.”

Kristvan held back a wince. Firona was situated in the middle of the Cloudripple Mountains, which was crawling with beasts. Their defenses were more comprehensive than the normal nodes, though that also meant greater energy requirements. A tide would put great strain on their base, and with the supply weakened…

“Any sightings of the forest spirits?” Kristvan asked.

“Not yet. We expect it’s only a matter of time,” Commander Andrak said, looking at Kristvan meaningfully. “We’ve received orders from headquarters. We’re leaving for Seventh Vestige Point in one hour unless the situation has reversed.”

A distant roar rang in Kristvan’s mind, causing a small storm in his Inner World. No wonder the commander wasn’t pressing the issue. They were abandoning Base Pango, retreating to the regional headquarters. What would Andrak care about him siphoning off some of the base’s energy? This was a disaster.

“I can’t leave.”

“I’m not leaving,” Kristvan reiterated, cutting off the grizzled commander before he could respond, budding panic replaced by steely determination. “If you try to make me, I’ll⁠—”

“No need for threats,” Andrak grunted. “I respect your decision, even if it’s unlikely to change the outcome. I can feel it; we’re entering a turbulent chapter.”

“All the more reason.”

Commander Andrak slowly nodded before taking out a chest rippling with foreboding energy. “I’ll return this to you. You should understand its restrictions better than me.”

Kristvan accepted his Master’s creation with mixed emotions, finally understanding why the commander was acting so accommodating. He fully understood Kristvan’s situation and planned on using it to protect his men. Kristvan didn’t mind, as it aligned with his own goals. “Thank you.”

“I have to prepare the exodus,” Andrak said, giving the Formations Master a final look as he faded from view. “They will keep the gate open as long as possible. Good luck.”

“Who knows? We might be worrying over nothing,” Kristvan said with a weak smile. “You might be back before this is over.”

“Hm,” Andrak grunted and disappeared.

Kristavan sighed and caressed his long beard. His words echoed hollowly even in his ears. Andrak’s focus on the physical path didn’t change the fact he was also a genuine Void Herald. How could he not notice the same thing? Their Inner Worlds suffered the same treatment, and the Dao was growing hollow.

It was as though the Heavens were turning their back on these lands. Even an energy-dense environment like the Pangonian Wilds would eventually be reduced to a wasteland from such treatment. What was the point in maintaining the node, then? The grand formation would lack the energy necessary to function even at the basest of levels.

The usually silent base was soon bustling with activity as the hundreds of guardians usually staying in secluded cultivation emerged. Kristvan ignored it all. He entered the central tower and was buffeted by the dense energies within. He soon stood before a sealed door, resisting the temptation of forcing his way through the barriers to spy on the situation within.

With the order being of the highest priority, the hubbub was replaced with an almost eerie calm less than an hour later. The base itself held little value beyond the impact it had on the vast network of underground Dragon Veins. There was nothing to dismantle or extract, allowing the unit to leave without delay.

Only a small rearguard remained to keep watch over the forest. Kristvan didn’t place any hope on their assistance. They were just there to give early warning in case a tide showed potential to catch up with the main squad. They would leave as soon as Commander Andrak created enough distance from the base.

Kristvan returned to his office, where he started a complete overhaul of the complex formations. Everything extraneous was turned off to benefit the central tower and Base Pango’s defenses. Even the scouting formations were turned off—there was no point in knowing how big the upcoming tide was. He would face it all the same. Only the communicator was left intact in a desperate hope headquarters could deliver news and remedy.

When Kristvan finished his alterations, the base meant for long-term habitation had been transformed into an impregnable War Machine. In the five hours it took, the energy density had decreased by a quarter.

“Baron,” one of the advance guards bowed when Kristvan emerged.

“Are you leaving?”

“Within ten minutes,” the guard said, handing over a report.

Kristvan resisted furrowing his brows upon skimming its contents. He only had six hours before the denizens of the forest reached the outer perimeter. “Thank you.”

“We wish you two the best of luck,” the captain said before departing.

Kristvan continued his work. The potential of the Imperial arrangement had been exhausted, but Clan Wendimar wasn’t completely without means, despite its sad state. Towers and array flags flew out of his Inner World one after another, expertly joining the defenses. Four defensive layers became six, all of them thrumming with deadly deterrence.

Any hopes the grand display would dissuade an attack were ultimately dashed. The towering trees beyond the clearing swayed as the mists thickened, yet it was impossible not to notice what hid within. A sea of orange-haired nymphs glided toward the base, unfettered by gravity. They weren’t alone.

One by one, beasts ranging from the size of a fingernail to mountain ranges came within view, setting aside their differences to fight their common enemy. Even the solitary spirits of the forests had arrived, no two of them alike. Two things unified the mottled army—intense fluctuations of corruption and burning rage; rage aimed at him and the Limitless Empire.

Any great undertaking comes at a cost. The nodes required pure Spiritual Energy to function properly, which meant the Earthly Taint had to be pushed into the surroundings until the whole tapestry was finished. Only then could the road display its purpose.

The residents of Pangonian Wilds had seen their environment grow increasingly twisted and impure over the past millennia. They’d tried resisting the Empire’s expansion more than once, except they’d never managed to form a united front. Until now. The absolute drain afflicting the region was the last straw, the threat that forced the natives to unite.

There was no point in trying to explain they weren’t the reason for the Dao’s collapse. He wouldn’t believe him either if he were in their shoes. In fact, he wasn’t certain they weren’t at fault. Who else other than the Limitless Empire wielded the power to obscure the Heavens themselves? The Selvari, perhaps, but they were sequestered on the opposite side of the universe.

No matter the truth, there was no going back. Rumbles like Heavenly thunder shook the forest as the tide crashed into the outer barrier. Automated defenses illuminated the night sky, carving mile-long scars in the ground. It changed nothing. The wilds had more than enough inhabitants to fill whatever gaps Kristvan created.

Mind splitting, a projection appeared before the sealed gate. Kristvan activated a rune that would allow his voice to reach inside. “We’ve encountered a minor setback. You might feel some tremors. Don’t worry about it; we have everything under control. Focus on what’s important.”

Blood painted the forest green, yet the intensity of the attack only mounted. Kristvan held nothing back, personally controlling thousands of arrays to extract every ounce of strength. All that effort only delayed the inevitable. The outermost perimeter was soon swallowed by a sea of verdure, and towers that Kristvan had spent centuries crafting were torn down by vines and swipes of subjugated beasts.

Kristvan’s heart would normally be bleeding at the loss of what was meant to become part of his ancestral home, yet his desire made him detonate them all without a shred of regret. A halo of unfettered power bloomed around Base Pango, overwhelming the combined might of the tide.

Millions of creatures were incinerated by the roiling waves of destruction that rippled outward to form a sea of flames. More than a dozen Void Heralds were among their ranks, having reacted too slowly to the sacrificial attack. The fire lasted the better part of a day until it was brought under control, at which point the siege started anew.

Anything Kristvan could do to slow the encroachment, he did. The Forest Barbarians didn’t care. They acted the role of Nature’s emissaries, determined to expunge the blight on their lands at any price. The world itself couldn’t sustain such a grievous battle. On the sixth day, the first Dragon Vein shattered, and its collapse brought the others with it.

With the land no longer sustaining the arrays, Kristvan had no choice but to power them himself. A dozen cracks appeared throughout the base, each pouring energy into its arrays. Kristvan’s very soul cried from the agony of his Inner World bleeding out, yet he kept cutting off one chunk after another. Under no circumstances could the central tower’s operations be interrupted.

Ultimately, only the Emperor and his Divine Generals had the strength to overcome the forces of nature. Kristvan was far from that level, and his sacrifice wasn’t nearly enough to turn the tides. Nine days was his absolute limit, yet he persisted for ten. Soul leaking, Inner World collapsed, resources fully expended, Kristvan could only blankly pour energy into the final barrier.

He didn’t even notice when a small imperfection appeared in the shield, and he was too slow to react to the root impaling his chest before crashing into the tower behind. The pain and horror stirred him awake, just in time to see a swarm of creatures pouring in. He didn’t care about the beasts. The only thing in his eyes was the huge scar running the tower’s length, including the sealed chamber.

Almost going insane with worry, Kristvan stirred his soul for a final sacrifice. However, an explosion of monstrous anger made his mind seize. He wasn’t the only one. The army that managed to breach the barrier’s weakness before it mended had frozen in place. It was inundated by a roiling tide of killing intent that came pouring out of the damaged tower.

Kristvan felt like he’d been transported to the brutal frontlines, where blood flowed like rivers as the Imperial Legions fought the barbarians encroaching on their lands. Even the sky darkened as the figure responsible for the bloody aura appeared from the scar. Kristvan blankly looked on as a hand descended, triggering a rain of destruction that tore apart countless Beast Kings and nymphs. The constant bombardment of the army trapped outside the barrier grew distant as a singular thought occupied Kristvan’s mind.

When did his daughter become so powerful?
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Newfound power and white-hot rage coursed through Zac’s veins as he emerged from the damaged cultivation chamber. The mix of confusing memories and raging emotions made it difficult to hold onto his sanity. Nevertheless, Zac didn’t quash the memories and desires of Terea Wendimar. He made them his own, where her will was his.

Zac wasn’t sure he could stop her if he wanted. They’d spent the past ten days in an odd clash of realities, simultaneously working on Terea’s Peak Cosmic Core while Zac worked on his own. Her thoughts had been his, as were her memories. And they’d both seen how far their father had gone to keep them safe.

Yes, his father. Whether he was trapped in an illusion or the memories of a light mote, it was impossible to ignore the selfless act of fatherly love. Kristvan Wendimar, a Formation Master with barely any combat ability of his own, had single-handedly faced an army to buy his daughter the time needed to break through.

Even at death’s door, there was no indication of him backing down. Therefore, Zac wouldn’t stop Terea’s vengeance on the attackers. Rather, he urged it on, fueling it with his own Dao and cultivation. Two paths converged, and a rain of hellfire became a rain of burning axes. Axelights became red scars of searingly hot sharpness.

The world lost its color as Zac painted the base in blood, only stopping when the final invader was reduced to burning rubble. Zac understood it was too little too late. There was no way he could deal with the still-growing tide outside the weakening barrier. Facing it was suicide even for him. And yet, what filled Zac’s mind at that moment weren’t thoughts of escape. There was only concern for the withered man who had slumped onto the ground.

“Good… good,” Kristvan said with a pale smile when Zac appeared by his side.

“Dad!” The words came out of Zac’s mouth, and he wasn’t sure whether they came from him or the woman he shared consciousness with. “I’m sorry… Because of me…”

“What are you talking about, silly girl?” Kristvan said with reproach, unable to mask the precariously flickering aura of his dissipating Inner World. He exhibited no confusion about Zac’s appearance or the axe he held. There was only pride and relief in his eyes.

“I—” Zac said with a choked voice.

Another storm of intense emotions assaulted his mind, with grief and doubt holding the central stage. Most of it came from the temporary identity fused into his soul. Some of it was his own. He might have been focusing on his breakthrough over the past ten days, yet he’d witnessed everything that happened outside.

Zac had been unable to see anything outside the cultivation chamber where he’d spent the past ten days. The same wasn’t true for his alter ego. Terea possessed a jade token that provided access to some of the base’s formations, including surveillance. Through that access, he’d seen how something went horribly wrong, prompting the unfamiliar army to flee. Borrowed memories provided context, letting him realize they were a specialized unit of the Limitless Empire.

More importantly, Zac saw how her father chose to stay behind to protect his daughter as she broke through. His bitter struggle from beginning to end, how he sacrificed both lifeforce and his Inner World to buy time. Zac could tell that Kristvan Wendimar would soon die, even if he’d already dealt with the attackers who snuck inside.

“Don’t look like that. We don’t have much time,” Kristvan said, the constant rumble of fierce attacks striking the barrier underlining his point. “I’ll send you out of here in a moment. Before that, there are a few things you need to know.”

“We’ll go together!” Zac urged, grasping Kristvan’s hand.

“Space is sealed, but I shall create an opening. Now, listen up,” Kristvan said, his voice hardening. Something deep-rooted in Terea’s consciousness made Zac straighten his back as the tumultuous waves of emotions quelled.

“You are a Wendimar, which comes with both prestige and responsibility,” Kristvan said as he took out an ancient-looking seal. “Our glory has long since faded, though the Empire has not forgotten the price in blood we paid to stabilize its foundations. Take this seal and go to the palace. Present it to a representative of the Grand King.”

The words came faster and faster as Kristvan’s face grew deathly white. He looked like a punctured balloon, deflating before Zac’s very eyes. It wasn’t just him. The whole world was growing hollow and washed out like it had reached the end of its cycle.

“Our clan has used up most of our accumulated favor. However, we still hold one Limitless Merit. The past 27 generations of Clan Heads have held onto it to this day, waiting for an Eonic Seed to appear among our descendants. Seeing your performance just now, the wait was worth it. Use it and reforge your destiny.”

Zac suddenly found himself trapped as a rune glowing with Spatial Energy appeared before him. He recognized it with a glance. It was the same as the pattern Kristvan had spent every free moment carefully engraving. It created a mysterious dissonance that disentangled Zac’s surroundings from the rest of the world.

“Be careful, little Tea. The sky is darkening, but don’t lose hope. The Empire will provide shade, as it always has,” Kristvan said, his usually stern face softening as he hefted a box that made Zac’s senses scream of mortal peril.

Great upheavals shook Zac’s heart before an unbending determination almost managed to push Zac out of his own consciousness. Zac didn’t fight back, willingly handing over control one final time. His hands clasped as he bowed deeply in a ceremonial farewell.

“Safe travels, Father!”

Kristvan nodded with a smile before disappearing. “You were always my greatest pride.”

The next moment, his aura blazoned to life in the distance, far outside the final perimeter. He felt like a sun going supernova, and it wasn’t far from the truth. Zac’s eyes reddened, knowing the dying Monarch had ignited his very being, from soul to Inner World—all to create an opening in the domain formed from Nature’s wrath that kept space sealed. A seed of unbridled destruction sprouted in the middle of Kristvan’s aura, and the Teleportation rune lit up.

Zac faded away, and the world ended.
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The surroundings exploded in a chaotic mix of Faith and Space. Zac remained unscathed, finding himself in the middle of a shallow crater fifty meters across. It was surrounded by a sea of orange foliage. Farther beyond were nine pillars grasping for infinity. The new environment came with an influx of memories he’d hoped for. The shared state with Terea Wendimar had ended, replaced by his normal twinned existence.

Even so, the grief of parting with his ‘father’ lingered, and even intensified after the memories were transferred to his Draugr side to experience. It was impossible not to be touched by the love and concern Kristvan Wendimar had shown. It made Zac think of his real father—Robert Atwood, not the biological father Leandra mentioned.

A small book appeared in Zac’s left hand. Being made from mortal materials, it didn’t emit a speck of spirituality. It was the diary he’d found in Greenworth, journaling Robert’s final days. Its edges were worn, and it was only a matter of time before the pages would start to yellow. Staying inside a Spatial Ring couldn’t completely halt the passage of time.

Zac sighed and put away the diary. It was hard to believe decades had passed since he last saw his father. His image was still fresh in Zac’s mind, but how long would that last? Most of his memories from his life before the Integration had grown hazy, like a dream before he awakened. Would Robert Atwood fade like his book, severing another link to mortality?

He turned his attention to the item in his other hand—the Wendimar Clan Seal. Its existence presented hard to answer questions. It was real to the touch, and exuded a deep, unmistakable aura. It was imbued with genuine Imperial Destiny. Zac could picture generation after generation of Wendimar Clan leaders carrying the seal, each successor adding to its spirituality through conviction and service.

The seal resonated with something within Zac’s body. A radiant ball of light, one that emerged from his chest, growing into the face of a stalwart woman sharing more than a few traits with Kristvan Wendimar. At the same time, she was slightly different from the Terea Wendimar of Zac’s memories.

There was antiquity in her gaze, one you wouldn’t expect to see in a Hegemon or even Monarch. Without the light emitting any aura, Zac suspected this Terea was one who lived after the scene he’d witnessed. Someone who survived the calamity and risen to transcendent heights. Zac smiled. It looked like Kristvan Wendimar’s wish had come true.

‘Thank you…’ Terea said, her ethereal voice seemingly coming from a distant past.

“I’m glad I could help,” Zac said, knowing exactly what she was talking about.

The strain from sharing an identity with Terea had drastically increased by the end of the vision. The largest reason was her intense emotions from seeing her father impaled, though not the only one. It was like the timeline had split in two the moment the cultivation chamber was breached. Originally, Terea hadn’t emerged to slaughter the enemies before making her escape.

Terea was breaking through to Peak Hegemony, and she didn’t have the luxury of two bodies simultaneously working on her core. Adding the deterioration of her mental state from seeing her father sacrifice his Inner World, it was no surprise she hadn’t been finished when time ran out. The root had crashed into the tower while she was still rebuilding her core, causing her to lose control over her breakthrough.

Kristvan had somehow managed to suppress her rampaging energies before it was too late, though it pushed his soul over the edge. Out of time, Kristvan detonated the terrifying weapon inside the chest. With his dying breath, Kristvan placed the clan seal in Terea’s hand and threw her into a spatial tear. There had been no time to say goodbye or use the escape rune. Throughout, Terea hadn’t been able to so much as open her eyes.

In contrast, Zac had already finished his breakthrough when the attack came. He could have emerged from the tower half a day earlier, only choosing not to. No matter how infuriating the scene playing out was, Zac wouldn’t waste his breakthrough on protecting an illusion. One’s core would only stay malleable for so long, providing a final opportunity to remedy some of the setbacks he’d faced.

Stepping out at the eleventh hour still allowed Zac to rewrite the ending. He gave Terea the chance to say goodbye. That was the cause of the gratitude in the spirit’s eyes. Even if it wasn’t real, Zac helped the memory lantern resolve Terea’s regret. The spiritual avatar made from faith sublimated, and Zac’s brows rose upon feeling the Imperial Destiny on her and the Wendimar Token growing stronger.

Terea faded, her Faith and Fate melding with the world. Only a sliver returned to Zac, turning into a streak of light that went into his left hand. Zac briefly saw four sets of lines appear there, together forming a rudimentary version of the Seal of the Left Imperial Palace. Zac recognized the lines well. They were the lights he’d seen when absorbing pieces of his seal, except they held none of the insights.

Terea’s soul light filled in one of the sets, turning it into a permanent brand while the others faded. The same marking appeared on Zac’s other body, except he wasn’t given the chance to inspect it. A scream of danger was accompanied by a deep rumble as the ground began to heave. Meanwhile, the ancient trees surrounding the pit leaned toward Zac like predators eyeing prey. Their orange leaves darkened to a deep ochre that thrummed with malevolence.

The rustling leaves whispered ancient secrets, generating an immense pressure that made Zac’s bones creak and his soul tremble. It was a powerful domain and only the extension of something even scarier stirring underground. Zac activated [Skystriker], turning into a razor-sharp blade of life that cut through the restrictions as he shot out of the crater. [Verun’s Bite] flashed, and one of the trees was cleanly severed.

Vision swimming, Zac used the window he’d opened to squeeze out of the trap. He kept his movement skill going, rushing through the forest at top speed for over ten minutes. All the while, the aura behind him grew more powerful, even eclipsing that of an Early Monarch. At that point, Zac deactivated his movement skill and covered himself in [Void Zone].

A desolate scream from an invisible wind subdued the whole forest. Zac was no exception, doing his utmost to blend with the surroundings. A scan reeking of ill intent swept by, feeling like a torchlight made from pure hatred. It roved the area, over and over until it reluctantly gave up. Zac exhaled, keeping his aura hidden as he carefully resumed his escape. Far behind him, an arm over five hundred meters long had risen from the ground.

Its hand had over a hundred fingers that bent at impossible angles, each looking at the ground below, then the fingers turned away from the ground to face the sky. The arm sunk back into the ground, allowing the forest to release a collective breath. The songs of birds and roars of beasts gradually returned.

Zac had no idea what kind of creature he’d accidentally disturbed, or whether it was attracted to him or the fluctuations his entry caused. Judging by the intense hatred, Zac suspected it sensed the Imperial Faith—the unmistakable mark of its arch-enemy. Not taking anything for granted, Zac set course for a mountain range in the distance.

While doing so, Zac sorted through the memories he’d gained from his Draugr half to avoid any further pitfalls. Only his human side entered a vision. Esmeralda had dragged his frozen Draugr body directly to this realm, where she’d set up a temporary cultivation cave for him to finish his breakthrough.

What little Zac’s Draugr side saw of his surroundings differed greatly from what his human side currently experienced. It was a domain cursed by perpetual acidic rain and unyielding thunderstorms, a place as hostile as could be. Meanwhile, Zac was certain he was currently escaping the same forest he’d seen in the vision, the Pangonian Wilds.

It was impossible to mistake the distinct orange leaves. Even the general ambiance was the same, though joined by a new sense of disconnect that made Zac think of the Centurion Lighthouse. It was the sense of standing in a place that had been kept in a time capsule for a long, long time. Even so, the forest by no means emitted a sense of death or decay. Zac was amazed by the thick pulse of chaotic spirituality radiating from the trees.

Any random tree in the Pangonian Wilds would be considered a treasure to most of Zecia’s D-grade factions, and they stretched as far as the eye could see. He’d already sensed as much from his shared memories; the ambient energies were simply shocking. They weren’t necessarily much denser than what he’d experienced in Kavista. The difference came from a fullness and clarity of meaning.

Even Zac could tell how close and attainable the Dao was. It also exuded a rough and primordial aura, like it still held the mark of ancient times. Zac wouldn’t be surprised if some trial takers broke through on the spot after arriving, especially the Zecia locals who’d only ever felt the hollow Dao of the frontier. After all, Zac could tell the trial wasn’t being held in a temporal chamber.

The Dao wasn’t the only thing holding the mark of antiquity. The energy wasn’t actually pure. For one, streaks of Ultom’s corrupted Dao spread through the region, though at much lower quantities than Zac expected. It was unable to gain a foothold in such a spiritually blessed environment. Surprisingly, there were also small amounts of Earthly Taint in the Cosmic Energy.

The System had changed the nature of cultivation in more ways than one. Most had an idea of the challenges ancient cultivators faced, although, few from Zac’s generation were aware of one of the System’s greatest accomplishments—the complete and absolute removal of impurities in Cosmic Energy. Before, even the best environments augmented by formations would carry some taint, and dealing with that fact was part of every cultivator’s struggle.

Zac still remembered his second Bloodline Vision, where Karz joined the Blue Spring Sect. The courtyard he’d picked for himself had stood empty for centuries because it was located on a spot with extremely impure energy. Any normal cultivator who practiced there would be harming themselves, like someone who propped up their cultivation with pills. Impurities would accumulate until they formed an impassable bottleneck.

Thankfully, the System wasn’t planning on having the trial takers experience all the hardships of the ancient cultivators. There was a small amount of impurities constantly invading Zac’s body, only to fade away like they never existed.

The whole trial ground was a time capsule from the Limitless Empire’s age, just like the memory he’d just experienced. Seeing how his surroundings perfectly matched the illusion, Zac wondered if the rest of the trial was the same. It was a shame the memories he’d shared were extremely scattered and didn’t include a map. Then again, his destination was impossible to miss.

Far in the distance, a huge pillar of light stretched into the sky. It exceeded Zac’s senses, preventing him from properly taking in its dimensions. Glowing runes surrounded the pillar, and Zac spotted the sigil of the Indomitable Court. There were eight more pillars just like it, spread out evenly in every direction. It wasn’t difficult to guess they acted as beacons for his fellow trial takers.

There was no sign of a tenth and final pillar to mark the Left Imperial Palace. Neither were there any prompts to explain the rules, like during the Eastern Trigram Hunt or Twilight Ascent. Zac’s intuition told him the requirements to unearth the Left Imperial Palace had yet to be met. Stepping into Terea Wendimar’s shoes and the brand that appeared on both his bodies were his first clues on how the System arranged the trial.

As luck would have it, his companion had just returned to their hideout on the other side of the trial.

“Aren’t you worried you’ll trigger a deviation hovering like that?” Zac scoffed, pushing back Esmeralda’s huge head. She’d been lurking right by his side, observing the new brand on his hand.

“I’m not stupid. Your aura stabilized a while ago. I stayed put since I figured you were busy with something,” Esmeralda scoffed. “And what’s this? It smells the same as those wretched lights.”

“I’m guessing you didn’t find it?”

Zac hadn’t seen much of the toad since the trial began. She’d left in search of a specific memory lantern the second Zac was settled, only returning once every day or two. Her extremely annoyed expression told all Zac needed to know about how the hunt was going.

“Nothing!” Esmeralda stomped her feet with annoyance. “Not that it would matter. There are lights all over, but I still can’t touch the things. It looks like you’ve figured something out?”

“I think so,” Zac said, sharing his human body’s experiences.

“You stepped into the life of the memory lantern’s originator?” Esmeralda mused as she studied the brand. “You and your Luck. Imagine if your frozen body got dropped off directly into the forest. You’d have to finish your breakthrough inside a Beast Emperor’s stomach.”

“Lucky, huh?” Zac muttered.

It was a fair assumption. Zac would also have chalked everything up to his extraordinary Luck, if not for the clear indicator the memory lantern had been sent his way. Zac had absolutely no idea how Leyara Lioress knew about his situation or how she’d managed to send him such a suitable lantern. However, there was no mistaking the mark she’d left on the mote.

Zac was aware something weird happened to Leyara. He hadn’t heard from her since meeting the mysterious nun hiding aboard the Everfast Monarch’s ship, and the Void Monastery’s attitude to him completely changed after the events in the Centurion Lighthouse. It didn’t matter if it was part of some bigger plan or a genuine attempt to help him.

He’d chosen to trust Leyara, and it was absolutely the right decision. Zac would try to return the favor if given the chance.

“What you experienced is definitely not as simple as a dreamscape or illusion. Did you sense any hints of Temporal Energy?”

“Nothing,” Zac said. “I did notice something toward the end. The further my actions diverged from the original script, the more faded the world felt. It was like the illusion was drained by having its timeline altered.”

“Drained of what?” Esmeralda asked, her expression solemn.

Zac thought a moment. “Faith, I guess? I think the whole vision was held together by Imperial Faith, even if I don’t understand how.”

“Past and present diverging…” Esmeralda’s eyes widened in realization. “So that’s why we’re right on top of the River of Time. Change the future by altering the past… That madman!”

“What are you talking about?”

Zac gaped upon hearing Esmeralda describe the continent sitting atop the River of Time, and how she’d seen it become an altar with nine candles. The candles had to be the huge pillars of light, representing the Lower Courts. Which meant the chalice was the Left Imperial Palace or Ultom. Could it be the one he saw when being chosen as a Holy Son of the Empyrean Chalice?

“Light the candles and fill the chalice with power.” Zac started to get a bad feeling; a sense of trouble knocking on his door. “Is it a ritual? What will happen if it’s completed?”

“I think… this trial is a contingency. The memory lanterns are more than immortalized memories. They might be beacons linked to the past, using Imperial Faith and the River of Time as the bridge. Emperor Limitless is messing with causality.”

“The memory lanterns can actually change the past? That’s impossible,” Zac said.

Then again, impossible wasn’t the right word. Zac had experienced Leviala Cartava using her Temporal Eyes to send memories to herself in the past, allowing her to change events. He also remembered the terrifying backlash she suffered as a result, and that was from going back a few seconds.

A more recent example was Eoz reaching through time to help him during his Bloodline Awakening. Eoz was an extraordinarily powerful Supremacy, yet he barely managed to overcome Heaven’s suppression when pressing his hand against the Abyssal Lake. Zac didn’t even dare imagine the kind of cosmic backlash countless temporal paradoxes would create.

“If there’s someone who can do it, it’s Emperor Limitless,” Esmeralda said with a mix of reverence and fear. “Of course, I don’t think you actually changed the past. If my theory is correct, then it’s more accurate to say you’re changing the memory of the past.”

“Changing the memory? Whose memory, and to what end?” Zac asked.

“The Multiverse’s memory, of course! And you’ve already seen why. Didn’t you say the Imperial Destiny coming from that baroness grew stronger after you helped her out? Your actions created a theoretical timeline where she avoided mental demons and a botched breakthrough. Accordingly, her destiny would grow stronger.”

“And something on this continent is able to harness this theoretical Imperial Destiny, making it real.”

As farfetched as it sounded, Zac suspected Esmeralda was onto something. Changing the Multiverse’s memory? Didn’t that sound a lot like Laondio’s uncanny abilities that only Karz seemed to notice? Or how Karz’s identity had been removed from the River of Destiny, rendering it taboo? Zac’s heart thumped harder and harder as he considered the ramifications.

Was this all a plot by Laondio to rekindle the fading flames of Imperial Destiny?

“Look at you. What are you getting all jittery for?” Esmeralda scoffed, rolling her eyes upon seeing how tense Zac became. “What? We always knew this trial was connected with the Era’s direction. Isn’t it expected that the biggest boss would want a say? More importantly, what does it have to do with us? Do you want to enter those murky waters, or do you want to ransack this place and make off like a bandit?”

Zac stilled, then began laughing. “You’re right. I guess it doesn’t matter. We only need to figure out the rest of the rules so we can get our hands on the loot. It’s not our problem what happens after, even if the Emperor himself comes jumping out of the woodwork.”

“That’s the spirit.” Esmeralda grinned. “What can go wrong with Esmeralda leading the way? In fact, I’ve already found the perfect place to gather information.”

“You did?” Zac exclaimed. “Ruins of the Limitless Empire?”

“Even better. I found a city full of ancient cultivators.”
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“You found a city?”

Zac was about to comment on the absurdity of the notion of running into actual members of the Limitless Empire. Then he realized it was by no means an impossibility. His human half was still making his way through the Pangonian Wilds, which were filled with various lifeforms. If there were beasts, why not people? Whatever method kept the ancient continent hidden hadn’t killed all life on it.

“Well, it’s not quite that simple,” Esmeralda said before retrieving a crystal from the pouch on her belly.

The Recording Crystal projected an awe-inspiring city from various angles. It floated in the middle of a vast chasm, built atop the head of a terrifying beast. Only bone remained on the huge skull, yet it still exuded a desolate aura that could be sensed through the recording. It was the size of a mountain, large enough to house millions of citizens. The skull was kept afloat by nine indomitable chains that also acted as bridges to the city.

Like Esmeralda said, the city looked nothing like forgotten ruins. It was in pristine condition, and there were ample signs of movement on the streets. Zac also noted there were no roads leading to or from the city, and the surrounding region lacked any other signs of habitation. As if the town was completely cut off from the world.

The answer was likely related to the thick beam of light falling from the sky. It looked more like warm sunlight peeking through the clouds than the overbearing pillars of the Lower Courts. Zac realized it was made up of thousands of memory lanterns that worked together to create the effect.

“You didn’t sneak inside?” Zac said, since the recording was only from a distance.

“I tried,” Esmeralda huffed with annoyance. “I can’t actually interact with it. Flying across the chasm is impossible, and I almost fell right through the chains. It’s definitely not an illusion, though. After listening to your experience, I think the city is something similar out in the open.”

“A city of memories,” Zac slowly nodded.

Zac was disappointed the cultivators inside weren’t real. At the same time, it might be for the best. A city made from Imperial Faith would allow them to test out more of their theories, and there was still the chance of running into actual people. Zac was extremely eager to get going. Unfortunately, it would have to wait.

“Give me a week to deal with my mess of a breakthrough before we investigate.”

“Why do you look like someone’s pooped in your mud bath? Just being alive after what you did is nothing short of a miracle. I’d be laughing in my sleep if I successfully upgraded my core after all that, and don’t think I can’t tell you’ve made other gains!” Esmeralda looked at Zac with disgust.

Zac couldn’t help laughing at how similar to Ogras she currently looked. “You’re right. Being alive is a blessing, and the situation isn’t irredeemable. Still, there’s some work to be done.”

“Take your time,” Esmeralda said. “I’ll head out again. I can go a bit farther now that you can defend yourself.”

“Again, thank you. For everything,” Zac said. “I won’t forget what you’ve done for me.”

Esmeralda grinned. “You better not. If you did, I’d keep nabbing your things until you didn’t even have a loincloth to your name.”

She was gone the next moment, leaving Zac to his own devices. He didn’t immediately set about redrawing his pathways. He only finished his breakthrough moments ago, which was a taxing experience even in the best of circumstances. Pressing pause on his breakthrough was only enough to recover his mental and physical state from the edge of ruin, giving him the strength to finish the job.

Zac didn’t have the energy to draw Late D-grade pathways while fighting his way through the Pangonian Wilds on an empty tank. Just staying awake was a struggle. Zac had his Draugr half focus on recovering Vigor and Mental Energy while his human side searched for a hideout.

Flying or using a flying treasure would have been easier, except Zac wasn’t about to make himself a target like that after encountering a Middle C-grade forest spirit. He kept a low profile, restraining his aura and taking the long way around any place that made his danger sense perk up. Even so, some dangers couldn’t be avoided.

A pack of stubby creatures masquerading as boulders caught his scent. They moved with incredible speed, bounding between the trees. Zac launched a furious blitz after realizing the commotion might attract actual threats. The forest rumbled as axelights tore through stone, and pained screeches joined the forest’s cacophony as intractable vines squeezed the unfamiliar creatures to death.

The leader among the rocks was a Late Hegemon, just like Zac. It was too late in realizing that Zac’s weak aura didn’t make him an easy mark. Its minions weren’t nearly enough to overcome the enormous disparity of strength. Even wounded and exhausted, Zac was on his way seconds later.

He thoughtfully observed a rocky corpse in Haro’s grip. No matter how he looked, it was well and truly dead. He’d killed enough to tell it wasn’t a trick, and Zac even had an Earthly Dao of Death to confirm. Even then, Zac hadn’t received a lick of Kill Energy from his slaughter.

Not getting any Kill Energy inside the illusion was expected. To experience the same thing outside was not. With the small amounts of Earthly Taint rising from the ground, it really felt like he’d been transported to ancient times. Of course, the System hadn’t completely abandoned the continent. While Zac’s human side ran for his life, his Draugr half leisurely opened his Status Screen.

Name: Zachary Atwood

Level: 201

Class: [D-Arcane] Inexorable Apostle

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

Alignment: [Zecia] Atwood Empire – Viscount of Conquest

Titles: […] Peakmender, Exalted Destiny, Atavistic Defier, Valiant Viscount, Cosmic Entity

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, Earthly Dao of Reborn Life – Early, Earthly Dao of Sealed Death – Early

Core: [D] Inexorable Core

Strength: 311,183 [Increase: 256%. Efficiency: 567%]

Dexterity: 148,941 [Increase: 196%. Efficiency: 363%]

Endurance: 182,465 [Increase: 226%. Efficiency: 594%]

Vitality: 187,540 [Increase: 235%. Efficiency: 592%]

Intelligence: 32,333 [Increase: 176%. Efficiency: 363%]

Wisdom: 80,860 [Increase: 179%. Efficiency: 381%]

Luck: 2,153 [Increase: 219%. Efficiency: 488%]

Free Points: 200

Nexus Coins: [D] 87,831,997

Zac had mixed feelings. He’d just overcome one of his greatest tribulations, pulling out all the stops. He’d faced off against both the Heavens and the Imperial Destiny, orchestrating the death of a Peak Monarch. He’d successfully upgraded his core while defeating one of the strongest warriors of his generation.

The numerical changes were greater than expected, yet they still didn’t seem to match his accomplishments. Logically understanding that stepping into Late D-grade wouldn’t award any extra attribute points couldn’t shake that feeling. Still, his attributes had improved far more than could be explained by one level, and Zac quickly found the source.

[Cosmic Entity: Achieve a Low-grade Cosmic Attainment Reward: Base attributes +1,000. All attributes +15%. Effect of Attributes +10%.]

[Void Road (Limited): Reject destiny in pursuit of the unknown. Reward: Luck +130. Exclusive. Upgradeable.]

[Cosmic Entity] was an upgrade of the title he received from the Tribulation Throne, [Cosmic Introduction]. Like his nobility titles, it replaced the old one rather than providing a completely new one. Even so, it was a noticeable boost, making it his strongest base title. Normal titles generally capped out at 10% boosts, with higher numbers commonly only seen on high-grade Limited Titles. With the 1,000 base attributes, the title related to his physique actually provided more attributes than his constitutions.

The exact nature of Cosmic Attainment and its thresholds remained a mystery. Zac had found nothing on the subject in Zecia after getting a “Pseudo Low-grade Attainment.” All Zac knew was that it related to his body being tempered by the Four Laws. The combination of Law-imbued treasures and the Four Desolates tribulation had finished what the Tribulation Throne started.

His physique had been further aligned with the Cosmos. A cultivator would no doubt see their affinities improving after reaching this state. That wasn’t in the cards for Zac. He’d still benefited beyond the generous numerical boost, and the small worlds inside his cells had grown sturdier, along with his whole Soul Aperture expanding.

Zac’s talent in body tempering had improved, and the same was true for his soul. Greater talent meant faster gains and higher ceilings. Zac hadn’t encountered any real bottlenecks so far, but reaching the peak on the paths of Soul or Body wasn’t just a matter of time and resources. Achieving Cosmic Attainment was likely a requirement for the upper layers, no matter what method you practiced. Only a vessel perfectly aligned with the Cosmos could be refined to those heights.

The golden hurricanes and Abyssal Ponds remained weak and were unable to take advantage of the extra room. That was only temporary. After recovering, the changes would make themselves apparent. Zac even suspected he’d see incredibly fast gains until he’d filled up his improved containers with Life and Death.

The other changed title was [Void Road]. Its improvement was straightforward, adding another 20 Luck. Zac wasn’t quite sure which of his actions was the cause, believing it should be related to his interactions with Cosmic Destiny and Imperial Destiny.

It was a shame Zac had more urgent matters to use Ultom’s insight on. He’d briefly glimpsed the nature of Destiny before focusing on [Void Emperor Apotheosis]. Even though not much from that experience remained clear, Zac still had a few takeaways. He suspected he wasn’t the only one who’d formed his own fate—he’d only come in contact with it much earlier than most.

There might very well be no benefits beyond the title at the lower grades, but there was one group of cultivators who definitely used it for their cultivation. Supremacies. They nurtured a following in different ways, from becoming racial protectors to forming religions or empires. Zac suspected all these actions were designed to accumulate Destiny, just like how the Limitless Empire’s Faith nurtured their Imperial Destiny.

The surface explanation was that accruing Destiny or Faith helped stabilize an A-grade Cultivator’s Heavenly Domain. Was there more to it? It might be connected to the Boundless and Heavenly Paths. Some nurtured their individual Destiny to become pioneers of the Boundless Path. Reaching the end of that path meant becoming a Throne that surpassed the Heavens. The other school of thought nurtured fate to harmonize with the Cosmic Destiny, becoming Seals.

Emperor Limitless might have aimed for an even more ambitious path—for his Imperial Destiny to eclipse Cosmic Destiny, turning him into the true ruler of the Multiverse. It was all conjecture, of course. For now, Zac was content with the added boost to his Luck. He would worry about the Void Road’s end when he got there.

His screens were mostly the same beyond the level and modified titles. The two quests related to forming a Flamebearer seal had disappeared after seizing the final piece. The quest to upgrade his Shipyard to Late D-grade had been removed even sooner. It was gone after the System upgraded the Yphelion for him or perhaps after the tracker installed by the Creators was exposed.

Zac wasn’t too broken up about it. The shipyard had provided a huge infusion of strength and capital when it was needed the most, and he was already leaning toward discarding the shipyard. It was too big a risk to allow the Centigrade Pryer’s henchmen to stay on Earth. A lucrative revenue source wasn’t worth risking annihilation.

Not to mention, the shipyard’s importance would drastically drop after the war was over. Few on the frontier could stomach the Creators’ exorbitant fees unless their lives were at stake. Zac also wasn’t willing to let them touch the Yphelion again. If they even could. The Yphelion’s transformation was comprehensive, to the point it had fully diverged from its original path.

The System hadn’t triggered any new quests when the trial started, so Zac only had two active quests remaining.

Cosmic Forge (Unique, Inheritance): Extract two Cosmic Cycles from a three-cycle refined item. Reward: [Essence Union]. (19/34)

One by Nine (Unique, Inheritance): Form a full cycle of Sealbearers. Reward: Entry to the Left Imperial Palace (9/9) [COMPLETE] [NOTE: Multiple cycles can be formed.]

Cosmic Forge looked the same as when he got it in the Perennial Vastness. Zac had made significant inroads over the past years, which had little to do with practicing Cosmic Forge. The gains mostly came from upgrading his Void Emperor Bloodline and gaining deeper insights into the Void. Zac believed he’d be able to complete the inheritance’s third task with a few years of practice.

The countdown timer being removed was the only thing that’d changed with One by Nine. The quest sticking around was another clue. The sealbearer cycle had yet to come into play. Seeing as there was no beacon for the Left Imperial Palace, they’d first have to complete a stage related to the Lower Courts.

Zac would have preferred the quest gone. He wasn’t planning on joining the competition for the Left Imperial Palace and the Ultom Courts. That went double after learning about the ritualistic altar and surge of Imperial Destiny. As Esmeralda said, there was no point in joining those muddy waters when there were so many other riches to seize.

Provided the System would even give him the option of bowing out.

That was another worry for later. Zac closed the screens and swallowed another set of Recovery Pills. Five hours later, Zac’s human side sat down inside a cave hidden in the depths of a narrow crack. The sole entrance was filled with brown moss that absorbed any energy fluctuations, acting as a natural isolation. After adding a few arrays, Zac secured a decent hideout.

Zac had been running on fumes for a while and couldn’t hold back any longer. Both bodies fell into a deep slumber, only stirring a full day later from an unfamiliar fluctuation. Zac shot to his feet, his Soul Sense scanning every nook and cranny around his human half. Thankfully, the spatial ripples didn’t come from an enemy.

The disturbance came from the Wendimar Seal he’d stowed in a pocket. Zac’s first guess was that the item was about to return to its illusory state, except that wasn’t the case. The seal was just as real as before, and the Imperial Destiny it held remained steady. The weak ripple came from a spatial crack so small, it couldn’t be observed with the naked eye.

Curious, Zac prepared some contingencies before infusing a wisp of Mental Energy. What he saw made his heart thump. There was actually a small subspace hidden within the seal. It was obvious the space wasn’t an original part of the emblem. Its aura was almost identical to Kristvan’s. The Formations Master must have hastily attached a temporal space, perhaps even using a piece of his Inner World.

It was extremely unstable, worse than the cheapest Cosmos Sack Zac had seen. It wouldn’t last more than a few days, and probably wasn’t meant to. A few days was enough to transport his final gift. Kristvan had used everything to buy time for his daughter, including his body and soul. And he’d managed to hold onto three items until the bitter end.

Zac inspected the items trapped inside protective formations, confirming that all three emitted powerful fluctuations that made Zac’s body hum with greed. The first was a sealed flame emitting intense heat. It was a Spiritual Flame, something that everyone from Alchemists to Fire Cultivators dreamed of encountering.

Such flames could be used in various ways, from transforming one’s constitution to creating a personal flame that almost acted like a secondary core. If Terea used it, she could have improved her affinities or deepened her foundations. A Spiritual Flame wasn’t much use to Zac. Perhaps he could use it as replenishment for his drained Void Space, though doing so would be a huge waste.

The next item was different. Zac could barely believe his eyes as he looked at the iridescent gemstone. He had actually seen a description of that very crystal while perusing the library during the brief breaks in Rava’s training regimen. It was a [Heavenmend Crystal], and its purpose was exactly what Zac needed—aligning one’s Cosmic Core with the Heavens.

In other words, it was an extremely rare treasure that could upgrade the quality of one’s Cosmic Core. The one inside the Wendimar Token even looked superior to the descriptions. There was an extremely profound array engraved on its surface, surpassing what a Monarch could draw. Zac could even sense weak fluctuations of Law.

Both treasures were qualified to be called Supreme Natural Treasures, yet they paled before the third item. Trapped inside the strongest formation was a pristine C-grade herb emitting strong spatial fluctuations, a Natural Treasure that was nearly impossible to find on the frontier. The powerful formation keeping it trapped couldn’t fully contain its immense aura, and was the reason for the subspace’s rapid deterioration.

Zac had never seen or read about this particular herb before. Still, its use wasn’t hard to guess, considering how its bud seemed to contain a whole world. It had to be a special treasure that was helpful when forming one’s Inner World. Together, the three items would drastically improve Terea’s chances of stepping into Monarchy.

Zac wondered if Terea ever got the chance to see this inheritance. In the original timeline, Kristvan had been forced to throw her into a spatial tear. Enduring such turbulence, the flimsy subspace wouldn’t last more than a few minutes. Terea had been fully occupied with her rampaging core, and what little attention she had to spare would have been used on avoiding the spatial storm.

Instead, it was Zac who became the recipient of Kristvan Wendimar’s care. Fate was cruel sometimes.


5
YOUNG HERO OF THE EMPIRE


“Are you ready?”

“Ready enough for some light exercise.” Zac smiled at Esmeralda’s eager expression. “What’s left won’t be solved in a day or two.”

Eight days had passed since secluding himself. Zac felt like a dried-out plant having recovered after a long drought, filled with energy and desire to explore. New pathways replaced the broken mess left after his breakthrough. They felt like superhighways able to transport boundless amounts of energy with unprecedented speed.

Even so, a week was far from enough to recover to his peak state. Most affected was his Void Emperor Bloodline. His actions inside the Void Plane had even greater ramifications than Zac feared. His Bloodline Talents and Hidden Nodes were severely weakened, almost like he’d been pushed back down to E-grade.

[Purity of the Void]’s purification space was closed for business, and Zac couldn’t extract the Voids of Life and Death from [Spiritual Void]. Occasionally using [Void Zone] confirmed it was a temporary state. With every treasure [Void Heart] consumed, the nullification zone grew more intense. The same was true for [Void Mountain], which almost felt as illusory as when he first got it.

It would require at least a year of constantly feeding [Void Heart] treasures to fully recover, perhaps even longer. That was too long to go without his strongest ace, and he needed to supplement the process. Opening Void Vortices in energy-dense spots would be the most effective solution. For now, Zac was too weak to force one open in his current state.

As luck would have it, Zac had a new option: [Void Emperor Apotheosis]. The semi-finished method encompassing Zac’s whole path could trigger his Void Emperor Bloodline, allowing his cells to draw sustenance into its depths. The ability was an improvement on the experiments Zac performed after the Abyssal Pond.

The method’s purpose expanded to not only advance his Draugr bloodline, it could also nurture his Void Vajra Constitution and soul. It was how he’d slowly absorbed the Law-imbued treasures, and should work for the general recovery of his Void Space. Zac didn’t expect to have much free time during the trial, though he should be able to squeeze in the occasional body tempering session to accelerate his recovery.

The Void Plane’s wretched state weakened him short-term, yet it was only the second biggest setback to his cultivation. The Void Plane would resolve itself given enough time—if there was one thing Zac was good at, it was finding and consuming treasures. Fixing his Cosmic Core wouldn’t be as easy.

Neither the Law-imbued treasures nor Esmeralda’s sacrifice could fully undo the damage. The trinity core was successfully fused in the end, but Zac didn’t need to delve deep into its complex pathways to find imperfections. The core had been pushed all the way down to Middle quality. Worse, it was closer to the threshold of a low-quality core than a high-quality one.

That was after using all methods available to improve the result during the core formation’s final step. Gaining five or six more levels was his core’s current limit. For most mortals, that meant the end of their journey. There were no pills that could solve the problem of an imperfect core, at least not on the frontier. Only incredibly rare Natural Treasures like the Endemyre Sage’s [Myriad Paths Water] possessed such capabilities.

There were a handful of such items in the Intersector War’s Limited Exchange, though few were at the level of the water. Even the worst ones cost an arm and a leg, well out of reach for most elites. Zac was obviously an exception to the rule, and even he only managed to prepare one before setting off for the Imperial Graveyard. The millions of war merit gained inside the Centurion Base would be of no help inside the trial, unless the System saw fit to install an exchange hall on this ancient continent.

Serendipitously acquiring the [Heavenmend Crystal] was a start. It wasn’t enough to bring his core back to high quality, though, let alone the peak quality required for his next breakthrough. As bad as it looked, Zac was far from giving in to despair. He’d arrived on a continent full of ancient treasures and opportunities. There was bound to be more good stuff. If he couldn’t fix his core in here, then he’d deal with it outside. He was still considered extremely young for a Hegemon.

Both the [Heavenmend Crystal] and the [Seed of Potential] from the Limited Exchange remained in Zac’s Spatial Ring. Improving the quality of his core right now wouldn’t make much of a difference. He was better off saving them until he was fully recovered. Ideally, Zac would have spent a few more weeks upgrading some of his skills to Late D-grade. He neither had the time nor blueprints for that.

Each level exponentially increased the complexity of the fractals. It wasn’t long ago he pushed the last ones to Middle D-grade, and there had been no time to ponder on the next step. Despite lacking any real way to leverage his upgraded core, Zac was confident as he emerged from his hiding spots.

Gazing at the distant pillars with two sets of eyes, Zac estimated his position. His bodies were almost on the opposite ends of the trial ground. His human half was closest to the Radiant, Indomitable, and Hollow Courts. Meanwhile, Esmeralda’s pursuit led them closer to the Mercurial and Anima Courts, of which one was noticeably closer.

Zac glanced at the toad, who was looking at the closest pillar with longing. “Mercurial Court?”

“That’s right.” Esmeralda nodded. “What I’m looking for should be in there.”

“Alright, let’s go figure out how to get inside.”

Esmeralda grinned, and a flicker of relief appeared in her eyes. It was clear she’d been worried about her goal. Being the greatest thief in the universe was useless if she couldn’t interact with the environment. She needed a trial taker, and Zac was obviously the best choice. Only, his agreement to help wasn’t like the binding resolution he’d entered with the Undead Empire.

Zac could back out and focus on his own opportunities. There was no such thought in Zac’s mind. Esmeralda had gone far beyond their original agreement to help him. It was no exaggeration to say he owed Esmeralda his life. She’d gone so far as to sacrifice her protection against the temporal curse to save him. Zac would do anything in his power to return that favor, and the first step was the memory city.

While Zac’s Draugr form watched the rain-drenched tundra whizz by from the comfort of Esmeralda’s pouch, his human half set out alone. He continued deeper into the mountains, heading directly toward the pillar representing the Hollow Court. Kator’s betrayal had voided the treaty with the Undead Empire, but that didn’t mean Zac would give up on the mission. The only change was that he would finish it with his human side instead.

His debt to Tavza notwithstanding, Zac felt it more important than ever to get his hands on the Primo’s treasure. It was integral to staking out a path for survival after the trial concluded. Zac had a feeling that if he could get that item into the Primo’s hands, then the Undead Empire’s civil war would take a sudden and drastic turn. And as the Primo’s savior, the Atwood Empire would acquire the protective umbrella it desperately needed.

A day passed without any significant incidents on either end. Even so, Zac never lowered his guard. It was evident the ancient continent held the same dangers you’d expect on any wild world. There was no level restriction or pruning of threats beyond their grade. The enormous hand remained the strongest entity Zac encountered, though Esmeralda mentioned a similarly terrifying beast slumbering in the depths of a rainy gorge. It was likely the beast itself was the cause of the region’s rainfall.

It wasn’t just monsters one had to worry about. The more powerful the environment, the more likely it was to birth unusual things. Zac spotted a distant mountain that emitted a hair-raising aura. Rather than a Beast Emperor, Zac suspected it was caused by a curse or natural formation.

Zac didn’t experiment with any of the memory lanterns they spotted on the way. For one, they were all significantly weaker than Terea’s. He only wanted to interact with high-quality lanterns, or ones that garnered a strong connection. Zac didn’t expect to hit the jackpot again, but a strong light should have higher odds of valuable returns.

More importantly, Zac wasn’t sure he could keep interacting with memory lanterns without a drawback. He only had four slots on the brand, and those were shared between both bodies. While the brand’s purpose remained unclear, it had to be connected to the main trial. Eventually, he’d catch another trial taker to test his theories. Until then, he would stay clear.

Esmeralda brought his Draugr half out of the rainy domain after a full day’s travel, reaching a much more habitable region. Small mountains were separated by lush valleys, where streaks of crystal-clear water brought sustenance to the lands. This would have been the perfect place for human habitation if not for the somewhat sparse ambient energy. It was noticeably lower than the rainy domain, not much better than Earth after its upgrades.

“We’re almost there,” Esmeralda commented as she leaped between two mountain peaks, her passing going unnoticed by their inhabitants. “It’s lucky I didn’t turn around because of the unimpressive energy.”

“It would have taken me more than two days to cover this much ground, and the pillars haven’t changed in the slightest,” Zac commented. “It’ll probably take months to reach any court. Even longer if there are danger zones blocking our way.”

“This place is larger than I expected,” Esmeralda agreed.

“It’s no wonder we haven’t run into any other trial takers,” Zac said. “I guess that’s both good and bad.”

With his breakthrough dealt with, his biggest concern was his followers. Half of them would be like lambs to the slaughter if they ran into one of the more powerful outsiders. Thankfully, encountering another participant should be almost impossible so long as you stayed away from the beacons. His weaker followers could seek out opportunities inside the environment and memory lanterns until the trial ended.

The chasm came into view two hours later. Esmeralda’s recordings hadn’t done the scene justice. The bottomless hole was even larger than the Twilight Chasm, and the energies it released made Zac tremble. The remnant energies all but confirmed the slain beast had once been a B-grade being.

While deadly, the rife energies made Zac’s cells thrum with hunger. It was quite close to the fake Fiend Crystals he picked up in the Centurion Lighthouse. Except, it held a denser taint of berserk force, making it unsuitable for cultivation. His [Void Heart] might have been able to use a diluted version, though direct absorption was out of the question. He would have to advance his bloodline to C-grade before messing with such dangerous energies.

The chasm acted as a natural moat that staved off attackers. The only way to the city was the sturdy chains, whose glittering runes rebuffed the berserk energy. The chains were twenty meters wide and flattened at their top to form a proper road. Zac hesitated before the chain. Like Esmeralda said, the city was alive.

There were guards stationed atop fierce-looking array towers, and they spotted a few cultivators flying through the air. Despite not sensing any energy from within, it was possible to make some estimates of the city’s grade. The chains were unable to remove all the surrounding Fiend Energy, so reaching the city would require the aid of a Hegemon.

Furthermore, they counted dozens of Hegemons in less than thirty minutes of observation, confirming they were quite common. You wouldn’t see so many Hegemons moving about in a Late D-grade city. A city with this many elites would be ruled by a Pseudo Monarch at the very least. Approaching such a place was dangerous, doubly so as a Draugr.

It was a risk they were willing to take. Worse came to worst, Zac believed he was strong enough to force open a path to freedom. Esmeralda slipped back into the [Shrine of Kanba], and Zac took his first step onto the chain. In contrast to Esmeralda’s experiments, he felt solid material beneath his feet. Esmeralda was also fine, so he continued forward.

A stream of energy poured into his legs as he walked. It came directly from the chains, helping him combat the chasm’s energy. What little remained was easily resolved by Zac rotating his energy. The assistance wasn’t actually needed, if a good sign. An even better sign was the lack of warning bells or attacks coming his way. A guard even waved him over when he hesitated.

Whether the city was an illusion or memory, he’d become part of the scenario. As expected, the connection with his other half grew more tenuous with every step. Different from last time, there was no foreign set of memories that competed with his own. Zac did notice the brand on his hand emitted weak undulations that harmonized with the surroundings.

Seeing as his danger sense remained at a low roar, Zac continued his approach. He fully lost his quantum connection at the chain’s halfway point, though his strength remained at full capacity. A disconsolate roar shook Zac’s mind the moment he stepped off the chain and onto the skull. It held a vestige of the slain Beast Emperor’s might, and communicated an indignity over having an ant step on its head.

A weak heart would crumble from the pressure. For Zac, it was not worth mentioning. He’d seen much scarier entities, and this one wasn’t even alive. The guards perked up when Zac continued forth without pause, and he noted a glimmer of both respect and caution. They did nothing to bar his passage, though Zac stopped after taking a few steps.

His gaze turned toward the largest manor, from which a cultivator approached with speed that clashed with his portly frame. Zac’s heart thumped upon sensing the weight of the incoming aura. The newcomer was an Early Monarch, albeit the weakest one Zac had ever encountered. Even the Zecia Monarchs during the war had sturdier auras.

Zac still considered escaping as the man drew closer. He wasn’t quite ready to battle across grades, and not just because of his sub-optimal state. The gap between Hegemony and Monarchy was simply much greater than in previous grades. Any attack would carry a significant threat when imbued with a world’s weight. Thankfully, Zac didn’t believe the newcomer had come to fight.

‘Is it just me, or does he look expectant, like he knows you?’ Esmeralda asked.

‘Let’s see what he wants. Get ready to escape.’

“Forgive my sudden approach,” the middle-aged man laughed upon seeing Zac’s somber expression. “It is not every day Black Zenith has the chance to welcome a heroic son of the Empire.”

“You flatter me,” Zac said, surprised at the humble tone. No matter what, the old man was a proper Monarch, which should command some respect. Also, since when was Zac a heroic son of the Empire? “I’m sorry, have we met? I can’t seem to recall Elder’s identity.”

“There is no reason for a young master of the Ironblooded Wendimars to know every little character here in the shallows.” The Monarch smiled. “I’m Truga Ur, mayor of Black Zenith by the grace of the Empire.”

“Mayor Ur,” Zac greeted with a slight bow, trying to follow the Limitless Empire’s custom while digesting the information.

Zac’s confusion couldn’t escape the portly Monarch’s gaze, though he misunderstood its source. “A remote settlement such as this wouldn’t normally have a Bloodline Stele. However, this old man solved a few tasks for the local magistrate and was awarded an official conferment. I apologize if I ruined the young master’s plans with my excitement.”

“The world is full of heroes,” Zac said, clasping his hands in respect. “And it’s no problem. I’m not trying to hide my identity.”

“It’s just some small contributions, nothing compared to the awe-inspiring feats of Marquis Wendimar,” the Monarch said with a pleased expression. “If young master doesn’t mind, you’re welcome to stay at my manor during your visit.”

“That would be great,” Zac said. “It just so happens I have a few questions for you.”
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Zac’s confusion only grew as the Monarch led him through the city, happily introducing its various aspects with uncomfortable deference. Th trail of curious onlookers only grew, and Zac soon felt like a zoo animal. It was clear he’d borrowed Terea Wendimar’s identity, explaining the brand’s undulations. And yet, the locals didn’t see him as Terea.

Truga Ur had called him a ‘son of the Empire,’ so they saw Zac as himself and not a woman. The fact he was a Draugr didn’t really register either, though the mayor briefly lost his train of thought when Zac intentionally released a wisp of Miasma. Zac had the right credentials, but the citizens of Black Zenith weren’t unthinking puppets. There were limits to how far he could rely on his borrowed identity.

His perceived status as a Wendimar Clan member appeared to grant Zac quite a bit of leeway, which brought some questions of their own. The grand reception didn’t match the fragmented memories Zac gleaned during his breakthrough. Clan Wendimar was only Kristvan and his daughter, excepting a few mortal branches dozens of generations removed. Neither of the two exemplified the ‘Ironblooded Wendimars’ that even the commoners of Black Zenith had heard of.

Furthermore, Kristvan Wendimar was a baron, the lowest level of nobility. So, who was the ‘Marquis Wendimar’ that Truga Ur mentioned? Was this a butterfly effect of his previous actions as Terea Wendimar? Zac improved her breakthrough, allowing her to reach greater heights and restore her family. Except, didn’t the previous vision take place during the System’s awakening? If so, there’d be no time to restore anything.

Zac’s deliberations were interrupted when the mayor stopped in the middle of a large square. Zac looked up, startled at the familiar obelisk before him. It was almost identical to the large statue in the middle of the Ensolus Ruins, with twenty-three waves glittering under the sunlight.

“It’s the latest model, storing not only the signature of the twenty-three departments, but all 729 founding families,” Truga said with a wide smile.

Things finally clicked. Zac was by no means an expert on the Limitless Empire. His short time in the Order of the Empyrean Chalice had given him a basic understanding of its history. Like most factions, the Limitless Empire had much humbler beginnings. The Emperor was far from his height of power when the Empire was founded, barely strong enough to gain a foothold on a vast continent filled with powerful factions.

Even then, Laondio managed to turn hundreds of sects and clans into loyal vassals. The records said they were moved by his grand vision and willingly joined his ranks. That account didn’t convince Zac. Remembering his Bloodline Vision, Zac rather believed Laondio used his purification arrays and his mysterious fate-bending abilities to bring people to his side.

These vassals became the Limitless Empire’s foundation. A few kept pace with the Emperor during his ascension, growing in might until their families became known as the Nine Imperial Bloodlines. Their leaders became kings and the Emperor’s closest confidantes. The other families reached their limits much earlier, and many declined into obscurity.

Clan Wendimar was clearly one of these founding families, though one of the less impressive lineages. Zac recalled Kristvan’s parting words, how the recent generations hadn’t lived up to the expectations of their ancestors. Even weakened, the founding families enjoyed immense prestige. They were granted various benefits, such as true hereditary peerage in an empire that worked almost solely on merit.

“When did you establish this settlement?” Zac asked as Truga led him past the Bloodline Stele and toward the manor whose gate was placed right behind it.

“I am Black Zenith’s second mayor. It was founded by my master 82,784 years ago, shortly after the Celestial Workshop announced the Imperial Road Project. Master discovered that one of the roads would pass through the area and decided to strike out early. He believed that any trading post on its path would naturally attract wealth and fate,” Truga Ur said with a helpless smile. “Unfortunately, Master misjudged the speed of such a vast undertaking. He eventually realized the Workshop wouldn’t reach this region during his lifetime.”

“Yet he stayed?”

“He’d already invested his life savings in transforming the Zenith Chasm from a taboo zone into a stronghold. Since the skull can’t be taken out of the chasm, he simply chose to stay. His efforts will benefit his descendants instead.”

“He sounds like a great man.” Zac smiled, hiding his exasperation.

He’d hoped for an actual year and epoch to get a sense of when this scenario was taking place. It seemed more and more likely that his previous guess was wrong. The mayor’s deference and the differing titles weren’t because of Zac’s changing history. Rather, they were currently visiting an earlier epoch, before Clan Wendimar’s decline.

The news of Zac’s arrival spread like wildfire throughout the city. Celebratory streamers were hung on the main street, and a grand feast was arranged the same evening. Notable figures from all walks of life showed up. Zac was relieved to hear there was only one more Monarch in the city, the leader of a prominent clan with branches in six neighboring towns. Furthermore, he entered seclusion a decade ago and wouldn’t emerge unless his clan faced extinction.

Even then, Zac found it difficult to remain calm when faced with dozens of inquisitive Peak Hegemons. While Zac indirectly probed the guests for information, they were doing the same. A sole descendant of a founding family appearing in a place like Black Zenith was clearly out of the norm, and everyone was trying to figure out the purpose of his arrival.

Most of the questions were related to the road network Truga Ur mentioned. Zac’s vague answers didn’t quench the bubbling excitement filling the room. The locals saw Zac’s appearance as confirmation that construction was finally about to begin. Zac became a harbinger of prosperity, and the elders tried to get the inside scoop.

A few focused on more direct benefits. Zac could see calculating gleams in eyes briefly shifting to his Spatial Rings. Black Zenith was a remote town bordering a continent’s unclaimed wilderness. Such regions were often called shallows because of their lower energy density and higher levels of Earthly Taint.

Despite their name, shallows generally took up the majority of a continent’s landmass. The inequality was even greater before the System came along to remove the taint and stabilize the flow of energy. Even so, Black Zenith was clearly flourishing. The energy inside the memory was far greater than what Zac and Esmeralda experienced outside.

The environment even exceeded the Kavriel Continent back in Zecia. If the System had been around to widen the path of cultivation, then there wouldn’t just be two Monarchs in the city. The fact that the citizens of Black Zenith still considered themselves country bumpkins was very indicative of what kind of continent they were dealing with.

“I still cannot believe a founding member came to this desolate stretch of the Left Imperial Expanse. I’ll be able to brag about this meeting for centuries,” an old man said with a toothy smile.

“You’re too kind,” Zac said. “Are you a local, senior?”

“Born and raised on this big ol’ skull,” the man nodded. “In a way, she’s all of our ancestor.”

“Do you happen to know of any interesting features in the region?” Zac asked.

“Interesting features? I assume young master is looking for destined encounters and opportunities to hone himself?” the old man guessed, getting a nod in response. “If it’s opportunities you seek, then the Kantor Crypts are a must-visit. The third prince’s inheritance is still waiting for a worthy successor.”

“Old man, are you trying to send the young master to his death?” an old lady exuding an alchemist’s medicinal scent said with a glare. “One wrong turn in that treacherous labyrinth, and it’s over. And for what? Some trinkets the Ancients were willing to use for funerary rites?”

“How could some corpse poison harm the Ironblooded?” the old man retorted, though he was clearly wary of the fiery old lady. “And according to the scripture, the prince’s inheritance goes far beyond mere trinkets.”

“Scripture? The nonsense your old man spouted?” The old lady waved her cane at the man before turning back to Zac. At that moment, she looked like a kindly old grandma again. “Don’t listen to his nonsense. His grandfather managed to discover one of the tombs in his youth. It held some decent items, but it also became his downfall.

“He discovered mentions of a godlike prince and became obsessed with finding his remains. Of course, he never found it, nor did any of the others trying their luck. The smart ones gave up. Others entered the crypts and never came back,” the old lady sighed. “If you’re looking for opportunities, I suggest visiting the Whittlestorm Mountains.”

“That’s right,” another guest agreed. “The beasts are agile, making them decent opponents, and there are plenty of herbs growing in the hills. If you delve deep enough, there are even herbs that would move Void Heralds.”

Hearing the discussion, a few more elders came over with their own suggestions. The more Zac heard, the more shocked he became. There were five treasure grounds within a few months’ travel, each confirmed to hold C-grade materials or greater. Any such remnant would trigger a bloody storm back in Zecia, with Monarchs flocking from every direction. Here, it was merely a topic for gossip.

Zac initially thought this was simply how high-grade continents worked. That clearly wasn’t the case, judging by Esmeralda’s gobsmacked expression as she listened in. Eventually, Zac couldn’t help raising his concern. “Are we truly in the shallows?”

“Aye, young man, don’t get your hopes up. If they were truly blessed grounds, the powerful old codgers would already have picked them clean. They all have problems. Either they’re too dangerous to match the potential reward, or the harvest is entirely dependent on luck.”

“Still,” Zac said.

“Isn’t it because of the engineers causing a mess?” a slovenly old man muttered, glaring right back when the guests looked at him with warning. “What? You know it’s true! You Imperials descend on Eversee Expanse and the ground starts shaking soon after. Then all these dangerous places keep cropping⁠—”

The old man’s tirade had been stopped by the mayor, who suddenly emitted an extremely dangerous air. “Trovald. Don’t make the rest of us look like fools by bringing up such ancient history. It became the Left Imperial Expanse multiple epochs ago, and we’re all better off from it. There’s order in the shallows, all thanks to the Imperial Legions performing regular sweeps.”

The gathering continued well into the night before the guests reluctantly left. Zac’s social battery was running on fumes, but he still walked deeper into the manor. The mayor had asked for a private meeting. It looked like Truga Ur was ready to play his cards.

“Your city is full of vigor,” Zac praised as he sat down.

“It’s mostly thanks to the young master. The Ironblooded Legions might be in charge of clearing out the surroundings of the Indomitable Prefecture, but tales of your exploits have reached this corner of the Empire. Your presence is bound to enliven the atmosphere. For some, it represents hope. As for others… Well, there are those who live at civilization’s edge for a reason,” Truga Ur smiled.

“You’re quite forthright,” Zac said with surprise.

“It’s entirely superfluous, I’m sure. I can tell young master is aware of the darker sides of the world.”

“What Trovald said about the earthquakes,” Zac said, “is it true?”

“It is,” the mayor said after some thought. “The world is bound to change with the seasons, which occasionally births or unearths new mysteries. The upheavals have become more noticeable since the Imperial Edict. The road drawing closer causes the world to rumble and its Dragon Veins to realign. Sometimes it’s a blessing. Sometimes…”

“Any worthy undertaking will come at a price,” Zac said.

The portly man hesitated before leaning over. “Can I ask… Are the rumors true? Will the road purify their surroundings? Before the royal courts are erected, at that? It seems too good to be true. I’ve heard that not even the Sovereign Soil of the Limitless Expanse is completely free from Earthly Taint.”

Zac suppressed his excitement. He already had a decent idea of what was going on, and Truga had finally confirmed his hunch. The System was propped up by eight pillars, of which the Left Imperial Palace was one. The palace, in turn, was supported by nine Lower Courts, adhering to the cosmic order of eight by nine.

That arrangement had felt like an abstraction, until now. Emperor Limitless had turned the whole Left Imperial Expanse into a gargantuan formation. The Imperial Road was its pathways, and the royal courts were the formation eyes. In addition, there were countless smaller nodes, such as the remote base Kristvan Wendimar had been dispatched to maintain.

Black Zenith’s current timeline should be at the earlier stages of the undertaking since the Outer Courts hadn’t even been finished. They’d only seen some minor upheavals. Zac suspected life in the Left Imperial Expanse would only get worse before it got better. He still remembered the corrupted forest spirits driven to madness by the overflowing taint.

It was no business of Zac’s. He was not some saint who stayed awake at night worrying about woes of the world. Not to mention, all this was ancient history. His actions during the trial couldn’t change the fate of the Left Imperial Expanse. Zac could, however, benefit from its circumstances. He’d worked hard for the past hours, and it was time to reap his reward.

Zac ignored Truga’s question about purification, countering with a question of his own, “Before that, how about you explain what you’re up to? I’ve played along for now, but there is a limit to my patience when being used as a prop.”

The atmosphere changed. Zac didn’t back down. He calmly sipped his drink, waiting for the mayor’s response. Inwardly, he was primed for battle. Truga Ur appeared shocked, then shook his head with a helpless smile.

“Young master is truly wise beyond his years. Nothing can escape your gaze,” the Monarch said. “In truth, I’ve been working for the Celestial Workshop for the past twenty centuries. The contribution I previously mentioned was taking measurements and performing surveys, helping the Formations Masters plot out the correct course. Unfortunately, that work became my undoing.

“I recently got word from my contact in the prefectural capital. Construction will reach the Withering Steppes Region within 800 years. Only, the intended path going through Black Zenith has been rejected in favor of another arrangement. Peyre Makra, a hamlet bordering the Peyre Marsh, will become this region’s central node.

“Worse, Black Zenith is on a fault line, so construction might cause the whole city to collapse. All the work and resources we’ve poured into this place will become worthless.”

‘I knew this old guy was up to no good.’ Esmeralda snickered at Truga Ur’s crocodile tears. ‘He must have paid through the nose to get the news ahead of time.’

A smile tugged at Zac’s lips. They’d known something was off since the very public welcome, and the feeling only got stronger through the day. Truga Ur made it impossible not to know of the founding family’s arrival. The mayor was using the event as part of a plot, and Zac had been planning on demanding a cut. It was only now that Zac fully understood Truga’s scheme.

“You’re trying to offload your assets before the news break?” Zac smiled. “Those in the know should have realized the construction is drawing closer. But only you know the path has changed?”

“A few more should have received the news. Those with that level of connections know when to keep quiet.”

Zac couldn’t help but laugh. He had to admit that Truga Ur deserved his position. The mayor was using Zac’s appearance to create a real estate bubble. The burgeoning rumors about the imminent economic upswing probably came from Truga himself. Zac refusing to give any clear answers couldn’t stop the rumor mill.

Truga wouldn’t have to do anything. The opportunists would come to him, and the mayor could “reluctantly” sell off his worthless deeds and properties for exorbitant sums.

“I should remind young master that these news are technically considered classified information. I only dared share it because of your esteemed name.”

“You don’t want me to expose your scheme?” Zac waved his hands when the mayor was about to deny the accusation. “It’s fine. I would never divulge the Empire’s private matters, and I’ve done nothing to besmirch my family name. I’ve been very clear that I’m not involved with the Imperial Road.

“Only… the Wendimar name isn’t so cheap that it can be used freely by outsiders.”

A dangerous air filled the room as Zac unleashed his aura mixed with his killing intent. The reinforced walls shook from the monstrous air of slaughter he’d accrued on the battlefield. Zac believed few among the real Ironblooded Wendimars would be able to replicate the depths of his foundation or the pressure of his accumulated slaughter. It was a warning and declaration that Zac wasn’t just some random member of his clan.

“That’s, uh—” Truga Ur said, looking slightly pale.

The pressure went away as quickly as the came. Zac continued with a smile on his face, like nothing had ever happened, “I heard Elder controls an opportunity unique to Black Zenith…”

The Monarch looked at Zac with surprise. Realization dawned, and an ingratiating smile appeared on Truga’s face.

“Indeed. My master studied the Zenith Chasm for millennia. Shortly before his death, he discovered the method of refining its immense energies. That is the famous Zenith Elixir. Since young master has brought such honor to our small town, I’d be honored to gift you some to sate your curiosity.”

Zac’s smile widened. Being an arrogant young master wasn’t all bad.
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It was impossible not to have heard of Zenith Elixir during the gathering. Truga Ur himself mentioned it in passing. It was Black Zenith’s most famous product, and having a monopoly on its concoction was an important reason for Truga’s unshakable position. There were multiple stronger Monarchs in the region, though no one wanted to harm the goose who laid the golden egg.

“Unfortunately, young master should’ve heard that the purification takes a significant amount of time. Every day, a single drop is added to the stockpile, and there are many who clamor for the Zenith Elixir,” Truga continued, looking forlorn. “At most, I can gift young master one vat.”

“One vat,” Zac slowly said. “I’m afraid that’s not enough. I was thinking ten.”

“Ten!” Truga Ur yelped, looking like Zac had asked him for his heart. “Impossible! That’s millennia of accumulation! I might barely be able to scrape two vats together by calling in a few favors.”

‘This old man has eight vats stockpiled in the basement. Maybe I should steal the other six to teach him a lesson,’ Esmeralda said, appearing ready to sneak out of her shrine.

Half a day had passed since they entered Black Zenith, which gave Esmeralda enough time to perform a series of experiments. She could freely interact with the environment now that Zac provided passage. Zac had also gained newfound admiration for the toad’s methods. She’d come and gone right under the nose of the guests, even explored the mayor’s mansion without triggering any alarms.

‘There’s no need. I know a way to make this old scammer open his wallet.’

Instead of throwing out a counteroffer, Zac silently placed a bottle of pills on the table. Truga glanced at the bottle with confusion before his eyes widened with genuine shock. The man couldn’t help himself. He picked up the bottle and gingerly poured one pill into his palm, acting like the common Healing Pill was a priceless treasure.

“There’s not a speck of Earthly Taint!”

With Earthly Taint being ever-present in the pre-System age, you’d find it in everything from pills to equipment. An important part of any craftsman’s skillset was minimizing the contamination. There were countless methods to extract the good and leave the bad. Even so, not even grandmasters could craft pills as pure as the ones Zac presented. Such things only appeared when the materials and environment were rid of Earthly Taint.

“Like I said, any worthwhile undertaking comes at a cost. Nevertheless, the Empire wouldn’t do something if they weren’t confident in success,” Zac said, giving the Monarch a pointed look. “Pills like these cannot be mass-produced yet. At most, they can act as a proof of concept, showcasing the value of the Imperial Road Project.”

“How marvelous,” Truga Ur muttered, and Zac could see the wheels turning. “Ten vats is still impossible… I might be able to scrounge up a little more. I keep a modest emergency stockpile for periods when the Refinement Array malfunctions. How about three⁠—”

Zac inwardly laughed, knowing it was just a matter of striking the right balance now. He could easily have taken out a small mountain of such pills. He still showed a reluctant expression as he took out another bottle. Twenty minutes later, the negotiations were complete, with each side feeling they’d pulled one over on the other.

“The Wendimars are as straightforward as the rumors say,” the Monarch said with a pleased smile.

Twelve pill bottles and three boxes holding unblemished Natural Treasures flew into one of Truga’s sleeves. Zac similarly put away a Cosmos Sack holding a small fortune of refined Spiritual Crystals. They were the predecessors to Nexus and Cosmic Crystals and the Limitless Empire’s unofficial currency. Some spending money could come in handy further down the road, since taking out his System-era materials would always come with a risk.

“Six vats it is. The final refinement will take six days,” Truga said.

Zac took the news in stride, having already learned this during the banquet. The final refinement was critical to creating a product fit for consumption, and yet resulted in an unstable product. The elixir would only remain fresh for a few days after being completed, so it was stored in a semi-refined state until it was time to be used.

“Accommodations have been prepared; feel free to explore the city until the refinement is complete,” Truga continued.

‘He wants you to fan the flames even further,’ Esmeralda laughed.

“Thank you,” Zac said and left after exchanging some pleasantries.

He’d been given a large courtyard reserved for esteemed guests. Zac ushered away the servants before sitting down by a large pond. The gentle rain of memory lanterns was muted in the night sky, causing the waters to ripple with an ethereal glow. The tranquil atmosphere soothed Zac’s mind, and he took out a piece of wood and an artisanal axe.

He’d picked up carving while working on his Cosmic Core. It helped him express the blueprint, and he’d used the same method many times since. Today, he wasn’t cultivating. He simply carved because he wanted to. The block of deep-red wood was the most similar to the trees in the Pangonian Wilds his undead side had on hand.

The only sounds in the courtyard were those of crickets and woodcarving. Piles of shavings grew as a bust started to take shape. The tranquility was shattered when a huge toad appeared out of nowhere, turning the pond into her bath. Zac didn’t react, calmly continuing his work.

“We’re clear,” Esmeralda confirmed, comfortably stretching her long legs. “You know the mayor intentionally exposed his plan, right?”

“I know,” Zac said. “No fool could reach Monarchy in the shallows. He understands balance, that he needs to pay a price to get what he wants. It’s one thing to scam the local warlords, another to make a founding family an unwitting accomplice. He wouldn’t be able to stay inside the Empire.”

“I listened in on some conversations while I investigated the city. He’s quite popular. The weak lead better lives here than in most settlements,” Esmeralda hummed. “Maybe he’s a noble thief, just like me.”

Zac had a feeling that Esmeralda was closer to a wealth-hoarding dragon than a Robin Hood type but saw no reason to call her out. Neither was Zac convinced Truga Ur was a slimeball hiding a noble heart. Like everyone else, he was a mix of good and bad. It didn’t matter to Zac. They were only passing boats in the night, using each other to get what they needed.

Zac continued working on his sculpture until distinct features appeared. He eventually stopped, intentionally leaving some roughness in his work. The lack of details made it impossible to guess her age, trapping her in a state of uncertainty. Only time could tell what was real.

“Not bad. You managed to replicate a hint of true fire. If you keep at it, you’ll reach the level of an artisan. At that point, you can imbue your works with actual power,” Esmeralda said. “Who is it?”

“Terea Wendimar,” Zac said, stowing it away. “Are you sure about this?”

“You think the mayor’s going to silence you?” Esmeralda curiously asked.

“No. A son of the Ironblooded Wendimars disappearing in Black Zenith would cause him no end of trouble. I think he’ll send me off under great fanfare, praying I’ll never come back,” Zac said. “I’m talking about the delay.”

They’d originally only planned on staying the day before continuing toward the Mercurial Court. Losing connection with his other half wasn’t that big a deal. Although he couldn’t share senses, Zac still shared one soul and Cosmic Core. He’d already worked out a few simple messages by drawing on his core and Mental Energy. His other half knew he’d encountered an opportunity and would take a while.

“We shouldn’t be overly anxious. This trial won’t be over in a day or two. We’ll only harm our chances if we ignore the opportunities along the way,” Esmeralda said. “We could both benefit from the elixir, so we should just set the time aside.”

“You’re right.”

Zac spent the next day touring the city, both out of interest and to collect information. His understanding of the Limitless Empire improved a lot despite Black Zenith being an unimportant frontier city. Reading historical records couldn’t compare to actually walking through history.

Beyond information, Zac also tasted the local cuisine and traded for some interesting materials. Zac could see how the atmosphere grew more heated by the hour. Everyone was discussing the Imperial Road. The rumors reached a fever pitch when three pill bottles appeared on display at the city’s auction house.

New information was added to the rumors—the Imperial Road would open the path to cultivation. Living close to it would transform the fate of one’s descendants, removing the blight of Earthly Taint. As unbelievable as it sounded, the unblemished pills acted as proof. Zac could barely walk the streets despite having guards keeping people at bay.

It was obvious the mayor would use the pills this way. It was the only reason Truga was willing to pay such a hefty sum. The elixir was priceless. The few vats that appeared on the open market went for the equivalent of multiple C-grade Nexus Coins. Some bottles of Early D-grade pills couldn’t compare, even if they were free from Earthly Taint.

Zac didn’t go out the following days, partly because of guilt over his role in Truga’s scam. Facing the misguided hope was uncomfortable, even if it was all ancient history. Zac didn’t have time to spend the whole week sightseeing anyhow. Things had finally calmed down, and there was much Zac needed to catch up on.

Black Zenith remained stable throughout, showing no indication of collapse or other discrepancies. The golden shimmer of Imperial Faith gradually faded during this stay, yet nowhere near as noticeable as at the end of his previous vision. Zac could stay for well over a month at the current rate of expenditure.

Staying that long didn’t prove necessary. Right on time, an attendant informed Zac that everything was ready. The servant led him to a guarded basement that had to be dug directly into the skull. The mayor waited before a sturdy door covered in arrays.

“Everything is ready,” Truga said after excusing the servants. “I took the liberty of preparing my personal chamber rather than one of the public rooms. It can retain the elixir slightly longer.”

Zac nodded in thanks and stepped into the room. It was mostly empty beyond a pool in the middle. It was filled with spiritual water and heated by arrays. Standing behind it were six sealed vats, each the size of a large barrel. They emitted a fearsome aura, making it seem like a ferocious beast had been sealed inside.

“Be careful. Any medicine will become poison if taken in excess,” the Monarch reminded. “Even refined, there is a significant amount of desolation left. Absorb it too quickly, and it’ll affect your mental state. From there, it’s a short journey to insanity.”

“I know my limits,” Zac assured, looking back at Truga Ur with interest. “If I hadn’t arrived, what would you have done?”

“I would have invited my contact from the Celestial Workshop to double-check my work. Of course, I’d have to provide a few gifts to make the arduous journey seem worth it.”

The door closed, sealing the chamber. Zac laughed, having expected an answer along those lines. It was difficult to reconcile an unfathomable undertaking like the System’s creation with local politics and bribery, but human nature infiltrated everything. Zac had a feeling Truga Ur did well for himself in the original timeline.

‘The room is clean. I’ll still add another layer of isolation, just in case,’ Esmeralda said before emerging from the shrine, directly taking up two-thirds of the pool.

“The Wendimar name made this visit a breeze,” Zac commented as he disrobed. “I doubt our reception would have been the same if I’d entered as some random schmuck.”

“You’d be swarmed the moment you took out one of your pretty little pills,” Esmeralda giggled.

Their visit to Black Zenith reinforced just how massive Leyara’s favor was. It might not have put him head and shoulders above the other trial takers, considering they had weeks of finding a good memory lantern before the trial began. Still, gaining the identity of a founding family had to be close to an optimal start.

“There’s no guarantee that the Wendimar name will work everywhere. We should try and find a memory lantern with a high status in the Mercurial Court,” Zac said.

“We’ll figure it out,” Esmeralda said with a greedy expression. “Hurry up. I want to see if this stuff is as good as advertised.”

Zac laughed and ripped off the seal on the closest vat, prompting a desolate roar to shake the chamber. It felt like the huge skull resonated with the elixir, causing a vibration that made Zac’s body come alive. Zac’s stomach growled with hunger and unease when faced with the viscous tar. The concoction was incredibly potent, far surpassing his Fiend Crystals.

The Zenith Elixir felt closer to the Life-attuned cactus thorn he’d found inside the Centurion Lighthouse, though lacking any specific attunement. What it lacked in attunement, it made up with intensity, and there were six full vats of the stuff.

They’d made the right decision staying in Black Zenith. Both he and Esmeralda had greatly overexerted their bloodlines in the Centurion Base, to the point their foundations were damaged. A terrifyingly vigorous concoction like the Zenith Elixir was the perfect nourishment to accelerate their recovery.

“Do your best, just don’t get mad if I accidentally take the lion’s share,” Esmeralda teased as profound runes lit up across her body. “If you have to blame something, blame my amazing talent.”

Zac took out a Death-attuned Natural Treasure suitable for body tempering. “I thought you’d know better by now.”

On the other side of the continent, Zac’s human half waited inside a newly erected cultivation cave. He’d spent the last week crossing dozens of mountains, only finding a new hiding spot when receiving the heads-up from his other side. Zac still didn’t know what they’d stumbled onto in the memory city, but he was ready to assist no matter what opportunity came their way. He managed to complete his core formation with his mind separated, relying on instinct and a shared understanding of their path.

Zac felt a prickling sensation, and his body tensed. It’d begun. Shortly after, rivers of frenzied energy poured into his Soul Aperture and Cosmic Core’s quantum space. The energy was neither suitable for his soul nor core, and its mere presence put the spaces under great strain. Unfortunately, it was the only way to transfer energies between bodies since his Quantum Gate was split into the Alpha and Omega Hidden Nodes.

Wasting no time, Zac dragged the incredibly dense Fiend Energy into his body. Zac didn’t need to share memories to know what his other half was thinking, and he pulled out a Life-attuned treasure. The gleaming stone was meant to be ground into medicinal clay for his body tempering technique. There was no time for such luxuries, so Zac directly bit into the rock.

The crunch of crushed gravel filled the cave as Zac entered his Void State, taking the first step of his augmented [Void Vajra Sublimation]. The weakened swirls of golden dust inside his cells were reluctantly rallied into action. Zac didn’t have to keep them going with willpower alone. If his cells were a rusty old engine, then the incredibly intense Fiend Energy was jet fuel.

The golden hurricanes rotated faster and faster with no hint of running out of steam. Rather, they showed signs of instability. The small amounts of Life-attuned force couldn’t contend with the chaotic urges of the berserk energies, and the cyclones representing his Void Vajra Constitution collapsed en masse. A million stabs of agonizing pain almost broke Zac’s mental state. He held on, allowing the Cosmos to guide his body into the next position of his sutra.

The Void pulled, extracting the Life-attuned stone’s spirituality. Joining it were five streams of possibility stemming from the Shards of Creation. Boundless possibility fused with the unyielding hunger of Life’s evolution. Together, they became a force of renewal, an incarnation of his Earthly Dao of Reborn Life.

The mixture spread through every nook and cranny, helping Zac in fighting the Fiend Energy’s attempts at tearing him down at a cellular level. The golden hurricanes of his Void Vajra Constitution reformed with newfound power as the Fiend Energy kept coming through his quantum spaces. Whenever the balance was disturbed, Zac consumed another treasure to right the ship.

Over and over, the painful cycle of rebirth tore down his body and rebuilt it stronger. Zac quickly reached the new limits created by the Law-imbued treasures, yet the forces only grew stronger. Zac found it harder and harder to hold on. If he kept going like this, it wasn’t the golden hurricanes that would collapse. It would be his body. Was he being too impatient?

Just as Zac was about to disperse the berserk forces and lessen the pressure, what he’d been waiting for finally came. It was like the floor of his cells fell out, and most of the accumulated energy disappeared. Eyes blazing like torches, Zac took out two more treasures mid-step. Different from the items before, they were originally meant for his core and were not suitable for direct consumption.

Such trifling details didn’t matter to the Void.

The two Late D-grade treasures were sucked dry almost instantaneously, pulled into the Void Plane through millions of microscopic gates. His cells trembled from strain, and the Fiend Energy prevented his bloodline from going back to sleep. Zac couldn’t keep going like this for long, and he frenziedly tore into one treasure after another as he continued his dance of Life.

Soon enough, the Void reciprocated. Void-touched Life seeped out of the depths and fused with the golden cyclones. It was less than five percent of what Zac supplied, yet more than enough to drastically improve the effect of his body tempering. Between the Fiendish Energy supplied by the other side and the infusion of Life, Zac was making extreme progress on his constitution.

The agony was intoxicating. The power was addicting. The hunger was excruciating. He needed more.

The more Zac consumed, the more starved he became. The craving was becoming unbearable, and Zac found it harder to keep his bloodline in check. A wind was born inside the secluded chamber, and dust was dragged toward Zac as his senses instinctively extended outward in search of sustenance.

Zac forcibly retracted his will before a scene similar to the Centurion Lighthouse occurred. There might be a huge number of treasures in the mountain range, but there were also dozens of Beast Emperors who would take offense to him gobbling them up. His gains were already good, and there was no point in going crazy with greed.

A pulse of boundless Abyssal Death jolted his soul and overruled his caution. The tenuous balance he’d held onto collapsed, and the cave imploded around him. It looked like a giant had taken a bite out of the mountain wall, with Zac standing in the middle. The burst of unfamiliar power infuriated the local tyrants. A cacophony of roars, one more powerful than the other, reverberated through the mountain range.

Zac was already on the move, furiously holding back against the madness transmitted by his other half. He would have found the situation funny if his danger sense wasn’t wailing for him to run for his life. It wasn’t the first time his breakthroughs made a mess of things, but it was the first time he’d experienced the process as an ‘outsider.’

He owed a lot of people an apology.


8
GLIMPSE OF HISTORY


The Abyssal pools filling up Zac’s cells darkened to more closely resemble the real thing. Their width expanded far beyond what should be possible, fusing with the ponds in neighboring cells. Soon, there was nothing else. He was no longer Draugr. He’d become the Abyss. It was boundless, bottomless. It was silence, finality. And it was waiting.

It would be so easy to let go, to relinquish the self and become part of Eternity. The Abyss had stood before the Era’s birth, and it would remain after its demise. What was the point in holding onto a mortal husk? Why wield a pale mimicry of Death when you could become true Death?

Zac awoke and roared with rejection. This wasn’t him. This wasn’t his path. He would walk his own road to the bitter end.

Power given was hollow; true strength was seized. His Death might only be a shadow of the Abyss, but it was his. Zac resisted the pull, struggling to regain his freedom. Like Eoz swimming toward the open sky in search of something more, Zac swam toward the surface in search of himself. The Abyss’s attempts to hold him back failed. He took what he needed and rejected all else.

The Abyssal Lake shrunk, splintering into innumerable gates. Zac was once more Draugr, though the depths of his Death shone darker. The storm ebbed, and the Abyssal pools calmed. Zac managed to get his body under control, yet the lingering touch of the Abyss remained.

The call of the Abyss was a lot like the Sangha’s mind poison. It freely offered an almost perfected path. The more you took, the greater the risk of giving in to desire. It was a risk many were willing to take. Zac was no different. He hadn’t planned on upgrading his bloodline today, he’d simply lunged for the opportunity when it came within reach.

The gamble paid off. Zac felt the ancient bloodline patterns on his skin. They’d grown stronger since he saw them last, and it wasn’t the only change. Hidden in the depths of Zac’s being was a spot of power that filled him with warmth. Like the comforting gaze of a parent; a gift left by Eoz when he reached across time.

Different from the impartments of Azol and Mez, Zac never managed to access that piece. It eventually faded, waiting for the right time. The gift felt closer than before, though Zac sensed it was still too early. Like the patterns across his skin, it faded, and Zac returned to normal. It was at that point he realized his surroundings felt different.

Zac opened his eyes and gawked at the sight. “What’s going on?”

The underground chamber was gone, replaced with a boundless white. It was like he’d slipped out of reality, finding himself in an empty space between realities.

‘You’re finally done, you lunatic?’ an exasperated Esmeralda cursed from within the shrine. ‘Did you really have to go crazy just because of my little jab? Shoot, I barely had time to absorb two vats before you went crazy and gobbled up the whole manor.’

‘I’m sorry about that,’ Zac apologized. ‘I underestimated how starved my body was.’

‘Always something with you. Can’t just sit still and meditate,’ Esmeralda huffed. ‘Fine, whatever! You better now?’

‘Yes, much. The elixir was even better than—’ Zac stopped upon feeling a nudge from within. ‘Give me a moment.’

The feeling came from [Purity of the Void], which reminded Zac that upgrading his Draugr bloodline hadn’t been his goal. His aim was to recover his Void Emperor Bloodline. His bloodline was so weakened it couldn’t function properly. Replacing what he’d taken from the Void Plane would do the trick, the process was just too slow.

The Zenith Elixir was the perfect solution. Its overwhelming fleshy energy was strong enough to force open the gates that connected his cells with the Void. From there, it was a simple matter of depositing a bunch of materials rich in spirituality. Of course, only someone with Zac’s nigh-indestructible body would survive something like that.

Hiccups aside, the plan clearly worked. The purification space was once more open for business, even if it was no larger than a fingernail. The size would limit its intended use, but just having it was a game changer during the trial. Waiting inside was a balled-up piece of paper with a hastily scribbled message. Taking it out, Zac coughed with embarrassment at the intense annoyance coming from the words.

‘You made me lose control. I have to relocate.’

Zac wiped the message and wrote a new one: ‘Sorry. My bloodline evolved. Coming out soon.’

[Death] Branch of Eoz (Middle Shallows): Base Attributes +250, Strength +1,250, Endurance +2,250, Luck +25, All Attributes +10%, Strength +5%, Endurance +10%. Effect of Strength +5%, Effect of Endurance +10%.

Stepping into Middle Shallows was only a minor breakthrough, one that didn’t translate into more attributes. He could feel that his body had marginally improved, increasing its natural durability and resistance to poisons and hostile Daos. Unfortunately, only a true Draugr would see the real benefits. The two major perks of a minor breakthrough were improved affinities and strengthened Bloodline Talents. Zac didn’t mind. It was a free breakthrough, and he was one step closer to the big boost from a real Bloodline Awakening.

Reaching Middle Shallows as a Late Hegemon couldn’t be considered an amazing feat. Each generation should have a few talents who’d advanced further, Tavza An’Azol being such an example. The only thing making the breakthrough special was the way it happened. Zac suspected the Abyssal Shores would be shocked beyond words if they learned he’d advanced his bloodline without using any Abyssal Treasures.

With everything in place, it was time to leave. His other half was forced to escape, and the situation in Black Zenith had clearly gone a bit out of hand.

“I’m ready. What’s this place?” Zac asked.

‘It’s the mayor. He erected a trapping formation around you after you tore down his mansion,’ Esmeralda said, then added upon noting Zac’s frown, ‘It was for your sake. You were starting to attract the unrefined energy below.’

Zac shuddered. He didn’t want to know what would happen if he accidentally drew that unstable energy into his weakened Void. Just the diluted Zenith Elixir had pushed his body to its limits. Extending his senses outward, Zac realized the endless white was just an illusion. There was a clear edge, and Zac pushed against it with his mind.

“Elder, it’s safe now.”

The white faded and was replaced by a scene of disarray. The sprawling mansion looked like it fought and lost a war. Only a few especially reinforced structures remained standing. Errant streaks of berserk energy lingered, indicating the skull’s protective formations had been disrupted. Thankfully, it didn’t look like he’d permanently damaged the town protection arrays. The devilish energy was already on retreat.

Unsurprisingly, the commotion attracted a huge crowd. Zac grimaced from the scrutiny, turning to Truga Ur.

“I’m very sorry about this,” Zac said and threw over a Treasure Jade Box.

“No harm done. Houses are easily rebuilt,” Truga Ur said with a forced smile. “The way young master cultivates leaves one in awe.”

“The Zenith Elixir lives up to its name,” Zac said.

‘We need to go. It feels like this whole place is about to collapse. We don’t want to be in the middle of the chasm if that happens.’

Esmeralda wasn’t talking about the city. It was the memory domain itself that showed signs of dissipation. Black Zenith felt hollow and faded, just like the end of Terea Wendimar’s vision. His breakthrough had drained far more Imperial Faith than the rest of his stay combined.

“I would stay and help, except I fear my actions have drawn unnecessary attention. I should be on my way,” Zac said.

“Don’t you worry about a thing,” Truga Ur said, more than happy to have Zac out of his hair. “We wish you the best of luck on your journey. Black Zenith will be waiting for you upon your return.”

Seeing the mob standing behind its mayor, Zac briefly hesitated whether he should come clean about the scam. Ultimately, he decided against it. Even if it was a lie, he’d rather leave on a hopeful note than one filled with despair. Still, he felt compelled to say something.

“Change can be painful,” Zac said, looking out across the gathered townspeople. “Don’t panic. The Empire knows what it’s doing, and it will always provide shade.”

The declaration echoed Kristvan Wendimar’s parting words. Zac had no way of knowing if they were true. Black Zenith might not have a future, but there was no reason for the Limitless Empire to discard its people. They could very well have been relocated long before the earthquakes caused problems.

Zac turned into a streak, speeding through the city and its gates. He jumped onto the chain, and each step brought him further out of the past and into the present. A surge of energy swept through the chasm the moment Zac stepped off the chain. It released a powerful discharge of Imperial Faith into the world, further weakening the domain.

There was no way for Black Zenith to hold on. It looked like the city was dragged through time at a breakneck pace. The chasm heaved, releasing deadly bursts of corruption that forced Zac to back away. Between every upheaval, Black Zenith looked slightly worse. Chains disappeared one after another.

Soon, the whole skull was gone. The heaves grew weaker and more sporadic until the whole chasm flickered and disappeared. The memory domain had officially collapsed, and the area before them turned into normal land. The only signs of the Zenith Chasm and the city it held were some crags that couldn’t even fit a human. Time had erased the last memories of Truga Ur and his town.

“So that’s how Black Zenith ended up…”

“I guess the mayor’s fears came true. The Imperial Road destabilized the chasm. Time and nature took care of the rest,” Esmeralda said, glancing at Zac. “We shouldn’t get wrapped up in the lives of these people, even if it all seems real.”

“I know,” Zac said.

The two stayed in the area to observe a little longer. The items he’d brought out all remained, and his identity brand was still the same. It showed no signs of drainage after having borrowed Terea Wendimar’s name, and no new lines had been filled in. The city didn’t reappear, though it seemed to slowly recover its energy. A cluster of memory lanterns still fell from the sky where Black Zenith once stood.

“Maybe it’ll come back when the Imperial Faith has reached the required threshold,” Esmeralda said, her eyes gleaming in thought. “What would happen if these things were allowed to accumulate for a few months? Years? Maybe the memories will shift to more prosperous epochs?”

“Unless someone else comes along and drains them first,” Zac said. “You know, the Outer Courts might not even have formed if they’re in the same state. Or at least not reached their full potential.”

“I wonder if that can be exploited,” Esmeralda mused. “What if we manage to sneak into the court before construction’s finished? We could install a nice little back door and come back when the time’s ripe.”

“That’s not a bad idea, provided different versions can affect each other,” Zac said. “Either case, we’ve confirmed that memory domains and memory lanterns work mostly the same. The lanterns give you a specific identity that can be stored, and you can use a stored identity when visiting the domains.”

“Let’s keep going,” Esmeralda grinned. “This place has just resurfaced, and the opportunities are already so good. There has to be countless treasures waiting for a new master.”
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“The towers of Sage Galesee! We’re finally safe!” Esmitha exclaimed, turning to the man at her side. “It’s all thanks to Master Wormwood.”

“Rooting out evil is the duty of all,” the guardsman answered with an even voice. “Even if it comes at great personal cost.”

Esmitha fought hard to hold back a curse. Their benefactor’s appetite would put a bandit to shame. He’d extorted a fortune since displaying his might. Esmitha would have taken her chances and jumped into the gorge if she knew the lifesaving favor would come at such a steep price. The honed instincts of a veteran caravan master screamed it was a setup. Why else would such a powerful master accept the job of a simple guardsman?

In the end, what was the point? There were easier ways for a Pure Lord to make money than ripping off a fledgling merchant house. The senior was more likely here for the mysterious troupe, which only made the situation all the more frustrating. He’d already dealt with the threat, so why was he sticking around like a bad smell?

“Each morning, I breathed in relief upon confirming Master Wormwood’s presence. Surely, someone like senior has better things to do than escort an impoverished family and their meager wares,” Esmitha said with a forced smile. “I feel embarrassed taking up any more of your time. No one can escape the sage’s gaze inside her domain.”

“It’s not in my nature to leave things half-done,” the guard answered, showing no indication of leaving.

Esmitha wailed at the injustice as she took out another box of crystals. It’d be a miracle if she broke even on this three-year journey. “I assure you, nothing will go wrong. Please take this as a token of my undying appreciation.”

The guard looked at the chest, slowly nodding. Esmitha thanked the Emperor her offering was sufficient to exorcise this evil spirit from her life. A shadow swallowed the box, and Master Wormwood was gone the next second.

“It was nice meeting you, lass. I hope to see you again.”

‘I’d rather get kidnapped by bogtrolls!’ Esmitha inwardly shrieked, laboriously maintaining her grateful smile.

The world shuddered, turning into a distant cousin of its former self. Some mountains had eroded while others took their place. The gleaming sentinels erected on the peaks were gone, as was the splendid capital far in the distance. Nature had fully reclaimed the region, leaving not a hint of the glorious civilization that once stood here.

Ogras looked at the pillars towering toward the sky far in the distance, knowing where he needed to go next. The distance was daunting.

“What a waste of time. Should’ve left after I finished the mission,” Ogras muttered as he stowed the box of impure crystals.

A cold scoff made Ogras jump in fright. He disappeared in a puff of shadows, moving miles in the blink of an eye. Carefully scanning the periphery, he confirmed no one was following him. The voice came from within, or rather, from the light that emerged from his chest. It split off, a piece of it turning into a seal on his hand.

Ogras curiously observed the incomplete seal of the Hollow Court, recognizing the aura of the warrior he’d become over the past weeks. The wandering sellsword, Andar Wormwood, was a manufactured persona. The man’s real name still eluded Ogras, if he even had one. Ogras inspected his Spatial Ring, eyes lighting up upon confirming everything was still there.

He took out a normal crystal and infused his energy according to a set pattern. The crystal flickered and transformed into a token that reeked of blood. Ogras retracted his will, causing the token to revert into a crystal. Ogras would never have guessed there was something special about it. Even now, he couldn’t spot any weaknesses in its camouflage.

That crazy instructor back on Ensolus once mentioned that Ogras wasn’t Templar material, that his talents were better utilized in other departments. How ironic he’d accidentally joined one more suited to his tastes—the Nameless Blades. From what Ogras could tell, the Nameless Blades were one of the Limitless Empire’s hidden weapons. Spies, assassins, or investigators, whatever the situation required.

Andar Wormwood had been searching for a dangerous organization with connections to the Selvari Empire. They’d been plotting an attack on the sage Esmitha mentioned. Part of the plan meant smuggling taboo materials by infiltrating smaller caravans. Andar had accomplished his mission at the cost of his life. He’d died from his wounds three days before the illusion ended.

Ogras wasn’t one to die a martyr’s death, and it hadn’t been difficult to sniff out the threat ahead of time. From there, it was just a matter of time before he got rid of them all. Truthfully, the boss had been a tough customer. Ogras would have run for his life if not for the risk it would get him kicked out of the trial.

His hard work paid off. The token was some good stuff. The Nameless Blades had far-reaching authority, and they seemed to have something to do with the Hollow Court. He turned toward the pillar in the distance, uncertain if going there was the right decision. Kator was dead, and so what? He would be there, making disaster all but certain.

“You should be done by now, right?” Ogras muttered as he set out. “Everyone is getting stronger. I can’t lag behind.”

Nearby, another spiritual light fell from the sky. Did all the memories hold opportunities? He’d wasted some time shaking down the merchants, but now he knew what to expect. The next attempt would be more efficient. If he could raid one memory a day, the rewards would rapidly stack up. The sound of wooden beads colliding shattered the beautiful dream.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”


9
WHEN IT RAINS


“It’s clearly the Stormwall Tor like the map said. But why is it here? Where’s the Emerald Sea?” Esmeralda muttered. “It’d be one thing if it dried out. But this…”

Zac nodded in agreement, taking out the map he’d gotten from Mayor Truga. The jagged pillar crackling with lightning was marked just beyond the Withering Wind Region’s border. It should have taken them months to reach it at Esmeralda’s speed. At the border, there should have been a huge, viscous sea filled with deadly algae. And yet, they’d only traveled for a week before spotting the landmark.

“The continent doesn’t seem to be randomized, and it makes no sense only saving the parts we’ve seen. We should have passed dozens of towns before reaching the tor, and we’ve only seen one ruin unrelated to the Limitless Empire,” Zac said. “Could they have folded the continent like the Ensolus Ruins?”

“The fartherwe travel, the more likely it seems,” Esmeralda said, her eyes flickering with awe. “Just how did they do it? A Primal Heaven should resist any spatial meddling.”

One thing was clear after their week in Black Zenith. The Left Imperial Expanse was unfathomably large, far exceeding anything Zac had ever heard of. Esmeralda even believed it was a Primal Heaven. Whether a Primal Heaven should be categorized as the highest order of Mystic Realm or a continent was an ongoing debate.

They were so incomprehensibly massive, they exceeded the limits of space. Sendor’s Immemorial Realm might be larger, but the Perennial Vastness was mostly empty like outer space. It couldn’t compare to a single continuous landmass drawing power from the Cosmos. They even generated private dimensions.

There were extremely few Primal Heavens left in the world. They could only form during the Era’s birth and only in pinnacle dimensions. Most collapsed on their own during the primordial epochs. The rest fell during the Dark Ages. After collapsing, a Primal Heaven would splinter into countless Mystic Realms and continents. Much of the Multiverse Heartlands were apparently built upon the ruins of Primal Heavens like the Left Imperial Expanse.

Conversely, High-grade Continents and Immemorial Realms could still come into being if the circumstances were right. The Multiverse’s peak factions could even construct one, though the costs involved would probably even deter Iz’s family. It was much cheaper to find what you needed inside the Eternal Storm and drag it back to your empire.

“Folding the continent has to be part of the Fifth Pillar’s design. I don’t see how it’s possible without the power of the courts and the Supremacies who built them,” Zac said, staring at the ground. “That’s probably where all the actual ruins have gone. Maybe it was a protection for the population when they activated the grand formation.”

“There’s another possibility,” Esmeralda said, looking solemn. “Sacrifice. All the memory lanterns and Imperial Faith have to come from somewhere. Something had to fuel the System’s awakening.”

“Either case, we should get going.”

Zac hoped Esmeralda was wrong. It was difficult reconciling the Laondio and Karz from his Bloodline Visions with someone who’d sacrifice countless followers for their schemes. Laondio felt like a carefree tourist traveling by Karz’s side. Karz had the ingrained ruthlessness of someone who’d desperately fought to stay alive, except sacrificing the weak for power didn’t seem like his path.

Karz collected and refined garbage instead of scheming and robbing. He risked his life searching for treasures in the wild. He followed the orthodox path of seizing strength through effort. Did they change after failing to surpass the Terminus? Was the Limitless Empire’s collapse intentional rather than the consequence of an enormous miscalculation?

If so, Zac’s Karmic entanglement with Emperor Limitless posed an even greater threat than he’d feared.

The ambient Lightning Energy reached painful levels over the next few hours. They potted a sparse rain of memory lanterns above a solitary, burnt-out tree close to the lightning rod. A memory domain would likely be born if given more time. Their running theory was that the memory events captured significant points in time, and the lasting pillar had no doubt changed more than a few lives.

Esmeralda kept a respectful distance throughout. The pillar was a mysterious relic left by a long-gone species that far preceded the Limitless Empire, and it was incredibly dangerous. The lightning storm above it unleashed bolts that could threaten Hegemons, and deadly lightning spirits had made the tor their roost. Lightning-based opportunities weren’t of use to either him or Esmeralda, so there was no point in risking their lives for a closer look.

It was the same for Zac’s human side. While traveling through the mountains, he’d encountered a phenomenon at the Stormwall Tor’s level. It was a small, solitary mountain teeming with energy from the Lost Plane, far surpassing the accumulations inside the Centurion Base. A place like that would likely hold some treasure with First Era’s essence.

Still, exploring it was too dangerous for the current Zac. Ignoring the risk of running into C-grade Qriz’Ur, Zac couldn’t even deal with corruption at that level. The Zenith Elixir saved months of recovery for his Void Emperor Bloodline, but it was still far from its peak state.

Thankfully, there were plenty of smaller opportunities that didn’t require Zac to risk life and limb. The Left Imperial Expanse’s extraordinary spiritual accumulations ensured that high-grade resources would pop up all over the place. Zac was constantly picking up D-grade materials, to the point his progress would have slowed to a crawl if he hadn’t tightened up his looting rules.

For example, he’d ignore things like the D-grade trees that littered Pangonian Wilds. Their spirituality wasn’t intense enough to be considered Natural Treasures. Worse, their heterogenic composition indicated they would be difficult to use in crafting.

D-grade Spiritual Wood was sturdy, needing to be refined and engraved to bring out its true potential. A small team of Early Hegemons using skills could cut down a tree in minutes, and a single punch could damage a shield made from untreated Pangonian Lumber. A properly crafted shield made from Peak E-grade materials would showcase far greater durability at a fraction of the cost.

The higher the grade of the material, the more costly, complex, and time-consuming the refinement process. Many D-grade materials even required customized refinement methods. Effective techniques for common D-grade resources like Pangonian Trees were worth a fortune. It could even become the economic foundation of a powerful faction.

That was another reason why [Cosmic Forge] was so powerful. [Essence Extraction] could remove heterogeneity, making materials more suitable for crafting. Later, [Essence Union] would even let him create xeno-materials perfectly suited to his needs.

Zac mostly targeted Natural Treasures or scarce materials born under special circumstances. He also investigated every call of fate, hoping it’d lead to a supreme treasure that could help his cultivation. Like the deadly mountain and the Stormwall Tor, most such calls lead him toward death traps.

Ten days after Black Zenith, Zac’s human side finally encountered something with potential. He carefully made his way into a large cave hidden behind a wall of bines. Zac would never have realized the cave was there if not for his Luck showing the way.

The tunnel was filled with moss on which dark-blue flowers bloomed. Zac grew queasy, but his body’s natural resistance to poisons and other influences already surpassed the level of most active skills. The inheritance of Eoz worked hand in hand with the churning storm of Life inside his cells, whittling down the toxins he breathed. What little remained was dealt with by [Purity of the Void].

The noxious tunnel continued for two miles before terminating in a huge cave. Inside was the skeleton of a two-headed beast. Its size alone indicated it’d been a Beast Emperor. Verun, who’d usually howl with hunger at such a sight, was quiet. Zac shook his head when a bone turned to dust from a simple touch.

Whatever attracted him wasn’t the beast Remnants. There had to be something else that prevented the vines from expanding into the cave. After an hour, Zac discovered it. There was a vein of orange metal right beneath the beast’s chest that made Zac’s eyes light up. The incredibly tough stone was no match before Zac’s greed. Two hours later, Zac held a meter-long piece of copper that slightly resembled a branch.

The vein continued much farther, and wasn’t the only one in the cave. However, the piece Zac extracted was different. For one, it emitted an intense bestial ferocity that made Verun release a low, threatening growl. Zac vaguely felt there was something else hidden within, something familiar.

“Desolation,” Zac whispered, looking at the eroded bones and scorched ceiling with realization.

There was actually a hint of Law in the piece of metal, though not at the level you could call it a Law-imbued treasure. The Beast Emperor must have failed a Four Desolates tribulation. The piece of metal was right beneath its chest. Zac suspected the C-grade Beast’s Blood Essence had seeped into the ground during the tribulation.

It was a great material for [Verun’s Bite], which hadn’t seen any real improvement since becoming an Early D-grade Spirit Tool. Still, feeding Verun the copper spike outright was impossible. Zac was painfully aware of the dangers of Law-imbued treasures, and it contained a Dao of Metal that didn’t suit his axe. Feeding it as is would undo his hard work of purifying its essence.

Thankfully, the copper appeared quite stable, and the stone it grew from worked as a natural container. Zac crafted a box from the surrounding stone and placed a few energy-gathering and sealing talismans atop it. The piece of copper became his first real haul since the Zenith Elixir. The next day, luck shifted to misfortune.

Investigating another pull of fate, Zac got trapped in a perfectly hidden formation. An intense vibration threatened to tear him apart at a molecular level. It was only through Esmeralda’s guidance and [Void Zone] that he managed to break out before it was too late. Lesson learned, Zac ventured forth with renewed caution, stopping the moment he sensed a pull of fate.

“What do you think?” Zac asked.

This time, it was his Draugr half who caught the smell of treasure coming from a seemingly innocuous hill in the distance. They were currently crossing vast steppes filled with razor-sharp stalks the height of trees. They’d passed hundreds of such hills before, though only this one exhibited a pull of fate. For some reason, Zac felt the hill was the center of the universe. The sensation held a fatal attraction, which meant something was wrong.

“It’s not just another anthill,” Esmeralda frowned. “Come to think of it, we haven’t seen a single beast for the past ten minutes.”

The overlord of the steppes was a colossal ant colony. The other races in the region were no more than cattle raised and slaughtered with mechanical precision. Even the workers were Beast Kings, which could only mean the ant queen was extremely powerful. There were probably multiple Beast Emperors nesting far beneath the ground, and Esmeralda worked tirelessly not to be put on their radar.

“It shouldn’t be another beast’s territory, right?” Zac hesitated.

“Unlikely,” Esmeralda said. “This colony is extremely territorial. No strong contenders are allowed. They would have thrown countless lives against any interloper wanting to settle in the middle of their domain.”

“If even the ants avoid this place, maybe we…” Zac said with some reluctance.

It was the strongest calling he’d come across since setting out. Esmeralda’s gleaming eyes indicated she was similarly reluctant to ignore this opportunity.

“Stay here, I’ll investigate,” she said.

Zac jumped out of Esmeralda’s pouch and deployed his technique to fully retract his aura. Esmeralda did something to hide his presence further before sinking into the ground.

“There is something good there, alright,” Esmeralda exclaimed upon returning ten minutes later. “It’s protected by an extremely complex formation. The ants want it, too, but they’re afraid of forcing their way inside. Instead, they’ve built formations of their own beneath the hill. It’s like they’re trying to extract the treasure’s power without entering.”

“So they’re not skilled enough to get inside,” Zac said, his lip twitching upon seeing Esmeralda’s expectant stare. “I guess not everyone has the skills to pull off a heist like that.”

“Not everyone?” Esmeralda preened. “The formation has almost reached the point of manifesting Law. It’s drawing sustenance from the Cosmos itself. Only an absolute genius would dare to even attempt breaking in.”

“Even absolute geniuses would have to prostrate before the Great Esmeralda,” Zac said, shaking his head in regret just as the toad’s bluster reached new heights. “It’s a shame she’s not what she used to be. I suppose we’re not fated for this treasure.”

“Your tongue is getting sharper by the day,” Esmeralda glared. “Don’t come crying to me next time when your alter ego gets caught in a simple erosion field.”

“I’m sorry,” Zac laughed. “You can actually get us inside without taking undue risks?”

“I can get us inside. It’s getting away that’ll be the problem. We won’t be able to hide the theft for long,” Esmeralda said with a blithering stare. “Especially if someone decides to blow up the hill instead of silently nabbing the goodies like a normal person.”

“I’ll keep my explosive tendencies at bay.”

Esmeralda scoffed with disdain, but she still brought him to the foot of the hill. The next few hours, she didn’t move an inch. Zac didn’t disturb or ask questions. He merely tried to better understand what they were dealing with. Unfortunately, he came up empty-handed. He couldn’t even see the formation until their surroundings flickered.

“What’s this?” Zac asked, looking around with wide eyes.

They’d been transported to a vast square paved with octagonal tiles. Standing before them was a weathered stone fountain that made Zac think of [Pillar of Desolation]. Eight twisted entities of indeterminable races were bound to the same stake. Turbid black liquid poured out of their eyes, filling a cistern below. Zac couldn’t tell whether it was blood or tears.

The scene was something taken out of a nightmare. And yet, the tears gave off a sense of purity and belonging. Unfortunately, by the time the tears reached the pond at the bottom, the liquid was as tainted and evil as it appeared. Zac saw nothing beyond the statue. Was this really what they were after?

Esmeralda shook her head. “It’s not real. We’ve only passed the first layer of defense. Give me a second. I need to find the next key. Remember, don’t do anything stupid. The slightest disturbance can cause a shift. Getting spat back out would be the best-case scenario. More likely, we’ll be ripped apart.”

Zac resumed his silent watch, inspecting the fountain in case it became relevant later. The hours passed, and Zac’s human other half resumed his journey after realizing it would take a while to break in. Shortly after, Zac stopped with a crooked smile.

“When it rains, it pours…” Zac muttered, gazing upon a memory domain in the distance.

Almost half a month had passed since leaving Black Zenith, indicating stabilized domains weren’t too common. Zac would normally have jumped at the opportunity of exploring another memory domain. Only, he’d decided not to simultaneously enter danger zones with both bodies after what happened in Black Zenith. And this new opportunity was unquestionably dangerous.

The memory domain was much larger than Black Zenith. In fact, it was so massive, Zac couldn’t see its other end. The setting was an active battlefield. A bloody mist hid most of the details, but Zac caught glimpses of soldiers engaging a beast tide. The battle was desperate, and there was no clear winner.

Zac only needed a single look to understand it was a conflict involving Monarchs. Had the domain replicated one of the Imperial Road Project’s purging expeditions? Or were they fighting over some divine treasure? Zac drew closer to gather information. It wouldn’t be too late to step onto the battlefield after they’d explored the ant hill.

That plan went out the window before Esmeralda could even figure out the secret behind the fountain. For the first time since stepping into the trial, Zac received a response on one of his tracking beacons. Of course, it was pointing toward the center of the battlefield.
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Zac had brought three long-range trackers into the trial to find his companions. One was the official device provided by the Undead Empire for their mission. Zac left that tracker in a danger zone shortly after arriving. It had most definitely been tampered with, and there was no way he’d carry that thing around after Kator’s betrayal.

Kator’s Spatial Ring should hold a superior version without the hidden pitfalls. Esmeralda was still working on unlocking the ring’s seal. The second was a tracker Tavza gave him in hopes they could gather up before Kator took charge. It was a special treasure only the upper bloodlines of the Draugr race could use, meaning only he and Tavza could sense each other.

The final one was the Atwood Empire’s tracking treasure shared between him and his sealbearers. It was this treasure that suddenly activated. Zac had opted for range over complex features, so he couldn’t tell who it was. It didn’t really matter, anyway. Zac couldn’t simply leave them alone. The beast tide was only one of the dangers to consider.

They were dealing with a memory domain, and what identity his companion held would greatly impact their treatment. What if they entered with the brand of a low-ranking soldier? They might have been directly sent to the frontlines as cannon fodder.

Back inside the natural formation, Zac turned to Esmeralda. “I’m sorry. I have to go in.”

“Just don’t swallow any treasures that’ll leak to this side. Even small fluctuations can disrupt the balance,” Esmeralda urged.

“I’ll be careful,” Zac promised as his human half rushed into the sandstorm at the memory’s edge.

Zac found himself in the middle of a confusing battle, surrounded by thousands of powerful auras and clashes. It had been impossible to sense any of it outside, and suddenly receiving such strong feedback from every direction made Zac’s senses seize up. He felt like he’d been hit by a flashbang, yet he couldn’t stay in place.

The battle continued beyond the memory domain’s border, so the edge was the most dangerous place. Attacks and combatants could appear out of nowhere and without any warning. Zac activated [Skystriker] and rushed deeper into the battlefield. He crushed anything in his path while digesting the input.

A sudden scream of danger forced him to a halt. Zac swung to his left, blocking the descent of a thick staff covered in runes. The staff was filled with incredible power, enough to overwhelm Zac’s hasty swing and force him a few steps in the opposite direction. Where an enormous maw appeared.

The jaws closed around Zac. Three rows of teeth tried to tear him apart, corrosive saliva stung his skin, and a Bloodline Talent created a powerful suppressive domain. He’d almost been swallowed by a Late-stage Beast King. A beast with such power would stand out even in a C-grade tide. At least the situation wasn’t enough to leave Zac panicking.

Zac held back against a grinding bite with his left arm while unloading a set of lightning-quick overhand swings aimed at the roof of the beast’s mouth. The jaws were the main weapon of many Beast Kings and, thus, incredibly sturdy. Even so, it couldn’t resist attacks imbued with two Earthly Daos. Each cut dug deeper and chipped away bone.

The Beast King swiftly understood it’d swallowed a walking bomb rather than prey, and it was too late to do anything about it. A trio of vines rushed into the gap Zac had created, and he felt Haro’s explosive expansion throughout the beast’s body. The Beast King’s life rapidly faded from having its brain shredded and absorbed. Meanwhile, its flesh withered away as Haro feasted on its essence.

Zac smiled, affected by the glee transmitted through [Adaptive Symbiosis]. The Left Imperial Expanse was a treasure land in more ways than one. The beasts all held ancient bloodlines that surpassed anything you’d see in Zecia. Any Beast King was like a walking Natural Treasure for a young and growing Heavenrender Vine.

To Haro’s great regret, most of those Natural Treasures had been allowed to slip away over the past weeks. Zac only fought when forced to, afraid to attract troublesome attention. The Late Beast King was one of the best treats Haro had gotten since the trial began.

Another warning of imminent danger made Zac push the jaw open and release an axelight with [Nature’s Edge]. It blocked the incoming staff and allowed Zac to step out of the dead beast. The attacker was a young man emitting a solid Late D-grade aura. Judging by his apparel, he should be a young master of some local clan.

“You bastard! It’s fine if you want to die, but you dare cost me contribution?” the warrior swore, staring at the collapsing Beast King with anger and regret.

Zac scoffed and revealed more of his aura. He was admittedly at fault for rushing into someone else’s battle, and Zac knew he wasn’t the intended target of the first strike. However, the second attack was clearly an attempt to cinch the killing blow. The staff wielder must have realized Zac was fine and killing the beast from within, and he hadn’t cared.

“Sorry, I received a distress call from a companion and moved without caution. I didn’t intend to steal your target,” Zac said, his eyes gleaming with danger. “Accidents happen, wouldn’t you say?”

“Uh, yes,” the warrior said, his bluster gone after confirming Zac hadn’t killed the target through a stroke of luck. “I’m—watch out!”

Zac was surprised to see an Early Beast King jump onto its fallen comrade and lunge toward him. It stopped midair, impaled by a dozen bloody vines emerging from the beast below.

“What’s the matter with these guys?” Zac asked.

Even Beast Kings could get whipped up in a frenzy during a tide, but they generally wouldn’t throw their lives away like that. No amount of bloodlust could make a sane Early Beast King openly target someone who’d easily dispatched a monster two grades higher. And if one maniac wasn’t enough, two more Beast Kings threw themselves into the fire without a care in the world.

“Didn’t you hear? This isn’t a natural tide,” the man said as he crushed a skull with a swing of his staff. “Some bastard turned the beasts insane. Even the commanders have lost their minds. They’ll keep coming until we’ve killed them all.”

“Thank you. I need to find my companion,” Zac said. “Oh, where did you get that token?”

“Just pick up one off the ground,” the man shrugged. “Plenty of them lying around.”

Zac kept going, seeing no point in making a fuss over the ambush. Moments later, he conveniently picked up a token from the body of a fallen cultivator. He’d seen an identical one flicker with each Beast King the staff wielder killed. Zac didn’t care too much about accruing battlefield merit, he simply figured not having one would make him stand out.

The tracker’s signal had turned much clearer since stepping into the memory domain. The signal came from farther in. Zac wanted to fly right over, but the chaotic battlefield made doing so impossible. The slaughter was extremely intense, and its participants exceeded the skirmishes he’d fought during the Intersector War.

Zac felt the fluctuations from dozens of Monarchs and Beast Emperors duking it out, and there must be thousands of Hegemons participating. With the beasts suffering from induced madness, the frontline was dozens of miles wide and extremely chaotic. Streaks of C-grade power occasionally fell from the sky, causing devastation among both men and beasts.

It would have been faster to move along the rear until reaching the beacon, but a perimeter of ominous array towers made Zac give up on the idea. Military law was absolute in the Limitless Empire, and escape during an active battle was treason. Unaffiliated cultivators were no exception. They were considered conscripted the moment they joined a battle. Zac could only carve a path through the beasts while avoiding C-grade battles as best he could.

That wasn’t to say Zac was helpless in a battle like this. On the contrary, Zac was the strongest fighting force beneath the Monarchs, and a trail of destruction formed in his wake. His hectic dash caused a subtle shift in the battle and more than a few glares when Zac opted to cut through claimed beasts rather than take a detour.

He was only forced to a halt when a subterranean monstrosity resembling a naga broke through the ground. It was a Beast Emperor wielding the Daos of Conflict and Darkness. When it appeared, it released a huge domain that swallowed nearly a hundred Hegemons. Its appearance caused a massive breach in the frontline, effectively cutting Zac off from his destination.

Zac swore and backed away, furiously repelling the swarm of beasts that came pouring out of the ground. It was at that moment a steel lance crackling with blue lightning fell from the sky like a bolt of Heavenly judgment. Zac’s field of vision was overwhelmed by a sea of blue, and he urgently activated [Empyrean Aegis]. It was just in time—a shockwave of lightning and darkness swept forth.

The Peak-quality defensive skill bolstered by Zac’s attributes and Daos barely held against the eruption. There was no sign of the warriors or horde of beasts when Zac’s vision came back. All that remained was a lake of crackling blood and a general decked in glowing armor floating above it. He didn’t show a shred of remorse over having sacrificed dozens of Hegemons to land a blow on the naga.

“Keep going. Leave the leaders to us,” the soldier said.

Zac was relieved the Monarch didn’t ask for his assistance. The Beast Emperor was clearly still alive beneath the blood pool, and getting dragged into that fight was a recipe for disaster. Zac bowed and moved on before the general could change his mind. Zac reached the battlefield’s center, where the combatants were almost exclusively Imperial soldiers.

Their orderly ranks and efficient slaughter were completely different from the chaotic battlefield Zac came from. Thankfully, there were a few powerful mercenaries fighting by their side. It gave Zac the excuse he needed to keep going until he found what he was looking for.

Their eyes met, and Joanna’s aura veritably exploded. Zac briefly saw an illusory figure behind her. One moment, it looked a lot like him. The next, it was the terrifying Godking with mountains of corpses in her eyes—Indra Eyler. Joanna stabbed forward, and a sea of destruction rolled forth. The attack carved a deep trench of destruction, and it took a while for it to fill up with new beasts.

Its lingering aura overwhelmed the madness that held the beast tide in its grip, triggering their fight-or-flight response. It created the window Zac needed to fly over, until a legionnaire with a Peak D-grade cultivation barred his approach.

“Stop,” the soldier said, looking ready to cut Zac down where he stood if he took one more step.

“He’s my sworn brother,” Joanna said.

The warrior’s gaze dramatically changed, and he stepped out of the way. Zac walked over to Joanna’s side, curiously glancing at the troupe of elites forming a defensive perimeter. What kind of identity did she have to receive such treatment? Inspecting her didn’t provide any clues. She looked the same as always, and he couldn’t see any brand on her hand.

“You did it,” Joanna said with a smile.

“I squeaked by somehow,” Zac laughed. “I should’ve known I’d find you in the middle of a battlefield. I’m glad you’re okay.”

Okay was stretching it, but Joanna’s battered appearance was no worse than how she usually looked. Her wounds wouldn’t slow her down. The bloodier she looked, the more trouble her enemies would find themselves in. Swirls of baleful air orbited her spear, and her Faith turned them into deadly weapons.

“Never been better,” Joanna said. “We should be done in a day or so. Let’s wrap things up before we talk?”

A rustle of dancing vines added another vote to stay and fight. Zac looked out at the battlefield, slowly nodding in agreement. He’d killed plenty of Beast Kings and hostile plants since entering the trial. Although, those battles had almost exclusively been quick executions before running away. A protracted fight like a controlled beast tide was the perfect opportunity to stress test his Cosmic Core.

He was also curious about who’d triggered the tide and why. The battle could really be related to a treasure. Zac scribbled a note that disappeared in a flash.

“Just like old times, huh?”

[image: ]


“It’s stable on the other end. They’ll just be fighting beasts for the next day,” Zac confirmed.

“Perfect timing. I think I understand what we’re dealing with,” Esmeralda said. “There should only be one more layer before we get inside. Hold on. This might be painful.”

Zac steadied his mind and gave the go-ahead. The fountain flickered, but it didn’t disappear. It was Zac who felt his consciousness being repelled. The surrounding mists parted, exposing a vast capital cast in silver and green. Metal buildings and nature lived in harmony with each other and the Cosmos. The city was prosperous, emitting a halo promising a bright future.

Zac first observed out of interest, then because he had no choice. Strands of his mind were dragged in every direction, forming a network that passed through city blocks and mansions. They moved farther and farther, well beyond what Zac should be capable of. The capital was only the beginning. The formation demanded Zac bore witness to a whole civilization.

The amount of information was overwhelming. Zac’s soul strained to take it all in, and it was quickly becoming too much. The sky darkened over the small kingdom just as Zac thought he couldn’t take it any longer. A huge claw descended from the heavens, its three talons rippling with absolute power. Fate was severed and the vision crumbled.

Zac groaned. He was back in his own body, lying on the ground with Esmeralda by his side.

“We’re here,” Esmeralda panted, looking like a half-melted wax figurine.

Zac shakily got to his feet. They were still on the octagonal square. Or rather, one similar to the previous layer. The fountain had been replaced by the rubble of a large statue. Crumbled pieces of rusted metal formed a mountain reaching half a mile into the air. An enormous head sat at its tip, looking like no race Zac had ever seen before.

It had no discernible features, only a set of complex ridges creating a dizzying pattern. It could barely be considered humanoid. And yet, something about it conveyed such intense grief that a tear ran down Zac’s cheek.

The only other intact piece was an arm jutting out from the pile. It seemed to have been grasping something, but the item was gone. Even so, there was something profoundly mysterious about the hand. It gave Zac the same feeling as the hill outside. It was the center of the universe, perfectly aligned and perfectly in place.

“What was that?” Zac asked after downing a mouthful of water.

“The second layer. A network of fate, I guess?” Esmeralda mumbled as she looked around. Her gaze grew dark when it reached the statue’s hand. “I knew it, you frivolous bastards! Wasting a Natal Treasure like that!”

“What’s going on?” Zac asked. “Do you know who these people were?”

“No idea.” Esmeralda looked like she’d lost her home on a bet. “I’m guessing they were a minor first or second-generation race.”

“The first ones to appear after the Primordials? Why would there be ruins of them here?”

“Where else would they be? The Primal Heavens were the cradles of civilization. Countless races had already come and gone by the time the Limitless Empire came along and unified the Left Imperial Expanse.”

“Did you also see the claw at the end?” Zac asked, getting an affirmative nod. “Could it have been a Primordial?”

“Doubt it. It was missing the inborn oppression you’d see from a Primordial. It was probably a second-generation Innate Existence.”

Zac looked at Esmeralda’s almost petulant expression, shaking his head. “There’s no treasure, is there?”

“Only the memory of one. What a shame.”

“The beast took it away?”

“Either that or it shattered from the struggle,” Esmeralda said. “It should have been a Natal Treasure holding crystallized Cosmic Destiny. That’s the kind of treasure that could move even veteran Supremacies, and these fools ruined it! They must have mixed it up with something to leave such an odd trace. A prayer, perhaps? Or maybe a set of commandments?”

Zac didn’t quite understand what Esmeralda was talking about beyond there being no treasure. He could also tell there wasn’t a speck of Destiny left in the square. The world felt faded, lacking any future. “Should we just leave?”

“No. Even if the Natal Treasure is gone, its memory has some uses. Dispersing it should be very good for your Dao Heart.”

“Oh?” Zac perked up.

The Heart had been Zac’s weakness in the Pilgrimage Trial back in the Ensolus Ruins. He’d finished the other four tests with stellar marks, only passing the Pilgrimage of Heart by the skin of his teeth. He’d spent most of his Templar points on Heart tempering, yet he was still far from the level of his Soul and Body.

The Heart was a rough stone you gradually polished by going through life. That process could be accelerated with a Heart Nurturing Manual, but rapid improvements were extremely hard to come by. Zac had never even heard of any Heart-strengthening treasures. There were special opportunities like the illusion devices the Templars used, though such things rapidly lost their effectiveness.

“Is there anything else I need to know?” Zac asked.

“Uh, well,” Esmeralda hesitated, making Zac’s eyes thin with suspicion.

“Spit it out.”

“It’s nothing! Except… Items holding Destiny can be finicky, and these fools used it to bolster the providence of their race. The statue getting smashed should have caused a nasty backlash. It shouldn’t affect you. Although, you might be afflicted by bad luck while dealing with the remnant energy?”

“Shouldn’t? Might?” Zac stared at Esmeralda, who threw up her hands.

“I don’t know, okay? The Destiny of these people is long gone and the treasure was linked to their race. Only they would get hit by direct misfortune. Outsiders should only get an echo of the real thing.”

“So it’s more like a spill-over situation,” Zac mused. “Well, I’m a pretty lucky guy. I think I can handle it.”

The risk was worth it. Zac took out a note and warned his other half. He felt sorry about causing trouble again, but his human side would understand. He couldn’t pass up on a chance like this. The cosmically aligned hand had a decent chance of solving one of the major roadblocks he faced with [Void Emperor Apotheosis].

It was time to officially integrate Heart Nurturing into his Cultivation system.
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Zac’s grand prize for finishing the Flamebearer seal was [Void Emperor Apotheosis], the unified method meant to incorporate his whole path. It was the best outcome of the multiple directions Zac considered taking his increasingly unwieldy cultivation. He hadn’t even been convinced the idea was possible until Ultom showed him the way.

Calling [Void Emperor Apotheosis] a single technique was incorrect. It would be more accurate to call it a modular combination of his cultivation methods using the Void as a bridge. The most obvious benefit was the ability to practice multiple techniques simultaneously. The feature was a huge timesaver, and that was only the beginning.

Practicing multiple methods simultaneously created a synergistic effect. Soul, Body, and Heart formed a positive cycle of mutual encouragement. This was a form of hidden benefit all top-tier methods had back in the day, something Zac only came to know of after meeting Instructor Rava.

The third and most ingenious feature was one Zac hadn’t planned for. [Void Emperor Apotheosis] let Zac activate the pull of the Void during practice. It increased the amount of progress Zac could eke out from every session, narrowing the gap between him and natural talents like Vilari. The caveat was that the Void needed something to absorb, making his cultivation sessions more expensive.

The method’s only major downside was that it required huge amounts of customization. [Void Emperor Apotheosis]’s current iteration was only made possible by modifying his Draugr bloodline techniques, the [Nine Reincarnations Manual], and the [Void Vajra Sublimation]. Some sections were redrawn from scratch with Ultom’s help. Most additions came from external sources like [Stellar Dominion], the Body Tempering Manual based on the Stellar Wanderers.

[Void Emperor Apotheosis] could already be used, though there hadn’t been much time to explore its potential. Nevertheless, the final piece of the Flamebearer seal was only enough to set up a barely functional framework. Zac’s Draugr side relied on general Draugr bloodline methods rather than the true methods tailored to his specific Bloodline. If Eoz’s heritage still existed, it would be in the hands of the Abyssal Shores.

There was also a huge amount of general derivation to go. Zac still hadn’t figured out the fifth layer of the [Void Vajra Sublimation], which now had to be further altered to incorporate the new features. Thankfully, his Life-attuned Body Tempering Method already drew inspiration from the Void, so harmonizing it with [Void Emperor Apotheosis] wasn’t that large a leap.

The [Nine Reincarnation Manual] would prove more challenging. It had no connection to the Void, and Zac didn’t even own the technique’s later layers. He’d also diverged from the intended path when creating two Soul Cores. Zac wasn’t confident in solving that puzzle at his current level, no matter how much time he was given. It’d require a significant chunk of Ultom’s light or for Zac to first reach greater heights.

Challenges aside, Zac had a general idea of how to solve issues of the body and soul. That left the Heart, the third pillar of cultivation. While Zac could use his Void State to bolster his Soul and Body, practicing [Void Emperor Apotheosis] wouldn’t strengthen his Heart. For that, Zac needed to incorporate a Heart Nurturing Sutra. The manual he’d picked out required specific conditions to be practiced, and Zac hoped they’d be realized today.

Zac flew into the air, stopping just shy of stepping onto the statue’s hand. He was so close to the Natal Treasure’s shadow that he could reach out and touch it. It only presented itself as a weak, translucent ripple distorting its surroundings. There were also no deep truths or intense energy fluctuations to warn of danger. Its power was invisible and intangible.

Floating before it was like facing a Dao far beyond your own. The grandeur of a complete Dao could make one lose faith in their own comprehension. The Natal Treasure assaulted Zac with a massive, collective will rather than Heavenly truths. It was the crystallization of a long-gone civilization’s spirit, embodying their culture, beliefs, and motivations.

It made Zac recall his Dao Vision of the ancient protector, who he now realized was a Supremacy at the end of his life. Before sacrificing himself to protect his home world, he’d stepped out of his castle to face a sea of prostrating people. Zac believed he faced the same situation. The long-forgotten ancient race was reaching out across time, urging Zac to inherit their will.

This shadow of a treasure also gave off the paradoxical feeling that the race’s survival was predestined and in line with the will of the Cosmos. Resisting it was no different than going against the Heavens. Esmeralda’s assertion was spot on. Rejecting the lingering will by reaffirming his own convictions would greatly reinforce his Dao Heart.

“The imprint is the core of this realm,” Esmeralda reminded from below. “Don’t take it all. Leave a sliver or two for the ants. I’ll set up an illusion to hide the theft until we’re gone. It’ll need some of the real deal to be convincing.”

“No problem,” Zac said.

He sent another note through [Purity of the Void], this one describing the situation in full. Two minutes later, he received the go-ahead. Zac stepped onto the hand and sat down. Holding onto his Void State wasn’t enough to resist the subversive will. Zac’s thoughts grew muddled, making it difficult to remember who he was and why he needed to struggle.

Every fiber of Zac’s being instinctively fought back against the foreign beliefs even when his thoughts grew hazy. Personal goals clashed with the hopes of a long-gone race. Zac began rotating his energy and Daos too. It did nothing for the assault on his Heart, but it helped Zac hold onto his path and his sense of self.

When even that failed, the cold, smooth touch of his axe brought Zac back to the present. It was just in time to see a small spark in the air. When it faded, part of the ancient will was forever gone. The piece was no greater than a grain of sand in a sandbox, and it had taken Zac’s everything to extinguish.

It would be a long day.
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He blankly looked at the sky. The golden rain sparked a vague recollection in his hazy mind. He’d seen a much greater sea of flames just like it. In the middle, there was a chalice holding a flame. His flame. The world beneath his feet trembled, urging him on. He was the Terminal Son of the⁠—

Two rows of serrated fangs blocked the falling flames and scattered the thread he’d just caught. Even when thoughts failed, his body remembered what needed to be done. Muscles moved from ingrained memory, causing a shower of red. The severed head fell onto the ground, but his gaze didn’t return to the falling flames.

It was drawn to the thing in his hand. That deadly beauty shut out all else. It was an axe. His axe. This time, it was real. It was [Verun’s Bite], and he was Zachary Atwood. Recollection came flooding back. He was in the middle of a tide, and another beast was almost upon him. A murderous spear was even faster. It tore the creature apart, and Joanna emerged from the gory explosion.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Zac said, his mind mostly clear—for now.

“Focus on your cultivation. I’ll stand guard,” Joanna said.

“Don’t,” Zac said, looking at the blood-spattered axe he held. “Let the beasts come to me. The danger helps me focus.”

“I’ll be nearby,” Joanna said before moving out of the way.

Zac wanted to smile with reassurance, except his face slackened as his thoughts grew muddled again. Where was this? Why was he here? What should he do next? The ground exploding right before him didn’t provide an answer, nor did the pain of rocks pelting his face. The lightning-quick spike hidden among the shrapnel brought purpose. Its threat reminded Zac of why he’d endured so much over the past years, of the things he needed to accomplish. Of the people in his heart.

Two swings, one embodying Life and the other Conflict was Zac’s answer. Two fused axelights became the rapturous beginning of Evolution’s bloody engine. The spike wasn’t cut apart. It was utterly destroyed and thrown into the annals of history. The edge continued into the ground, creating a deep scar that continued for more than a mile.

Lingering streaks of Life and Conflict kept colliding along the trench, bringing an end to thousands of smaller beasts that had advanced in their fallen leaders’ wake. Zac looked at his creation and saw his path in the destruction. The scene was eventually erased by the next batch of beasts, and Zac’s certainty faded with it.

Zac lost all conception of time and place. He went from battle to battle, cycling between clarity and confusion. A Heart couldn’t exist without substance. The emptiness made him reach out for something—anything—to affirm his existence. He lost count of how many times he was led astray before the truth grasped in his right hand brought him back.

Suddenly, Zac’s eyes became crystal clear. The outside influences still poured into his Heart from his other half, but they were torn apart by a squirming ball that had appeared in his chest. It wasn’t made from any physical matter, nor did it hold Dao or Energy. Only Zac would be able to discern its presence, which didn’t take away from the absolute truth of its existence.

The shock of discovering the ball left Zac unbalanced, causing it to flicker and almost disappear. Zac steadied himself. His opportunity had arrived, and he couldn’t blow it now. He poured his emotions into the ball, causing it to shake and distort. Gradually, it morphed into the very item that had repeatedly brought Zac back to the right path—an axe. It didn’t look like [Verun’s Bite], though, nor did it resemble [Death’s Duality].

It was the axe that started it all, the simple woodcutter hatchet he’d grasped when the world changed. Zac’s memories of those days grew clearer as its details filled in. Soon, the hatchet was no different than a physical object. Zac’s conviction had influenced reality, conjuring an idol of his will.

Throughout the process, Zac never paused his slaughter. If anything, it’d grown more intense as he reaffirmed his heart. Zac had just killed a rampaging bull and sought out his next target. There was none. He stood on a mound of desiccated carcasses the size of a landfill. Haro’s vines formed a dense network through the butchered beasts, and their link conveyed sleepy contentment.

There were still plenty of enemies in the distance, but Zac’s role in the beast subjugation was over. The bulk of the tide was dealt with, and the leaders were slain. A few Monarchs were already wrapping things up. Joanna had sent out her posse to deal with any stragglers in the area and waited nearby. Zac shed gobs of blood covering him from head to toe and flew over.

“You seem different somehow. Harmonious in a violent way,” Joanna said with excitement. “Did you do it?”

“I did.” Zac smiled, looking at a small hatchet hovering around him. As real as it was, Joanna couldn’t see it. At most, very powerful Heart Cultivators would sense its presence. “I’ve formed my first Warbringer Idol.”

Zac had a few requirements for his Heart Tempering Sutra. First, it had to be compatible with his other cultivation. It couldn’t incorporate any movements that would interfere with the stances of his Body Tempering Manuals, nor could it demand too much of his Soul. Second, it couldn’t be one that relied on long bouts of secluded meditation. Third, it needed to be connected to the Dao of Conflict.

The second requirement, in particular, disqualified most of the methods left in the Order of the Empyrean Chalice’s repository. Of those that remained, the [Warbringer Dharma] was the best option. Its cultivation speed was only mediocre, though it did have a sought-after feature among warriors.

The [Warbringer Dharma] gained significant boosts after overcoming Life and Death ordeals, especially battles. It was perfect for a Templar fighting on the frontlines and even better for Zac, who went from one disaster to another. Despite its evident upside, the Heart Tempering Sutra was rarely practiced for one simple reason—the high barrier of entry.

The [Warbringer Dharma] didn’t have any demands on specific constitution, class, or affinities. You were good to go so long as you possessed at least one Dao of Conflict. The problem was that it required a stroke of inspiration to get going. You’d be stuck at the starting point until you formed a Warbringer Idol.

A Warbringer Idol wasn’t something you could work toward. The manual only explained what to do when the opportunity arrived. Considering the Heart Tempering Sutra’s nature, most practitioners conjured one after a path-affirming life-and-death battle. However, there were records of Templars forming one in seclusion. One even did so in the middle of a meal.

The vast majority ended up spending centuries waiting for a sign without anything to show for it, wasting their prime cultivation years. Less than two percent of Templar candidates managed to form one within 300 years. Not wanting to leave their cultivation up to chance, most opted for techniques with guaranteed returns.

Rava believed the risk was worth it, even if waiting for an idol precluded you from practicing other Heart Tempering Manuals. Zac was of the same mind. He was extremely young for his cultivation level, and his Dao Heart had already reached the minimum threshold for a Templar through accumulated experiences. It wouldn’t be too late swapping methods in a century or two if he failed in forming a Warbringer Idol.

Rava had easily refitted it to suit modern cultivation and Zac’s path, excepting the Void. Ultom helped modify it further, while linking it with the [Void Emperor Apotheosis]. Zac’s ambitions didn’t end there. There was an important reason he’d picked a Conflict-based sutra. His goal was to fuse the [Warbringer Dharma] with the [Thousand Axes Chapter].

The idea was to form a Conflict-attuned spiritual body that would be automatically tempered from battle. Unfortunately, that project remained a theory. He still hadn’t figured out how to rework the Eidolon-based [Thousand Lights Chapter], let alone how to fuse the two. He’d need another round of Ultom’s insight to figure out that mess.

“Any insights you’re able to share?” Joanna asked.

Zac wasn’t the only one who’d picked up the [Warbringer Dharma]. Intentional Heart Cultivation was exceedingly rare on the frontier, and none of his followers owned a sutra before he opened up the training grounds. There was no downside to knowing the method, so Joanna and a few others had memorized the first layer before leaving.

“I’m afraid not,” Zac sighed. “One moment, it was simply there.”

“I’ll get it if I get it.” Joanna shrugged, not overly concerned. “How did you find me? This place is enormous.”

Zac didn’t get the chance to answer before a tremendous pressure crashed against him, locking him in place. The source was a Middle Monarch who’d descended from the sky. His armor was similar to the first general he encountered, except its design was more exquisite. His profoundly dangerous aura far surpassed any Middle Monarch Zac encountered during the Intersector War.

This wasn’t an enemy Zac could deal with even by pulling out all stops, and he stared at Zac with overt hostility.

“Who are you?”

Zac’s mind was a mess from the sudden inquisition. Should he proudly announce himself as a Wendimar and demand some respect? Or was it his borrowed identity that was the problem? He shouldn’t have done anything to warrant such hostility since arriving. He hadn’t harmed a single cultivator. If anything, he’d saved quite a few while searching for Joanna.

The general’s next words provided context, while also adding to Zac’s confusion: “What is your relationship to the Order of the Empyrean Chalice? Be warned, I’ll strike you down where you stand if I catch a hint of deception.”

Zac hadn’t expected to hear that name. The Imperial soldiers here were clearly not connected to the Templars. The same should be true for the general. He was different from the C-grade saints Zac had seen during the pilgrimage trials. The only reason the general could possibly be questioning Zac was the item he held. It was a golden chain, from which hung a circle that emitted intense Imperial Faith.

Was it some sort of tracker? If so, what had it discovered? Zac had never spotted any marks of Faith on his body, even after being marked their Holy Son. Was it the [Warbringer Dharma]? No, it wasn’t a method exclusive to the Empyrean Chalice. Then⁠—

Zac inwardly swore, finally recalling a seemingly insignificant part of his Heart Cultivation. A few times, he’d homed in on the memory lanterns in the sky. It had made him recall the vision when he was conferred the title of a Holy Son. Zac had felt a response from the Imperial Faith hidden throughout the world at that moment.

“Greetings, General. I’m a member of Clan Wendimar,” Zac said. “May I ask why my relationship with the Empyrean Chalice is brought into question?”

It didn’t matter how the general caught onto his tail. What mattered was why it was such a big deal. There was no lack of people who’d trained under the Templars or worked with them for missions. More importantly, such Karmic ties should be seen as a good thing. The situation was extremely odd.

“Answer my question,” the general said, showing no deference to Zac’s status or inclination to answer his question.

“Why are you treating us like criminals? Know your place.”

Zac’s heart lurched as he glanced in Joanna’s direction, seeing her point her spear straight at the general’s face. This wasn’t the time or place for her overprotective instincts.

“Your identity is above reproach. His is not, even if his claim of being part of the Ironblooded checks out. It wouldn’t be the first time a traitor appeared within the founding families,” the general said.

“Traitors?” Joanna said, looking even more outraged. “Explain yourself right now!”

The general hesitated, then answered, “Twelve days ago, the Mindful Vista Monastery was razed to the ground. Unknown assailants murdered the defenders and stole the three Holy Relics. I was tasked with their recovery.

“This beast tide appeared just as we were about to track down one of the relics. Just as I thought our enemy escaped, this man appeared. Four times, something on his person triggered a powerful response from the rosary. Explain to me what would trigger such a reaction beyond a Holy Relic.”

Joanna looked taken aback while Zac blankly stared at the general. Zac couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He’d actually become some terrorist’s scapegoat because of his breakthrough. How could there be such a coincidence? Esmeralda may have warned of bad luck, but he couldn’t have imagined it’d screw him over this bad.
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“I have no relationship to the theft you mentioned,” Zac said. “As for why I triggered your treasure, I’m not at liberty to say.”

Declaring himself a Holy Son had a huge chance of backfiring. He’d amassed no Imperial Faith and no item to corroborate his claim. He couldn’t replicate the resonance from before even if he wanted to. In that moment, he’d truly believed he was the chosen of the Empyrean Chalice, and there’d been nothing in his heart to refute that claim. His conviction had affected reality, like how his Heart formed a hatchet out of nothing.

“Forgive me if I cannot trust your word alone,” the general responded.

“What about me? I am vouching for his innocence. Contact my master if you don’t believe me,” Joanna said.

Her assertion confirmed Zac’s suspicion. It wasn’t that the identity brand on other trial takers was hidden inside memory domains. It was rather that Joanna wasn’t using a borrowed identity. Entering as herself was more than enough, at least to Imperial soldiers who revered Godking Eyler.

“You did not arrive together,” the Monarch countered. “You cannot guarantee that he did not come in contact with the heretics out of your sight. A thorough investigation and search of his belongings and person is the only way to prove his innocence.”

Zac absolutely couldn’t allow a search. There were many ways to hide treasures, so scanning his Spatial Ring couldn’t fully absolve him of guilt. If anything, the unusual contents of his Spatial Rings would raise more questions than answers.

“So that’s it,” Joanna sneered, her face burning with righteous indignation. “It seems to me you’re using the heist as an excuse to line your own pockets. Who’s to say you haven’t already retrieved the relic yourself?”

Zac played along by looking at the Monarch suspiciously. Her say-so wasn’t enough to clear his name, though it might be enough to muddy the waters. There was hope so long as they could buy time. Escape was currently impossible, but that was because they were right in the middle of the memory domain. So long as they could get closer to the edge…

The Monarch looked at Jonna a few seconds before raising his hand, prompting two Peak Hegemons to approach. “I’ll take a step back out of respect for your master. The order contacted me two days ago, informing me a Cardinal has been dispatched to assist in the search. He should reach us within ten hours. I assume there won’t be any problem clarifying your circumstances to him.”

Zac didn’t let his alarm show. The Cardinals were the blades of a Templar order. At the very least, they’d be Peak Monarchs who could fight above their weight class. Most were Autarchs. They were also fanatics who spread the Emperor’s glory through slaughter. Joanna’s barbed words would be useless against someone like that.

“Don’t leave the camp. If you do, I’ll take it as an admission of guilt and personally cut you down. The following inquiry can determine sin.”

Joanna looked ready to argue further before Zac interjected, “That’s fine. I’d be honored to meet one of the pillars of the Empyrean Chalice.”

The general disappeared after giving Zac a warning look. The two guards stayed on, their gazes never leaving Zac. The bestial instinct granted by [Inborn Predator] also indicated a Monarch was observing him from the shadows. Going by the level of attention, he wasn’t just a lead. He was their prime suspect. He’d probably be tortured for information already if not for Joanna.

“Miss, don’t worry about me,” Zac assured. “Let’s check out the camp while we wait. Maybe some of my clansmen are here to speak on my behalf.”

Joanna clearly didn’t understand why Zac called himself a Wendimar. She knew enough to go with the flow. The two made their way through the bloody battlefield, which was already being cleaned up by a logistical division. Corpses were gathered, beasts dismantled with speed and precision. This wasn’t their first rodeo.

A huge army camp was already set up far from the frontlines. Unfortunately, not as far as Zac hoped for. It would take him at least ten minutes using [Skystriker] to reach the memory’s border—more than enough time to be caught or killed. The Monarch’s watchful eye would also prevent the use of escape talismans, if they even worked inside a memory domain.

All hope was not lost. The camp was set up right next to a collapsed town wall. The city it once protected was quite large, possibly enough to reach the edge.

“What happened here?” Joanna asked after seeing Zac’s look.

“One of the clues our unit was following up on led to this town,” one of the guards answered. “The general sent an advance squad to investigate, but something must have gone wrong. The beast tide appeared out of nowhere. The city had already been razed to the ground by the time we arrived.”

“The scouts?”

“Presumed dead.”

“So they’re looking for the relic,” Joanna said, pointing at the large number of scouts going through the wreckage.

“Or clues about what happened to the heretics. Our advance party should have had enough time to hide a report before the city defenses were overwhelmed.”

Zac only gave the ruins a cursory look before they stepped into the camp. Residential districts with rows of barracks formed a protective wall around a block of medic bays and administrative buildings in the middle. They were preparing to dig themselves in.

“When did you arrive?” Zac asked.

“Four days ago,” Joanna said. “I got caught in a storm, couldn’t even see my hand. Suddenly, I found myself surrounded by soldiers with beasts bearing down on us. Been fighting ever since.”

Zac was anxious to get his plan going, but he couldn’t give the soldiers any more reason to suspect him. “Let’s see if this regiment has anything good. Where do I exchange my credit?”

The guard wasn’t as forthcoming when Zac asked. He only grunted and nodded in the direction of a large building in the base’s center. They walked over, and Zac found the setup quite similar to the war exchange. There were large crystals containing lists of wares, only part of which were accessible by external helpers.

Rather than a common and limited exchange, it was divided into direct and reservation. The army quartermasters wouldn’t carry a fortune into battle, and most of the good stuff required you to pick up the treasure at a base. Zac obviously wouldn’t do such a thing, not that he could afford any real treasures after a single day of fighting. He spent most of his merit on Spiritual Crystals to give his human side some pocket money. The rest were used to buy a bottle of decent Healing Pills.

The pills weren’t for himself. They were in case he needed to help someone out in future memories. Zac regretted not snatching any Spatial Rings from the fallen on his way to Joanna. Preparing a decoy Spatial Treasure seemed prudent at this point.

Joanna wasn’t very interested in the exchange. It was only on Zac’s suggestion that she bought a similar set of resources. Zac’s theory was essentially proven by the deference she was shown. Joanna received a 30% discount on her purchase, while a descendant of a founding family only got 10%.

“It’s too stuffy just sitting around. How about we take a walk?” Zac said with a smile.

They spent the next hour aimlessly drifting across the camp, giving off the air of someone not the least worried about the upcoming inquisition. Casual conversations provided quite a bit of information. A captain paying her respects to Joanna even provided a very detailed map.

They were currently visiting a much later epoch than in Black Zenith. The Imperial Road Project was in its later stages, and key cities along its paths had already been cleansed of Earthly Taint. In contrast, the world outside had grown incredibly dangerous. Displaced taint and constant upheavals ravaged the lands. Whole regions had been reclaimed by the wild, reaping countless lives.

The unstable environment provided the perfect breeding ground for discontent. Wherever the Empire lost control, rebels and profiteers extended their reach. The attack on the monastery was only one of many similar raids in the area. The Imperial Legions were putting out fires left and right. The soldiers even whispered about the involvement of Selvari, despite the Left Imperial Expanse being nowhere near close to that particular battlefront.

Zac grew increasingly aware of the looming threat as the minutes passed. The general’s ten hours could be a ploy. Eventually, Zac felt like they’d waited enough. He glanced in Joanna’s direction. It was better if she took the lead.

“Alright, let’s head into the ruins.”

“I’m sorry?” a confused guard responded.

“It’s a waste of time just sitting around. The quickest way to clear our name is to find the relic. So call over a few helpers and have them assist us.”

“There are thousands of scouts searching already,” the guard hesitated. “If they can’t find it…”

“He’s a Wendimar, and my master has taught me a few tricks. It wouldn’t hurt to try it out.”

The guard agreed after confirming with his superiors. They were led into the city five minutes later, accompanied by another four guards and two scouts. Zac also sensed a second Monarch joining their tail. The preparations wouldn’t matter. How could they possibly anticipate they’d escape simply by walking out of the domain?

The only thing worth consideration was the Holy Relic. They had just stepped past the wall, and Zac already sensed two pulls of fate from beneath the rubble. Scouts were flying right past the spots without noticing, meaning only Zac could sense them. The signals were probably just random treasures hidden away in underground vaults. Then again, what if they actually found the real thing?

The Holy Relic had to be quite the treasure for the response to be this intense. He was already being treated as a thief, so maybe he should act the part.
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“How is it?” Esmeralda asked.

“It’s just a matter of time now,” Zac said from the comfort of Esmeralda’s pouch. “What about us?”

“Aren’t we fine? Of course, things will probably get hectic soon. My illusion won’t last much longer.”

They’d left the pocket realm over an hour ago. Esmeralda was moving at a breakneck pace, and it’d still take half a day to escape the ant queen’s kingdom. Zac already had the queasy feeling that usually preceded a disaster caused by his hand. Esmeralda was the opposite. Her face was almost split in two from a wide grin.

“Why are you so happy?”

Esmeralda giggled as she bounced forward, jumping from stalk to stalk. “Seeing the reaction from a safe distance is the most fun part. The reward is secondary. Almost.”

“I don’t know if this qualifies as safe. Also, does that mean you don’t want the thing you took away?”

Esmeralda studiously looked away. “What thing? What are you talking about?”

Zac shook his head, wondering how such a good thief could have such a bad poker face. “I might have been out of it, but I’m not blind. Don’t you think I noticed you digging through the rubble? And what you did was not as simple as setting up an illusion array.”

“People asking too many questions are liable to get burnt. You shouldn’t be lusting after the other’s hard-earned riches,” Esmeralda said, poking at Zac’s head with one of her fingers like she was trying to push him deeper into the pouch.

“If that’s not the pot calling the kettle black,” Zac scoffed, slapping the hand away. “And I’m not after your treasure. I’m simply trying to learn. I won’t always have you by my side. Right now, I have nothing other than my instincts and high Luck to rely on.”

Esmeralda said nothing for a few moments, sighed, and took out a deep-green rock. Zac found it wholly unremarkable.

“That realm wasn’t a spatial pocket, and it wasn’t another memory domain. The whole thing was a Heartworld created by the will imbued into the Natal Treasure. The piece you used for tempering was only the nucleus. The Heartworld had clearly been around for a long time, which meant there had to be a piece of the treasure left.

“While you dealt with the nucleus. I sniffed out the piece and had it absorb the rest of the realm,” Esmeralda said, a proud grin appearing on her face. “I’d say 80% of the energy is stored in this stone.”

“So I got the soup while you ate the meat?” Zac asked. “Was that why the nucleus faded faster than I could disperse it?”

“Well, yes,” Esmeralda coughed. “I couldn’t perfectly control the absorption in my current state. And it doesn’t matter. You got what you needed. Any more would be a waste of such a precious resource.”

“So why do you need it for? Will eating it help temper your Heart?”

“I’m a former Supremacy,” Esmeralda said with disdain. “Do you think one can reach that point without an immutable heart?”

“Then why?”

“For its original purpose,” Esmeralda said. “It’s only a damaged piece. Even so, it was once a Natal Treasure with crystallized Destiny. The missing Destiny will slowly return with the right nourishment. At that point, it’ll be very useful in strengthening one’s Heavenly Ladder. It can even stabilize Heavenly Territories. Well, the benefits on a territory from this small piece would be negligible. I doubt the treasure can recover more than a percent of its original fate.”

“So it’ll help you recover faster after you get rid of the curse,” Zac said, looking at the innocuous stone with interest. “So it’s essentially a B-grade treasure?”

“The embryo of one, but yes,” Esmeralda said, putting it away after seeing the look in Zac’s eyes. “It’s useless to Hegemons and it’s not ready.”

“I told you, I’m not trying to steal your stuff!” Zac rolled his eyes. “Can you teach me how you did all this, though?”

“It’s impossible. My actions are the result of accumulated experience and knowledge. Give it a few hundred millennia, and these things will come naturally to you.”

“A few hundred millennia?” Zac sighed. “I can barely comprehend the concept.”

“You’re not even a tadpole,” Esmeralda laughed. “I can give you some pointers. Other things can’t be rushed. And here’s the first lesson—how to elude capture. Quick, block your ears!”

Zac sealed his hearing with Miasma. It wasn’t enough to perfectly tune out the persistent piercing wail that came from below. The whole steppes trembled from billions of ants screaming in unison. Subjugated beasts collapsed. The young and weak directly exploded from the terrifying aura of retribution coming from below.

The colony was waking up, and it was out for blood.

Insects were, on average, weaker than other beasts at the same level. And yet, insects were generally the most feared among cultivators, to the point that hives and colonies would be annihilated upon discovery. The reason was their sheer numbers. Their growth to maturity was much faster than other species, and they required fewer resources. The resources a single Skybeast needed to reach maturity could nurture a hive posing a much greater threat to a faction.

A Monarch could be killed if enough Hegemons were willing to lay down their lives. You’d almost never see such a thing among cultivators, but it was the standard approach for insects. It was just like what Zac had seen during the Pilgrimage of Faith. Eleani Ano, the first saint, had slaughtered trillions of lower-grade insects without breaking a sweat. That wasn’t enough. Their numbers were too great, and she was forced to sacrifice her life to finish the job.

The unity of insectoid races sometimes provided another advantage—the harmonization of energy. A whole race could be naturally linked akin to a War Array. This was what was happening now. Tempestuous winds shook the region as billions of streams poured toward eight specific spots. The closest one was an enormous anthill, and Zac could guess what came next.

The hill exploded, exposing a cobalt-blue ant over two hundred meters long. It had no wings like some of its brethren. Instead, its legs were thick and extraordinarily long, like pillars digging deep into the ground. They were covered in markings and emitted such force that the air crackled around them.

It simply stood there and the whole area trembled. Zac held his breath, deathly afraid it would turn its head toward them. The ant was at least a Middle C-grade Beast Emperor, and its power was further bolstered by countless minions.

“Take this big guy, for example,” Esmeralda said without a care in the world. “He’s searching for us through vibration. The ripples have probably covered half the steppes already. Even the grass has been turned into scanners. I would have a hard time hiding if I were underground. Its effect in open air is much, much worse.”

Zac realized that Esmeralda no longer leaped from one stalk to another. Instead, she was gliding between them, careful not to touch anything.

“Even you could avoid being exposed,” Esmeralda said. “However, its actions is a trap.”

“To force the culprit to rise into the air where they can be spotted?”

“Partly that. It’s also meant to make you ignore the real search,” Esmeralda said. “It’s the screaming. The sound is bounced back into the tunnels below and amplified. Somewhere, the queen or a specialized subordinate is interpreting the information to create a perfect image of the whole steppes. Hiding your aura won’t be enough to fool them. Using your powers of nullification would also backfire. It’d create an extremely suspicious blot on their map.”

“Then, how are you avoiding exposure?” Zac asked.

“The soundwaves are passing through a separate space, making it appear as though nothing’s here. It’s not a skill or bloodline ability. I’m simply using my Dao of Space to alter the rules of my surroundings. You can achieve similar results with any Dao when you understand its properties well enough,” Esmeralda said.

“Your current understanding of your Daos is narrow and mostly limited to your path. That’s how it should be. You need to understand yourself before you can understand the universe. Remember, mastering the self is only the beginning. From there, your control needs to expand. Your Dao will manifest into Law, altering the fundamental rules of a targeted area.

“Eventually, your Dao becomes Heavenly Dao, where your perception dictates reality.”

Esmeralda said nothing more. Zac didn’t know why she was so forthright today. Perhaps it was to make him forget about the B-grade stone. It was worth it. A small hatchet appeared before him. The Warbringer Idol was proof of how far he’d come since the integration. It was also a reminder that the pursuit of Dao was endless.

He couldn’t get complacent because of his recent improvements. The journey had only begun.
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“Found it!”

Zac looked down the 100-meter deep chute dug on his orders. The scout and her guardian soldier were already on their way back, the former holding a glass case.

“Young master’s calculation was right on the mark,” the scout said as she emerged. “Your method is amazing. I didn’t sense anything until we were right upon it.”

“What’s there to be surprised about?” Joanna said. “This is already the fifth one.”

“It’s just… The captain himself scouted this area, and he’s naturally endowed with Spiritual Eyes. Young master could make a name for himself with his divination alone if he enlisted.”

Zac calmly accepted the praise. Of course, there was no divination at play. He’d simply channeled his Daos into his eyes to create a glimmer of spirituality, hiding the fact he was fully relying on his Luck to find treasures.

“I already have my orders from back home,” Zac said. “I’m guessing this isn’t the relic, either?”

“I’m afraid not,” the guardian confirmed.

Zac pretended to hide some disappointment. In reality, the confirmation was the answer he’d hoped for. What good would unearthing the Holy Relic do him now? They were still quite some distance from the edge. He’d have to happily hand it over if it came out now. In contrast, random treasures found with his skill would enter his pocket.

“It was another vault. As per young master’s instruction, we’ve already set aside the common materials,” the soldier continued. “We thought this might be of interest to young master.”

One hour of treasure hunting was enough for Zac’s status to go from potential heretic to generous benefactor. Even the two guards assigned by the general looked at him warmly after he’d donated a small mountain of common materials to the army. Of course, Zac wasn’t charitable enough to hand over the treasures that caused the pull of fate.

“What is this?” Zac curiously asked.

The only thing inside the glass box was a sturdy reed roughly the length of his arm. It didn’t give off the amount of spirituality he’d expected. The sturdy stalk and solid awn more made it look like a naturally formed mace. His Luck wouldn’t lie, though. The stalk was something good.

“It’s a fully-grown [Painpurge Reed]. It even has most of its awns left,” one of the soldiers said with amazement. “It must have been some family’s hidden relic.”

“Painpurge?” Joanna asked.

“It’s a local purifying treasure,” the scout explained. “Hitting yourself with it will dislodge deeply-rooted impurities. It’s especially effective at clearing up blockages.”

“Not bad,” Zac whistled.

Purifying treasures were of lesser importance to him because of [Purity of the Void] and his ability to use Tribulation Lightning to cleanse himself. Even so, you could never have too many ways to remove toxins. That went double on the Left Imperial Expanse where he was picking up treasures left and right. There was still Earthly Taint and impurities left in his body after the Zenith Elixir, and everything he consumed on top of it added to his debt.

“I’m guessing using it is not an enjoyable experience?” Zac asked.

“It’s got a reputation,” the scout admitted. “I’ve heard few have the stomach to use it more than once.”

“Certain strict families like to use them on talented descendants with lacking motivation. It’s the perfect tool to make the brats focus on their cultivation,” a soldier laughed. “It should suit the Ironblooded Wendimars quite well.”

“You’re right. I think my uncle will like this very much.” Zac smiled and stowed the case. “Let’s keep going. There’s still a lot of ground to cover.”

The group moved seemingly at random, with Zac stopping every few minutes to ‘divine’ for treasure. This way, they unearthed one more stash before reaching the inner city. The state of the large manors were no better than the tightly packed houses outside. If anything, the destruction was more comprehensive. The lingering aura of Beast Emperors explained why.

“Odd, I’m having a difficulty finding anything,” Zac said after striking out for half an hour.

“The city center is the most heavily searched area,” a guard offered, pointing at the large number of excavation pits. “Since… the center is already dealt with, perhaps we should… return to the outskirts?”

“It makes sense. The heretics wouldn’t cower in the city center. They would be trying to use the beast tide to escape,” one of the scouts agreed.

It wasn’t hard to guess their real thoughts. The greedy soldiers gave Zac the excuse he needed to keep going, which was why he’d pretended there were no treasures around. In reality, there were far more treasures hidden beneath the manors than farther out. Unfortunately, the growing sense of unease forced Zac to give up on the loot.

They left the inner city on the opposite side. They were so close to freedom that Zac could almost taste it. It was at that moment he froze, barely able to hide his shock.

“Did you feel something?” a soldier eagerly asked.

“I think so,” Zac said, calming his heart while performing another fake divination.

What a powerful pull of fate. It had to be the Holy Relic, right? More surprising was the fact that it seemed to call for him directly, causing his bloodline to stir. There was no way he could ignore it. Zac mentally prepared for a rough battle while leading them closer. He still stopped to have the soldiers excavate another trove, further lowering their guard.

Finally, he stopped close to the real call. It wasn’t as far beneath ground as the treasuries, which further strengthened his suspicion. He glanced toward the distance. The edge was farther than he’d hoped, though close enough to give it a go. Zac sent his Soul Sense into the ground, finding only corpses and rubble. The normalcy wasn’t enough to trick Zac.

“It’s here,” Zac said, intentionally missing the mark by a few meters. “It’s quite far down this time.”

“Not a problem,” the scout eagerly said before starting the excavation.

Farther and farther they dug without hitting the mark.

“It’s too slow,” Joanna muttered, glancing at two of the guards waiting above. “Go help them out.”

The guards nodded and flew into the chute. Still, nothing happened for the next few minutes.

“I’ll check things out,” Zac sighed with annoyance and jumped down before anyone could interject.

Just ten meters below the surface, Zac’s arm shot out. Rubble fell like rain and the chute promptly collapsed. The hidden heretic playing dead barely had time to react before a wave of destruction tore him apart. Only the futuristic box in his hands survived the attack. Zac was surprised to see a container of clearly Technocrat design. To his Soul Sense, it looked like a piece of collapsed building.

The fatally attractive aura leaked from small cracks covering its surface, throwing the last of Zac’s caution to the wind. Zac was already on his way out, the box safely wrapped up in Haro’s vines. Everything had happened in the blink of an eye. The soldiers hadn’t even realized they’d been betrayed when Zac emerged again.

Only Joanna perfectly understood Zac’s intentions. A sea of spears pushed back the last guards just as Zac appeared. He wordlessly grabbed Joanna and flashed away with [Skybreaker]. His mind screamed of lethal danger, and the world turned into a fiery hellscape within a second. Meteors rained from the sky and thousands of spirits rose from magmatic ponds.

Dozens of flame walls also appeared, trapping them inside multiple layers of barriers. It wasn’t an illusion. One of the Monarchs had brought out a piece of their Inner World. Already having expected something similar, Zac channeled Life and Void into [Apex Jungle]. A forest emitting a primordial aura appeared with speed that overturned convention, and Zac dragged Joanna into the closest tree.

The two reappeared at the forest’s edge, well outside the barriers. The physical constraints imposed by Dao couldn’t overcome Zac’s Void, at least not as far as Early Monarchs were concerned. The border was now only a few miles away. A new barrier appeared to prevent their escape. This one emitted the Dao of Conflict, meaning a second Monarch had entered the battle.

An intense scream of danger indicated the newcomer wasn’t just planning on trapping them. A flying sword was closing in with terrifying speed, and [Apex Jungle] could do nothing to stop it. The forest was already struggling to survive the fiery climate and the sword finished the job. A single glance was all Zac needed to know this wasn’t an attack he could take head-on.

Zac drank from the Void like a man dying of thirst, unloading half the skills in his arsenal. He threw everything at the incoming sword. The onslaught was only enough to delay the C-grade weapon and destabilize the fiery domain. That was all Zac needed. [Void Mountain] descended, and Zac punched the Conflict-attuned barrier with a fist empowered by spiritual extinction.

Joanna grimaced from being touched by Zac’s Void, still managing to conjure her master’s avatar. She poured everything into a stab, weakening the barrier further. Zac flooded Joanna with more Void and pushed her forward, allowing her to pass right through the blockade and out of the memory domain. Zac was right on her heels.

An explosion of pain made Zac fall over just as the past became the present. Zac’s legs didn’t listen, so Joanna dragged him farther away. He looked back just in time to see a sword hilt disappear. The sword had actually caught up. If he were just a moment slower, he would have been fully impaled instead of lightly stabbed.

“Keep going,” Zac croaked, pushing down a mouthful of blood rushing up his throat.

He felt like his insides were on fire. It looked like hostile Dao was put in the same category as treasures, in that it retained its existence outside the memory domain. Losing connection with its origin only left it marginally weakened. The combined might of Zac’s Daos and Hidden Nodes were barely enough to keep it in check.

“Is this enough?” Joanna asked after reaching a secluded spot far away from the domain.

“It should be,” Zac grunted. “There could be other dangers waiting outside, though. Give me a moment to stabilize my wound.”

Zac ate a set of Healing Pills before turning his attention inward. The stubborn piece of Dao was like a fortress erected on foreign soil. Zac used every weapon at his disposal to whittle down its defenses piece by piece. Two hours later, Zac exhaled and opened his eyes. Only stubborn sequelae remained at that point. It was something he’d have to grind down over the next couple of weeks.

“Everything okay?”

“I’m fine,” Zac said. “I’m sorry about that. I was supposed to help you and ended up getting you in trouble instead.”

“You certainly know how to make things exciting,” Joanna laughed. “I thought you’d gone crazy over some illusory treasures. I didn’t expect them to stay with us.”

“They’re very real. You can also use them inside the memories if they’re impossible to bring out,” Zac said, taking out the item that almost cost him his life.

The cracks had gotten worse, and some leaked weak streaks of energy. Thankfully, the Technocrat container still functioned properly. It was already showing signs of self-repair, saving Zac the headache of finding a new one. Zac still needed to open the box and investigate, to confirm whatever it held wouldn’t suddenly explode.

Admittedly, the unexpected aura was the real reason behind Zac’s curiosity. Why would a Holy Relic of a Templar order emit the aura of the Void?

“Back off a bit, just in case.”

A gust of air was all that emerged when Zac undid the clasps. Sealing was clearly not part of the Technocrat container’s purpose. A simple stone lay within. It was raw and lacked any signs of spirituality. If not for the golden runes painted across its surface, anyone would have mistaken it for a mortal material.

The truth couldn’t hide from Zac’s gaze, and his heartbeat sped up. He recognized this stone. If he wasn’t mistaken, it was a piece taken from the Void Mountain—the real thing. Did the Void Mountain actually exist as a physical object? He’d assumed it was an intangible concept like the Heavens, only given shape by Zac’s limited scope of comprehension.

Zac’s confusion only grew as his investigation continued. Soon, he wasn’t convinced the rock was a physical object. Rather, the Void had been forced to take this particular shape because of the golden runes. Zac infused a tendril of Mental Entergy into one of the runes and recoiled like he’d been burnt. The golden paint hid a terrifying amount of Faith Energy.

Luckily, the tendril had been quite weak and shattered before it could transmit anything dangerous into his mind. The seals were also completely inert so long as he didn’t mess with them. Zac could even pick up the rock without any issue.

“Faith trapping Void,” Zac muttered as he turned it over. “But why? And why did the Technocrats want it?”

“This is the Holy Relic?” Joanna asked as she walked over.

“I guess so?”

“Is the rock blessed?”

“Not sure,” Zac said as he put the rock back into its container. “It should be useful to my bloodline. I’m just worried the seals will go crazy if I try to circumvent them.”

There was no hurry now that he’d confirmed the Holy Relic wouldn’t up and explode. At most, the rock would be overwhelmed by the world’s Dao and crumble if the seals failed. That wouldn’t happen for months, seeing how minute the leakage was. Of course, the sooner he could get to the rock, the better.

“It’s for your bloodline? Stealing it was worth it, then,” Joanna nodded. “Will our actions have ramifications?”

“Well, we definitely can’t return to that memory domain. At least not with our current identities. Whether they are self-contained or connected needs further testing,” Zac said, raising his left hand. “By the way, can you see the mark here?”

“Yeah, what is that? I noticed it the moment we exited the domain,” Joanna said. “Is it related to why you were calling yourself a Wendimar? It gives off a familiar feeling.”

It seemed as though his original idea was half-correct. Other trial takers really couldn’t see the brand of others inside memory domains. It’d be very difficult spotting one another so long as you acted the part and prepared a disguise. His Draugr side and trial takers from unusual races would have a clear disadvantage, considering the vast majority of the continent’s “natives” were human.

“It is,” Zac said, explaining what he’d gathered on the trial so far.

“Interesting,” Joanna said. “I should probably get a mark or two.”

“Your identity is pretty conspicuous, and it might be difficult to prove in some cases,” Zac agreed. “What’s your plan going forward?”

It had been difficult making any plans with the trial being shrouded in mystery. Zac ultimately gave his followers full autonomy to do as they liked. They were under no obligation to help him with his tasks, especially not after Kator’s betrayal. So, it was up to Joanna whether she wanted to follow him to the Hollow Courts or pursue her own goals.

“My plan was to guard you while you broke through. But I lost you on the way in,” Joanna said. “Now, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do.”

“Is it related to your master?”

“It is. Like I mentioned, they realized I’m Indra Eyler’s disciple after I used some of her skills,” Joanna said. “They didn’t say it outright, though I think she might be the ruler of the Indomitable Court.”

“And I thought my identity was a cheat,” Zac laughed.

Indra Eyler was one of the Limitless Empire’s true bigshots. From what Rava said, Indra was one of six supreme commanders of the Limitless Army. They were named Godkings, which was a title that even eclipsed the leaders of the Imperial Clans and Templar orders. In fact, her status was so exalted it left Zac suspicious. Was a Lower Court really worthy of being helmed by such an important figure?

“I think it’s only a temporary placement,” Joanna explained. “They mentioned that she only appeared a thousand years ago. Maybe she went there to finish some demanding task.”

“Each court is supposed to have at least one defining treasure. She might have been responsible for installing the Indomitable Court’s core,” Zac mused, looking at Joanna’s conflicted expression. “And you’re not sure if you should check things out or follow me?”

“I didn’t care about the Indomitable Court before. It’s just, now…” Joanna sighed.

“Go. You have to go. This is the opportunity of a lifetime.”

“What if I receive the same treatment you did just now?” Joanna said. “They might think I stole her techniques if I just show up. And what if a projection of Master appears in person? A captured image of the past won’t remember me.”

“Uh—” Zac coughed, only then realizing the implication.

He’d only been thinking of what kinds of doors Joanna’s identity would open, not who might wait on the other side. Zac hadn’t encountered anyone beyond Middle Monarchy so far, which proved nothing.

“I don’t have any answers for you,” Zac said. “I only know one thing, the fate gathered by this trial is beyond anything we’ve ever seen. The dangers will only increase from here on out, and I feel anything is possible in this place. Anyone can be reborn. Anyone can shatter their chains of fate. You simply need to ask yourself if you’re ready to stake everything for your Dao.”
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Joanna clearly wanted to test her strength against the Indomitable Courts and find out if the Emperor’s Spear left something for her. Zac also knew the threat of death would never make Joanna back down and give up on her path. The hesitation in her eyes came from something else, and Zac had a notion of what. Duty.

“Don’t worry about me or the Atwood Empire,” Zac urged. “The war is over, and we’ve accomplished enough. I’m certain the System has provided a path to survival.”

“But the Undead Empire…” Joanna hesitated. “Wouldn’t they have prepared a backup since something happened to Kator? He might even have been a diversion, seeing how far-reaching the plot of the Divine Races are.”

Zac had been considering the same thing. The Primo’s treasure could drastically impact the civil war brewing in the Undead Empire. There was no way they’d simply give up after Kator’s failure. At the very least, the rebels would have come up with a new approach the moment the plan involving their two Autarchs failed.

“I’m sure they’re up to something, though you know how difficult it is to find seals. We’ve seen how forcing fate is liable to backfire when the seals are involved. There’ll be a limit to how many people they can scrounge up,” Zac said. “Not to mention, I’m stronger now than when I fought Kator. Even an Eonic Seed will have a headache dealing with us after I’ve teamed up with Tavza.”

“Then… I’ll head to the Indomitable Court and see if there’s an inheritance meant for me there,” Joanna said.

The Valkyrie’s whole demeanor shifted from the declaration. She emitted a heroic air as she got to her feet, like a general stepping onto the battlefield.

“You’re setting out now?”

“I fear I’ll start second-guessing myself if I linger by your side.”

“Just one thing before you go,” Zac said and took out the [Court Cycle Token]. Joanna tried infusing her will into it. Nothing changed. Zac shrugged and stowed it again. “I guess it’s still early.”

“If I die⁠—”

Zac interjected before Joanna could finish the thought, “This is my only order. You’re not allowed to die in this place. You’re my spear, and our journey has only begun.”

“…I hear your command. I’ll try and gather clues about the Left Imperial Palace. Master might have some unique insights.”

“Don’t bother. I’m still planning on avoiding that place,” Zac waved a hand. “I’ll stick to the Lower Courts and stay out of trouble.”

Zac might have thrown his hat into the ring if he only had to worry about Ultom’s Flameseeking trial. Wal’Zo, Ultom’s Realm Spirit, had promised that multiple people could gain the First Era’s inheritance. If true, Zac wouldn’t be left with the hot potato of owning an Eternal Heritage. Thing was, two trials had been woven into one, and Laondio’s schemes cast a haze of uncertainty over the whole trial.

“You’re sitting this one out? When has that ever worked out for you?” Johanna laughed as she headed straight for the Indomitable Court’s pillar.

Zac scratched his chin as he watched Joanna disappear. She was undeniably right. So long as there was trouble, he’d end up right in the middle of it one way or another. It was the double-edged sword of wielding your own destiny, of having enough Luck to throw convention on its head.

“If I stop fighting back against the winds of fate, can I even pretend I’m in control?” Zac muttered.

Zac didn’t immediately set out. He first had some things he wanted to try. His Draugr side was already out of harm’s way. Esmeralda had worked overtime, and they’d left the steppes a while back. The rampaging colony had already expanded their search beyond their domain, but the local tyrants weren’t letting the ants act wantonly in their territory. A fierce war was being waged, providing the perfect cover for their escape.

Now that both sides were safe, Zac focused on his recent breakthrough. The small hatchet appeared before both bodies. Turning it on and off a few times confirmed his suspicions. He couldn’t practice his Heart with only one body. His Dao Heart was like his Soul Aperture—he only had the one. As such, the woodsman hatchet would appear before both bodies or neither.

Just looking at it, the Warbringer Idol filled Zac with warmth, partly because it shone slightly brighter compared to when he first conjured it. The phenomenon was the result of surviving the Monarchs’ pursuit—the unique perk from [Warbringer Dharma]. While the idol was supercharged, cultivating his heart would yield much greater results.

The effect was time-limited, like Kill Energy, so Zac began his heart nurturing. Practicing [Warbringer Dharma] was quite easy. He needed to hold onto the idol and let the feelings it elicited wash over him. Doing so formed a silent mantra that repeatedly affirmed his path. Zac also entered his Void State and found it boosted the effect by a small degree. It was good, yet Zac could go further.

He disrobed and took out his body tempering clay. Soon enough, he was working on all three pillars of his path, moving from stance to stance with [Nine Reincarnation Manual]’s array disk in his hand. He still didn’t have the next cultivation layers for his Soul or Body. Although, the Law treasures he’d consumed increased his capacity. Adding the benefits from [Void Emperor Apotheosis], there was still some room for growth.

The repeated affirmation of the [Warbringer Dharma] occupied a large part of one’s psyche, yet it didn’t add to the complexity of practicing multiple methods at once. Rather, it helped him harmonize his cultivation systems on a deeper level. The clash between Life and Death in his Soul Aperture became another symbol for his path, as did the Abyssal pools and golden hurricanes in his cells. There was nothing other than his Dao.

Hours passed in the blink of an eye, and Zac only realized how wrung-out he was after stopping. His whole body throbbed painfully, and his mind was sluggish like he’d just woken up from a deep slumber. Zac shook off the fully-drained clay and sat down. The trial run more than met his expectations. The Heart Tempering Sutra made the pull of the Void almost twice as strong.

Only a small part of the benefit came from the sutra itself. The greatly increased absorption speed was the benefit of completing the enkindling cycle between the Heart, Body, and Soul. The Void now increased his normal cultivation speed by half, provided he had the resources. That caveat, unfortunately, meant his new Heart Tempering Manual couldn’t benefit from the Void. Zac didn’t have any treasures that could directly nourish one’s Dao Heart.

This wasn’t a problem for his Body or Soul. He had plenty of crystals and Natural Treasures stockpiled in his Spatial Rings—for now. His resources weren’t unlimited, and the demands would exponentially increase after he began practicing the next layers. Even if he could stomach the cost at that point, where would he source good enough treasures? Like the original manuals mentioned, he’d have to practice inside blessed environments and rely on its ambient energy.

The results were mostly in line with Zac’s expectations. The only surprise was how drained a single session left him. He’d have to hold back a bit unless both bodies were in seclusion. Since he was in no state to resume his journey, he refocused on the Holy Relic. While potentially extremely useful, holding onto it came with very real risks.

The general hadn’t been able to uncover its exact location, whereas the Limitless Empire was able to track its general whereabouts. A high-grade Templar might sense the Imperial Faith even when hidden by the Technocrat container. The Limitless Empire might also have arrays designed to expose Selvari tech, so the box itself could get him in trouble.

There was also his own situation to worry about. He’d only triggered the rosary because of his unnatural state of mind, but his link to the Empyrean Chalice could be exposed through other means. Zac had prepared a lot of things for the trial, though upgrading his concealment equipment like his presence-weakening hoods and aura-containing bracer was not on that list.

He hadn’t expected he might need to elude the watchful gaze of long-dead Templars at C-grade or higher, especially not during an age-restricted trial. Thankfully, Esmeralda was the perfect person to consult on hiding ill-gotten gains and avoiding exposure.

“I’m surprised there’s something on you that can cause such a reaction. I never noticed anything off about you. Well, beyond the other things that make you such a weirdo,” Esmeralda said after Zac shared his experience.

Zac hadn’t expected her to discover the mark. Esmeralda’s methods were amazing, but she was limited by her current form. The Kayar-Elu’s modified Duplicity Core worked on perception, and it was powerful enough to trick Autarchs into thinking nothing was odd with his body.

Unfortunately, the Duplicity Core only changed what one saw when scanning his body. It wouldn’t help if he were unknowingly transmitting a Holy Son-signal to the universe.

“You’d need extremely high levels of Imperial Faith to notice anything. So, high-grade members of the order,” Esmeralda offered.

“Those are the people that can kill me,” Zac said with a roll of his eyes. “Do you really not have any ideas?”

“Wouldn’t your heaven-obscuring abilities work?”

“Probably.” [Void Zone] and [Void Mountain] hid his presence in different ways, and covering his body with the Void would likely obscure any mark of Imperial Faith. “There is a limit to how long I can keep those abilities going.”

“I have a few tricks that don’t rely on my Dao or bloodline; they’re only so-so. I don’t think they’d fool a bishop or cardinal,” Esmeralda helplessly said. “I guess there’s another option. Find the local resistance.”

“What resistance?” Zac said. “The Technocrats who raided the monastery?”

“They’re one option, except you already have their tech.” Esmeralda shrugged. “There’s bound to be more like them. Any faction will have internal dissent, especially overbearing ones like the Limitless Empire. Most are bound to be disorganized rabble, but any real opposition should have means to escape the Empire’s watchful eye.”

“How would I find a group like that?” Zac said as he looked out at the empty wilderness. “Would rebels without Imperial Faith even leave memory lanterns?”

“Probably not. I should be able to smoke some of them out if we visit a larger city. Until then, don’t act suspiciously. Being marked by faith shouldn’t normally be a problem. There’s no lack of warriors who have trained with the Templars or fought by their side. You were just unlucky encountering an army that happened to be investigating a recent robbery. As for the box, just leave it outside next time you enter a domain.”

Although Emeralda’s words made sense, Zac still didn’t feel safe. There was one more thing he wanted to try. He took out the relic again and placed it atop the box before taking a few steps back. Zac activated [Void Zone], fully suppressing the Dao in his surroundings. From there, he slowly inched closer to the treasure, ready to escape at a moment’s notice.

As effective as the Technocrat box was, it couldn’t even be put into a Spatial Treasure while holding the relic. That was how Zac could sense it in the first place. There was one subspace that had a decent chance of being able to contain the Void Treasure—the one made by [Purity of the Void].

Zac had steadily expanded his purification space since the Zenith Elixir reopened it for business, and it was already large enough that it could fit the fist-sized Holy Relic. Hiding the item inside his personal Void should be even more effective than the container, and he could take it out with his other half in case someone caught its scent. Having it inside his body would also let him study its mysteries at any time.

Only, hiding it there seemed extremely dangerous. [Purity of the Void] wouldn’t consider Imperial Faith impurities to be purged, but the golden runes sealing the rock were clearly designed to deal with the Void. They might go berserk if surrounded by the Void, which was why Zac first wanted to test the waters with [Void Zone].

Zac held his breath as [Void Zone]’s border touched upon the stone’s edges. It remained calm, even when fully submerged. Zac curiously watched the unchanging runes. He’d expected something to happen. If not a fierce rejection, at least a slight weakening. It appeared his Bloodline Talent had absolutely no effect.

Was it because of the pattern they formed, or was the faith instilled so powerful his bloodline was helpless before it? If it were the latter, then breaking past the cage would involve huge risks and a lot of effort.

Zac’s Void also failed to resonate with the rock itself. He did notice that the expenditure for his Bloodline Talent had almost doubled. It almost seemed like the rock was consuming it without making contact. Could that be the key to breaking it out? He continued his experiments for a while longer, only stopping short of attacking the runes with [Void Mountain]’s spiritual extinction. He wasn’t ready for a direct clash yet.

By all accounts, the Holy Relic was completely stable and absolutely useless. Just what did the Templars see in this thing? Finally, Zac threw the thing into [Purity of the Void]. Beyond releasing a few tendrils of dark smoke, the relic didn’t appear to mind. The smoke was the purification of the minuscule amounts of Earthly Taint lodged in the paint.

[Purity of the Void] didn’t cost much Void Energy, so the added expenditure was hardly a burden. And without having to hold a mysterious Void Treasure, the Technocrat box went into his Spatial Ring without any complaints. Everything dealt with, Zac set out again. The throbbing pain from his wound couldn’t quell the lightness of his heart.

Meeting Joanna allowed Zac to relax and focus on his mission. She had her own path and skillset and didn’t need his saving. If anything, he’d ended up putting her in danger by running to her side. The other sealbearers were similarly capable of taking care of themselves. They’d survived both the Intersector War’s brutal meatgrinder and the Imperial Graveyard.

What they needed now was the opportunity to hone their path, and the Left Imperial Expanse was the perfect place for it. That didn’t necessarily mean striking out alone like Joanna. What was important was that they pursued their path instead of getting swept up in his, and that they fully shouldered the weight of that decision.
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Another mark. Carl carefully investigated the scarring on the mountain wall. He estimated the battle took place just over a week ago. It was enough to conclude two things. One, they were indeed heading toward the Farsee Court. Secondly, Carl was catching up with them. The earliest traces he’d discovered were two days older.

Covering more ground was by no means a testament to his strength. He was benefitting from his target carving a path of destruction, slaughtering beasts and breaking Natural Formations through sheer force. He was tracking a real monster. As they should be. It was a sign, proof that his idea was the right one.

Carl absorbed a lingering sliver of Dao into his eyes. The world was drowned in apocalyptic flames that threatened to consume him whole. His vision returned to normal after a fierce struggle, and he followed the golden stream conjured by [Road to Olympus].

Every day, he drew a little closer. There were more than enough marks left to refuel his tracking skill, making it impossible to lose their trail. The dangers he’d faced after experiencing the life of Ervin Mantala, the Senior Surveyor under the Imperial Workshop’s employ, were conspicuously absent. The stillness tried to sow seeds of doubt in his heart, telling him he was prey being lured into a trap. He wouldn’t let it.

Convictions aside, Carl couldn’t stop his beating heart from galloping when he finally spotted the glorious sun burning in the distance. He could vaguely see a figure sitting atop it. They were meting out fiery judgment on a swarm of insects below. Like a true sun, their flames seemed inexhaustible. Having the numbers on their side did nothing to subvert the brood’s fate.

Within the hour, a hill of ashes half a dozen miles across was all that remained. A few shells from the more durable beetles stuck out of the funeral pyre. Carl didn’t need to use his ocular skills to understand they’d been burnt at a molecular level, destroying any structural integrity they once had.

“I guess it’s time,” Carl muttered.

He straightened his clothes and flew out, making no attempts to hide his presence. He’d probably been spotted days ago, anyway. The sun shrunk during his approach, turning into a golden disk floating ten meters over the ashes. Carl planned on landing on it before giving his sales pitch, only to realize he’d been overly optimistic.

What business did a pile of ashes have being so hot? Sweat was already pouring down Carl’s face after he’d crossed half the distance. It felt more like he was flying over an active volcano, if that volcano was also outfitted with the withering stare of an indifferent god. There was simply no way. Carl stopped midway, furiously going over the information he’d coaxed out of Ogras and Kruta during their drinking sessions.

“Mistress Tayn, I bring greetings from Emperor Atwood,” Carl croaked with a deep bow. “May I approach?”

“You are one of Zac’s generals?”

“I’m afraid not.” Carl staunchly shook his head. A general? No way. That’s the kind of title that comes with expectations that’ll get you killed. “I’m Carl Elrod, a simple janitor.”

The lingering heat still burrowed into his body, though the crushing pressure on his soul had disappeared. Carl took it as an invitation and rushed toward the disc, praying it would provide sanctuary. It did. Carl exhaled with relief when the sweltering air was replaced by a refreshing wind. He briefly forgot how to breathe when he finally saw the face of Iz Tayn.

Carl had to admit, the boss knew how to pick them. The young lady could have stepped out of a fairy tale. The old fairy tales that used the deaths of foolish children as a cautionary tale, perhaps. Her beauty was not of this world.

Thank God Lissa wasn’t here. She wasn’t the jealous type. Still, Carl wasn’t sure that applied when this woman was involved. Intentionally or not, Iz Tayn looked the part of a maximum-threat homewrecker. Carl could only say a silent prayer for the Lady Atwood. Catheya was a devastating beauty if you could get past the undead thing. Nonetheless, this girl had her beat.

“You’re Zac’s… janitor?” the fairy said, seemingly having trouble grasping the meaning.

“The boss—uh, Emperor Atwood—has a penchant for causing… upheavals, I suppose? I am trying to tidy things up.”

“That he does,” Iz said, her mouth curving upward. “You do not have to censure yourself before me.”

Carl suspiciously looked at Iz. Was it a trap where he’d suddenly get smote for his insolent mouth? No, the boss didn’t like stuck-up people like that. It was most likely genuine. What had Ogras called her? Harva-something? A bored princess touring the slums. He might as well play the part of the helpful local.

“How is Zac?” she asked.

“The boss was dying and encased in a block of ice the last time I saw him. He’d just finished summoning some titans and blowing up a massive space station.”

“Ice? Titans?” Iz Tayn remained unmoving for a second, her sapphire eyes blank as her brain rebooted.

Afraid Iz Tayn would misunderstand, Carl quickly elaborated, “Don’t worry, miss. That’s a good thing. That can only mean he’s a lot stronger by now. He should be hard at work destroying this place, too. The boss has never blown up a continent before so he should be quite excited.”

The smile crept back onto Iz Tayn’s face. “It sounds like an interesting adventure. Your train of thought is… inspired.”

Ogras was right. The casual approach was absolutely the right choice when it came to this beautiful tyrant. Who knew, he might actually survive this mess of a trial.

“My wife sometimes says I’ve gone insane. Perhaps she’s right.” Carl shrugged. “All I know is that most of my stress disappeared the day I accepted a simple fact.”

“What fact is that?”

“It’s easier overcoming fate than the boss’s madness. The road to survival in this life is to embrace the chaos he brings.”
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Iz marveled at the devout madness burning in the man’s eyes. While in a nascent stage, it held the potential to become something inspired. Something powerful. Iz got the feeling that Eldest Granduncle would be interested in this self-proclaimed janitor. He was even a practitioner of the Dao of Fire. Was their meeting fate?

“Carl Elrod. Is there another reason you’ve followed me for the past week, beyond relaying Zachary Atwood’s regards?”

“Yes. I’d like to follow you, if that’s okay.”

“You’re a Lightbringer of the Radiant Court,” Iz said, pointing at the mark on the archer’s hand. “Why do you wish to follow me to the Farsee Court when your fate lies elsewhere? Safety?”

“My Fate is wherever the boss needs me. Some seal won’t change that,” Carl said.

“You were ordered to go to the Farsee Court?”

“No,” Carl shook his head. “It’s just that the boss’s two Planeswalkers aren’t very reliable.”

“You’re completing the cycle,” Iz surmised.

Her reasoning was the same. She’d tried to follow Zac’s suggestion despite not having a quest of her own. She didn’t reach all the way, with three courts remaining unaccounted for among her subordinates. Among them, the Farsee Court was closest when she stepped onto the Left Imperial Expanse.

Carl nodded. “I suspect that our performance in the nine courts will improve the boss’s chances when the Left Imperial Palace finally appears. The Radiant Court is already in good hands, so I figured I’d go here instead.”

“Have you found anything to support the viability of your idea?” Iz asked.

“I have.” Carl’s expression turned solemn. “I found you. That must mean I’m on the right track. The boss’s will works in mysterious ways.”

“Heaven’s fortunes are limited,” Iz said. “What if achieving my goals means your plans will fall through?”

“I don’t believe it’ll come to that. The boss’s quest said he could form multiple cycles. But if your success hinges on thwarting the boss’s plans…” Carl seemed to consider the issue at length. “Then I’d say you’re about to experience the Atwood rollercoaster of Fate.”

Iz could tell the unusual archer wasn’t ignorant of her status. He understood she was a Flamebearer and a descendant of a powerful faction, that her strength likely eclipsed that of his ‘boss.’ And yet, there was not a shred of doubt in his mind that Zac’s innate Chaos could stretch across time and space and shape events in his favor.

Carl Elrod was quite interesting. He also had something she lacked—conviction that surpassed the rational. She had done everything by the book in her months-long excursion into the Imperial Graveyard, relying on superior knowledge and resources. And yet, the experience was lined with setbacks.

She’d failed to accomplish most of her goals, from hunting down the annoying elemental to forming a full sealbearer cycle. She’d almost lost her life to some backwater cultists after completing her seal. Salou had even been forced to sacrifice his life to open an escape route. Iz knew she hadn’t made any mistakes based on the information she had at the time.

Another part of her felt the losses could have been prevented if she’d just believed. Believed in herself and her followers, that they could somehow change the inevitable conclusions drawn from her family’s wealth of knowledge and experience. If she’d just possessed that madness she was seeing in Carl Elrod, the immutable belief that so fiercely rejected reality, that reality itself changed.

“Then let us see what Fate has in store for us,” Iz said. The golden disk began to move and left the smoldering critters far behind. “Carl Elrod. You said you have a wife?”

The archer’s face lit up, and something resembling a Selvari invention appeared in his hands. Iz wanted to ask him the same question she had of Zac: whether mortal bonds helped or harmed his pursuit of the Dao. That question was preempted by a series of images of a demoness and a mixed-race child appearing one after another.

“Yes, Lissa, and that’s our daughter, Ella. Thank God she got her mother’s face. I hope she also got my impeccable nose for survival.”
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The restraining cocoon melted, and Rhubat’s nostrils filled with the stench of fresh blood. Rhubat looked around to orient themself. It had been four days since Rhubat’s utter defeat and subsequent capture, and they’d been carried around like a piece of luggage since. The cocoon had perfectly sealed their senses, and the surroundings were completely different from before.

Rhubat’s captor had chosen a large bird’s nest for a campsite. It was hundreds of meters across and made from whole trees that kept the intense energies contained. The thick bed was made from foreign moss that released a shroud that nourished Rhubat’s body. In the middle of the nest was a large pile of Natural Treasures. The arrangement was crude, but Rhubat had to admit it surpassed any cultivation chamber of the Zhix’s making.

That hadn’t saved the nest’s original owners from their captor’s violent tendencies.

Six large carcasses of unfamiliar birds lay to the side on a bed of violet feathers. One was larger than the others combined. It was a parent and their offspring. The adult emitted the fierce aura of a Peak Beast King, yet there were no signs of struggle. It had been killed quickly and cleanly so as not to damage the campsite.

Rhubat didn’t bother looking for an escape route. There were dozens of insects no weaker than the fallen Beast King in the nest. Some rummaged through the treasure pile while the others feasted on bird flesh. Rhubat understood that any sudden movement would garner their attention.

As for their master, Rhubat couldn’t even muster the thought of struggle. She sat nearby, lazily playing with a bloody feather. She was more insectoid than the Zhix, with only vaguely human features to indicate she wasn’t a Beast King. She was taller than Rhubat before their transformation at seven meters tall.

Her proportions were different than the norm, with a torso twice as long as a human’s. She had four long, slender arms that hid incomprehensible power. She’d suppressed Rhubat without trying, slapping away any skills coming her way with a wave of her hands. Their duel, if one could call it that, would have been over in a second if she hadn’t been interested in testing his means.

Rubhat’s instincts screamed that she was an exalted being. The Queen of Anointed, a being destined to lead. Rejecting her commands was to deny the nature hardcoded into any Zhix’s brain. Was this why Rhubat felt so calm despite their likely demise?

Perhaps dying was for the best. Rhubat knew their identity as the Chainbreaker was approaching taboo territory. It might delay the Zhix’s search for a future free of masters or derail it altogether.

“Will you try to fight me again?”

“I cannot defeat you.”

“That’s not an answer,” the powerful stranger said with a smile. “I’m guessing you’ll try to die at my hands depending on my reason for capturing you.”

Rhubat answered with silence. She was correct, and lying was beneath a warrior.

“I haven’t earned a name yet. You can call me Wrani, after my mother,” the insectoid said. “I won’t kill you unless you force my hand. Your kind are probably the only other insectoid cultivators in this trial.

“I’ve looked through your things the past few days,” the queen went on, unperturbed by Rhubat’s silence. “Your people are called Zhix? A eusocial species integrated into the Multiverse less than two decades ago. To think there’s not one but two of your kind in this trial. Very interesting. It shows promise.”

Rhubat hesitated before speaking the truth, “Our presence is only because of favor given.”

“Yes. Zachary Atwood. One of the nine Flamebearers,” she said, cocking her head at him. “It won’t work out, you know.”

“Lord Atwood has told me his goal is not the Left Imperial Palace or the heritage it holds. I have no reason to doubt his words. He is not your enemy.”

“Smart. Even if he had the strength, which I doubt. He lacks the backing to fight for the grand prize,” she said with a smile. “I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about you. About the Zhix living under the roof of a human. It always ends in one or two ways. You’ll eventually exterminate them.”

“Or?”

“Or you’ll become their slaves,” she said with a flicker of anger in her eyes. “Humans are individualistic. Some are generous to a fault. Others are selfish. Some are lone wolves, going through life alone. Humans don’t value community like our kind. Our strict societal hierarchy is seen as stupidity, and they use our cohesion against us. So long as a human can control a hive’s leader, he’ll gain full control over the population. Wasn’t that almost what happened with the traitors of your kind?”

Rhubat couldn’t refute her words. Thousands of years of suffering under the Dominators’ tyranny was indeed the result of one greedy human’s schemes. If Zachary Atwood had shown the Zhix humanity’s infinite potential for good, then Voridis A’Heliophos showed them their potential for evil.

Sacrificing whole worlds, including countless souls of their own kin, for a cultivation breakthrough? The concept was alien to Rhubat and any other Zhix. It did not matter how far a specific Zhix reached on the path of cultivation. Weak or strong, they’d work for the betterment of the hive. Personal strength held no meaning.

Rhubat wouldn’t begrudge the coming generations for having a smoother path or future leaders reaching greater heights. Such was the natural order. Rhubat’s death would be weakness leaving the hive, and their work on the Zhix Cultivation System would be continued by their successor. This mentality allowed the hives to stand as one when the world changed. The humans had turned on themselves the second order collapsed, becoming a threat to their own survival.

The tumor of shortsighted selfishness remained after Zachary Atwood’s efforts brought order to their world. Even soldiers acted on their own accord, sometimes ignoring the orders of their superiors. Numerous Hive Kundevi warriors had fallen after such illogical actions pushed them into a hopeless situation. Change was difficult and paved with blood.

“Why cannot our differences become our strength?” Rhubat said. “The Zhix would have fallen without our benefactor’s help, and his faction would have struggled without our strength. Together, we rose to new heights during the Intersector War.”

“It’ll be fine so long as you have an outside threat to force unity,” Wrani said. “It’s when your faction matures that the cracks will begin to show. Your populations will grow quicker than your domain, while your strongest combatants require exponentially more resources. What you once took from the hands of your enemies will suddenly have to come out of a countryman’s pocket.

“An Emperor of humanity cannot control their population as we can. He cannot erase the greed in his subordinate’s heart, and he can’t keep watch over every little issue within his domain.”

“The Zhix can learn to work with other species.”

“Can you?” Wrani shook her head, taking out a thick book from Rhubat’s ring. It was a prototype version of the Zhix’s cultivation methods, which incorporated Rhubat’s latest insights from completing their seal. “This is no good.”

“As you said, the Zhix were only integrated two decades ago,” Rhubat calmly countered. “It will get better.”

“This is a dead end,” Wrani said, and Rhubat’s heart clenched when the tome went up in flames. Rhubat was furious at seeing his people’s tireless work dismissed in such a way, yet powerless to do anything about it. The huge insectoid leaned closer and growled right into Rhubat’s face, “You’ve lost your way.”

“The Zhix were stagnating. We had to adapt to our new reality to survive!”

“By incorporating human nature into your heritage? Feh!” Wrani spat and leaned back. “Even Zachary Atwood seems to understand your path better than you! The Zhix needed to change to be accepted by the Heavens? Nonsense! Aren’t Zhix children born under the Heavens? You’ve been blinded by one human’s strength, thinking their way of life is the only answer.

“What do you know? Have you seen the unstoppable swarms inside the Eternal Storm? Have you seen eons of effort culminating in the birth of a king or queen with potential at the very limits of what the Cosmos will abide? Have you seen the Ancient factions of humanity quake in their boots when the Hivelords gaze their way?”

Throughout her tirade, Wrani’s aura kept rising. By the end, Rhubat was barely able to breathe. What was this? How could anyone defeat a being like this? It wasn’t just the raw, monstrous power thrumming through her body. She carried the Fate of a whole race within her, making her appear as large as the Heavenly dome.

“Insectoid Races do not need to change to suit the Heavens! We embody Heaven’s Path!” The whole nest shook from the declaration.

“What do you want from me?” Rhubat eventually sighed when the pressure relented.

“You being here proves your race has valuable traits. Why don’t you become a follower of mine? I’ll help your species get back on track and excavate your true potential,” Wrani said. “I’ll help you repay your debt to that human. Later, we’ll relocate your hives to a more suited region.”

Rhubat hesitated. The reason for participating in the trial was to discover a future for their species. Was this it?

“What would you have me do?”

The words had barely left Rhubat’s mouth before a blinding pain arrived. Rhubat grunted with pain from having their left arm ripped off. It was nothing compared to the shock and confusion of seeing Wrani consume the arm whole. Their limb caused a bulge in Wrani’s throat as it made its way to her stomach.

“Not bad. As I suspected, there’s something useful buried in your traits. You’ll have to regrow your limbs a few times for me to fully extract it.” Wrani smacked her lips with contentment. “Work hard on recovery. If I can incorporate your genes before we reach the Tethered Court, I’ll let you have a taste of the Primordial after I’ve hunted her down.”


16
ALONE IN THE DARKNESS


Rhuger silently observed the lands ahead from his spot halfway up the solitary mountain. The snaking rivers suspended in the air kept the lands below in a state of perennial dusk, and Rhuger’s own Dao of Darkness let him perfectly meld with the surroundings. Even the denizens born in the gloom would have a hard time discovering his presence so long as he remained unmoving.

The source of the pervasive darkness wasn’t the waters themselves but rather the streaks of pitch-black mud dragged along their winding routes. Rhuger suspected the Darkness-attuned Spiritual Soil wasn’t naturally formed. Judging by its profound ancient aura, the soil had been marked by a powerful treasure.

Following the rivers to their source wouldn’t just take him closer to the Starfall Court. It might just lead him to a suitable opportunity. The situation may as well have been tailor-made for him. Had it been his father, he would have already rushed down the mountain, ripping apart anything that stood in his way. His big sister was no different. The capture by an evil entity had done nothing to temper her hunger for the Dao.

Why couldn’t he be more like them?

Part of the reason he’d been stuck observing for three days was the distant radiance of the illusory city he came from. It provided a much-needed breather after weeks of constant peril. That comforting light would move out of sight if he advanced any farther. The dark creeping up the mountain slopes should have felt like a different kind of home. To Rhuger, the tendrils looked more like hands grabbing for his throat, ready to drag him to the afterlife.

Why couldn’t he see it? Why couldn’t he see the possibilities laid out before him? Why couldn’t he find any light in the darkness? Others were focused on advancing their cultivation. Rhuger was held hostage by the knowledge that the reward for passing this region was coming face-to-face with another threat.

There was no telling how many such zones he’d have to cross to reach the distant pillar. Few would be as accommodating as the fields draped in the color of his Dao. The situation was an apt parable to cultivation. There was no hump to cross before reaching calm waters. The road of cultivation was a stormy sea without end, and Rhuger was becoming tired of rowing.

It was always the same. Rhuger understood that the others didn’t relish the slaughter of the war or facing the malignant madness of the Imperial Graveyard. What they’d managed was to use the flames of tribulation to temper themselves. Meanwhile, Rhuger felt every brush with death chip away at his sanity.

He’d lost count of how many times he’d sat alone in the darkness, hands shaking while the horrors of war replayed in his mind. Becoming nauseated from the smell of blood that refused to leave his fur. Rather than rising up like the true heroes of the Empire, Rhuger had been swept forward with the rest of the soldiers. He’d kept fighting, hoping to live up to the expectations brought by his talents. Or perhaps by the talents of his predecessor, Cervantes.

Now, there was no general ordering deployment, which would have relieved him of the burden of choice. He was alone in the darkness, with only the Heavens to witness his actions.

Rhuger stood at a crossroads. Forging ahead on his own volition would be an affirmation of his path. It would help against his inner turmoil. Perhaps let him see what his family saw when they gazed upon the world.

Another day passed before Rhuger dragged himself to his feet. He descended the mountain, and darkness gave way to light. The city was becoming clearer. Rhuger could even see the inn he’d stopped at when passing through. He could finally breathe again. And yet, each step left his back slightly more hunched.
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Stumbling onto Joanna in the middle of nowhere was no different than finding a needle in a haystack. Weeks went by without Zac’s beacons activating or spotting another trial taker. With any Remnants of civilization removed from the Left Imperial Expanse, Zac had never felt as close to the boundless Cosmos.

Zac’s excuse to Truga Ur gradually turned into the truth. His journey toward the pillars was becoming one of Dao-seeking, where his path was sharpened through exploration. His Draugr side spent almost all his time in meditation. He only emerged when Esmeralda encountered issues that required brute force.

While one side worked on theory, the other put it into practice. The distance Zac crossed each day grew shorter as he became increasingly engrossed by his journey of self-discovery. Crossing the Left Imperial Expanse was an epic struggle between man and nature. The beasts and deadly terrains demanded a quick and precise response.

It was the perfect opportunity to revisit his Inexorable and Evolutionary Stances. Zac had worked hard on incorporating the insights from his Earthly Daos while crossing the Imperial Graveyard. With the Dao unbelievably clear on the trial ground, it only took a week to finish the job. It was the perfect time to start his search for the next stage.

It had always been theoretically possible to advance his Technique to Late Integration without first upgrading his Daos. Except, discovering the correct movements with only Dao Branches required centuries, possibly millennia, of effort and no small amount of luck. There was no point unless you’d reached a bottleneck on your Dao.

Achieving Late Integration was a daunting task, even with Earthly Daos illuminating the way. However, the circumstances were perfect. The past years of constant struggle had given him the experience he needed, and the Left Imperial Expanse was one big cultivation cave. There were no distractions to his pursuit, and he was constantly thrown new challenges to test his theories.

Every few days, Zac stopped to rest. Beyond a few hours of sleep, he practiced a round of [Void Emperor Apotheosis] before setting out again. Esmeralda didn’t cultivate at all. She only focused on reaching the pillar as fast as possible. Although the trial wasn’t timed, there was truth to the adage early bird gets the worm.

There was no sign of the Left Imperial Palace, meaning the other Flamebearers were likely heading for the Lower Courts, too. There was no way to tell if one picked the Mercurial Court. Zac would prefer to avoid a direct conflict if possible. With Esmeralda’s terrifying speed and ability to rush straight through most danger zones, they had a decent shot at getting to the Lower Court first.

If everything panned out, they’d snatch the treasure before the competition even arrived. Despite everything going according to plan, Zac felt his companion’s anxiety growing by the day. It wasn’t simply the fear of someone beating them to the punch. Zac spent most of his time in her pouch with his back against her belly, and he occasionally felt flickers of time.

While still weak, they were getting stronger and more frequent. Esmeralda’s curse was gathering strength. Short-term, it could be considered a blessing. The curse was accelerating her growth, which would unlock more of her skills and bloodline. Long-term, it was a death sentence, and he was the reason for its premature resurgence.

Esmeralda’s plight wasn’t the only reason why Zac wanted to wrap things up with the Mercurial Court. It would also free him up to head for the Anima Court. Of his sealbearers, Vilari was the one he was the most worried about. She’d told him the situation was under control, that getting the Pasho’Har Bell was a challenge she needed to face for her Dao.

Zac wasn’t willing to sit on the sidelines. The entity that forced Vilari to do its bidding was incredibly dangerous, and they couldn’t expect it to honor its promises. Not to mention, the item Vilari had been tasked to retrieve was impressive enough that it could match the defining treasures of the Lower Courts.

The competition for it was bound to be fierce. Some trial takers might be targeting it specifically. The outside world held clues to the Primo’s treasure, and there was a decent chance the same went for the other courts.

Zac remained silent whenever Esmeralda ignored the pull of fate for the sake of speed, even if each missed opportunity felt like a stab to his gut. Worse, the call from hidden treasures came with increasing frequency. The continent’s spirituality deepened the closer he drew to the Lower Courts.

The energy density had already surpassed what was possible on the frontier. Esmeralda likened it to what you’d see in Ancient Realms, and the ancient Dao was even clearer. It was already enough to sustain a Monarch’s cultivation without the need for external resources. Such an environment was bound to birth even more Natural Treasures.

The dangers increased accordingly. Zac’s efforts inside the Perennial Vastness became his greatest protection. He’d overcome complex threats of every single Dao Peak, giving him instincts brought by experience. Adding his extraordinary strength, his human side managed to maintain an impressive pace even when taking time for cultivation.

The growing spirituality didn’t mean progress would become impossible for those lacking Zac’s raw power. It was becoming increasingly clear there were certain rules to the regions meshed into a miniature continent. There were streaks of blessed ground crisscrossing the landscape like great rivers. Invariably, there’d also be shallows that most trial takers could cross.

In addition, zones holding the Lost Plane’s corruption grew more frequent. Like tumors, both in the shallows and the treasure streaks, occasionally creating shortcuts through otherwise impassable terrain. The trial takers could essentially choose their adventure—straight or winding path, taking risks or staying safe.

Esmeralda moved straight like an arrow, rarely deviating from her intended route. Zac’s journey toward the Hollow Court was mostly the same, often smashing straight through regions that would force most trial takers to take the long way around.

Zac estimated half the participants had the necessary strength to reach the Lower Courts if this pattern remained steady, though it would take over a year for the weaker ones. Those unable to make it would mostly be the locals who’d accidentally stumbled onto a seal. Any outsider sent to Zecia to participate should be fine, barring mistakes or freak accidents.

It wasn’t just the spirituality that grew stronger as the pillars drew closer. Memory lanterns fell from the sky with increased frequency, and their quality improved. Zac occasionally stopped to inspect the better ones. They all had their own flavor of emotions and characteristics that made up the lantern’s core. From that, you could intuit what kind of person the light represented.

Some shone brightly, transmitting duty and honor. Others were marked by fear or regret. It wasn’t that uncommon to encounter memory lanterns that radiated bloodlust or hatred. That didn’t mean they were evil. Strong emotions only signified what drove the owner. The bloodlust could have come from someone who’d lost their loved ones, setting them on a path of vengeance.

A few lanterns emitted the unmistakable aura of treasures in addition to clues to their identity. Zac ignored the temptations, holding off on getting a second identity. None of the lanterns were as radiant as Terea Wendimar’s, and he hadn’t felt any signals matching the Lower Courts. Since the lanterns were getting better, Zac could afford to wait a little longer.

Finally, Zac found what he’d been looking for.

Zac was making his way through a zone transformed by Ultom. As usual, he’d taken out the Holy Relic to absorb some corruption. His purification space was still much smaller than in the Centurion Base, though enough to accumulate some insights. Each visit provided enough inspiration to sweep away one or two of the roadblocks he’d encountered.

It wasn’t another treasure Zac spotted at the dead zone’s edge, nor was it a suitable memory lantern. In fact, lanterns didn’t fall on zones claimed and corrupted by the First Era. He’d discovered two cultivators observing an intense storm raging beyond the dead zone, likely deliberating whether they should find another way forward.

The only people out and about were trial takers, which meant Zac might get the answers he needed. The duo wasn’t part of any faction Zac recognized. He wasn’t sure they were even from the same place. One was an unfamiliar humanoid race, his skin a deep blue, and he naturally released a soothing aura that made Zac think of the sea.

The other one was a pure human dressed like a Technocrat, though he lacked any gadgets or machines. Zac wasn’t sure if a Technocrat would manage to sneak into the trial. The Sindris Clan wasn’t planning on participating in the trial from what he’d gathered, at least not personally. Most likely, the sealbearer was a Technocrat follower or a normal cultivator from the Eternal Storm.

Zac always kept his aura under wraps while traveling, and he’d completely hidden his presence with [Void Zone] the moment he spotted the two trial takers. Even so, Zac realized it wasn’t enough. The two hadn’t moved since they came into view, yet something about them seemed off. He slowly put the Holy Relic back in its space before rushing forth.

A domain of intense Life sprouted inside the corruption. The trees from [Apex Jungle] fiercely rejected the ancient taint seeping out of the ground while trapping the duo in its formation. He’d even used some Void Energy to speed up the skill activation, hiding his actions with [Void Mountain]. The two hadn’t expected a large domain skill to appear so abruptly, but no one who’d reached this point was useless.

The blue cultivator turned into an azure river that tore through Zac’s jungle with incredible speed. An army of sea creatures emerged from its waters, repelling the axelights and vines that tried to tie him down. He was rapidly losing momentum, except his aim wasn’t to break out of Zac’s cage. He was racing toward the sole memory lantern floating at the storm’s edge—they both were.

The water cultivator was a step faster. He grabbed the light, winking out of existence. Zac arrived from the closest tree a breath later. He couldn’t find a trace of the man’s presence, so he turned his attention to the man left behind. Zac’s burgeoning aura and icy stare were enough for the Technocrat to fall to his knees.

“Mercy! There’s no grudge between us. I swear on my Dao I have no designs on the Hollow Court. I beg young master to let me ransom my freedom!”

“I’ll let you go if you answer my questions truthfully,” Zac said after dragging the man back to the center of [Apex Jungle]. “Who are you, and what’s your name?”

“I’m Insik, my Lord. I’m a wandering cultivator from the Meyra Cluster. Lord likely knows it as the Eternal Storm.”

“I guessed as much. You look like a Technocrat.”

“Absolutely not!” Insik said, and he actually appeared ready to fight. Another glare was enough to quash those thoughts. “Lord might not be aware. The Technocrats are only a small faction in the Eternal Storm. More than 99% of the population are much like you System Cultivators.”

“Hm,” Zac said, not really caring whether the captive was a Technocrat or not. “What’ll happen to your companion? How long will he be gone? Will he appear here?”

“He might emerge tomorrow. He might stay for weeks. He’s unlikely to appear before us. Moving in the dreams moves you in reality. The dreams can take you quite far if you’re determined. One of our companions never emerged. We don’t know if he died inside or if he was sent out far away. I have trackers for both if you want,” Insik quickly said.

The captive seemed to have no issue selling out his companions to save his hide.

“There were three of you?” Zac said with suspicion. “How did three of you manage to meet up in such a large place?”

“We finished the preliminaries together, so we were taken to the same place three weeks ago.”

Zac was curious about the preliminary trial, but other matters that took precedence. “Your companion’s seal was clearly filled out already. What will happen when he completes another memory?”

“Each part holds a borrowed identity. Getting a new one randomly replaces one of the old.”

“You can’t decide which ones to keep?” Zac frowned.

“Not to our knowledge.” Insik shook his head with regret. “I lost my best identity last time.”

Zac followed up with a few control questions, and the answers generally matched Zac’s experience. The interrogation also exposed that there was another memory domain only a few days away. It was a town more prosperous than Black Zenith, by the sound of it. Insik’s group hadn’t even been allowed to visit the upper districts with their identities.

The city was in the wrong direction, though. Visiting it would delay his journey by at least ten days, not counting the time it’d take to excavate any potential opportunities. Zac tabled the matter and focused on excavating intelligence. The trio had taken a very different route than he, which provided valuable insights.

They’d focused on the lanterns solely for their rewards. They picked weaker lanterns, which allowed them to mostly ignore the setting. By snatching all valuables before escaping, they created a significant divergence that rapidly drained the memory. They didn’t care if their brand was filled up with low-quality identities since they had no intention of entering the Lower Courts.

That approach wasn’t an option for Zac. He’d already hit the jackpot with Terea Wendimar, and he wasn’t willing to risk having her identity replaced just to loot a random memory lantern. It was also clear that the difference between brands wasn’t limited to the identities they held. Zac’s incomplete brand with only Terea’s mark emitted a much stronger aura than Insik’s completed Skybreaker seal.

Though it might mean nothing, Zac suspected it could have an impact during the later stages of the trial. The only way to guarantee an optimal lineup of disguises was to not fill up any slots with disposable lanterns.

Zac had more questions for the stranger, such as his suspicious origins. Then Zac stopped talking mid-sentence. [Verun’s Bite] was already a blur, heading straight for the captive’s head. The eager cooperation hadn’t been enough to lower Zac’s guard, and he struck without warning when he sensed something amiss.

The attack was motivated by pure instinct rather than a tangible threat. Insik wasn’t rotating any energy, nor did he make any suspicious movement. And yet, Zac felt he presented a tremendous threat. As quick as Zac was, he wasn’t fast enough. A golden line split Insik’s face apart, and an olive-toned hand emerged from the prisoner’s forehead to block Zac’s strike.

Skin and sharpened bone met, and not a drop of blood was spilled.


17
A BLESSING OR A CURSE


The unyielding brutality of Zac’s Evolutionary Dao couldn’t so much as break the palm’s skin. Instead, it was Zac who was flung back dozens of meters by the recoil. Around him, hundreds of trees collapsed without warning. For an outsider, it might have looked like the jungle crumbled on its own. The reality was much scarier.

Zac got back to his feet with a solemn expression. The golden scar on Insik’s forehead had expanded to the width of a hand, and it continued all the way to his groin. The suspected Technocrat looked like a costume being zipped open, an impression that was greatly reinforced when another person stepped out of the tear.

The scene, together with Insik’s clothes, made Zac think of Leandra’s appearance the day she took Kenzie away. His mother’s enormous mechanical form created a portal with her hands, from which her fleshy body emerged. Zac later learned from Sendor that particular ability was part of Kayar-Elu’s unique inheritance from the Technocrat Codex.

While similar, it was clear that Insik wasn’t part of his mother’s faction. For one, the man emerging from the golden curtain was a separate entity—one much stronger than Insik. The golden scar also wasn’t created through the Dao of Technology. It was made from intense Imperial Faith, a blessing that extended to the mysterious newcomer.

It was a layer of impermeable Faith that kept [Verun’s Bite] from digging into flesh. Breaking through felt as impossible as cleaving the Left Imperial Expanse. Worse, what the newcomer had done went beyond calling upon the boundless faith gathered in the continent. He’d displayed a shocking level of control for a Late Hegemon. He’d somehow taken Zac’s energy and scattered it with an invisible wind. It was Zac’s own attack that had damaged [Apex Jungle].

This man was the real deal.

Zac prepared for a tough fight while trying to get a read on his opponent. The olive-skinned man was human like Insik, though his robes were quite different. More than anything, the exquisite green robes resembled the style of the ancient cultivators of the Left Imperial Expanse. Zac hadn’t encountered any true noblemen in the memories so far. He expected this was what they’d look like.

The stranger wasn’t even a pugilist. He was a swordsman, and he’d already drawn a thin rapier. His relaxed stance made Zac’s mind scream of danger. The Imperial Qi that Yselio used in their fight felt like a poor copy of the great faith instilled in the edge. Zac might have a small attribute advantage, but he feared it wouldn’t account for much when they came to blows.

It was almost as if Insik had gotten his hands on a protective charm from one of the lanterns, one capable of summoning a clone of some ancestor. The vague outline of a Skybreaker seal on the man’s hand confirmed he was another trial taker. Could they be part of the mysterious faction mentioned in Iz’s docket, the Pesvati Rift in the Eternal Storm? It would explain Insik’s clothes.

If true, it was no wonder they managed to snatch one of the Flamebearer seals. Zac didn’t want to imagine just how powerful Eouso was if their subordinate gave off such a threatening vibe. Either case, there was no value in getting entangled with these people. Even if he won, it’d create problems down the road.

“I’m sorry if I offended you. I captured your subordinate to get some answers. He and his companions are unarmed.”

The swordsman ignored the greeting, which only increased Zac’s unease. His emotionless eyes took in the surroundings, briefly stopping at the raging storm. Eventually, the gaze landed on Zac, and he knew words wouldn’t be enough. Zac activated [Primal Edict] and [Conformation of Supremacy] just as the swordsman disappeared.

Fast! Zac was aghast at the speed at which the thin blade stabbed toward his stomach. It perfectly avoided Zac’s defensive perimeter made of six Heavenrender Vines. It carried the judgment of a long-gone empire, and Zac felt his Cosmic Energy scatter like an army breaking from overwhelming pressure.

Zac shifted the angle of his swing, moving [Verun’s Bite] to parry the thrust. Thankfully, the strength imbued into the attack wasn’t nearly as impressive as its speed. Zac’s swipe pushed the sword to his side without exhausting its momentum. Meanwhile, Zac ordered his vines to capture its wielder.

The key to defeating a speedster was to catch them or at least limit their movement. From there, you could end the battle with one sting. Haro only caught air, and the sword disappeared so quickly it could have been mistaken for an illusion. A mysterious ripple left behind by the thrust proved the attack was real.

Zac wasn’t given the luxury of analyzing its nature. A scream of danger forced him to twist his body unnaturally. The thin blade grazed his lower back and disappeared. Like before, an invisible wind was left behind.

The blitz was unrelenting. The swordsman was easily the fastest opponent Zac had ever faced. He launched three strikes for one of Zac’s while moving so fast, Soul Sense failed to catch even his shadow. Each strike disrupted Zac’s energy with pinpoint precision, forcing him to rely on pure technique to stay safe.

The pristine, newly upgraded energy highways had become leaking sieves. It was becoming increasingly difficult to keep his skills active. Not having upgraded his skills became Zac’s saving grace. With its tenfold energy requirements, a Late D-grade skill would have failed already.

Zac’s solid defense and sturdy body were enough to not suffer more than grazing wounds, but he’d lost control of the flow. He was simply reacting to attacks through [Inborn Predator] and his danger sense. Normally, this would have been an acceptable outcome. Such shallow wounds couldn’t bring Zac down, especially not when using the Ent Elder form of [Conformation of Supremacy].

It didn’t matter that the constant stabs prevented Zac from activating any more skills without Void Energy. [Apex Jungle] and [Primal Edict] were already running, and they were enough to create a shift in any battle. He only needed to accumulate enough axelights and vines to disrupt the swordmaster’s flow.

That didn’t happen. It didn’t take long for Zac to realize what the lingering ripples were doing. They created discordant vibrations that disrupted his skill fractals. They reinforced another, passing his defenses to enter his body. Zac was already having trouble supplying the necessary energy to keep the skills going, and the vibrations were making him lose control.

A burst of [Void Zone] would have solved the problem, except Zac felt using the Void would be a mistake. The whole situation smelled of a conspiracy. Zac’s ample experience would be for nothing if he couldn’t figure out that his enemy wasn’t sincerely trying to kill him. Insik, who clearly was much stronger than he initially let on, wouldn’t just be standing to the side with a respectful expression.

The swordsman’s whole approach was meant to force Zac to expose his hidden cards. Zac even felt they were waiting for him to use his Void Emperor Bloodline, even if there was no reasonable explanation for how they’d know about it. Could this be related to the Holy Relic he picked up the other day?

Whatever they were after, these bastards were looking down on him too much if they thought this was enough to push him off-balance. So what if he only had access to three half-working skills? He’d overcome much worse without having to rely on his Void Emperor Bloodline. It was time to take back control.

The few vines [Primal Edict] had formed couldn’t change anything. They’d been torn to shreds by hidden blades before they could get close. However, a dense, green mist now spread through the region—countless spores that cried for sustenance. Neither Zac nor the dead zone could provide what they needed. Something else could.

Thousands of vibrant trees withered with speed visible to the naked eye. Within seconds, half the trees formed with [Apex Jungle] collapsed. The summoned trees didn’t have true physical mass, though they could still fulfill the same role as real vegetation after death—to become fertilizer for the next generation.

The death of one meant the life of another. Such was the law of the wild, the engine that kept the wheel of Evolution spinning. In no time, there were hundreds of massive vines groaning with insatiable hunger. With the jungle gone and the Dead Dao still inedible, there were only two sources of sustenance left—Insik and his master.

It made no difference that Zac had lost control over his skill. The vines followed the mandate of the wild, hunting for prey to grow stronger. The two Imperials were inundated by a wave of destruction. Countless vines were torn apart by hidden blades, their shreds resorbed to let new ones grow.

The tide of verdure gradually exhausted the dispersed energy from the duel, forcing the swordsman to deal with their advance himself. He tried to maintain the pressure on Zac, yet not even his speed was enough to deal with attacks from every direction. Hundreds of bloodthirsty vines made maneuvering all but impossible, and it was now Zac who disrupted his opponent’s attempts to activate skills.

The swordsman disappeared. The vines had lost their prey, so they formed a thick cocoon around Zac. It was at that moment Zac switched to [Conformation of Supremacy]’s other form, and primal runes poured into [Verun’s Bite] in quick succession. Knowing there wasn’t much time, Zac performed a blade dance inside his sanctuary.

Flickers of axelights came and went, their lives made short by the dispersion ripples still holding Zac’s energy hostage. The respite wasn’t long-lived. Transferring energy between skills was too inefficient, and [Apex Jungle] was already in a bad state. [Primal Edict] had almost run out of fuel by the time the swordsman backed down, and he’d already caught on.

The wooden barrier shattered, and Zac felt the pang of danger from another stab aimed at his neck. He grinned—the moment had come. The last energy stockpiled in [Conformation of Supremacy] was spent. Ninety-nine unremarkable runes lit up as one, creating a bubble of destruction with Zac in the middle.

Even Zac felt his hair stand on end. He’d essentially planted a bomb by his feet and lit the fuse. There was no backing down now. Zac roared and waved his axe with all the strength he could muster. The swordsman had already been forced back by the display, so there was no one to stop his wide swings.

The bubbles of unstable power collectively popped and gave birth to a sun in Zac’s image. It only lasted a moment before collapsing. The kinetic force in Zac’s swings pushed the explosion outward, causing a tidal wave of destruction to ripple in every direction. Zac sensed a lance of concentrated power ripping through the chaos with great speed. This time, the speedster was too slow.

The energy-scattering ripples had all been overwhelmed, leaving Zac’s surroundings clear. Zac already had [Flashfire Flourish] in hand. It activated, and he turned into a streak of flames that rushed into the roiling storm.

“Bastard, follow me if you dare!”

There was no way of telling whether his assailant heard his parting words. Zac moved dozens of miles in the blink of an eye and kept going. The destruction of Zac’s own making had been replaced by the wrath of the world, and the agony it brought was many times greater. As expected, his escape treasure couldn’t shift between dimensions in the Left Imperial Expanse, it could only force its way through the dangerous terrain.

Zac held on as long as possible before deactivating [Flashfire Flourish]. The distance he’d crossed in a minute was greater than what he usually covered in a day, yet the storm’s other end was nowhere in sight. Perhaps that was for the best. The chaotic storm perfectly hid his position. Even the best portable scanners wouldn’t cover more than a couple of miles in this place. The Imperials would have to rely on their luck if they wanted to find him.

Razor-sharp winds tore at Zac’s already battered body, filling the wounds with an unstoppable will of destruction. The storm was imbued with various calamitous powers from the Dao of Nature. Zac’s blood boiled from the fiery wrath of volcanoes, and his bones creaked from the tectonic shift of continents.

Zac’s Life eroded with the fall of seasons. He was being pushed toward the same end as [Apex Jungle], turned into fertilizer for barren lands. Mother Nature was the Multiverse’s true overlord. When she smiled, the Cosmos prospered. When angered, her subjects had to take cover if they wanted to survive. A shell made of bones enclosed Zac’s body, and a secondary barrier further added to his protection.

[Ossuary Bulwark] only managed to block part of the force gathered in the smoldering winds. It absorbed most of the physical attack, whereas the chaotic Dao slipped into his body. Zac furiously resisted by releasing a storm of Life, Death, and Conflict from his Soul Aperture. Overcoming nature was part of any cultivator’s struggle, and he refused to give in.

Taking out the armor gave Zac a much-needed breather to gather his wits. Zac rarely used [Ossuary Bulwark] since setting out to the Imperial Graveyard, even if it was much sturdier than the one Yselio destroyed. The replacement bulwark was a Middle D-grade equipment that could reluctantly be considered a War Regalia.

The awakening treasure barely managed to form a spirit, so there was some distance from the real thing. There were limits to its self-recovery, and the blacksmiths in the Zecia Alliance Army were far out of reach. If the armor broke early in the trial, he’d be left with nothing when facing real dangers later on.

Nature was cruel, but fair. Anyone following him would have to suffer the same treatment, and Zac refused to believe anyone could last longer than he in such a hostile environment. He’d faced similar dangers many times, like when he explored the depths of the Twilight Chasm. [Void Zone] could almost be considered a cheat.

Five minutes later, there were still no signs of Insik or his master. As expected, they weren’t willing or able to follow. Zac continued his journey. The destination was the same as before—the pillar vaguely visible on the horizon.

Zac didn’t like running from a fight before giving it his all, those two had just been too fishy. Altogether, things worked out quite well. He’d gathered the information he needed and escaped without exposing any of his secrets. He’d give that maniac what he wanted if he tracked him down again. The storm would provide the perfect battleground for a real showdown.

There was only one question that remained unanswered. Who the hell was that?
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Emir wordlessly stared at the elaborate display as it faded. To think a warrior of such pedigree would use such a vulgar means of escape. He hadn’t expected the children of the Imperial Tutor to be so base. Then again, talents often had their quirks.

“I apologize for calling on you early. I’m aware of the cost,” Emir said.

“It’s my honor to serve, my Lord,” Insik said with a bow. “We shouldn’t have encountered a Flamebearer this early. Activating the gate to investigate is natural.”

“Do you know his identity?”

“I believe he’s Zachary Atwood. He’s a native local to the Pillar’s ascent.”

“A local Flamebearer?” Emir said with a frown. “Is the Sindris Clan planning on interfering?”

There were already enough variables without them muddying the waters further.

“He’s part of the Sindris Clan?” Insik said with surprise. “There’s nothing in the reports. The Sindris Clan respected their exile. They’ve been guarding the Edge since the fall. Zachary Atwood might be a descendant of a wanderer.”

“Perhaps,” Emir said, looking at his hand.

The echoes of carnage still lingered. It was surprising how close he’d come to losing his hand from a simple strike imbued with Dao. It was impossible to predict the outcome if his opponent had chosen to stay instead of disengaging. Emir still regretted not pushing slightly harder, even if it meant expending valuable resources set aside for other tasks.

It would have been worth the cost if it let Emir confirm his nagging suspicion. Few things would move the Undying Clan. However, he would. That monstrous bloodline would also explain the intangible pressure he levied on the slumbering expanse. But the Void Emperor wasn’t part of the prophecy. His chapter was supposed to be concluded. Had they been misled, or were his suspicions wrong? Emir had too little to go on and no avenues to get answers.

“Who were the companions he mentioned?”

“Strangers I gathered during the preliminary trial. I altered their perceptions to make them willing helpers,” Insik explained, glancing at the storm. “I’d planned on using them to accomplish my mission. I fear I’m unable to reach it myself. I’ll have to gather new helpers before setting out.”

Emir followed the harbinger’s gaze. There was no sign of how deep Zachary Atwood pushed. Not that pursuit was possible. The harbingers were only meant to set the stage, not deal with the Flamebearers.

“It doesn’t matter,” Emir said after some thought. “I’m changing your assignment. Gather new helpers and take them to the closest waystation.”

“What about the saint? Without his guidance, the Hollow Court might—” Insik said before stopping mid-sentence with realization. “Him?”

“With him around, the flame will ignite whether it wants to or not. We’ll have to adapt to whatever deviations his brush with Destiny brings,” Emir said.

“Where do you need me?”

“The Daedalian Court. The Buddhists have found clues to the bridge of Karma,” Emir said.

“The Sangha?” Insik blanched. “I can’t stop them in my current state. Should we call Master?”

“It’s not necessary. The Sangha was destined to become a thorn in our side. Avoid direct clashes. Delaying their investigation is enough,” Emir said. “Don’t lose faith. The backlash is greatly weakened here. The general trend was locked in when the Left Imperial Expanse was allowed to resurface. You only need to hold on.”

“What will be, will be.” Insik bowed as the gate reopened. “Lord, you need to return.”

Emir gave the storm one last look before stepping through.

‘Zachary Atwood, is it? Are you a blessing or a curse?’


18
FERTILE EARTH


Zac trudged through the deadly duochrome. The dusty winds were red-hot with nature’s wrath. Its ever-changing shape was a stark contrast to the utter stillness of the ground. The storm had buffed the ground into a perfectly flat obsidian mirror. Its enduring silence reminiscent of the Abyssal Pond. And like the bottomless waters, the land held incredible dangers.

It was impossible to tell whether it was something underground that fueled the storm or if the smooth surface had absorbed its strength for eons. No matter the truth, the ground may as well have been a volcano at the precipice of eruption. Its unspoken threat added to Zac’s desire to leave. The farther he got from the Imperials, the better, and it wasn’t like there was anything of value in this region.

Nothing changed over the next three hours. There were no signs of pursuers, and there was no break in the monotonous view. By that point, Zac was starting to get mentally exhausted from the ceaseless war within his body. It wasn’t just the storm bothering him. Turning into a streak of fire that tore through such intense winds had done way more harm than the fight which prompted his escape.

[Ossuary Bulwark] was only faring marginally better. The armor was covered in shallow scars resembling trenches formed during earthquakes. The damage was still superficial. The armor would recover with rest and supplies, except more troubling breaks would appear if Zac wasn’t careful.

The armor retracted, and Zac switched to solely defend with [Void Zone] and his physical body. Even weakened, the nullification sphere was more effective in resisting the winds, especially when Zac shrunk it to closely wrap his body. He continued without rest, knowing he couldn’t keep this up forever.

Zac expected there to be at least some places to hide from the storm and recharge his batteries. It was also difficult to tell whether he was making any progress. The Hollow Court’s pillar occasionally peaked through the madness, and Zac had already learned they couldn’t be implicitly trusted. What one saw wasn’t necessarily the truth when Natural Formations were involved.

He needed to look into fallback options while still in a position to do so. Zac took out a flying shuttle from his Spatial Ring. It was one of the flying treasures they’d used when entering the cursed Remnants inside the Imperial Graveyard. Zac piloted it for a few minutes before landing. Flying above the clouds was out of the question. The winds were getting stronger the farther up he went.

It was also like the Dao of Nature took offense to any man-made creation within its domain. Cutting winds were explicitly targeting the metallic craft, trying to grind it down to a smooth disk like the floor. Zac kept the ship out a while longer, using it as a lightning rod while inspecting the ground. There were no cracks to exploit, and his Soul Sense couldn’t discover any underground caves.

Out of better options, Zac chose to test out the tactic that saved his life in the Twilight Chasm. [Verun’s Bite] dug into the ground, tearing out a small chunk of tempered stone. Zac didn’t have time for a second swing before his danger sense urged him to run for his life. He didn’t even stow the flying treasure.

A geyser of primal Dao poured out of the wound, triggering a deadly cyclone. A second attempt yielded the same result. Digging a shelter was out of the question. Zac turned to the sky, spotting a weak flicker of gold in the ruby winds. Was there no other option? Zac shook his head and kept going.

Zac’s encounter with Insik already gave him the most obvious solution to his predicament, which was the reason he dared hatch his scheme in the first place. The situation wasn’t nearly bad enough to grab a random lantern to escape. He only had three empty slots, two of which might be required to enter the Mercurial and Hollow Courts. At the very least, Zac wanted to hold out until finding a decent one.

Another six hours of Zac rotating his defenses went by. There was still no end in sight. If anything, the storm was getting more intense. It was at that time Zac felt a distant burst of Imperial Faith. Zac’s head turned toward the source, [Verun’s Bite] already in hand. Had they come? Zac hid his aura as best he could while waiting for another sign.

Five minutes later, the eruption came again. It didn’t feel like the swordsman’s faith. Imperial Faith could have different flavors, and this one was much closer to that of the Empyrean Chalice. It was also extremely pure as if a Natural Treasure holding Imperial Faith had somehow been born. Intrigued, Zac changed course.

It took half an hour to reach the source. Zac had to do a double take to confirm his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. The small grave standing in the middle of the storm was real. The three-foot-tall tombstone was carved from natural stone, and its surface had been eroded to the point it was impossible to read who rested there.

The stone looked and felt wholly unremarkable, yet it endured the storm with much greater success than Zac. In fact, the storm didn’t dare come within twenty feet of the grave. It was almost like it was afraid to disturb the rest of whoever had been buried here. The scene was remarkable in more ways than one.

Encountering man-made structures in the Left Imperial Expanse had proven incredibly difficult. Any traces of the Limitless Empire were removed with pinpoint precision. The erasure didn’t really affect Remnants from earlier epochs, like the Stormwall Tor and the ant colony’s hidden mound. However, how many such Remnants could survive both the Limitless Empire and the countless years that followed their reign?

Floating above the grave was a solitary memory lantern. It was decently bright, though not nearly as radiant as Terea Wendimar’s. Zac spotted a few dozen lanterns at the same level since the trial began. The only thing that stood out was the purity of its Imperial Faith. It wasn’t strong, yet Zac felt it’d been tempered and purified countless times.

A lantern at this level would normally only warrant a second look before Zac moved on. This one, though… there was something about it that made it difficult to look away. The way it staunchly stood watch over the grave without faltering resonated with Zac. Like him, it was a protector.

There was also the mysterious pulse of faith. Zac couldn’t discern its origin, so he stayed at the safe zone’s edge. Zac’s vision was flooded by radiant gold a minute later, and an overwhelming holiness almost forced him to his knees. The eruption was night and day compared to outside.

Everything the holy light touched transformed. A patch of golden grass hid the obsidian ground, and a gentle sunset replaced the angry winds. Even the tombstone was gone, its spot taken by a wooden wheelbarrow. It was simple and unadorned, yet it appeared capable of holding a world in its tray.

The old Zac wouldn’t have known what the wheelbarrow represented. Thankfully, he’d looked into the other Templar orders after becoming the Terminal Son of the Empyrean Chalice. The wheelbarrow was one of the symbols of the Order of Fertile Earth. Their role was slightly different from the Empyrean Chalice, who were mostly focused on safeguarding the Empire and its mission.

The Templars of Fertile Earth doubled as farmers. They nourished their faith by turning the soil and communing with the lands. Their effect on crops was even greater than most modern farmer classes. The order also had talented purifiers who could cleanse battlefields and taboo zones, helping expand the Empire’s borders through their blessings.

The memory lantern flickered and returned to normal, and Zac was once more looking at a solitary grave. The lantern was the source of the eruption. It had briefly transformed, giving off a completely different aura. Zac walked over and infused his will after confirming it was safe. The lantern returned the stalwart sense of honor and duty he’d felt from many others. It was the impressions Zac had come to equate to soldiers.

Considering the situation, there was a decent chance the lantern represented a Templar. Although, that didn’t explain how it could release such bursts of power or why Zac was so attracted to it. Zac turned his attention to the tombstone. No matter how he inspected it, it seemed like a normal rock.

The unexpected discovery had given him a few options. The lantern was much better than the other ones he’d spotted inside the storm, even when ignoring the mysterious phenomenon. Finding a more suitable alternative was highly unlikely, so it was the best choice if he wanted to escape by hitching a ride in someone else’s memory.

The grave was also like an oasis in the storm. Zac could use its protection to fully recover in a few days. He was confident he could endure the rest of the stretch after getting back in shape, so it wasn’t strictly necessary for him to escape through a memory lantern. It would save him a precious identity slot, except, was leaving such a unique lantern behind the right call?

It didn’t give off the aura of Ultom or any of the courts. It was unique in another way. Not sure what to make of it, Zac asked Esmeralda’s opinion. She’d observed the whole river of lanterns that brought them to the trial. She hadn’t seen anything matching this kind of phenomenon. All other lanterns were static in the power they emitted, making this one all the more interesting.

“Fate,” Zac muttered.

He’d made his decision. It was calling to him, so he would answer. Of course, there was no hurry. Zac spent the next ten hours recovering. He still wasn’t back in perfect condition, but the blasts of faith arrived every five minutes like clockwork. While it didn’t seem dangerous, it was starting to wear him down.

Zac got to his feet and turned to the grave to give it a respectful bow. “I’m sorry. I have to bring your companion away. I hope you find peace.”

The world was drowned in golden faith five seconds later. It was time. Zac’s hand shot forward, and he stepped into the dream.
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‘Emera is working today, isn’t she? I hope she’s made stew. I’m always so hungry after⁠—’

Marcuz’s idle thoughts were interrupted by a sharp pain in his left shin. His body was already struggling from following the stances, and the jolt made his muscles spasm. The world tilted before he slammed headfirst into the ground. He ignored the pain and quickly got back to his feet. Any delay would only invite further punishment.

“Never get distracted. Always maintain a state of readiness. Death rarely announces its arrival. It can come out of nowhere.”

“How? Has one of Old Miller’s goats escaped? Not even bandits can be bothered visiting this dull place,” Markuz muttered.

“One day, you’ll realize that dullness is a blessing,” the old man said. “Continue.”

Another ten minutes passed as Markuz moved from one position to the next. Occasionally, his instructor poked him with a branch to correct his form or punish mistakes. When the session concluded, streams of heat rose from Markuz’s body whole body.

“Your legs are pillars connecting you with the boundless Earth. If they waver, your strike will lack power. Not even Lords who can soar through the sky are an exception.”

“Thank you for the guidance, Master!” Markuz said, forcing his drained body to bow.

The effect was as amazing as ever. Markuz could run for two hours without getting winded, and yet following Senior Brooks’ teachings for twenty minutes left him gasping for breath.

“Don’t call me master. I’m just teaching you a thing or two so you don’t get yourself killed when I’m gone,” the old man said.

“Of course, Master,” Markuz grinned, hiding the pang of guilt.

Senior Brooks had never told him the name of the method he taught or where it came from. It was obviously greatly superior to the [Five Elements Rotation]. Markuz even suspected it was better than the Lord’s personal technique. Markuz had no way to reciprocate such great benevolence except by earnestly mastering the teachings. Unfortunately, his lacking talents were holding him back.

Markuz hoped that exceeding expectations would lessen the bleak sorrow etched on the senior’s features. Markuz promised himself he’d practice another round after they’d returned. Being untalented wasn’t a sin—being lazy was. He’d have to work twice as hard to make it happen.

“Let’s continue. We can’t cause problems for the next shift,” Senior Brooks said.

Markuz followed the old man back to the trail and they resumed their watch. Every night, someone needed to travel the forest’s perimeter to ensure no predators snuck into the farmland. It couldn’t be considered a dangerous or exciting job. It was over twenty days since they encountered a solitary wolf. A casual look from Senior Brooks had scared it half to death.

“Master, it’s a waste for you to stay as a common guardsman in this remote kingdom!” Markuz said.

“Shh.”

“The capital is far, but you can—” Markuz turned around to see why the old man had stopped, and his words caught in his throat.

Senior Brooks exuded such a terrifying aura that Markuz’s mind tried to shut down as a form of protection. The gruff, if gentle, elder suddenly felt like a monster, and the flames of war in his eyes burned Markuz’s very soul.

“Return at once. Run and don’t look back. Inform the Lord.”

“Inform the Lord?” Markuz gasped. “About what?”

The answer came in the form of an explosion that threw Markuz off his feet. Fire filled his vision, and power far beyond his comprehension was grinding him to dust. Suddenly, the pressure disappeared. Markuz realized Senior Brooks appeared before him. His outstretched hand had stopped a shockwave that ripped through the hill they stood on, saving Markuz’s life.

The Summervale Forest had become a sea of fire that went on for dozens of miles. Markuz couldn’t think. The apocalyptic scene held him prisoner until a surge of warm energy jolted him awake. Senior Brooks turned back toward the flames, an unfamiliar, resplendent sword in his hand.

“Inform the Lord that enemies have arrived.”
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Zac looked at the youth’s receding back while sorting through the memories and emotions from his shared consciousness. The kid was named Markuz, a guardsman under the employ of some local Lord. Of humble birth, Markuz could barely be considered a cultivator. He’d learned an extremely crude mantra at a public school.

After ten years of diligent practice, he was only the equivalent of a Level 15 cultivator. Early Body Tempering Realm, they called it. He’d mostly been hired as a guard thanks to his superior innate strength. The young man’s strength was the polar opposite of the man whose shoes Zac had stepped into.

Tam Brooks was a Peak Middle Hegemon and a starred veteran of the Phoenix Legion. One star meant one hundred years of active service; two stars meant one thousand. Tam was a three-star veteran, having fought under the Emperor’s banners for twelve thousand years. Three-starred veterans were very rare. Most fell long before that, and a few lucky ones would break through and transfer to better positions.

Tam retired after a catastrophic disaster nearly annihilated the Phoenix Legion. His sworn brothers were all dead, and he chose to hang up his sword rather than transfer to a new division. He’d spent the following six thousand years traveling the Left Imperial Expanse. Eventually, he’d settled down in a remote fiefdom where the Lord was only a Late E-grade cultivator.

They were deep in the shallows, to the point the locals barely knew of cultivation. They called everything above F-grade Immortals. It was almost unbelievable that such an ordinary place could exist on a Primal Heaven. That also isolated the region from the struggles of the cultivation world. It was peaceful.

It was a mystery why someone like Tam Brooks settled here, going so far as to hide his status and become a simple guardsman. Zac wasn’t convinced Tam himself knew. The fractured memories told the story of a man trapped in the past. Perhaps he missed the camaraderie of the army. It was Markuz’s resemblance to an old companion that made Tam teach him a simple body-refinement technique.

The identity wasn’t exactly what Zac expected. There were never any guarantees that touching the memory lantern in its transformed state would send him to a better vision, but shouldn’t Tam Brooks at least have been a Templar? There was nothing in Tam’s memories that explained the scene outside. The old soldier had no connection to the Order of Fertile Earth.

Another explosion shook the forest, this one closer. Zac shrugged and started running, moving in sync with Tam’s original intent. Since the answers Zac sought weren’t on his person, then they had to be waiting in the forest. It looked like he’d have to bash some heads to get to the truth. That was fine with him.
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FAITH AND HERETICS


Powerful faith fluctuations and heretics. Zac couldn’t help noticing the similarities to his experience in the previous memory domain. Could this be a similar event, perhaps even the same one? Were the rebels trying to escape with the loot by setting a forest fire?

Another set of explosions painted a different picture. A barrier empowered by Imperial Faith briefly blocked an attack before being overwhelmed. The rebels were the pursuers, and it looked like they were about to catch their prey. Zac only paused briefly before continuing. It didn’t matter to him if the rebels won. He could simply take them out afterward and claim the prize for himself.

Only, it wasn’t the prospect of another Holy Relic that made Zac grab the lantern. He’d triggered the memory in its transformed state, hoping he’d gain access to the memories of a high-ranking Templar. The Holy Void Treasure had been in his possession for weeks already, and he hadn’t made as much headway as he’d hoped.

The treasure was a sponge that drew Void Energy without giving anything in return. The only thing Zac managed to confirm was that its runes weren’t only a seal to protect it from the Dao. Zac had actually discovered a few similarities to the patterns covering his Duplicity Core. If he wasn’t mistaken, the runes served as an interface.

Infusing Faith Energy into the arrays would let a Templar without Void Energy connect with the treasure. The realization left Zac with more questions than answers. Rava would have said something if the Chapter of the Empyrean Chalice had a heritage related to the Void. At the very least, she would have teased the knowledge to further bind Zac to her chariot.

Was the Holy Relic part of a special research project, or was it related to the Fifth Pillar? Were there more Holy Relics like it? If so, what function did they have? Those were the kinds of questions that only high-ranking Templars could answer. Not getting any insights downloaded to his brain was a disappointment. At least there was still a chance he could unravel the mystery by saving the fleeing Templars.

Trees flitted past in a blur as Zac used [Skystriker] to intercept the fighters. Activating a skill also allowed Zac to get accustomed to his borrowed body. There had been little opportunity to figure out the mechanics of a memory lantern’s shared existence when he acted as Terea Wendimar. For most of the duration, Zac was focused on getting his core formation back on track. In the short fight that followed, Zac had been distracted by Terea’s overwhelming emotions.

Tam’s mental state was the complete opposite. There wasn’t so much as a ripple in his heart despite knowing he might be running toward his death. A simple truth overshadowed any doubt. Retired or not, he was a soldier of the Phoenix Legion. He’d seen heretic activity, and he would fight them until the bitter end. It even felt like Tam welcomed death.

Zac’s current body was neither his nor Tam’s. It was like looking at those artworks that changed depending on the point of view. Zac could make himself take a leading role and come to the surface, except Tam’s cultivation created certain limitations Zac hadn’t noticed before. His energy moved slowly, almost like that of an Early Hegemon.

Part of it was because Tam’s body was starved. The ambient Cosmic Energy wasn’t enough for a Middle Hegemon’s daily needs. Worse, Tam was also a body refiner who’d lived on Low-grade food for years. A Hegemon didn’t need to eat, but that was only if they could absorb enough Cosmic Energy to replace normal nourishment.

Zac’s starved state was already being solved by [Adaptive Symbiosis] transferring Vigor from Haro and absorbing Cosmic Crystals. Fixing the deeper problems with Tam’s body was impossible. Zac felt so brittle he feared unleashing his full strength would make Tam explode. The veteran was already getting on in age for a Middle Hegemon, and that was from a modern perspective.

Ancient cultivators saddled with Earthly Taint didn’t live nearly as long, and twelve thousand years of waging war had left its mark. There was good reason Tam hadn’t worked on his cultivation since retiring. There was simply no point. His core was riddled with cracks. Tam also had old wounds that never healed properly, leaving damage to his pathways and foundations. Very few were like Zac, who could recover from almost anything without any lasting problems.

The good news was that Zac could use his Daos without any limitations. That alone made him more than twice as strong as the original Tam. Adding his other advantages, like Haro and his Technique, and the gap was even wider. Zac doubted Tam would have died right after the memory started, so Zac felt completely calm as the sound of fighting drew closer. Finally, Zac spotted people in the distance.

A group of three were running for their lives, using the trees as cover. Two were shining with Imperial Faith, almost looking like angels walking the earth. They lacked the bloody aura of a Templar or the Imperial swordsman, so Zac guessed they were priests who generally didn’t participate in battles.

The acolytes were arrows at the end of their flight, especially the one in the back. He was riddled with wounds and wantonly burning his life force to hold back the attackers. Zac could already feel the shadow of death looming over him. He’d be gone in a few hours even if they got away. The other priest was only marginally better off. She wasn’t drenched in blood like her companion, but her face was cast in a ghastly shade of green. She’d been poisoned, and was struggling to keep it contained.

The third member of the group was unharmed. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t change their fate. The poisoned priestess was carrying a child no older than ten on her back. There was no cultivator’s aura on his body, and he was only kept safe from the shockwaves because of a protective barrier.

The duo was sacrificing themselves to keep the child safe. Zac didn’t believe it was a simple act of compassion. There was an indescribable depth in the boy’s eyes. The kind of gaze Zac had only seen on old monsters like Sendor—entities who’d lived countless years and seen through the cycle of life and death.

Zac sighed, knowing there was no Holy Relic. The child was the target of the pursuit. What was Zac supposed to do with a kid? He couldn’t be brought out of the memory, and Zac couldn’t very well eat him like a Natural Treasure. It also didn’t look like this bedraggled group would know anything about Void Treasures.

The child was the first to notice Zac. His expression didn’t change in the slightest, like he’d known someone was coming to save them. Zac put his disappointment aside and focused on the task at hand. Tam’s battle intent upon spotting the enemy was already becoming difficult to suppress, and there was no reason to suppress the impulse.

Zac burst through the bushes and shot past the two surprised priests. His target was a burly human who took the vanguard of a five-man party. His physique was reminiscent of Billy’s, except for two massively oversized hands with bulging knuckles. They looked just as fierce as any Spirit Tool. Zac would have thought him a random pugilist if not for the two metallic balls floating over his head.

They were Technocrats. The pugilist’s frame and brutal aura were very different from most Technocrats Zac ever encountered. He was likely a Transcender, the branch of Technocrats who used technology to upgrade their biological bodies. Strength serums, gene manipulation, bloodline transplants. Some invented entirely unique organs that didn’t appear in nature.

Their path was the opposite of the Machine God Faction, who saw their biological form as a weakness that was best discarded. The Selvari choosing Transcenders to infiltrate the Left Imperial Expanse made sense. They were harder to spot compared to the branches that relied on machines when fighting.

The Technocrats were only a few hundred meters away from the dying priest, a distance Zac could cover in the blink of an eye. The musclebound Technocrat was so focused on the struggling priest, he failed to react in time. He’d already been restrained by Haro by the time he thought to move one of his meaty hands to block Zac’s overhead strike.

[Verun’s Bite] tore apart two hastily erected barriers generated by the drones. The axe dug into the pugilist’s skull while the drones exploded from the backlash. Zac’s wrist creaked from the killing blow. The man’s skull was incredibly hard, to the point Zac failed to extract his weapon. Out of better options, he took another step forward and activated [Evolutionary Edge].

The corpse was dragged along, becoming a blunt weapon that crashed into a second opponent. The attack was enough to dislodge [Verun’s Bite], and the axelight destroyed another drone. A powerful shockwave to his mind prevented his follow-up strike. Zac felt his nerves had been rerouted, where swinging his arm resulted in an awkward stumble. The momentary lapse was enough to steal much of Zac’s momentum.

Haro wasn’t affected by the mental attack. The Heavenrender Vine no longer fought by instinct, mindlessly targeting whoever made him angriest. He understood Zac’s Evolutionary Stance, how to prioritize threats, and how to balance offense and defense. He’d become a true companion to Zac.

Two vines forcibly interrupted the fastest follow-up strikes while the rest targeted the Technocrat in the back. She was the one who’d hit him with a mental attack. It would be a mistake to categorize Transcenders as the brutes of the Technocrats or as meatheads who progressed by taking futuristic steroids. They were expert bioengineers who could improve or reinvent any aspect of the human anatomy—even the Soul.

Unfortunately for the mentalists, Zac was also not as simple as his brutish exterior let on. The team clearly hadn’t expected the powerful soul attack to only make Zac stumble. For good reason, considering it triggered the odd sensation of futures diverging. Tam had suffered the same attack in the original timeline, and it left him with a nasty wound.

Zac pushed aside the confusion of split realities and launched a lightning-quick swing. A blade of violence shot toward one of the Technocrats before making a sudden turn. The real target just looked away, due to a vine coming from the opposite direction. Zac’s attack ended up maiming one while stopping another in their tracks.

None of the Technocrats were as strong as the original Tam, though their cooperation had turned it into an even fight. That wouldn’t work against Zac, who was an army of one. Zac left the wounded Technocrat to Haro. [Skybreaker] brought him before another target, whose desperate resistance proved futile. A second attacker died before he could display any of his skills. Of the two open targets, Zac turned to the Mentalist.

She’d already backed away, but her speed wasn’t Zac’s match. Knowing there was no escape, she turned around with a manic expression. Three spots in her body began emitting powerful spiritual fluctuations. Zac grew shocked, wondering if she’d actually grown two additional brains in her pelvis.

It wasn’t enough to save her. Zac activated [Empyrean Aegis] just as the fluctuations reached a crescendo. The wooden wheel behind his back turned, and the seasons turned with it. The defensive skill’s disruptive pulse hit the three Technocrats simultaneously. The wounded one died from Haro’s follow-up attack. The other two suffered a powerful backlash that ruined their plans.

The Mentalist was hit especially badly, with her eyes rolling back into her head from the mental recoil. Zac wouldn’t give her the chance to recover. Three quick swings tore apart the spots where he’d felt Mental Energy, and he destroyed her core for good measure. The lack of Kill Energy to confirm kills was still difficult to get used to.

The hunting party had been reduced to a single member in the blink of an eye. The survivor unsurprisingly chose escape. Zac was already bearing down on him. The Transcender dodged six blades from [Evolutionary Edge] before one nicked him. Seconds later, his headless corpse fell to the ground.

Zac hurried back to the others after a quick inspection. He’d destroyed as many of the drones as he could, with two managing to slip away. Most likely, they’d already called for reinforcements. The other bodies were gone by the time Zac returned. He said nothing, even if the action seemed as much to hide clues from him.

“Many thanks for your aid, savior. May I know your esteemed name?” the priest said as he stepped between Zac and the priestess.

They were wary for good reason. There were few logical explanations why a warrior of Zac’s caliber would appear in such a remote place. The most logical explanation was that he’d come for the same thing as the Technocrats. Luckily, Tam had a token to prove his identity. It was a veteran’s badge that could only be activated by Tam’s aura.

They were impossible to forge, and thus a trusted form of identification. Displaying it could provide benefits throughout the empire. The treatment could even surpass that of lower nobility in certain situations. And while it didn’t absolve him of suspicion, it was much better than being an unknown stranger.

“I’m Tam Brooks. Phoenix Legion, Sixth Division Captain,” Zac said. “I was crossing the region and noticed the commotion.”

“The Phoenix Legion?” the priest exclaimed, looking like a huge weight had been lifted off his shoulders. “Thank the Heavens!”

“Do you require further assistance?”

The priest briefly hesitated before nodding. He walked toward the priestess, who looked back at him with sorrowful eyes. Zac’s brows rose in alarm as the priest extracted the last of his life force to draw a rune on the nun’s forehead. It radiated great warmth that suppressed the poison. However, it wasn’t a cure. Zac could tell he’d brought his companion another day at best.

“This is where we part.”

“I shall see you soon, brother,” the priestess answered as she set the child down.

The trio turned toward Zac together. The priest’s face already looked like that of a corpse. His longevity had run out, and his final burst of faith wouldn’t stave off death for long.

“Sir Brooks, I am sorry to disturb your rest, but the Empire needs your aid once more. Please bring the Earth Child to Verdona.”

“Verdona?” Zac muttered, searching Tam’s memories until he found a match.

Verdona was a regional capital quite some distance from here. The trek would take over a month, even if Zac pushed himself to the limits. There was no way he’d reach it before the memory lantern ran out of steam. Should he do it, or should he go his own way? Tam had accepted the mission without hesitation. Then again, their situations weren’t the same.

Zac’s intervention hadn’t changed the general course of events. He already had a separate memory of Tam killing the five Technocrats. Of course, the victory had been hard-earned. He’d received a few wounds, and been forced to use a powerful talisman to cripple the Mentalist. Unfortunately, Zac couldn’t observe Tam’s future. He only remembered the original timeline as it played out.

His mission to uncover truths about the Void Relic was a wash, so it was time to focus on his second goal. Zac needed to get far away from his current position before the memory ended. Judging by the amount of ambient faith in the memory world, Tam’s lantern would, at best, last a week.

That prognosis depended on him following the original script. The further Zac diverged, the greater the drain. He’d drastically change history if he rejected the Templars and left. The memory would probably collapse within a few hours. Zac wasn’t sure if that was enough time to escape the storm. He might emerge even farther from its edge.

Meanwhile, taking the mission meant facing much greater danger. The Technocrats would send stronger people, possibly even Monarchs. Zac wasn’t in an optimal state, and he couldn’t use the same tactic as in the memory domain. He couldn’t just click his heels and leave whenever he wanted. Tam might be willing to die for the Empire. Zac was not.

Hesitant, Zac looked to the child. He wore the same detached expression. The imminent death of the priest didn’t bother him in the slightest, nor did he seem to care that his own life hung by a thread. He silently observed Zac, his thoughts unreadable.

“I’ll do my best to bring him there safe and sound,” Zac said with a sigh.

Zac didn’t know the best solution, so he’d go with the one that felt right. Ancient memory or not, he couldn’t just leave a child to fend for himself. Helping out could also bring unexpected benefits. Changing Terea’s ending earned him three amazing treasures, and the brand she left seemed to have grown stronger. Since Zac was stuck with Tam’s identity, he might as well boost it to its limits.

“Thank you. May the Fertile Earth bless your journey,” the priest exhaled.

The words barely left his mouth before he collapsed into a fine golden ash. He’d already held on longer than should be possible. Zac waited for the nun to perform a final blessing before speaking up again.

“We should go. Can you move on your own?”

“I’m afraid you have to carry this burden alone.”

“You—”

“The sealing rune won’t last long. I’ll use my remaining time to create a diversion,” the priestess said with a bow. “May the Fertile Earth bless your journey.”

The priestess didn’t give Zac the chance to reject. She ran off in the opposite direction, releasing her faith like a beacon. Zac was left standing with the reticent child, whose stare was starting to become unnerving.

“Uh, what’s your name, kid?” Zac asked, more to break the silence than because he expected an answer.

“Is that truly the answer you seek, distant traveler?” the child said in a voice that didn’t remotely match his appearance.

Zac’s heart lurched at the question. How was this a kid? He sounded as ancient as the bedrock they stood on. More to the point, why did it feel like the ‘Earth Child’ was talking to him and not Tam Brooks?
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THE EARTH REMEMBERS


Zac tried and failed to find any clues on the Earth Child’s face. It remained as impenetrable as before, and the boy’s aura remained that of a juvenile who had yet to start their cultivation. His weak appearance couldn’t erase Zac’s feeling of being seen through. The boy had ignored Tam’s attempts to communicate in the original timeline, making the situation all the more suspicious.

“Who are you?” Zac asked.

“Also the wrong question,” the boy said, looking at the ground.

Zac swore upon seeing the grass around them die in a growing circle. He extended his senses to their limits, finding no threat. A low rumble brought Zac’s back attention to the child, just in time to see something break through the soil. The child bent down and pulled the item out like a carrot. Zac accepted the rock, barely able to hide his shock.

It was another Void Treasure.

Specifically, it was a normal rock whose shape was identical to the Holy Relic hidden in his purification space. There was no way it was a coincidence. Zac didn’t understand how, but the child knew. Not even Sendor managed to peer into the Void hiding in the depths of his bloodline.

“How—”

“They said we need to go,” the Earth Child answered.

“What now?” Zac muttered under his breath at hearing the child-like voice.

The ancient, gravelly voice was gone. The child had sounded just like any ten-year-old, except for an unnaturally flat cadence. Was the small body shared between two consciousnesses, or was he possessed? Could a high-ranking Templar of Fertile Earth be using their Holy Son as a medium to communicate?

Still holding onto a bellyful of questions, Zac whisked up the kid and began running. Whoever that ancient entity was, their assistance was obviously contingent on helping their spokesperson. He had a few days to get the answers he needed. Twenty minutes later, he felt weak fluctuations in the far distance. It was at that time the child spoke up again.

“I’m Roan.”

Zac looked over his shoulder. “You can call me Tam. Who said we needed to go?”

When met with silence, Zac held up the Void Treasure replica. “Can you tell me about this?”

“The Earth remembers,” Roan said, closing his eyes.

The Earth remembers? What in God’s name did that mean? Zac made a few more attempts to extract information from the mysterious child, his words falling on deaf ears. Zac gave up and continued in silence. First, he’d put some distance between himself and their tail.

The first hiccup came upon realizing Tam’s body couldn’t endure prolonged use of [Skystriker]. Zac had more than a few flying treasures in his rings, and there were neither Beast Emperors nor dangerous zones in the region. What they lacked in speed compared to his movement skill, they made up for in convenience.

A flying treasure would stick out in such a desolate region; so would a cultivator moving at superhuman speeds. Unfortunately, the further Zac moved from Tam’s position, the faster the realm was drained of fuel. Zac gave up on the idea and kept a relaxed pace roughly one hour ahead of Tam. That way, the original timeline could act as a rearguard while Zac didn’t exhaust any additional energy.

The forest gave way to an endless farmland a few hours later. Silhouettes worked the fields in the distance and briefly wondered if there were any limits to what the memory realms could replicate. Terea’s lantern had conjured an army filled with Beast Emperors and C-grade forest spirits.

This time, he’d almost covered as much ground as his whole archipelago back home. If he was faster or had more time, could he have visited Verdona with its enormous population? Could the realm simulate even greater cities if he found a teleporter?

“I’m hungry.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Zac said.

The mystery surrounding Roan made Zac forget he was a mortal who needed regular food and rest. As luck would have it, Zac kept some Low-grade provisions around for these kinds of situations.

“Let’s have a quick dinner,” Zac said as he threw out an illusion array.

The risk of an ambush was low. There still hadn’t been any signs of trouble for either him or Tam. The priestess’ diversion seemed to have bought some time. Zac finally saw a human expression on Roan’s face when the aroma of a lunchbox spread through the array. His gurgling stomach betrayed his attempts to maintain his sage-like façade.

Zac didn’t immediately hand it over. He took out the replica stone again. “What did you mean before?”

The boy’s brows furrowed in displeasure, unable to overcome his basic needs. “The Earth remembers. They saw you dig into the ground and take it.”

“They saw me take it? When?”

“Very long ago,” Roan squeezed out as he reached for the food.

“Call them over. I need to know what this is.”

“I can’t. It’s not time.”

Zac looked at Roan’s stubborn expression with defeat. “Fine. One final question. Can they sense it now?”

“No.”

“Good. Eat up,” Zac said with a smile.

The Holy Child began devouring the food with a grumpy expression. Meanwhile, Zac gathered his thoughts, then penned a message. On the other side of the Left Imperial Expanse, Zac retracted his mind from the Chaos Library to take out the note that had appeared in [Purity of the Void].

“How is it?” Esmeralda asked.

“The situation is under control but something unexpected happened,” Zac said before sharing the experience of his human body.

“I guess that’s good news?” Esmeralda said. “It’s not that the child can see through your secrets. Someone saw you snatch the relic.”

“That would mean the memory realms are connected,” Zac said. “Our actions in the earlier epochs might affect the later ones.”

“Good thing you’re getting another identity. Your Terea persona might be a wanted criminal already,” Esmeralda snickered. “Welcome to the club.”

“Great to be here,” Zac said with a roll of his eyes. “Who do you think saw me?”

“Someone might have recorded your escape and spread it among the Templars,” Esmeralda mused. “I’m more curious how the child recognized you. The people on the battlefield should have seen a Wendimar descendant while you’re an old veteran now.”

“The simplest explanation is often the most likely. The child is telling the truth; the Earth saw me,” Zac said. “Do Primal Heavens have Realm Spirits? Could the child be connected to someone like Sendor? Maybe they can see through the disguise?”

“I’m not sure. Lord Sendor is somewhat of an aberration. Realm Spirits aren’t supposed to have an active consciousness. They’re closer to an inanimate presence like the Heavens,” Esmeralda said. “I guess if it can happen once, it can happen again? It could also be a consciousness created by the Order of Fertile Earth. They could have raised a God of Fertility as part of their missionary work.”

“Are Gods something you can just grow like crops?” Zac scoffed.

“That depends on how you define God. If a God is a powerful entity not trapped by the chains of mortality, then sure. Any decent Tool Spirit matches that description. If we’re talking an almighty existence lording over all creation, the System is the closest we’ve come.”

“Well, do you have any suggestions?”

“They don’t seem hostile, so why not see what they’re up to? You can always ditch the kid and run away if things get ugly. Let ‘the Earth’ deal with the mess. Long-term, we’ll have to be careful not to do anything that would get us in trouble with the Mercurial Court,” Esmeralda said, looking slightly deflated.

“Disappointed you can’t go around robbing every memory domain?” Zac laughed before sending back a crystal that had recorded their conversation.

Back in the past, Zac listened to the response while chewing on a strip of beef jerky. Things had really gotten a lot more convenient since he reopened his purification space. It didn’t just allow for communication inside the memories. Its original purpose was very useful in a world full of Earthly Taint.

The Hidden Node had almost finished purifying the [Heavenmend Crystal] he got from Kristvan Wendimar. It was a treasure that would seep into the depths of his Cosmic Core, so Zac figured it couldn’t hurt to first remove its Earthly Taint.

Two uneventful days came and went. Roan wasn’t much company, and Zac’s trick to extract information didn’t work again. Most of Zac’s time was spent idly observing the surroundings. They passed over a dozen hamlets and villages, and he’d lost count of the number of farms. Zac also saw the occasional wandering cultivator. Most were older than Zac, yet none had stepped into E-grade.

Zac could empathize with why Tam helped his in-name disciple. The local cultivators were prisoners in a sense. The shallows of the Left Imperial Expanse were massive. Even Zac needed more than a month to reach Verdona, where the cultivation environment was only slightly better. It’d take an F-grade cultivator years, even decades, to reach more prosperous regions.

They also had to pass through large swathes of unclaimed wilds filled with beasts. Even if they survived the journey, they would have missed out on the golden years of cultivation. There was no System to provide training opportunities, Teleportation Tokens, or off-world trials. Their birthplace had already decided their future.

On the third day, there was finally a change. Zac looked back. “The enemy is closing in.”

A flying treasure had caught up with Tam in the original timeline, and six cultivators came pouring out. There was nothing Zac could do for the real Tam. Zac silently experienced the battle raging in his memories. The new party was slightly stronger, but they weren’t ready for the wrath of a decorated veteran of the Imperial Army. Tam methodically tore apart the group, displaying equal ruthlessness toward himself and his enemies.

“I’ll deal with them. You wait here,” Zac said as he put Roan down inside a defensive array. “Don’t leave the array. If something happens, squeeze this token and I’ll come save you.”

Twenty minutes later, Zac silently observed the sky from the shadows of a tree, his aura completely restrained. The forest that looked normal from above had undergone a drastic transformation. Countless vines hid inside the vegetation, waiting for their prey to come within reach. Zac had retracted their auras as much as he could and used a large-scale illusion array to improve the effect.

The trap was set, and its intended target appeared right on schedule. The flying treasure was almost as fast as Zac when he used [Skystriker]. It went from a distant dot to being right before him in seconds. At that point, it was already over. Ten miles of virgin forest exploded as countless vines rushed to the sky. Many were over a dozen meters wide, having completely hollowed out ancient trees to find a hiding spot.

The flying treasure was surrounded by a squirming sea of green. Zac was already on the move. One step with [Skystriker] was enough to put himself above the shuttle, blocking their only route of escape. Zac unleashed a stream of blades with [Evolutionary Edge]. They actually failed to break through the ship’s impressive defensive barrier, the onslaught pushing it toward the ground.

Zac only had time to see two figures jumping out of the ship before thousands of vines blocked his line of sight. The voracious plants squeezed tighter and tighter, making it look like Zac floated above an unbelievably large pit of snakes. When the frantic movement stopped, Zac deactivated the skill.

Nothing remained of either forest or prey. The largest surviving pieces of the Technocrat vessel were only the size of a finger. The six Transcenders had it even worse. The only thing left behind by the living grindstone was a red haze and scraps of cloth. Zac surveyed the area to confirm the kills before moving on.

The battle that pushed Tam to his limits and cost him an arm had ended in seconds without Zac breaking a sweat.

Zac hadn’t made any changes to the skill’s core functionality when upgrading it to D-grade. He didn’t need to. [Primal Edict] was a perfect skill for large-scale destruction. Zac’s main focus had been to make sure the skill took full advantage of a Hegemon’s greatest advantage—their vast pool of Cosmic Energy.

[Primal Edict]’s weakness was that it lacked the direct, devastating power of [Arcadia’s Judgment] or [Rapturous Beginning]. That really only applied when using the skill the normal way, like in the middle of a duel. It took some time to reach a critical mass of vines, and any powerful adversary would have similar large-scale abilities to suppress their growth.

The situation was very different if Zac was given enough time to set the stage. [Primal Edict] was a skill that grew deadlier the more energy it was fed, and it had no limits on its expenditure. Channeling the skill for twenty minutes was more than enough to take out the Transcender raiding party. They hadn’t managed to destroy even a quarter of the vines before becoming overwhelmed.

Unfortunately, the circumstances had to be just right to pull it off. Zac only managed it a few times during the Intersector War. The swarm’s growth would almost always be suppressed by thousands of Kan’Tanu fighting back. Of course, permanently occupying that many enemies could shift the direction of a battle, and the skill had saved countless lives on his side.

Conversely, if Zac grew a proper tangle before the battle, the enemy could simply avoid it or blow it up with War Machines. He’d experimented with pre-loading the attack inside World Rings, but his skill didn’t work properly within a separate space. Zac hoped that would change after forming an Inner World. He’d nurture [Primal Edict] like a Kan’Tanu Heart Curse and bring it out whenever needed.

The duo resumed their journey, though at an even slower pace because of the original timeline. Roan didn’t ask why, and Zac didn’t care to elaborate. Days went by without any new Technocrats showing up. The journey had become an almost casual stroll through a beautiful picture book, yet Zac’s anxiety was growing stronger.

The memory was feeling increasingly hollow. It would run out of fuel in a few hours, and Zac still hadn’t managed to get any useful information. Eventually, Zac couldn’t take it any longer. He’d have to take a chance. Zac put Roan down and took out the real Holy Relic, waving it in front of his face. He hoped it would bring out the mysterious entity on the other end.

“I’m out of time. You need to explain this, or we’ll part ways early.”

Roan looked at it before pointing ahead. “We’re almost there.”

“Where?” Zac said with exasperation. “Verdona is still weeks away!”

Roan only returned a blank stare. Zac reluctantly picked him up again. Thankfully, it turned out the Earth Child was telling the truth. Roan tapped Zac’s shoulders fifteen minutes later, declaring it was time. They’d just reached a clearing in the middle of the woods. Beyond making for a decent campsite, it didn’t stick out in any way.

“What’s so special abo—what the hell!” Zac gasped, his eyes as wide as saucers as he flashed over to the meadow’s center.

It was currently lying down and covered in a layer of moss, but there was no mistaking it. It was the very same rock that served as a headstone outside the memory. Zac looked around with confusion and horror, realizing he’d made one critical error. He knew that moving inside the memories would change your real position. Except, Zac never asked himself whether you started at the same spot as where you found the lantern.

Had he just spent the better part of a week running back to the storm instead of leaving it far behind? And what did Roan mean by ‘it’s time’?

Four ships appeared on the horizon just as the thought popped into his head. One of the ships radiated a pressure surpassing Hegemony. Either a Half-step Monarch or a Peak Hegemon who’d consumed a powerful berserking treasure. It was obviously not reinforcements who’d arrived.

Zac had his answer. At least Tam Brooks’s memory lantern appeared where his journey ended. A battle at this level would be rough for Zac in peak condition. There was no need to wait an hour to figure out what’d happen in the original timeline.

“Creating a pillar that can reach the Heavens is no easy task. Among others, it requires a sturdy foundation,” an ancient voice said, piercing through Zac’s confusion.

Roan had slipped out of his sling and was currently standing before the grave. He scraped away the moss, and Zac felt the same Faith as the bursts that brought him here. No, what bubbled beneath the surface went far beyond what Zac witnessed on the outside. He felt as though the stone was the only thing stopping a monstrous reservoir from exploding, turning the whole shallows into a golden sea of Imperial Faith.

“Can you imagine the weight of Karma? The weight of consequence? The Left Imperial Expanse cannot bear it alone. We needed help. What better—” a deafening roar drowned out a few of the Earth Child’s words, “—Heaven’s true foundation?”

“You—” Zac’s mind was already a mess, yet it only got worse as he looked up.

The previously clear sky had been replaced by roiling clouds crackling with red fury. The Heavens had descended with a vengeance, and there was no System to curtail its wrath. Zac couldn’t believe even tribulation clouds were perfectly replicated inside the memories. The first bolt was already gathering strength, and there was no mistaking it.

It was very real, though the Heavens actually seemed confused about whether it should hit Roan or Zac.

“What you took is called a [Fuxi Mountain Gate],” Roan, or rather the ancient entity, continued. “It’s a bridge connecting the upper planes to the Void of Dao. Only that most ancient of mountains could endure the weight of our determination. Only the Void Mountain could sustain the Terminus while we brought the Heavens to its knees.

“The bridge coming into your possession can be considered Fate. We recognize the power you used to bring it away. However, balance must be maintained. Now, more so than ever. Overcome this challenge, and we swear on the Fate we serve to unseal it. Without our assistance, the gate shall forever remain shut.”

Instincts told Zac to run for the hills, to not get involved with this mess. He should use what little time remained of the scenario to move out of the storm’s center. He had less than an hour, which was better than nothing. He’d be able to cover far more ground here than when pushing through the blistering winds.

His feet didn’t listen to reason. The hunger was growing, and madness joined the angry red reflected in Zac’s eyes. Bearing Heaven’s wrath and slaughtering a Half-step Monarch in exchange for a bridge leading straight to the Void Mountain?

What a bargain.
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LIGHTNING ROD


Zac’s greed-induced confidence came under attack as the tribulation clouds grew stronger without end. They soon surpassed the levels Zac faced when stepping into Late Hegemony and showed no signs of stopping. There being no hint of the Four Desolates wouldn’t matter when the amount of lightning approached the levels of a Middle Monarch’s attack.

“You’re expecting too much of me,” Zac warned.

Roan didn’t answer. The Earth Child was going through a mysterious transformation while absorbing the immense amounts of faith stored underground. It was this process that called down Heaven’s judgment. The tribulation appeared related to the Law of Impermanence. Roan was becoming something more than human, similar to how Alea was transitioning into a true Tool Spirit.

It wasn’t exactly the same, though. Rather than becoming an undying spirit, Roan was becoming an incarnation of the Fertile Earth. Zac suspected he was getting some of the blame because of the unique location. He was the only real person in the realm, while the rest were replications of long-dead cultivators.

Zac released his breath just as he was about to give up on his plan to act as Roan’s lightning rod. While the tribulations grew stronger, they grew more unfocused. Heaven’s attention was being spread out as Roan’s essence harmonized with the soil. Fusing with the lands had its advantages. The Fertile Earth was hiding its champion from the heavens.

By the time the clouds stopped growing, none of the lightning targeted Roan. The part focused on Zac was roughly at the level of when he formed his Earthly Daos. Zac was already back on Team Greed. So long as the tribulation didn’t reach the calamitous levels of his Core breakthroughs, he was confident in surviving—even with Tam’s body.

Getting a free serving of Tribulation Lightning could even be considered a windfall. The premature tribulation during Zac’s core formation became the sword that brought Kator to his knees. That came at the cost of losing out on a round of purification. [Void Heart] had released its refined lightning during the breakthrough when Zac was barely holding on. He’d only dragged a few slivers into his yet-reassembled core before expelling the rest from his body.

The real problem was the Technocrats. The incoming vessels had stopped at a safe distance the moment the Heavens descended, even masking their aura to avoid getting implicated. Zac wouldn’t just sit still while they plotted from a distance. He rushed out, just to stop in his tracks with a curse.

The Heavens noticed Roan if Zac moved too far away. And while Roan’s aura of faith was rapidly growing, he was still a mortal without any cultivation. Taking even the weakest bolt was asking too much. Hell, any errant streak of lightning could reduce Roan to ash. It looked like he’d have to do without his specialty of turning tribulations into a weapon.

Dealing with the threats in succession made Zac’s life much harder, but there was still a decent chance of coming out ahead. There was a huge difference between a Half-step Monarch and the real deal. Forming a proto-space was a defeat that severely limited one’s future, something you’d mostly see on the frontier.

The Technocrat was likely a deathsworn who’d forcibly opened his space for the mission. Such an opponent wouldn’t be much stronger than a Peak D-grade elite. It was within acceptable range, though the two dozen subordinates could introduce dangerous variables. Of course, the biggest question was whether Tam’s body could go the distance.

While the Technocrats observed, Zac prepared. A protective layer of bark from [Conformation of Supremacy] covered his skin as countless spores spread through the area. Squirming vines wriggled and grew larger, and Zac threw out dozens of D-grade Divine Crystals to provide additional fuel. [Primal Edict] also got a surprising boost from the underground faith that made it grow at twice its original speed.

Only the clearing was left unexposed, intentionally so. [Primal Edict] couldn’t do much against Tribulation Lightning. Instead of implicating the web of vines in the tribulation, Zac would use the time to erect a barrier against the Technocrats. They couldn’t even do anything about it. Attacking would get them dragged into the tribulation.

The first bolt finally descended, accompanied by scattered lightning strikes as far as Zac could see. The whole shallows were forced to face the calamity. Zac rose into the air and unleashed a series of fractal blades. It didn’t weaken the lighting bolt by any significant degree, but it did help focus its attention.

The bolt crashed into Zac’s head and he fought back through conventional means. He grimaced with pain, giving the impression of a cultivator struggling before Heaven’s wrath. The reality wasn’t quite so bad. Three Earthly Daos and the Void joined forces to wage war against the invader. The Tribulation Lightning had a hard time causing any significant damage to a body repeatedly tempered by Law.

Manually whittling down the lightning took a bit of time. The second bolt was already on its way by the time Zac dispersed the final streaks. Panting, Zac unleashed a second round of fractal blades in a show of defiance, even going so far as to punch the angry streak. Of course, this was to hide using [Void Mountain] to extinguish a good chunk of the tribulation as it entered Zac’s body.

Zac had seen enough tribulations to confirm this one was limited to a minor cycle of three bolts. What Roan was doing had clearly infuriated the Heavens, though checks and balances remained in place to limit what kind of punishment a mortal would face. It was a good thing, too. Zac playing things up for the Technocrats couldn’t exactly be called an act. Tam’s body wasn’t strong enough to eat Tribulation Lightning and walk off unscathed.

The third bolt descended, and Zac thanked his foresight for not feeding [Void Heart] since stepping into the memory realm. He hadn’t expected to encounter a tribulation, but the Hidden Node was quite useful in dealing with all forms of hostile energies. Normal lightning was no match to the hungry Void, who’d sharpened its teeth against much greater foes. Zac had to forcibly suppress [Void Heart] to keep some lightning for show.

Zac fell onto the ground after absorbing the final bolt, gasping for breath as the Heavens reluctantly retreated. Roan remained unmoving, still in the middle of his transformation. The distant ships burst into action before the clouds had time to disperse. The Technocrats might have avoided interfering with the tribulation, but they were clearly unwilling to let Roan continue.

At the same time, they showed no intention of blowing him up from a safe distance. It was the same in the previous clashes. The Technocrats hadn’t even tried to kill Roan when they were about to die. Their fear of hurting the child was partly why Tam survived the second battle. The Selvari’s plans weren’t limited to killing a Holy Son of an Imperial Order.

The Technocrats felt more like thieves wanting to steal a precious crop the night before its owner would harvest it. They could be planning on using Roan’s unique connection with ‘the Earth’ to pollute the Imperial Faith permeating the Left Imperial Expanse. Zac would take advantage of that greed.

A vast jungle appeared to block their advance while a cocoon of vines enclosed the meadow. It would take even the Half-step Monarch a moment to cut his way through such a sturdy shell, and Zac had no plans on fighting a siege. Passively defending wouldn’t work. Zac needed to reduce their numbers before they could overwhelm his domain skills.

Zac emerged from a tree at his domain’s edge, his body thrumming with forbidding power. He’d shed his disguise of a cultivator teetering on the brink of collapse now that his targets were within reach. Two glowing axelights rotated around [Verun’s Bite], each with a distinct power of either Life or Conflict. Zac swung his weapon, and the two blades were pushed together.

The fusion was the complete opposite of Life and Death’s polar opposition when using [Rapturous Divide]. The two forces joyfully merged into a deadly yet beautiful swirl. A stream of Creation Energy poured into the mix just as it detached from his axe. There was no way to intercept Zac’s ambush at that point. Life and Conflict formed an accelerating cycle of growth and decay that almost instantly reached critical mass.

The glowing swirl shrunk to the size of a grain before it exploded. It unleashed the Evolutionary cycle’s accumulated carnage, with Zac’s will imposing direction. It carved a rift in space that stretched over a mile, cleanly bisecting the shuttle and three unlucky cultivators inside. The barrier that endured [Evolutionary Edge] in the previous fight couldn’t mount a resistance against [Rapturous Beginning] empowered by [Spiritual Void] and his Shards of Creation.

The infusion of foreign Creation Energy gave power at the cost of stability, drastically shortening its lifespan. That wasn’t a bad thing in this case. The man-made chasm he’d imposed on reality collapsed, killing or grievously wounding the rest of the shuttle’s shell-shocked crew. The shockwave even intercepted most of the attacks coming Zac’s way.

Zac started off the battle in explosive fashion, and he had no intention of slowing down. Thousands of vines emerged from [Apex Jungle]’s perimeter, greedily targeting their new source of food. Zac already had his sights on a second shuttle. The Technocrats wouldn’t just sit and take the abuse. More than a dozen warriors poured out of the ships, releasing attacks the moment Zac came within view.

Two Technocrats were enough to deal with the incoming vines. One destroyed huge swathes with deafening roars. Odd gill-like appendages on his neck indicated he was a sound-based cultivator, while the other was more of a conventional mage. A series of midair earthquakes caused countless fractures in space that shredded Zac’s juvenile vines. Together, they fought back [Primal Edict] while clearing the first layer of trees.

Zac couldn’t do much except continuously supply his skills with more energy to delay their advance toward Roan. He already had his hands full with the rest of the party. A barrage of diverse attacks hounded Zac from every direction, forcing him on the defensive. Haro fought back with great fury, and Zac never stopped launching nimble blades with [Evolutionary Edge].

The Selvari infiltrators’ teamwork was no worse than any modern elite squad. When seeing Zac endure the onslaught, they switched to restricting his movement. Zac felt the noose getting tighter as he inched his way toward his targets. Suddenly, there was no room to navigate. Barriers disguised as attacks sprung around Zac, creating a tight corridor.

All paths beneath the Heavens had been closed off, at which point the leader made his move.

Nine energy circles formed around the floating Technocrat. Three thrummed with Life and another three with Space. The last three, the circles positioned right above the Pseudo Monarch’s head, gave off a more unusual aura. For lack of a better word, it gave Zac the feeling of ‘civilization.’ Perhaps it was an expression of the Dao of Technology, which rejected the common division of seventeen Dao Peaks.

The nine circles shot toward Zac, fusing into a single concept. Space, Life, and Civilization joined into a vibrant world, one with inhabitants that advanced with the speed of light. One breath, the world was a scarred mess that could hold no life. The next, it was a flourishing hub with huge citadels. The pioneering spirit of civilization elevated the world beyond its original limits, artificially raising its grade while creating vast structures to safeguard its survival.

The marvelous scene almost made Zac forget to dodge. He felt like he’d been given a front-row seat to the formation of an Inner World. The Transcender had turned the plan for his ascension into an attack. The world even carried the pressure of his proto-space, giving further credence to the imagery.

This was not something Zac could take head-on. Zac had hoped to get a bit closer, but this much would do. [Void Mountain] in Zac’s aperture shook like a gong being struck, and Void of Death came pouring out of [Spiritual Void]. The inescapable net was suddenly full of holes. Zac disappeared like a ghost, breaking free from his cage while sidestepping the world-shaped bomb.

The world exploded in a deafening blast. It left a huge crater and almost managed to collapse [Apex Jungle]. The majestic scene was followed by a wet gurgle, which alerted the Technocrats of their enemy’s position. They turned around, shocked to find an unscathed Zac at the rear of their group. No, a Zac that looked more imposing than ever.

His skin was covered in golden-white runes that evaporated the blood drenching his armor. He’d activated [Arcadia’s Crusade] to gain an additional surge of speed. Of course, it wasn’t just the berserking skill that allowed Zac to slip through the cracks. It was mostly thanks to the true Evolutionary Stance, which incorporated the Void of Death.

No one other than the leader was even close to Zac’s level when the flames of Arcadia coursed through his veins. Zac could feel cracks spreading through Tam’s body from his current form. The agony mounted, but an even greater bloodlust suppressed it. Another five Technocrats died before they could react.

Zac would have liked nothing more than to continue his indiscriminate slaughter. It took even the most experienced of warriors some time to adapt to the unpredictable movements of his Void-empowered technique. Unfortunately, one glorious burst was all that Zac’s weakened bloodline could endure.

[Spiritual Void] felt like a punctured balloon. It stopped producing the necessary Void of Death and was reluctant to even provide normal Dao. Zac’s wounds were also catching up to him. Activating [Arcadian Crusade] in his current state was no different than giving one’s car a burst of speed by blowing up its fuel tank.

Keeping his body from exploding was a chore and maintaining [Apex Jungle] and [Primal Edict] demanded all the energy Zac could transfer. He’d already been forced to give up on [Conformation of Supremacy]. Activating more skills was out of the question—at least the normal way.

A slew of incoming attacks crumbled from an even greater scar of evolutionary destruction. Adding over 30% to his attribute pool was only half of what [Arcadian Crusade] brought to the table. Completely resetting the cooldowns of all skills except [Arcadia’s Judgment] was an equally powerful perk. It allowed for a second serving of [Rapturous Beginning]—one that came without warning, courtesy of [Force of the Void].

It was only the beginning of Zac’s coup de grâce. The sky silently split open while the Technocrats joined hands to block [Rapturous Beginning]. Arcadia’s radiant blade of extinction was upon the group before they could fully react. When they didn’t think things could get worse, a wooden wheel blinked into existence behind Zac.

A disruptive pulse destabilized defensive skills and caused multiple defensive items to fail. The wheel turned again, unleashing a second pulse for good measure. The whole memory realm trembled as Zac’s two ultimate skills combined into a devastating attack that almost unraveled the fabric of the fading memory.

Zac ignored the danger and rushed straight into the mayhem. He’d done so before, though never without the Void to help navigate a safe path. There was no time to wait for his Void Emperor Bloodline to recover. Tam’s body couldn’t endure much longer, so Zac had to make sure the job was finished. His all-out assault, boosted by [Arcadian Crusade] and launched with [Force of the Void], was absolutely terrifying. Still, a Half-step Monarch was bound to have a few ways to stay alive.

A whirlwind of spatial blades appeared just as Zac was about to reach his destination—the epicenter of the blast. They crashed into [Empyrean Aegis]’s defensive barrier and exhausted the last of its power. [Ossuary Bulwark] provided a secondary layer of defense, yet it still wasn’t enough. The blades dug into Zac with enough remaining momentum that they almost cut him into pieces.

Zac lost his left leg beneath the knee and started bleeding like a sieve, but he still forged ahead until he found what he came for. Not much remained of the Half-step Monarch except an incomplete skeleton and some strips of flesh. However, he was still alive. Nanomachines amplified by the Dao of Life were already reconstructing flesh while the Technocrat’s consciousness hid inside a sphere of super condensed energy and Dao—the proto-space.

Another spatial attack was already gathering inside the space, and Zac had run out of protective measures. It became a battle of determination, where Zac furiously called on [Void Mountain] one last time. Zac pivoted, ensuring a beam of concentrated space only punctured his lung and not his heart, before weakly slapping the sphere.

A physical attack at that level would never be able to destroy a proto-space, even a damaged one. The threat posed by the rune hidden on Zac’s palm was another matter. Void and Dao clashed, resulting in mutual extinction. For Zac, it meant wasting most of his remaining Void Energy. For the Half-step Monarch, it meant death.

The already embattled subspace couldn’t maintain its structural integrity when pieces of it suddenly disappeared. Zac slunk away with a Void-activated [Skystriker] just before it went supernova. The collapse of the semi-formed Inner World joined the devastation that had turned the surrounding miles into a lifeless hellscape.

Zac was in no condition to enter the fray again, so he kept watch for potential survivors from a safe distance. There were none. Only a crater half a mile deep remained when the chaotic flux faded. If some of the remaining Technocrats survived, it would have been through using powerful escape treasures. They wouldn’t become a threat in the short-run.

It was at that time [Arcadian Crusade] ended, and its backlash almost pushed Zac over the edge. Zac furiously channeled [Surging Rebirth] to soothe his body while keeping his eyes glued to the hatchet floating before him. Victory came at a steep price. He’d greatly avoided strain on Tam’s body by activating most of his skills with Void Energy. Nevertheless, a battle at this level was still far beyond what the aged veteran could endure.

Zac felt like a crumbling statue held together through sheer will. He’d explode the moment he relaxed and let Tam rise to the surface. The world was in an equally wretched state. The short battle had completely overturned history, draining the remaining Imperial Faith in one go. The realm was already fading away.

Out of better options, Zac took out the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] and held it against the ground. He hoped the Earth Spirits would uphold their side of the agreement before it was too late. The earth remained silent as the world ended. Just as it looked like it was all for nothing, an ancient voice reverberated through the world.

“This land is fertile.”

The gravelly voice carried unshakable authority. The statement may as well have been Heaven’s will, and the realm’s collapse abruptly halted. It didn’t recover from its faded state, instead gaining a contradictory aura of simultaneous prosperity and decline. The plants around them trembled with untapped potential from Roan’s blessing, while hidden Laws prevented them from being reborn.

The blessing wasn’t limited to the world. Zac’s wounds closed, pathways recovered, and boundless energy poured into his drained core. The backlash from using [Arcadian Crusade] faded, and even the imminent collapse from overloading Tam’s body was suppressed by Roan’s decree. Zac drew a deep breath and his lungs filled with Life.

Zac turned toward the clearing and saw a vaguely familiar figure walking his way. He’d overcome the challenge, which meant it was time to reap the reward.
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A SON OF THE EMPIRE


Zac would be lying if he said he wasn’t nervous. The memory’s restoration wasn’t as magical as Sendor winding back time to erase another Supremacy’s attack. It was closer to a large-scale blessing of a support class. Still, the power required to stabilize a whole world was no joke. Roan had gone from a taciturn child to an existence Zac couldn’t handle.

Escape by waiting out the scenario was impossible now that the Earth Child kept the realm on life support—which was worrying in another way. Zac had tried to figure out just how much the ‘Earth’ knew since Roan called him a distant traveler. The current situation indicated they knew more than what was previously let on. Did they know about the continent being used as a trial? Could they be directly involved?

There was no time to figure out how to best approach the reborn Roan. The child’s relaxed stride belied his speed, and he appeared before Zac in no time. Certainly, it wasn’t accurate to call Roan a child any longer. He now stood a head taller than Zac, and only a few immature features remained to remember the Earth Child by. Roan hadn’t just grown up, either. The transformation made him look more Ent than human.

Roan’s skin was unnaturally coarse, like bark or overturned soil. Draped in a simple robe covered in grime, he was dressed the same as the many farmers they’d passed over the past days. Golden strands of wheat replaced his light, wispy hair. Their rustle as he moved was indistinguishable from that of the fields. The makeover should have made Roan look odd or even ugly to Zac’s human sensibilities. The intense holiness radiating from his gaze barred such blasphemous thoughts.

It was difficult for Zac to focus in his presence. Roan naturally exuded a vast aura different from that of powerful cultivators. The sensation was closer to the mental pressure Zac felt when forced to take in Starclad’s projection or the Void Mountain’s incomprehensible scope. Roan was no longer a normal being. He was a physical representation of the Left Imperial Expanse.

Zac steeled his resolve. Whether Roan had become an Apostle or God, he had an obligation to uphold. The good news was that these high-grade existences generally upheld balance to avoid Karmic entanglement and Heaven’s attention. Roan seemed content to stay silent, so Zac eventually held out the [Fuxi Mountain Gate].

“Your turn.”

Roan nodded, and a pedestal of compressed soil rose from the ground. Zac placed the Holy Relic atop it then stepped back. The soil became a conduit that drew tremendous amounts of Faith Energy from the ground, again making Zac ponder how the memory lanterns worked. The amount of faith pouring into the mountain gate would have been able to keep Tam’s lantern going for years.

Seeing as the scenarios were connected, it seemed more likely that the lanterns acted like teleporters. The lanterns took trial takers directly into the continent’s communal memory while the gathered faith of memory domains brought pieces of it to the surface. The personal faith stored in the lanterns only maintained the connection, not the memory realms themselves. That came from the earth.

Zac put aside his idle thoughts when the Void Treasure started to change. The matted runes painted across the rock regained their glory, radiating the intense faith Zac would expect from a Holy Relic. Roan placed his hands against the mountain stone and uttered his second decree—passage. The runes rearranged themselves until a perfectly spherical hole the size of a thumb appeared on the stone.

The pedestal became normal soil, and the glowing faith across the Holy Relic retreated into the runes. The process was over, and Zac looked at the result with hesitation. The treasure seemed more closely bound to the Templar orders than before—the opposite of what Zac wanted.

“This is…”

“The [Fuxi Mountain Gate] is not a Natural Treasure. It was constructed for a set purpose, brought into existence to advance the Imperial Destiny. Your personal convictions are not yet strong enough to replace those foundations,” Roan calmly said. “I have severed its link to the Left Imperial Expanse and restored some of its faded faith. Only you can recover the rest of the damage.”

“All this, and it’s still broken?” Zac swore.

“You’ll understand soon enough.”

“Fine,” Zac exhaled. “How do I use it?”

“Our agreement only extends to opening a path,” Roan said, pointing at the empty circle. “Make it yours by infusing your bloodline. What happens next is up to you.”

In other words, it was the same as binding most treasures. Zac condensed his Void Emperor Bloodline into a drop of blood and infused it into the gap. The next moment, Zac felt a new connection in his mind. There was no presence of an actual spirit, but the link provided some basic information. Roan hadn’t been exaggerating. The treasure was truly in an extremely weakened state.

Zac carefully infused his will through the opening, and an unfamiliar space appeared before his mind’s eye. The pocket realm held weak echoes of the Void starkly different from the hidden Void Realm his bloodline had created. The Void Mountain was nowhere in sight. Instead, most of his vision was filled by a sea of flames Zac had seen before. It was the corona of burning flames Zac visited at the end of the Pilgrimage of Faith.

After destroying the last statue of interred saints, he’d been dragged into a vision that took him to the Multiverse’s edge. There, a layer of Imperial Faith protected the Cosmos from the harsh nothingness beyond. It seemed as though the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] led to a waystation located at the edge between this barrier and the true Void of Dao.

Standing right at the border was the reason for the treasure’s name—a mind-bogglingly large gate covered in cracks. It resembled the Polaris Gate in the Centurion Base; a stone arch without any doors. There was no faith, no Void Mountain, and no desolate nothingness waiting on the other side. There was only a boundless darkness, in which scattered debris of a huge structure floated about.

Roan had called it a bridge. Judging by the pieces, it might have been a literal description. Unfortunately, someone had made sure only rubble remained. The bridge’s collapse was clearly the result of human intervention. The gate itself wasn’t in much better shape. It was lovingly carved to look like a band of laurel leaves. Deep scars and angry burns ruined the beautiful imagery.

There were ancient streaks of foreign Dao lodged in some of the scars. Like the Cosmic Natal Treasure Esmeralda found, only their shadow remained. The rest had likely been whittled down by the sea of Imperial flames. Zac inspected one, and the spiritual jolt almost threw him out of the pocket realm. Such horrifying intent!

What remained was enough to confirm that Roan wasn’t the perpetrator, and neither was it the rebels who stole the Holy Relic from the monastery. The scars more closely matched those Zac saw on the Left Imperial Palace when he entered the Void Star ages ago. Zac calmed his beating heart and continued his investigation. He could tell he couldn’t stay much longer.

Nine towering figures were carved among the leaves, all of them emitting a majestic aura and stalwart faith. Each statue held an item that emitted the aura of the Lower Courts. Zac wondered if it was their signature relics and turned to the man representing the Hollow Court. The statue made Zac think of Janus, the two-faced Roman god of Duality.

The man adorned a gentle smile of someone who’d renounced fame and fortune. He looked like a sage who pursued the Dao by living among mortals. The leaves surrounding him distorted his shadow, which created a completely different silhouette. The shadow looked like a hooded assassin that reeked of malice. The statue held scales similar to the goddess of justice but its shadow was a sea of blood.

The whole gate was filled with hidden symbolism beyond the nine statues. It would take Zac a while to digest it all, although one repeating pattern didn’t need any further investigation. It was something he’d remember until the day he died. That was his pledge and repayment.

When Zac accepted the [Cosmic Forge]-inheritance, he’d witnessed the final days of the First People. They had created a platform to hold their greatest talents and a repository of their achievements. The symbol carved on every corner of the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] was the one emblazoned on the First People’s library.

Looking more closely, Zac realized the ancient gate seemed to be standing on a piece of the huge platform the First People had built. Looking at the arrangement, it was clear the Limitless Empire had borrowed from the First People’s heritage to connect the Left Imperial Expanse with the Void.

The realization marked the end of Zac’s preliminary investigation. Maintaining connection with the hidden gateway draining the already weakened [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. Zac put the matter of the First People aside and focused on the direct implication of the Holy Treasure’s wretched state. This wasn’t how the Holy Relic should have looked when it was stored in the monastery.

It wasn’t a replica treasure. The mountain gate in his possession had already been used for its intended purpose. It had successfully connected the Left Imperial Expanse to the Void Mountain when the Fifth Pillar was activated. Later, the gate was swept up in the retaliatory war that officially ended the Limitless Empire’s Hegemony.

Was it its connection to the Void that made the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] impossible to replicate in its proper state, like the other items he’d taken out of the lanterns? Or was there a hidden reason why he crossed paths with it? Getting a clear answer from the one who might know the truth seemed unlikely, but Zac couldn’t put the matter aside.

“The state of the treasure isn’t right,” Zac said. “You know, don’t you? What happened to it? Where we are?”

“The Earth remembers. Even when it wishes it could forget,” Roan sighed. “Do not continue down this road. Beware the blade of causality. The line between past and future must be maintained, or both will suffer.”

A deep rumble underscored Roan’s statement. Zac felt a vague threat from the Heavens and reluctantly dropped the subject. The past and future must be kept separate? Did that mean he shouldn’t discuss the future with those he met inside the memories?

“You should put the gate away,” Roan reminded. “The opening is also a weakness.”

Roan was right. Part of the rock had become exposed to the Dao, and it was forced to spend Void Energy to defend itself. Zac would have to limit the time he kept it in the open until he could fashion something like a doorstop with his Dao. A mental command made the Holy Relic disappear.

The Holy Relic could naturally be stored inside his body, which also protected it against the Dao. Zac still infused a little bit of his leftover Void Energy, just in case. The infusion was nothing compared to the work he’d have to put in to get the relic back to working condition. Purging all the Remnants of hostile Dao would take years, and he needed to refill the whole gate with Void Energy.

There was no way he’d get it back to its former glory before evolving his Void Emperor Bloodline at least one more time. Luckily, he didn’t need to. The original design linked the Void Mountain with a Primal Heaven. Zac didn’t need such a powerful bridge, at least not until becoming a Supremacy. A small, sturdy pathway was all Zac needed.

From there, the possibilities were endless. Tam’s crumbling memory wasn’t the place to go over his options. Roan was getting ready to leave.

“It is time for us to part ways. Your contribution has been engraved in the Earth’s memory,” the Earth Spirit continued and pointed at the ground.

A ball of soil rose and compressed into a small token bearing the Order of Fertile Earth’s seal. Next, Roan glanced at a patch of grass. The stalks shuddered and flew out of the ground before weaving themselves together. It soon took the shape of a butterfly.

“The sylphid will guide you.”

“Thank you for your assistance,” Zac said with a bow. Reason told him to be satisfied with that, yet his mouth kept moving: “Why are you doing this? What kind of ritual have you prepared?”

Roan shook his head and turned away. “May the Fertile Earth bless your journey.”

With the priests, the phrase had simply been a form of goodbye. The effect was drastically different when the words came out of the Earth Spirit’s mouth. It was a true blessing that connected Zac to the world. He almost felt like he could leap across the whole continent with a single bound.

Roan was already a distant spot on the horizon. Zac grabbed the token and bowed before heading in his own direction. Each step covered ten times as much ground as if he’d used [Skystriker]. Rather than cutting through space, the world carried him forward. At such speeds, he should have more than enough time to escape the storm’s reach.

It was a shame he couldn’t find out more, but the Earth Spirit upheld his end of the bargain and more. The Seal of the Fertile Earth was extremely useful. Taking it out meant people would have to treat Zac as the person the insignia represented. It was almost like a third identity beyond Tam Brooks and Terea Wendimar.

Zac’s mind was a whirlwind of suspicions and ideas. He put them aside and focused on his Warbringer Idol. The battle with the Technocrat squad had triggered [Warbringer Dharma] to a much greater degree than escaping the Monarchs in the memory domain. Both had been brushes with death; only one was a true battle where he came out victorious.

All confusion was washed away by the soothing incantation echoing his path. Even Zac’s perception of his surroundings changed. The fields and forest he passed were not just fading memories held together by a powerful blessing. The world had become an expression of the struggles central to his path.

Life struggled to break the chains of faith, unwilling to accept their end. The world’s impending demise represented Death’s ultimate control over destiny. Not even an entity like Roan could overcome mortality. The struggle between the two sides was the conflict that pushed the Cosmos forward.

Time lost its meaning as Zac entered a state of epiphany. He mechanically followed the butterfly, his mind consumed by the ever-changing surroundings. Each step brought a new scene and a novel vantage of his Daos. It seemed like only a moment passed when Zac was brought out of his state. He needed to stand witness to what came next.

The blessing had kept the realm going, and it was time for it to reach its natural conclusion. Tam had discovered the clearing in the original timeline. Zac didn’t know how to feel upon seeing Tam stop for a breather. The two battles left the veteran in a miserable state and agitated old wounds. He wouldn’t get his much-needed rest.

The same four Technocrat shuttles appeared on the horizon just minutes after Tam sat Roan down. There were no signs of the great reservoir of faith in the original memory and no hope of salvation. Tam looked at the ships barreling toward them and sighed. He felt no despair about his end, only sorrow at what had to be done.

“I have failed you.”

“No. The Earth said our fate has meaning,” Roan answered in his child-like voice, still as calm as ever. “The Empire will avenge us.”

“I shall stay with you to the end,” Tam promised.

The wounded veteran made a pulling motion, digging a deep pit in the ground. The Half-step Monarch had already emerged from the ship. He tore through space to close the distance. Tam sacrificed his Cosmic Core and life force to create an impassable inferno. It wouldn’t last long against a Half-step Monarch. A moment was all he needed.

Roan had already jumped into the pit, his hands clasped in prayer. Tam was about to release his aura and turn the child to dust when Roan crumbled into fertile soil on his own. Tam exhaled with relief as he filled up the pit. Finally, he cleansed a nearby stone of mud and moss to carve a single line—Here lies a son of the Empire. May the Fertile Earth bless his journey.

The Selvari could under no circumstance be allowed to get their hands on the child. The truth had appeared in Tam’s heart the second the vessels arrived. He was ready to perform his final duty, even if it meant taking on the sin of killing a Holy Son of the Empire. Thankfully, he wouldn’t have to face his brothers in the afterlife with such a blemish on his soul.

Tam calmly looked on as the Selvari burst through the protective curtain burning with his life. There were no winners today, but their loss wasn’t enough to make the Empire falter. Their flesh would nourish the soil, bringing the Empire closer to its destiny. Tam willingly sacrificed the last of his existence to ignite a final flame—a beacon in the darkness to illuminate the path for the next generation.

The memory concluded, taking the world with it. A week’s worth of experiences poured into Zac’s mind from his Draugr side as the world transformed. It didn’t help against the sour feeling in Zac’s chest after witnessing the conclusion of Tam’s saga. Sorrow was then replaced by shock when he reappeared on the Left Imperial Expanse.

Zac gaped at finding himself standing before an equally surprised duo. He briefly looked at Ventus, who hid behind his abacus like it was a shield, before turning to Ogras, whose face was locked in a mix of confusion and excitement.

“What the hell?”
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Zac first thought he’d been dropped off inside a mirage drawing inspiration from his memories. His heart, by contrast, told him the startled duo wasn’t the work of an illusion. The faded forest of Tam’s memory had given way to a world shrouded in darkness. The region had an unmistakably ominous atmosphere, though Zac would take implied threat over the overt danger of the Nature-attuned storm.

It didn’t match anything from Tom’s scattered memories or any information he’d gathered elsewhere. It almost felt like he’d arrived in the Grey World, the Lower Plane that some of Ogras’s heritage was based on. Everything was cast from shadows, from the ground to the sparse growth dotting the rocky geography.

Their source seemed to be the dense clouds high in the sky. They were clearly out of the norm, not lacking in might compared to the Nature-attuned storm. Thankfully, they kept most of it to themselves. Instead of ravaging the lands, they released a sparse trickle of anthracite rain.

The environment was redrawn wherever a raindrop fell. Brushes or saplings would appear out of nowhere, and the shape of outcroppings could drastically change. Each drop contained enough strength to match one of Zac’s skills and a lofty piece of Taiji’s Dao. Thankfully, it wasn’t very difficult to avoid getting hit. Less than five drops would fall within his Soul Sense at any given moment.

It was exactly the kind of place Zac would expect to run into Ogras, and he exchanged the customary questions through telepathy to confirm his identity. The generally suspicious demon was surprisingly ready to accept Zac’s sudden appearance. He grinned and put away his spear.

“Finally, someone useful. I’m tired of carrying all the weight around here.”

Ventus lowered his makeshift shield at that. He turned to Ogras with the expression of a spurned lover. “Carrying all the weight? This is all thanks to me! I said we’d find what you needed here. I never claimed it would be a treasure.”

“Telling a shadow cultivator they’ll find something good inside a shade realm? What’s next? I’ll encounter a powerful enemy somewhere in this trial?” Ogras scoffed.

Zac wasn’t convinced their meeting was thanks to Ventus’s Numerology, either. There was no mistaking the absolute confusion in the elf’s eyes when he appeared. More likely, the reunion was thanks to Roan. The Earth Child said the Sylphid would guide him, and Zac had been too preoccupied with other matters to ask where. He’d simply assumed it was to the Hollow Court since it flew in its general direction.

“It’s nice to see you two. Let’s change location before we catch up. Last time I popped out of a memory, I almost got eaten by a Monarch,” Zac said.

“That sounds about right,” Ogras laughed before giving Ventus a less friendly look. “Well, elf. Rattle those beads of yours and find a safe spot out of this netherblasted rain.”

Ventus rolled his eyes and adjusted the abacus’s arrangement. “This way.”

Zac glanced at the unusual Spirit Tool as they moved out. It wasn’t the same one the Radiant Temple Numerologist used when they first met in the Twilight Ocean. The old abacus had been beautifully crafted with stone beads that resembled stars. Its replacement was a clear step down, at least from an aesthetic perspective.

It was simple and less attuned to Ventus’s Dao, being made from solid wood that didn’t emit any particular Dao. The beads were covered in small arrays to make up for the material’s lacking affinity with the Dao of Stars. The only thing that stood out was its air of antiquity.

“It’s a loan from my, eh, sponsors,” Ventus explained upon seeing Zac’s glance. “It’s made from a monastery’s floorboards. The lingering aura makes it safer to perform calculations on this continent.”

“Hm,” Zac grunted, understanding that the elf had shared the information to underscore his value.

Zac didn’t have time to temper the Numerologist’s worries. A shimmer of light lit up the gloom when Tam’s memory lantern emerged from Zac’s chest. It didn’t transform into a bust of the veteran. Instead, it turned into an unstable flux of images. One moment, it was a veteran’s badge; the next, a copy of the Fertile Earth Seal currently in Zac’s ring.

Finally, it took the shape of a simple gravestone and stayed that way until dispersing into streams of faith that seeped into the ground. The effect was much stronger than Terea’s, to the point the surrounding gloom was briefly pushed back. At least there were no surprises about the most important part. One sliver entered Zac’s hand to fill up the second slot of his Flamebearer identity seal.

Zac looked at the addition with interest. It didn’t emit the aura he’d expected. Terea’s identity was a mix of her path and the aura of the Left Imperial Palace. Zac had never questioned this aspect. He was a Flamebearer with a seal of the Left Imperial Palace—of course it would emit that aura. Tam’s seal did not.

Its flavor was a mix of what Tam’s lantern conveyed and the holiness of the transformed Roan. Hidden beneath, Zac vaguely sensed the vast presence of the Left Imperial Expanse. It was like the identity represented both Tam and Roan. Was it the result of Zac rewriting history?

There was no way to tell how Tam would have acted in the new timeline. Terea’s apparition had looked more powerful thanks to Zac expediting her breakthrough. Would Tam have returned to his post as a simple guardsman? Zac didn’t think so. Tam had been like a boat adrift at sea. Saving the Earth Child might have rekindled his fire.

He could have used the token to join the Order of Fertile Earth, which would explain the intense faith radiating from the brand.

“You never do things the normal way, huh?”

Zac smiled at the demon’s contorted face full of unspoken questions. “I guess.”

“All I got after working myself to the bone for that bastard was a derisive snort,” Ogras complained while waving his Skybreaker seal.

“If it’s any consolation, I’m not sure if this is a good thing,” Zac offered.

“I’m sorry to interject,” Ventus said, pointing at a large tree ahead. “There should be a sanctuary beneath its roots.”

Ogras sent out a shadow to confirm the Numerologist’s deduction before moving all three into a surprisingly large space twenty meters underground. It looked like the roots had grown around a large boulder. Later, the stone had somehow disappeared, creating a hollow that made for a great hideout.

“Give me a moment,” Zac said, moving to a corner.

Zac could tell the two were full of questions, but he needed to sort things out while the memories were fresh. His new Dao insights expanded his understanding of Life and Death, taking them beyond the lifecycle one saw in nature. Life could give birth to anything, even memories. Consequently, Death could take them away.

The life and death of the memory realm was only an example hinting at a greater truth. The concepts of Evolution and Inexorability could be elevated to encompass all creation. Those at the peak could explain everything beneath the Heavens with their Dao. It was the road of Authority.

Even so, relaxing his narrow focus was a double-edged sword. A broad Dao would become a weak Dao if its increased scope didn’t also add to its depth. Zac felt the ever-changing worlds hiding inside his Dao Apparitions and compared it to the Transcender’s ultimate attack. Zac had to admit, the world he’d seen was more lifelike than what existed in his mind.

This was a direction he needed to explore further. Zac was still nowhere near ready to upgrade his Daos. The epiphany was the first step toward clarity. Then again, the first step was often the hardest. Zac was extremely satisfied with the harvest from his second memory lantern, even if it hadn’t provided direct benefits like Terea’s treasures or the Zenith Elixir.

The only cloud on the horizon was the memory’s ominous end. It went beyond the Earth Spirit’s uncomfortable level of insight. What happened inside Tam’s memory broke the rules Zac thought governed the trial. The world in the original timeline held critical differences that didn’t originate from Zac.

It was the original Roan’s death that turned the area into blessed ground, which in turn gathered the necessary Faith Energy for his transformation. The tribulation wasn’t a part of the simulation. It descended because of the temporal paradox, and Zac had become an unwitting tool for it all. He wasn’t convinced the ramifications were limited to changing the “world’s memory.”

Zac felt like a puppet being moved across the Left Imperial Expanse, and he couldn’t tell who was pulling the strings. Thankfully, he didn’t need to grapple with these issues by himself.

“All done?” Ogras asked when Zac returned.

“For now.”

“I see you’ve already stepped into Late Hegemony, Lord Atwood. Your constant efforts bring the rest of us to shame,” Ventus said with an obsequious smile. “I pray my deductions served you well?”

“It’s good to see you, too. And they did,” Zac said with a raised brow.

The comprehensive set of instructions to move the Atwood Empire’s battlefronts to the Imperial Graveyard’s edge had made their life a lot easier. Without them, Zac would have been forced to rely on the Undead Empire for passage. Having learned of Kator’s plot and the Autarchs hiding inside the Epiclesis Bell, it might have saved all their lives.

“Then, our agreement?” the elf asked.

“You’re welcome to travel with us as long as you want. I’ll do my best to keep you safe while you’re with me,” Zac promised.

Zac would have invited Ventus even if it wasn’t part of their deal. The Numerologist might not be as useful as Esmeralda, but having his calculations was certainly better than facing the continent’s dangers blind. Ventus wasn’t someone Zac would have to babysit, either. They’d fought to a draw during the Twilight Ascent, and the elf performed extremely well in the Perennial Vastness.

Ventus was currently at Middle Hegemony, and he would have received focused nurturing after becoming a sealbearer. He wouldn’t drag him and Ogras down in a fight, though the elf’s aura felt somewhat hollow. It was likely the result of peering into Heaven’s secrets.

“Your current state? Backlash?” Zac asked to confirm.

“It is. I’m gradually recovering. It’s a slow process. I’m unlikely to get back to perfect condition during the trial.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Certain Natural Treasures and springs can alleviate the backlash, though they’re extremely rare,” Ventus sighed. “Borrowing from the Heavens to perform calculations breaks the Cosmic Laws. You’d need something at the same level to undo the harm.”

Law-imbued soul nurturing treasures? Forget it. Zac had only found one Law-imbued item since the trial began, and the copper vein couldn’t do anything for Ventus. Law-imbued treasures were found by chance. And if they actually found one, Zac believed they were better used on himself than on Ventus. Since he was unwilling to promise anything related to recovery, Zac changed the subject.

“How did the two of you meet without any trackers?”

“The guy just popped out right behind me a few weeks back,” Ogras shrugged. “Been carrying this deadweight since.”

“You might not have died without me, but you definitely would have been in a sorrier state,” Ventus scoffed. “Not to mention poorer.”

“Did you calculate which lantern to pick?” Zac asked.

“Not quite. I entered the trial with only two pieces of my seal. Those in a similar situation were sent to a communal memory for a final opportunity,” Ventus said.

“What kind of opportunity?”

“We failed in proving ourselves during the Intersector War, so we were sent to another one. We became part of the vanguard that conquered the Left Imperial Expanse. It was quite dangerous, though not without certain advantages. So long as we showcased our talents and took on the right missions, we could control what part of the mainland we’d get sent to,” the elf explained.

“After two years of struggle and calculations, I left for the Left Imperial Expanse in a way that had the greatest odds of making our paths cross.”

“What, two years? It’s barely been two months here,” Zac exclaimed. “And how did you get ahead of me if you only appeared on the main continent a few weeks ago? Are there teleporters I don’t know about?”

“Not to my knowledge,” Ventus said. “There’s certainly a decent amount of randomness involved—how lucky you are and what memory you picked upon entry. You Flamebearers might have started closer to the middle because you lack affinity with any of the Lower Courts.”

“That’d explain how I keep running into people.”

“We have to be careful. I believe the System limits how close to the courts trial takers may spawn. Even so, we’re not necessarily at the front of the pack,” the elf cautioned.

“So what? That’s an opportunity now that we have this brute on our side!” Ogras laughed. “The odds of running into another Flamebearer should be low. More likely, we’ll stumble onto one of the many rich young masters who’ve been thrown onto this continent. They will all be saddled with wealth we couldn’t dream of getting back home.”

Zac could see the greedy flames smoldering in the demon’s eyes. “We can’t underestimate anyone. I almost got my ass handed to me by a Skybreaker last week.”

“How’s that possible? Did you run into a sibling of that crazy Primordial or something?” Ogras couldn’t believe his ears, while Ventus looked like he’d just realized the ship he boarded was full of leaks. Zac shared his battle with the mysterious Imperials that forced him to flee into the storm.

“You,” Ogras pointed at Ventus. “Get to work. Calculate his origins.”

“No way!” Ventus shook his hands with fear. “If he’s connected with the continent’s fate like Lord Atwood said, it’d be no different than spying on the hidden rules of the trial. The backlash will reduce me into a pile of ash.”

“Useless,” Ogras spat. “You think he might be part of the Heavens?”

“I don’t think so.” Zac shook his head. “His faith was very different to the Imperial Qi on Yselio Tobrial. I’m more inclined to believe they were part of the real Limitless Empire.”

“You mean some holdouts who’ve stayed hidden until now?” Ogras slowly nodded in thought.

Ventus interjected before Zac could put forth his theory about the Pesvati Rift, “That’s not possible. The Limitless Empire was completely eradicated back then.”

“How can you be so sure?” Ogras scoffed. “Just look at this place. Those madmen turned this whole continent into an array disk, and I hear there are seven more like it. I can’t even imagine how large the Empire was at the height of its glory. You’re telling me not a single one survived the purge? Just look at the Imperial Families of today. Didn’t they come out stronger than ever?”

“It’s not that simple,” Ventus said. “The Limitless Empire’s fall after the System’s birth wasn’t a simple war of vengeance. They were punished by the Cosmos. Emperor Limitless created something that shouldn’t exist. As a result, the River of Fate flooded his cities and drowned his people. The Karmic backlash targeted every single citizen.

“My master said that great taboos surround the Limitless Empire to this day,” the elf continued with fear on his face. “Don’t you think there’s been people hoping to resurrect the Limitless Empire? How do you think it was in the earliest days of the System? Wouldn’t someone have raised their banner after the Dark Ages ended?”

“These attempts all failed because of the backlash?” Zac surmised.

“Exactly,” Ventus said. “The name is like a magnet for misfortune. Any attempt at revivification is doomed to fail, and the System is either powerless or unwilling to intercede. The Imperial Heavens survived precisely because they completely severed ties with the Limitless Empire.”

Ventus’s explanation made a lot of sense. Like he said, you only needed to consider the matter logically. One million years was a long time, especially for the universe to be drained of spirituality. Even so, multiple Draugr Supremacies survived the Dark Ages, and they used their Heavenly Territories to shield generations of descendants. Except for some losses to their heritage, the Draugr race emerged on the other end in one piece.

Draugr might have been better positioned to survive the tribulation than most. Still, they were by no means the only survivors. The Technocrats managed to weather the storm, too. There was no reasonable explanation for not one of the Limitless Empire’s colonies or leaders surviving the Dark Ages.

The common narrative was that the Empire’s upper echelon, including the Emperor himself, was absorbed by the System. With their borders unguarded, the Empire became an open treasure trove. Wouldn’t there at least have been one Supremacy sent out on a mission or stationed far away from the front lines?

It was possible that all Supremacies marked by Imperial Destiny were consumed, no matter their location. Still, did not at least one hide inside an Eternal Heritage? They were built to provide asylum during an Era’s collapse. Surely, they could elude a cosmic backlash. Like Ventus argued, there had to be more reasons why only ruins remained of such a great empire.

Suddenly, multiple pieces of information coalesced into a theory that refused to go away. Rekindling faith, rewriting history, and ancient taboos. Could this be what the ritual was for—to wash away the sin of its existence?

Was the Limitless Empire trying to emerge from the annals of history?
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The image of the Limitless Empire rising from the ashes like a vengeful phoenix left Zac shaken. Their resurrection would have extreme ramifications on integrated space. How would the factions who took their spot at the top of the food chain react? How would the System react? There was only one possible outcome: war and chaos.

If his hunch was true, was he the first to know? Zac doubted it. The peak factions would have noticed something in the ripples of fate. Esmeralda mentioned multiple Supremacies were lying in wait just outside the Left Imperial Expanse. Part of it was no doubt to protect their descendants or snatch the trial’s supreme treasures as they were brought out.

Was there more to their presence?

“Let’s say you’re right. The Limitless Empire is cursed,” Zac said. “How do you explain the people I ran into?”

There was no doubt in Zac’s mind that the swordsman was a true Imperial, no matter what Ventus said. If Zac’s theories were right, they had likely joined the trial to ensure the ritual went off without a hitch. The Supremacies outside could be aiming to flush out the Limitless Empire’s hidden Remnants. This was their best chance at nipping the problem in the bud.

“I can’t. It should be impossible,” Ventus said helplessly. “Mind you, what little I know comes from my teacher. He’s no expert on the subject, either. Master simply warned me after learning the trial was connected to the Limitless Empire. The taboos make divination fraught with danger.

“Still, I know a conspiracy when I see one,” the elf added. “We’re all pawns in a big game, one that might be older than the System itself.”

Zac decided to drop the subject. “I’m going to join Ogras and head for the Hollow Court. Is that alright with you?”

“Anywhere is fine, so long as I can stay in the eye of your storm. I’m allowed to follow my discretionary judgment until I receive a call to gather,” Ventus said, pausing before continuing. “Of course, I’d have to ignore such a request if my movement was restricted.”

“Like if he were held captive,” Ogras said with a pointed look, clearly having heard the same thing before.

“For now, consider yourself conscripted,” Zac said after some thought. “Your handlers will have to tell me personally if they want you back. I could be swayed into saying no even if our agreement doesn’t need me to go that far. It depends on how useful you’ve been. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to have a chat with my advisor.”

The two walked to the root cave’s other side, where Ogras erected a privacy bubble of shadows. It wasn’t that Ventus was particularly untrustworthy, he was simply in a similar bind as Catheya with the Undead Empire’s commandments. It was impossible to know what information might come back and bite them in their ass, so they needed to be careful about what they said around the Numerologist.

Ventus seemed more than happy to stay on the sidelines. His main goal was surviving the trial, and the secrets on the Left Imperial Expanse were the kind that got people killed.

“It’s good to see you still in one piece,” Ogras said. “It was touch and go for a while.”

“It’s all thanks to you. The soul nurturing treasure you found was something else,” Zac said with a smile. “Did you encounter any of our people before me?”

“No, the elf was the first real person I ran into. We discovered traces of another trial taker near a memory domain and chose not to pursue.”

“Probably a good call. What are your plans going forward?”

“I’ll go with you, of course. I’d have to be a fool to leave the treasure shuttle now that I’ve managed to board.” Ogras grinned. “I might go my own way after we reach the Hollow Court. We’ll see how things play out.”

“The thing we’re after…” Zac said. He didn’t want to tell Ogras what to do, but the Primo’s treasure was connected to the Atwood Empire’s survival.

“Don’t worry. I’ll hand it over if I, by some miracle, get my hands on that thing before you. I’d rather face the misfortune of those ancient taboos than the misfortune of becoming your enemy. I don’t know about the former, and I’ve seen what the latter does to people,” Ogras laughed. “I learned some interesting things about the Hollow Court, so I wanted to check things out.”

“Oh?”

Ogras went over his experience of the past months. While it wasn’t as explosive as Zac’s story, it did provide an interesting piece of information.

“The Hollow Court nurtured the Empire’s assassins on this continent?” Zac mused. “I guess it makes sense such an organization would like a supreme treasure of Pure Death.”

“I bet it’s a weapon, one holding enough death to slaughter Supremacies. The Primo is already monstrously strong. With something like that in his grasp, he’d be unstoppable,” Ogras said. “Maybe we could use it to scare off our enemies before handing it over?”

Zac pictured unleashing the scales he’d seen in the [Fuxi Mountain Gate], killing whatever Supremacy foolish enough to target Earth after the trial ended. The fantasy was short-lived, ruined by reality. Even if Ogras’s guess was correct, such items couldn’t be wielded by a Hegemon. The ‘Seed of the Apocalypse’ hidden in Rava’s training facility required a Divine Monarch at the very least.

“We can discuss that after we actually get our hands on it,” Zac said, pointing his thumb at Ventus. “Do you think he’ll be useful for the mission?”

“I joke, but his skill set is quite practical,” Ogras said.

“Have you figured out who’s behind him?”

“No, the members of the Radiant Temple all have restrictions placed on them. Honestly, I’m not convinced he knows. We know the order comes from above, who’s to say where the trail ends?”

Zac recalled what little he knew about the local region’s hierarchy. The Radiant Temple and Havarok Empire were technically part of the same faction, though in opposing camps. It was an alliance of B-grade Factions that started as a defensive pact against outside aggressors like the Undead Empire. The Radiant Temple and Havarok Dynasty were in the middle of the pack, strength-wise.

The Alliance was an independent organization, the same way Zecia was officially unrelated to outside factions. Zac had heard there was someone standing above the Alliance, demanding resources in exchange for protection. That faction would have to be suicidal to get involved with the Left Imperial Palace. It should be someone even higher on the food chain pulling the strings.

Zac also expected the political landscape to have changed since the Fifth Pillar’s ascent. The Havarok’s attitudes indicated they’d made some connections with the Seven Heavens. The Radiant Temple didn’t necessarily answer to a local force.

“Has he done anything suspicious?”

“No, and I wouldn’t buy his baby bird-act either. He says he appeared near the Hollow Court because of you, but is that the truth? I’ve been getting the feeling he’s after the same thing as us,” Ogras said.

Zac understood what Ogras was getting at. “It’s possible. The local A-grade factions have to be sick and tired of dealing with the Eternal Crusade. Using the Primo’s treasure as leverage would be a good way to get them off their backs. Ceding territory to make sure the Primo doesn’t get his item is a deal the Izh’Rak Reavers would take any day.”

“Exactly. The Primo’s treasure can buy peace for whoever holds it, which makes them our enemy. It doesn’t matter whether they’re working on their own or with the skeletons. We’ll lose our leverage if they’re the ones to bring the treasure away.” Ogras shrugged. “It’s just a working theory, and it doesn’t mean the elf is a spy. I’m more inclined to believe he’s keeping his options open.”

“He did something similar in the Twilight Ocean,” Zac laughed. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Ventus intentionally got himself captured back then to use the Havaroks for protection. This time, we’re his shield.”

“It should be fine. We’ll just work him like a horse until there’s a conflict of interest.”

“What do you think about what he said? About the conspiracy?” Zac asked.

“I’d say it’s above my pay grade,” Ogras said, looking at Zac with resignation. “Why do I get the feeling you’re about to drag me into the thick of it?”

“You know me too well,” Zac said with a crooked smile. “Still, I think it’s better than not knowing.”

“Alright, out with it. What have you done this time?” Ogras exhaled.

“Nothing… yet,” Zac coughed before going over everything he and Esmeralda had uncovered so far.

He also shared his most recent suspicions. The only thing he’d kept to himself was the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] and any connection to the Void.

“Ai,” Ogras lamented. “Just moments ago, I was happily unburdening a shadow realm of its gifts. The second you appear, I suddenly have to worry about ancient rituals and the old Emperor’s ghost coming to haunt us. This wasn’t what I pictured when I said I’d ride the treasure shuttle.”

“Luck is a double-edged sword,” Zac helplessly said. “I’m not saying we should pick a side or get involved. The better we understand the undercurrents, the greater our chances of survival. We need to stay alert and keep investigating. It almost feels like they’re luring people to the courts to become sacrifices for their ritual.”

“I’m not sure what sacrificing a couple of ants would accomplish,” Ogras muttered. “There should be a way to get out in one piece. The Ruthless Heavens always leaves a path of survival.”

“I’d normally agree with you, except this is a plot planned out by the Limitless Empire ages ago. The System might not be able to interfere.”

“It has been uncharacteristically silent,” Ogras agreed. “I think the key lies in that Earth Spirit’s warning. We need to draw a line between us and the past. It’s easy to get swept into the intrigues of the past, to see the memories as real people. And what you believe can shape reality, especially in a place like this.

“Don’t see them as humans. Don’t make connections, and avoid helping them if you can. Only focus on the mission. Get the items and get out, leaving as small a mark as possible.” Ogras looked at Zac with defeat. “The last part is probably impossible for you, so try to steer the aftermath toward our enemies. I suggest the baldies.”

“I’ll see what I can do. The Sangha might be prepared this time. I’ve done it to them a few times already.” Zac smiled.

The two decided on some preliminary arrangements before rejoining Ventus. Zac was in decent shape thanks to Roan’s blessing, though they didn’t immediately continue their journey. Ventus had deduced the dangerous rain was about to get stronger, and all three could use the break to unwind.

They were soon laughing at Ogras’s colorful description of how close he’d come to driving a poor merchant to despair inside his first memory lantern. Zac followed up with one of his less flattering stories from his past. It was nice having a relaxing chat that didn’t involve ancient plots or life and death.

Half a day later, the downpour abated. Ogras brought them out through the shadows, and Zac looked at the completely unfamiliar landscape. Whole mountains had grown out of thin air. Trickles of grey water ran down their slopes and brought more change to their surroundings.

The only constant was the tree which provided cover through the storm. Its branches had been shifted around, but its general shape was the same. It looked like it had somewhat adapted to the shade realm’s unstable nature. In that sense, it was more real than the ephemeral plants that would be replaced with the next squall.

“I can’t wait to get out of this region,” Ventus said with frustration as he furiously switched around the beads on his abacus. “Every downpour wipes the slate clean, forcing me to redo my calculations.”

“Is there any need to calculate dangers in this place?” Zac asked. “It seems quite safe beyond the rain.”

“What we see is just the tip of the iceberg,” Ogras explained. “There are multiple layers to this realm, shadows within shadows. There are weak spots where one can fall through. Or something nasty could pop out for a walk. Only the surface is empty because of the rain.”

“The connection points are also shortcuts. You could look at the surface like a projection,” Ventus added as a small star appeared behind him. It created a twenty-meter silhouette on a hill nearby. “We’ll waste a month if we stick to this layer.”

“How are you calculating safe passages?”

“This continent is raw and untouched by the System’s hand. Energy, spirituality, and destiny flow like untamed rivers. Understanding the natural order is no different than seeing history unfold. I can infer how our surroundings were shaped and from there deduce its future.”

It sounded a lot like the concepts of Feng Shui to Zac. “Can you use your abilities to find suitable memory lanterns? Or at least memory domains?”

“Not directly. Any attempt to derive truths from Imperial Destiny will get me in trouble. It is safe to say the lanterns capture significant points in time. Whether it’s an individual or society, significant changes are more likely to occur at locations holding great providence. Similar to tracking treasure streaks, I can use this to find regions more likely to attract lanterns and domains.”

“So we simply need to stay in the energy-dense regions?”

“Not necessarily,” Ventus said. “A great turning point in history would have weakened or even exhausted the surrounding fate. Rather than following opportunity streaks, you should look for signs of faded glory. Picture a dried ocean. You’re bound to find powerful memories in its basin. Mind you, this is different from looking for patches of subpar energy. Drained fate doesn’t equate to weak energy.”

“Interesting,” Zac said. “Definitely beats looking around at random.”

It was a novel approach that didn’t solely rely on Luck or Fate. Unfortunately, Zac wasn’t sure how to scan for weak providence. He mostly progressed through instinct—instincts tuned toward danger and opportunity, not lack thereof.

“Point it out the next time we encounter something like that,” Zac continued. “Have you figured out the route?”

“I have, assuming we’re still aiming for the shade realm’s opportunity?”

“Didn’t you say we found it when this guy appeared?” Ogras leered while pointing at Zac.

“You want your shadow treasure or not?” Ventus glared.

“Alright, you two,” Zac said, slightly smiling at their bickering. He had to admit that Ogras had a talent for creating love-hate relationships with everyone around him.

The trio set out, and it became clear the detour wouldn’t cause a delay. Normally, Zac would have spent the next few days in seclusion to digest his experience and recover more Void Energy. He might even have waited out the tribulation currently being refined by [Void Heart]. The Hidden Node never gave any warning signs, and it could get dangerous if the lightning jumped out at the wrong time.

There was no need to take such precautions with two skilled companions on his team. Despite their short time together, Ventus and Ogras showcased seamless teamwork as they advanced deeper into the shadows. The former measured the land and analyzed the findings with his abacus. The smatter of wooden beads with the rhythmic cadence of the Dao of Order became a constant in Zac’s life.

Ogras assisted the Numerologist with his army of shadows. They searched every nook and cranny, providing hard data to fill in the blanks of the elf’s equations. Whenever deductions couldn’t give a clear answer, a wraith would be sent to investigate. The approach wasn’t as fast as Zac’s gut-based exploration, but it occasionally produced surprising results.

The “weak spot” Ogras mentioned gave Zac a bad feeling, yet turned out to be safe. If he’d traveled alone, he would have looked for another path. Entering the gateway safely was partly thanks to Ogras, who was also in charge of keeping the group hidden. His combination of shadows and illusions was no weaker than Esmeralda’s spatial domain inside the shadow realm.

It allowed them to avoid quite a bit of unwanted attention over the next day. Like Ogras said, only the surface was uninhabited. Zac could sense threatening presences from every direction the second they reached the lower layers.

Unlike the underground domain Zac pictured, the hidden levels of the region looked much like the surface. It was an open world under an overcast sky. Except, the weather was better. The occasional grey cloud dotted an otherwise obsidian-black sky. Zac could tell they weren’t looking at outer space, but rather a dome of true darkness.

There’d been no sign of deadly rain since they entered the lower layers, which explained the environment’s sturdier presence. The shadowy plant life was given time to grow before getting stuck in a loop of reinvention. Nature had reached a point where it could survive a drizzle, and the stability fulfilled the conditions of sustained wildlife.

Zac almost felt like a tourist as he looked around from the safety of Ogras’s shadow bubble. His companions were doing the heavy lifting, leaving Zac free to ponder on the Dao or work on his cultivation. It was nearly as relaxing as being shuttled around inside Esmeralda’s pouch.

“What?” Ogras asked upon noticing Zac looking in his direction.

“I was just thinking I could get used to this treatment.”

“Don’t get too comfortable. There’ll be work for you soon enough,” Ogras grinned. “We’re getting closer to the holy ground. Have you ever heard of such a place being unguarded?”
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BLAST FISHING


“I can’t feel the pull of treasure,” Zac whispered from their hiding spot. “Only danger.”

“If you’ve strung me along for a lake of useless dusk water… Boy, you better prepare yourself.” Ogras glared at Ventus.

It had taken them three days of carefully navigating confusing geography, deadly rain, and swarms of hostile shadow beasts to reach the depths of the shadow realm. They were currently four layers deep, peering at a modest hot spring from the cover of a circle of towering trees. The hundred meters surrounding the pool were in constant flux because of its steam. A sudden gust could leave you in something deadlier than a downpour, which explained the mile of barren land surrounding the waters.

For the pool to hold one of the central spots in the shade realm, the forest surrounding the spring was surprisingly unpopulated. It corroborated the demon’s suspicion they’d wasted their time. The anthracite rain was by no means a tonic for shadow cultivators. It was more dangerous to Ogras than Zac since it tried to overwrite his shadow constitution.

Not one of the shadowy creatures that lived in the area seemed able to draw sustenance from that tainted well, which explained why land in the deeper layers was so hotly contested. The sky was pitch-black this far down, with not a single cloud in sight. This particular region had most likely never seen rain, considering how ancient the forest looked.

Hot springs holding unusually pure rainwater weren’t an opportunity to be fought over, even if it was likely connected to whatever generated the endless clouds on the surface. The source was bound to be far more dangerous than its emanations. The bubbling spring was a poison best given a wide berth, which differed greatly from the Numerologist’s increasingly haughty assertions over the past couple of days.

“This can’t be right. The signs are clear,” Ventus defended himself.

“My treasure sense isn’t perfect,” Zac offered. “I won’t sense anything if it’s sealed well enough. The water could have isolating properties. The treasure could also be deep underground, eluding my senses.”

“The flow of providence is smooth. There shouldn’t be a spatial pocket or hidden realm,” Ventus muttered, glancing at the irritated demon. “Maybe try sending down another shadow?”

“And lose a third one?” Ogras spat. “Do you know how much it hurts taking a dip in those waters?”

‘Can you use the flag to investigate?’ Zac asked through a mental transmission, getting a slight headshake in response.

‘I have to be careful about using it, especially inside this trial,’ Ogras thought back. ‘It’s still in the process of reformation, and this continent is awash with complex Karma. It’ll get dangerous if it’s tainted.’

Ogras had already shared his plans for the [Shadewar Flag], the ultimate creation of the Ra’Lashar Goblins. It was a fundamentally heretical weapon, turning enemies into undying wraiths forever bound to its master’s bidding. K’Rav turning himself into its Tool Spirit added to the flag’s debt to the Heavens. It was a taboo item that would have been better left alone.

It was too late for that. Ogras hadn’t just brought the flag out of the Void Star. He was responsible for its birth and most of its captives. The demon’s Karma had been inextricably linked to the [Shadewar Flag]. Each trapped spirit was another chain trying to drag him under. It forced Ogras to take the much more difficult route of reformation.

Ogras was working hard to transform [Shadewar Flag]’s nature. From being an item holding great sin, it was becoming an item that punished rulebreakers. Ogras had spent years capturing evil spirits and heretical cultivators, beings who’d wantonly broken the Four Laws to empower themselves.

The sin radiating from the flag would become proof of its great merit. At some point, Ogras would be able to use the treasure as a normal Spirit Tool, barring certain restrictions. Until then, he had to be extremely careful of when and how he used its captives.

“Alright, I guess I’ll jump in and take a quick look,” Zac sighed.

It wouldn’t be a pleasant experience, but he’d be able to resist the waters long enough for a quick sweep. He also had the Void as a fallback in case something went wrong.

“Wait!” Ogras said. “There’s something inside!”

It took Zac three minutes before he saw what Ogras meant. A ridge of anthracite scales cut through the surface before disappearing into the depths. The scales were less than a foot long, belonging to a tail or body no more than two meters across. Its unimpressive size and color made it almost indistinguishable from the hot spring’s bubbling waters. However, the barely discernible ripple of Life couldn’t escape Zac’s senses. They were dealing with a Late Beast King.

“A fish? Or maybe a snake? I can’t believe it’s unaffected by the water. It’s clearly a creature made from shadows,” Zac said.

“Finally, some good news,” Ogras muttered, his eyes gleaming.

‘You’re thinking of capturing it for your physique?’ Zac asked.

Ogras inspecting every creature they’d passed hadn’t gone unnoticed. He was looking for the next beast to seal.

‘Exactly. I finished digesting the Dreamgeist long ago. I think this guy will make a good addition to the gang. My previous spirit locks have all focused on subterfuge and assassination, making my shadows flexible, if weak. I can tell this thing doesn’t have the same aura as the water, so it must have an incredibly sturdy constitution.’

“Okay, so we’re going fishing,” Zac said. “Any ideas?”

“We are?” Ventus said. “Unusual resistance or not, we’re dealing with a creature that has been allowed to take the best spot as its lair. It’s bound to have a tyrannical bloodline and likely strong ancestors—why else are even Beast Emperors staying away from this forest? Dealing with it in normal conditions is difficult enough. Fighting it on its home turf with so many unknown variables? It’s an unnecessary risk for uncertain reward. Lord Atwood said it himself; he couldn’t sense any treasures.”

“I’ll worry about the reward,” Ogras glared. “As for home turf? We simply have to drag it out of the pond. Snake, fish, or dragon, it’s just a dumb beast who’s never experienced the wider world. Or are you saying that you can’t outsmart a fish?”

“Even a dumb beast is smart enough not to leave its nest when predators are coming for it,” Ventus said with a blithering look. “That water may as well be an impregnable barrier.”

“So?” Zac said, sharing a perplexed look with Ogras. “That’s an easily solved problem.”

“How? Illusions won’t penetrate the waters. A beast lure could work if it’s high enough level. It’ll also draw attention we don’t want.”

“No need for all that. We’ll just blow up the pond,” Zac said while a grinning Ogras mimicked an explosion with his hands. “It can’t hide in the pond if there’s no pond left to hide in.”

The two had fought enough battles to understand each other’s thoughts. Ventus neither shared their mental connection nor their positive outlook. He looked at the two with horror, urgently shaking his head.

“We can’t! That pool is the nexus of the shadow world. Even if we manage to blow it up, it could create ripples that destabilize the whole region. We might break a seal, turning the pond into an ocean.”

“So what? We’re not planning on settling down, stupid. Who cares if we mess things up a bit?” Ogras chided. “We’ll create some chaos? All the better. We’ll sneak away during the commotion.”

Ventus wasn’t ready to accept such a flimsy plan. Zac ignored his bickering companions, even if the Numerologist put forth salient points. Creating a commotion this deep carried certain risks. They’d noticed the deterring aura of more than one Beast Emperor on their way here. Zac wouldn’t have gotten this far in the trial if he poked every hornet’s nest he passed. More often than not, he’d avoided places like this.

At the same time, he would never have come this far if he backed down every time his danger sense trembled. The risks were within bounds, and the potential upside more than warranted having a go at it. They could always abort the hunt if the chaos grew out of control. Zac looked at the pond thoughtfully. It was less than two hundred meters across, small enough to cover with a single skill.

It would be a waste to destroy the springs with something like [Arcadia’s Judgment]. He might need it for the fight or their subsequent escape. Luckily, Zac wasn’t lacking ways to blow things up. He turned his sight into his Spatial Ring, where piles of bombs, War Machines, and talismans waited.

If there was one thing he’d learned during his short stint with Emily in the Centurion Lighthouse, it was that one couldn’t be too prepared. She’d solved one inconvenience after another by pulling out everything from morphing treasures to an experimental cannon. There was no point wasting your energy when a tool could accomplish the goal as well or even better.

Zac decided on an experimental device created by the Ishiate Tinkerers. The [Cherry Nut] wasn’t the most dangerous device in Zac’s possession—that title was securely held by the cursed treasure Esmeralda stole from the ghost temple in the Perennial Vastness. He was still decades from purifying its Fell Karma, and until he did, undoing the seal would be no different than opening Pandora’s Box.

The [Cherry Nut] was good because of its meter-thick shell of reinforced steel. It would protect the bomb from the water’s corrosive properties long enough that it could sink to the bottom. It was originally designed to be dropped by Hegemons onto enemy armies, where its sturdy exterior would let it reach the ground before being blown apart. It even had a simple array that harnessed some of the attacks trying to stop its descent, adding further fuel to the fire.

The invention never saw action because of a few critical flaws. It needed to be charged by the Hegemon, and the process took over a minute. If a Hegemon could freely float above enemy lines that long, the war was already over. Neither could the nuts be charged beforehand, and the jolt from shooting them out of a cannon risked an early detonation.

The biggest issue was that the core material came from the Merit Exchange. Price and uncertain supply kept it at the experimental stage, much to the chagrin of its inventor. After elite combatants, the Ishiate Tinkerers were among those who earned the most merit, especially after Galau arrived with his wealth of deadly knowledge. The head researcher of the [Godslayer Cannons] had even earned more merit than some of his sealbearers.

While experimental, the [Cherry Nuts] were useful when you simply needed to blow something up and could control the timing—like when performing an unscheduled demolition of the local waterhole. Zac took out the massive metal sphere over two meters across and turned to the yet-convinced Numerologist.

“You said you wanted to enter my storm of fate. Well, this is it. This is what following me looks like.”

Ventus seemed to fight a battle of wills with his distorted reflection on the bomb. His pristine features gradually smoothed until he regained the gentle serenity of when they first met in the Twilight Ocean. “I’ve embarrassed myself, seeing death in every shadow. You’re right, I cannot have it both ways. I’ll do my part.”

Two hours later, Zac shot out of the woods, looking like a primal warlord decked in trophies of fallen beasts. An enormous fractal blade rapidly grew out of [Verun’s Bite] as he closed in on the pond. His left hand controlled a bundle of vines cradling the [Cherry Nut]. It trembled ominously, hinting at the barely contained destruction within.

Zac swung his arm, and the fully charged [Evolutionary Edge] tore into the steamy curtain. The fractal blade darkened and began twisting from the corrupting mist. Just before failing, the blade collapsed onto itself. A tyrannical force shook the pond as over a dozen of [Conformation of Supremacy]’s spirit runes exploded in unison.

The explosion was over a hundred meters wide, covering half of the spring. The vapor was swept away, and the tremendous pressure forced the boiling water to stall. As if the Heavens were helping, a strong wind swept through the forest and dragged the displaced mist even farther away. The hot springs were in full view for the first time since they arrived.

It was only a temporary measure, enough for Zac to safely approach and drop his payload. Zac appeared above the pond, precisely stopping one-third in. Haro let go of the metal ball, which was already pulsating with barely restrained force. Everything went extremely smoothly. Less than a second had passed from Zac leaving their hideout to the ball hitting the water.

It wouldn’t be surprising if a relaxing beast, seemingly without natural predators, failed to react in time. That wasn’t the case today. A scaled tail emerged from the opaque waters just as the [Cherry Nut] was about to breach the surface. It lashed into the bomb with enough force to reduce it to scraps.

The subsequent explosion was torn apart and partly consumed by gusts of shadows seeping out between the scales. Even point-blank, the [Cherry Nut] didn’t manage to break through the tail’s defenses. Meanwhile, Zac was forced to hurry out of the way of a water blade launched with the swipe. The beast might not share the same origin as the water, but it clearly knew how much danger it posed to others.

Zac backpedaled farther as he switched to his Ent Elder form. Even weakened, the explosion from a [Cherry Nut] was nothing to scoff at. The water surface had been pushed down a full two meters, finally exposing what they were dealing with. It wasn’t a fish, nor was it a snake. It was a crocodile with an unusually long neck.

Zac had to admit, the beast seemed like a good addition despite only being twenty meters long. It was far from some of the gargantuan creatures he’d seen over the past months. That didn’t mean it was weak. Most likely, its modest size was because of its age.

Its brutal aura had all the hallmarks of an incredible bloodline. If not for lacking the distinct presence, Zac would have guessed it had some dragon blood running through its veins. If it reached Late Hegemony as a child, it should have a C-grade bloodline or greater.

The crocodile was in view for a moment before dipping into the water. It would come back up sooner rather than later. The pressure on the springs was bound to create a powerful recoil. However, a [Cherry Nut] detonating above the surface couldn’t explain the pond suddenly turning into a geyser, pushing its water hundreds of meters into the air.

The crocodile had properly dealt with the unfamiliar threat before retreating. Too bad for the beast, Zac was mostly there as a decoy. Zac’s overbearing approach made the beast overlook a puff of shadows moving in the opposite direction of the dispersed vapor. Worse, dealing with the first [Cherry Nut] made the crocodile miss the second bomb being dropped on the other side of the pool. The explosion pushed the second bomb to the depths, where it could deliver its payload without interruption.

The timed explosions joined hands to push the waters to the Heavens. Suddenly, only the crocodile remained in an otherwise empty pool covered in cracks. The beast was unscathed and reeked of brutality, and it couldn’t hide the clever glint in its eyes from an experienced hunter like Zac.

Vibrant trees starkly different from the local flora sprouted out of thin air, creating a dome of foliage surrounding the pit. Layers of floating trees became a protective umbrella guarding against the downpour. The forces of nature entered a bitter struggle, where [Apex Jungle] furiously regrew leaves and branches to replace what the dark-grey rain turned into fickle shadows.

The collapsing geyser was rapidly whittling down Zac’s domain. Except, he wasn’t fighting alone. A dense haze of shadows spread through the primordial jungle, making Zac’s skill look like a part of the landscape. The shadows glommed onto the tree crowns, adding an insulating layer that bought time for [Primal Edict] to reinforce the trees.

This was a battle Zac could never win. The refined water carried too much energy. His skills would collapse long before it was exhausted. It didn’t matter. The trees only needed to provide cover until they’d dealt with the crocodile rampaging through the unfamiliar jungle.

The shadows isolated sounds and energy fluctuations to a certain degree. It might not be enough to fully hide the battle raging in the heart of the shadow realm, but it was more than enough to obscure the countless stars appearing inside the forest like shimmering fairies. They danced about, following truths different from, yet accommodating, of the Evolutionary transformations that made [Apex Jungle] a labyrinthian trap.

Zac felt like his skill had been separated from the rest of the world. Ventus erected a formation that severed the connection between the local residents and the hot springs. Even if beasts noticed the commotion, they’d feel an instinctive reluctance to investigate. The effect was similar to the time Zac met Lord 84th, the Buddhist monk who brought Abbot Everlasting Peace away from Earth.

The monk had sealed certain future trajectories, preventing Zac from even considering attacking. That was likely accomplished with the Dao of Karma, while Ventus worked through the Dao of Order. The stars created a stream of false data that poured into any observer’s subconscious to influence their decisions.

Everything was in place, and there were no signs of dangerous variables. The hunt was on.
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SHADOWS AND CHAOS


The groaning chorus of countless trees being torn apart was swallowed by Ogras’s dense blanket of shadows. Three layers of domains did little to slow down the adolescent crocodile. The trees conjured by [Apex Jungle] couldn’t withstand a single swipe, and the spiritual beasts they released were like flies to the enraged beast.

The good news was that one of the demon’s assertions proved true. The beast lacked experience in dealing with unfamiliar Daos. [Apex Jungle] continuously rearranged itself according to his Evolutionary Path, and the shimmering starfield added to the crocodile’s confusion. It repeatedly got turned around and ended up moving in circles.

Still, its rampage put the already straining [Apex Jungle] under tremendous pressure. Letting the beast tire itself out before stepping in wasn’t an option. Zac sent a message to Ventus before entering a nearby tree. A river of starlight holding an intense aura of truth descended on the crocodile as Zac’s surroundings changed to the hot spring’s lakebed.

Bubbling water seeped out of the bedrock, though it would take a while for the pond to replenish. The battle hundreds of meters above was barely audible through the dense sponge of plant matter that replaced the pond’s anthracite water. Zac barely had time to inspect a submerged tunnel leading farther down before dozens of nearby trees exploded.

The crocodile still fighting Ventus on the jungle’s other end had simultaneously appeared in the depths. The specimen targeting Zac was rapidly gaining strength, soon surpassing the other. The lifelike mirage that seemed real to Zac failed to trick Ogras’s senses. The real thing had turned into a streak of shadows the moment the second bomb went off, heading for its escape tunnel while its doppelganger kept the enemy occupied.

Zac appearing to block the way only changed its approach. Raw force replaced subterfuge, and the crocodile roared with fury when Zac tried to collapse the tunnel with axelights. It didn’t work. The stones were incredibly resilient—as expected of a material that could resist the rainwater’s overbearing power of reinvention. Zac gave up and faced the hurricane of razor-sharp shadows that grew to fill up the whole pool.

The beast’s ancient bloodline was on full display. Everything the shadows touched was torn apart. The walls held, but the sheer force generated tremors that squeezed out more water from the cracks. The crocodile was in the cyclone’s center, picking up speed as it barreled toward Zac. The crocodile was just as powerful as advertised. Zac was a stubborn rock in the middle of the storm, refusing to move out of harm’s way. It was game over if the beast was allowed to enter the tunnel.

A discordant note seeped into the swirling shadows, disrupting its accumulation. Then, a nauseating flicker of countless spears stabbed at the beast. Ogras moved with such unfathomable speed that the afterimages of his attacks made the crocodile look like a porcupine. The attacks didn’t accomplish much more than Zac’s axelights, until the beast pivoted with great urgency.

An inconspicuous vine growing from Zac’s position had gained a sudden burst of velocity as it stabbed the crocodile from below. At the same time, hundreds of marks appeared across the beast. Shadow strings reeking of bloodshed connected them into an array, and the outline of a demonic God briefly appeared above the crocodile’s head.

The crocodile released a desperate roar carrying the echoes of a long-gone age, shattering the illusion of a blood-soaked world before it could fully descend. The vine was upon the beast at that point. It transformed into a pitch-black beam that instantaneously extended far enough to pierce the clouds of cooling water miles above. It held boundless murderous intent like it was a spear aimed at the Heavens themselves.

A straight line of missing scales proved just how close the beast came to getting impaled. Even the surrounding storm was quelled by the concentrated might of the thrumming pillar. The streak of bloody shadows flickered and disappeared, turning into Ogras’s pitch-black spear. A frenzied surge of primordial anger ejected the demonic God, and the defense-lowering array engraved on the crocodile’s body lost half its strength.

The crocodile rushed toward Zac with even greater urgency as a barrier of shadows ensconced it. Ogras’s attack had put the fear of God in it. The beast even sacrificed hundreds of scales along the ridge of its back. They shot out like bullets, each holding enough power to grievously wound a Middle Hegemon.

Only a few flew toward Zac, who activated [Empyrean Aegis] for its protective barrier. The crocodile hadn’t bothered aiming since its goal was to surround itself with an impassable wall of destruction and prevent a second attempt on its life. It only needed to endure a while longer before reaching the safety of the tunnel’s corrosive water.

Zac had remained unmoving until now, fusing with his surroundings while accumulating momentum. His senses were strained to their limits. Shadow beasts were often tricky, and they couldn’t let the target slip away again by transforming into one of its scales. Instead of a plot or hidden threat, it was the Dao that entered Zac’s eyes through the closing tunnel created by Ogras.

Standing at the bottom of the pit, looking at the shrinking dot of utter darkness, Zac was no different than a toad gazing at the sky from the bottom of a well. Yet at that moment, with a desperate beast barreling toward him, the Heavens felt so close, Zac could reach out and grab it. Zac’s original goal was becoming unclear as a greater purpose urged him on.

The wooden wheel floating behind Zac’s back turned, and stillness gave way to explosive movement. He became the bridge unifying the Heavens and Earth. Muscles tempered by lightning and aligned by Law became the perfect delivery system of calamitous truth. He was the precursor of Life’s ceaseless struggle, his axe the brutal blade that clawed its way toward the summit of Evolution’s ladder.

Not even fate was safe from its bloody hunger, and the crocodile was only the latest victim to the endless cycle of affirmation. Zac’s roar joined Verun’s as his whole existence merged into a world-rending swing that followed in the wake of [Empyrean Aegis]’s disruptive pulse.

The shadow of death was reflected in the inbound beast’s eyes, and it was too late to change course. The crocodile had already overdrawn their bloodline to regain the momentum stolen by Ogras’s ambush. The Empyrean pulse brought unremitting change different from the corrupting waters, one the crocodile couldn’t avoid. The shadow barrier crumbled, removing the final divider between prey and predator.

A blinding flash momentarily quelled the roars of battle as [Verun’s Bite] dug into the crocodile’s lower jaw. Zac barely noticed the hulking figure ahead. His eyes peered into the great beyond, following his swing to its conclusion. Vines, shadows, stars, and rain—nothing could halt Evolution’s flight toward the Heavens.

A crescent moon of Life and Conflict created a vertical pupil aimed at the sky, the springs a brutal eye trained at the road leading toward the Terminus.

Clarity faded as quickly as it came, obscured by pain and a rain of blood. An explosive force threw Zac deep into the tunnel, where the waiting waters attacked him from every direction. Head muddled and muscles torn, Zac furiously swam back to the surface. It wasn’t about survival. He needed to grasp the truth before it slipped through his fingers.

It was too late. The Heavens averted its gaze, and the bridge between man and Dao had crumbled. Zac was once more the toad at the bottom of the well. He sighed and turned to the target. The sudden epiphany nearly ruined their hunt. Thankfully, the crocodile had been chosen for its great endurance. The Late Beast King bled profusely from a scar that had practically cut it in half. A lesser beast would have directly died. This ancient bloodline proved its worth.

Strings of muscle and sinew grew in the shadows cast by the crocodile’s blood, rapidly putting the pieces back together. Its unstable aura couldn’t be faked. Zac’s enlightened strike had grievously wounded it. It was as if what he pictured came true—the swing severed the crocodile’s fate and, thus, its future.

“You lunatic,” the shadows chided. “Well, this is fine. Help me tie him up.”

“Sorry,” Zac said as he blinked the blood out of his eyes.

Dozens of vines soon held the struggling Beast King while new trees sprouted to box it in. Meanwhile, drops of ancient blood were swallowed by Ogras’s shadows. From there, it was a battle against time. They needed to refine the crocodile before the returning water refined them.

Ogras appeared atop the crocodile’s head while dozens of clones fought to suppress its movements. He looked quite grotesque, with a wide beak poking out of his hood while squirming tentacles peeked out of his sleeves. The demon was drawing on the abilities of the Shifting Dreamgeist he’d captured inside the Perennial Vastness.

Powerful hallucinations disrupted the crocodile’s attempts at breaking free. Adding insult to injury, radiant stars packing enough punch to make the Ishiate Tinkerers proud incinerated any shadow that split off from the beast’s body. While Ventus couldn’t seamlessly join Zac and Ogras’s practiced teamwork, he was a follower of Order who excelled at reading energy flows. Predicting an enemy’s actions was his forte.

Ventus hadn’t solely joined the group to help out. It was also out of necessity. The corrosive rain had eaten through Zac’s jungle and formed a small lake atop the old spring. The only thing keeping them safe at the bottom was a final membrane of plant life. [Conformation of Supremacy]’s boost to plant life couldn’t buy much more time, even if [Primal Edict] gained greater resistance to the water with every generation of vines.

There wasn’t much Zac and Ventus could do at this point beyond ensuring the crocodile didn’t get away. They anxiously waited as a cocoon of shadows gradually enclosed Ogras and his prey. It was different from when Zac assisted in the previous hunt. He’d witnessed Ogras directly reduce the Dreamgeist into a struggling bundle of shadowy energies before dragging it into a weird gate in his stomach.

It could be the result of improving the method, though Zac suspected the demon had deployed a treasure for privacy. Sure enough, the shadows soon transformed into a sturdy cocoon roughly two meters across. While there was no word from Ogras, the size indicated the beast had been absorbed.

Zac guessed the demon was forced to seclude himself. The crocodile was much stronger than the previous beasts Ogras absorbed, whether in grade or bloodline purity. He was locked in a battle of wills, unable to worry about his surroundings. Unfortunately, the danger was far from over. Zac didn’t need to be a Numerologist to tell that the shadow realm had changed at a fundamental level.

“What’s he—never mind,” Ventus said, dropping the question after a warning look. “We need to go. Now.”

This time, Zac was fully on board with a hasty retreat. While it made no sense, the juvenile crocodile had been the lynchpin keeping the whole realm stable. The shakes didn’t subside after the battle. They grew stronger until new cracks formed on the lakebed to release horrifyingly concentrated water. The hot spring of before was nothing compared to what now came pouring from the ground.

Something was stirring.

Zac didn’t have the luxury of worrying about lost epiphanies or maintaining a stable environment for Ogras. Sweeping up the cocoon in a net of vines, Zac rushed toward the surface. Two fractal edges appeared before his axe, and Zac activated [Rapturous Beginning] just as [Apex Jungle] collapsed. The lake above was delimited by a blade endlessly collapsing unto itself, and the duo squeezed through the gap before it closed.

They were greeted by utter chaos. A chorus of horrified roars shook the forest as countless rivers appeared and turned into lakes. The danger didn’t only come from below. Zac gawked at a whole mountain falling from the sky, joined by countless trees and boulders. It was a more terrifying rain than what they’d avoided for the past days.

“The layers are collapsing,” Ventus groaned as wooden beads smattered.

Zac had to give it to the elf. It was like he’d woken up from a dream. The apocalyptic scene wasn’t enough to make Ventus break down. Instead, he rose to the occasion. An ethereal light seeped out of his pores, giving the already annoyingly handsome elf a transcendent appearance. His flowing robes rippled as a halo of sixteen stars, surrounding a much larger sun, appeared behind him—the Dao Peaks arranged around the Peak of Order.

One star, in particular, reacted with the surroundings, and the elf’s eyes shot open. “That way!”

Zac grabbed Ventus and sped off. The Numerologist continued to calculate the crumbling realm to find the quickest way out. The mad dash continued for half a day, where the two weaved through the crumbling world. Thankfully, they didn’t have to worry about the locals. The environment kept deteriorating, and even the Beast Emperors were too busy running for their lives to bother with two foreigners going in the same direction.

The radiance surrounding Ventus finally faded. His skin was pallid from spiritual strain, while his eyes were bright as he gazed at the falling mountains and cascading waterfalls. It was like he’d forgotten they were still days away from safety.

“Winds of chaos, indeed. I can see why you find such beauty in its primal mayhem.”

“What beauty? Did the stress push you over the edge?” Zac cursed as he dodged a huge tree crashing nearby, its withered wood turning into a storm of razor-sharp shrapnel.

Zac swung his axe, destroying the projectiles before they could get close to the cocoon. The desolate energies seeping out of the ground were already pouring into the egg like it was looking for the crocodile, and Zac didn’t want to test how much more punishment it could endure. He glanced at [Verun’s Bite] with regret. He’d tried to recapture that beautiful swing countless times already, and it remained out of reach.

“I’m simply accepting that Chaos is part of the natural order,” Ventus said with a smile. “I’m drained; I leave the rest up to you.”

Zac grunted in affirmation. It was already impressive for Ventus to maintain his elevated state for such a long time. His divinations had carried them through the most dangerous stretch. The second half was within Zac’s means. Following intuition and occasionally the smarter shadow creatures, Zac kept a steep and steady pace for another day.

Then the monochromatic world gave way to color. A scintillating wall held the shadows at bay, creating a sharp border to the shadow realm. Moving closer, it was a huge dune made from glass beads of differing colors. They reflected the essence of raging flames, unyielding earth, coursing waters, sharp metal, and resilient wood.

The reflected Daos of the Grand Materia held the darkness back, returning color to the world. The shadow beasts withered before the light, yet urgency drove them deeper into the desert. Zac was no different. The painful lights were nothing to the brewing danger. They only managed to add half an hour’s distance to the shadow realm before time was up.

An ear-splitting rumble forced the whole region to a halt, including Zac and the horde of fleeing beasts. An immense aura permeated the air, allowing nothing else to pass. They helplessly looked on as a huge crack appeared in the shadow realm’s center, like two tectonic plates being pushed apart. The crack expanded as a deluge of water flooded what remained of the region.

Miles and miles of shimmering sand were also drenched, strangling its vibrant light. Zac shuddered at the absolute loss of life and was immensely grateful the tidal wave failed to reach their position. The mass extinction birthed a thick Miasmic mist that spread for as far as he could see. It was nothing compared to the intense aura of decay coming from the heart of the shadow realm.

Towering waves heaved as a pillar rose in the ocean’s center. It reached miles into the air in no time, and that was only the beginning. A mountain range followed the pillar from the depths, completely redrawing the landscape. The intense death came from the mountain itself, almost like⁠—

“What the hell,” Zac gasped as two turbid eyes rose above the surface, their bleak, pale grey looking like haunted moons over the hazy water.

The mountain range that stretched for hundreds of miles was only the scales of a monstrously large crocodile. It wasn’t even the whole thing. Only the head and part of its neck were visible, with the rest of its body still beneath the surface. While there were significant differences in its aura, there was no doubt this was an ancestor to the crocodile Ogras was currently refining.

The overwhelming decay wasn’t part of its Dao. The crocodile was closer to a corpse than a living beast, stuck in limbo right at the threshold. Zac wasn’t convinced it was even conscious. More like the body had stirred on instinct, no doubt because of their actions.

“I knew it,” Ventus said, content rather than horrified at the rotting monstrosity. “I told you the kid would have powerful ancestors.”

“Good job,” Zac said, his mind screaming of danger. Alive or dead, conscious or not, a simple thought from such a powerful existence would erase their own existence. Zac would have run for his life if his legs had let him. Since they didn’t, he could only ensconce himself and the shadow cocoon in a layer of Void. “You can put it on your resume in the afterlife.”

“We’re not fated to die today,” Ventus confidently said. “Look.”

Dark runes lit up along the pillar, triggering an explosive rain of bedrock that exposed a sleek dirk beneath. It matched the crocodile’s size and was stabbed right into its skull. Zac couldn’t tell exactly what concepts the runes on the hilt echoed, but he was certain a hint of it was reflected in the bubbling water.

As the enormous dagger gathered strength, an implacable pressure descended from above. Zac vaguely saw an outline of a hand as large as a planet. The crocodile’s ascent was halted and then reversed. The whole ocean trembled from the struggle, the vibrations pushing the encroaching waves closer. Zac had to activate [Empyrean Aegis] to resist the invisible pressure.

The ancient beast ultimately failed. The mountain ranges retreated into the ground, and the water levels receded. Just as the crocodile was about to disappear beneath the surface, it released a burst of Dao. It came from the deepest depths of the earth, from a sky different from today’s.

Ventus collapsed like his bones were turned into water, blood running from his nose and ears. He was knocked out cold, and Zac was about to follow in his footsteps. Zac screamed with pain as ancient Dao was deciphered into meaning, almost tearing apart his Soul Aperture along the way.

An anguished roar from the distant past filled Zac’s mind. It held the resentment of an apex predator at the cusp of breaking free from the chains of fate, only to encounter a higher Heaven. The hazy sensation eluding Zac over the past day crystallized into certainty just as his soul couldn’t take anymore.

The last thing Zac saw was a trembling hyena growling at the Heavens, refusing to abandon its master.
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An urgent roar pulled Zac out of Antuka’s lingering obsession. The vivid dreams of an ancient sky were replaced by blood and shadows. Unable to fully extract himself, Zac moved purely on instinct. His axe dug leftward in a sharp horizontal swing, drawing a bloody gash across an amorphous Beast King just as it was about to reach Ogras’s cocoon.

It looked like a living patch of smog, with dozens of eyes covered in unnerving cracks. Its elusive form and nimble movements made it a natural enemy of infighters. It had already bent its body at an impossible angle to avoid Zac’s follow-up swing as sinister energy gathered in its eyes. Zac continued his swing with a vacant expression, displaying neither surprise nor elation when [Verun’s Bite] seemingly overturned time and space to dig into the shadow beast’s energy nexus.

The crackling power in the Beast King’s eyes turned into confusion as its body shriveled into a goopy jelly the size of a bathtub. Zac ignored the unusual carcass, his gaze trained on his axe as waves of comfort filled his heart. That second swing had contained the spark of hunger that drove Life toward greater heights, the ferocity that allowed the determined to ignore reason and shed one’s mortal coil.

Creation was finally a part of his Evolutionary Stance—the creation of his Earthly Dao of Reborn Life, not the unchecked desire for reinvention of the Shards of Creation.

The Evolutionary Stance was a continuous cycle of self-improvement, where each swing embodied Life’s triumph and ultimate failure. Chained together, the attacks became the endless cycle of self-improvement, where the strong triumphed and the weak became fertilizer. The conception that had accompanied him since his time in the Orom World had never felt so vibrant.

Creation was rocket fuel that accelerated Evolution’s pace, where the following attacks were further-removed from its predecessor. It added explosiveness and unpredictability to Zac’s fighting style, making it difficult for even seasoned warriors to adapt. The trajectory the shadow beast anticipated belonged to an already dead attack, while the real thing came from the opposite direction.

The surrounding chaos didn’t allow Zac to savor the moment. Battles raged as far as the eye could see in every direction. It was mainly a struggle between shadows and the five elements, and the countless elementals and golems held a distinct advantage. Zac wasn’t the only one to suffer from the ancient crocodile’s roar, and the desert’s locals decided to capitalize on the situation.

The piles of torn-apart carcasses in the immediate vicinity told a different story. The glittering stones had been painted black by the blood of countless shadow creatures, yet they kept coming. Zac and the still-unconscious elf were collateral targets. Their goal was the shadow cocoon rippling with profound Dao and boundless energy. It had to look like a divine elixir to the wounded beasts trapped in a hostile environment.

Joy and exhaustion came through the link of [Verun’s Bite], and Zac smiled at the hulking hyena who’d kept them safe for the twenty minutes he’d been unconscious. Verun was still fighting. It snatched up an Early Beast King, whose intangible form proved completely helpless before the Tool Spirit. A few furious tugs reduced the beast to a soulless mist that faded under the harsh sunlight.

Zac joined the fray, dealing with the beasts that Verun could not. Thankfully, he’d kept a wide berth from the strongest beasts during the final stretch of their escape. Better yet, the tyrants of the shadow realm had their hands full dealing with the desert’s rulers. The strongest enemies nearby were wounded Middle Hegemons, and the last ones fell in quick succession.

Verun’s spiritual body flickered precariously as she stumbled over. She’d already gone past her limits to keep him safe. A deep rumble emerged from Verun’s throat as she buffed Zac’s chest with her bloody snout. Zac smiled and gently stroked her chin.

“Thank you. You’re always there when I need you,” Zac said. “I’ll take it from here, so go to sleep.”

Verun shot a final look toward the receding ocean before returning to [Verun’s Bite]. Having spent decades together, Zac could tell the Tool Spirit had subtly transformed. While Verun looked the same, her soul had gained a new depth and clarity. Zac followed the Tool Spirit’s gaze in thought. Slaughtering the shadow beasts couldn’t explain the breakthrough, so the answer lay with Antuka, the colossal crocodile.

Resisting its ancient bloodline must have helped Verun refine and polish its spirit. A Tool Spirit would grow with use; a rather slow process. High-grade Spirit Tools generally only reached their heights after being passed from generation to generation. Each owner would nourish its spirit and push it toward the next stage.

[Verun’s Bite] was obviously different from the norm. Zac’s opportunities had put it on an accelerated track, with the crocodile being the latest. It had saved Verun years of natural growth, and even its potential appeared to have advanced. Zac couldn’t help the pang of regret. [Verun’s Bite] was almost ready to advance to the next stage, though Zac still needed to find a few suitable materials.

The Divine Beast’s latent aura was already so useful—what if he’d managed to snatch one of its bones? Zac shook his head. He’d already reaped a huge harvest from what was supposed to be Ogras’s opportunity. And while such ancient beasts didn’t exactly grow on trees, he now had another route to pursue.

Zac gulped down a handful of Soul Nurturing Pills before slapping a generous helping of isolation talismans on the shadow cocoon to curtail its aura. Ventus was summarily thrown atop the egg after confirming his aura was weak but stable. Haro had also been knocked out from the roar, so Zac took out a bundle of ropes.

With a deadly lake behind and C-grade battles to his sides, Zac chose to head deeper into the desert. Any shadow beast or golem foolish enough to intercept his path became victim to his upgraded Evolutionary Stance.

Zac was still in decent condition, except his Soul Cores were as parched as the desert. The crocodile’s burst of Dao had held so much information it could be considered a primal language, similar to the Dao Script Esmeralda used to communicate. Except, the ancient crocodile didn’t care whether its audience could endure its message.

It hadn’t left any lasting damage. Zac’s real concern was how it affected Ogras. He already seemed to have a hard time absorbing the descendant. Getting struck by the ancestor’s roar couldn’t possibly have helped. The fierce aura coming off the cocoon likely came from absorbing a sliver of Antuka’s Dao.

Whether it was an opportunity or disaster remained to be seen. Zac had no way to communicate or help, so, he remained alert. The Ogras who entered the chrysalis might not be the one who emerged.

Zac flew at a low altitude over the scorching dunes, keeping a constant vigil. After confirming he’d escaped the bloody gauntlet at the border, he mostly kept a watchful eye on the sky. The inescapable light reflected on the desert’s Dao beads came from five planets floating overhead. They were even smaller than pre-integration Earth, yet their energy ripples originated from a C-grade world.

Such planets were normally man-made or natural worlds transformed into a powerful cultivator’s manor. They’d likely hold great opportunities for cultivators climbing the Peak of the Grand Materia. Zac also guessed they were part of an ancient formation that interacted with something below ground, seeing how much energy and Dao they poured into the sands.

He could imagine Yrial’s expression if he stumbled upon this place, but it was useless to Zac. Visiting the worlds would require preparation and specialized equipment, and he had two unconscious companions to care for. None of them practiced the five elements, so there was no point in taking the risk.

The five-colored light grew more invasive the farther he traveled. Despite that, Zac kept a straight course toward the Hollow Court. It took less than two days to reach the inner desert, so the region was quite small. While the light was annoying, the zone was quite safe, with most of the locals dealing with the shadow realm’s exodus.

The few beasts that noticed Zac’s passing became training dummies that helped him get used to his new and improved Technique. Enlightenment could come at any moment and without reason, though it was often built upon tireless effort. This was the case for Zac, who’d finally grasped the next stage of Evolution, advancing his Evolutionary Stance to Late Integration.

The reason he failed to step into Late Integration was, ironically, that he’d seen too much when aiming his axe at the Terminus. The Evolutionary Path had briefly gone beyond integration with the self to become a unique conception. The step Zac needed to take had been overshadowed by a beautiful mirage far in the distance. The crocodile’s roar slapped his ambitions down from the clouds, reminding Zac he was still an ant who needed to learn to walk before he could fly.

The breakthrough only included his Evolutionary Stance, though it was just a matter of time before his Inexorable Technique took the same step. His Daos and Techniques had grown increasingly harmonized and entwined, so advancing one meant finding answers to the other. Zac wouldn’t need a second epiphany, only a few weeks of practice and meditation.

Perhaps because of the scorching heat of the desert’s center, Ventus woke up with a groan.

“What a shame. I was on the cusp of deciphering his message before succumbing. It slipped through my fingers,” the elf sighed as he took in the surroundings.

“His name was Antuka, the Seeping Dusk.”

“Oh? You managed to decipher it?” Ventus said with interest.

“Most of the visions crammed into my head are a jumble. I only got the gist of it. Antuka was drawn to the Left Imperial Expanse by its intense providence. He wanted to consume the continent’s shadow and steal the Empire’s fate through it,” Zac explained.

Ventus looked in the direction of the shadow realm with a smile. “I suppose we saw how that ended.”

“His territory was ripped apart and turned into a nourishing rain, his body interred to become a perennial fertilizer,” Zac said, shaking his head at the Limitless Empire’s audacity and might. “I’m guessing Antuka was left behind because he’s essentially become part of the continent. Only flesh and obsession remains.”

“How marvelous. The shadow realm is born from its flesh, and the rain is Antuka’s attempt to expunge the dagger’s restriction,” Ventus mused. “So where did the little croc come from? Immaculate conception?”

“Maybe,” Zac said. “I have no idea what the lingering will of a Divine Beast can accomplish. Its obsession could have created an image of itself with a natural resistance against the seal. Who knows what’d happen if it were left alone? It might have been reborn through the small croc.”

“Is Sir Azh’Rezak ok?” Ventus asked, tentatively poking the cocoon he sat on.

“Your guess is as good as mine. Can you divine anything?”

Ventus shook his head after a minute. “There are no clear signs either way. We’ll have to wait and see.”

Zac glanced at the cocoon with regret. “I soon have to seclude myself, too. You need to be ready, because I won’t be able to delay when the opportunity strikes.”

“Did you grasp it? I could tell you were at the cusp of something.”

“Yes, Antuka helped me cross the finish line. Though that’s not what I’m referring to,” Zac said.

Almost a week had passed since emerging from his second memory lantern. Going by how much lightning [Void Heart] swallowed, it would finish the refinement in the next few days. With how flighty the refined Tribulation Lightning was, Zac would have to drop everything the moment it came pouring out.

Ventus didn’t try to dig any deeper into Zac’s cultivation, instead focusing on helping. “Should I derive the closest auspicious location?”

“Let’s keep going,” Zac said. “We should be able to leave here in a day or two, and I’d rather deal with my breakthrough outside the harsh light.”

Three days later, Zac stopped in his tracks and put the shadow cocoon on the ground. “It’s time.”

“Now? We’re only half an hour from the location I picked,” Ventus said, looking around at the open landscape.

Zac ignored the question, having already thrown out a set of array disks to hide his breakthrough.

“Fine!” Ventus muttered under his breath as he dragged Ogras farther away. “I was supposed to be the one enjoying protection; why is it the other way around?”

Complaints aside, the Numerologist dutifully erected a constellation around Zac’s arrangement. Not feeling safe with just that, Ventus also installed four arrays in the cardinal directions that amplified the effect. Esmeralda was more straightforward. She simply pulled Zac’s Draugr half out of her pouch and dropped him like a sack of potatoes.

Taking nothing for granted, Zac kept a sliver of consciousness on his surroundings while most of his energy went into keeping [Void Heart] in check. It was like trying to stop a volcano from erupting by pressing a lid over its mouth. It was a short-term solution that failed to resolve the underlying cause. A second or two was all Zac needed.

The shimmering [Heavenmend Crystal] emerged from [Purity of the Void], and Zac sent it into his quantum space where his Cosmic Core waited. He infused his three Daos into the array engraved across the crystal’s surface, prompting it to light up like a Christmas tree. The light rapidly grew with intensity, joining the black, grey, and gold already transmitted from the Cosmic Core.

The radiance harmonized, and the [Heavenmend Crystal] turned into a liquid that poured into the core’s countless pathways. It was a breath of fresh air sweeping through dusty hallways. The core was coming alive, from the surface all the way to the nucleus’s depths. Unflattering blemishes were smoothed out, and crooked corridors were aligned with the Cosmos.

The process didn’t require Zac’s input. He had already provided the schematic by infusing his Dao. However, there was still something he could do to improve the outcome. Zac released the hold on [Void Heart], and a pent-up thump was followed by a muted rumble.

“What in the Heavens?” Ventus whispered, staring at the illusion array with trepidation before glancing at the sky.

A sliver of Heaven’s aura had leaked through the array, and the scene was even more eye-catching on Zac’s Draugr side. He’d steered the lion’s share of refined lightning to his undead body because it absorbed much more Zenith Elixir. Its Earthly Taint was already dealt with, but the elixir also contained a decent amount of stubborn impurities that needed to be expelled.

Lightning marked by the Void swept through Zac’s bodies, purging any gunk that had eluded [Purity of the Void]’s efforts. There was more than Zac expected, yet he only allowed for a single circuit through his body before pushing all lightning into his quantum space. The [Heavenmeld Crystal] had already been fully absorbed by his core, putting it in a briefly malleable state similar to his core formation.

Heavenly Lightning flooded the recently refurbished corridors, adding a second wave of refinement. Different from the [Heavenmend Crystal], the lightning also dealt with the embedded impurities. Zac’s hectic breakthrough forced him to make do with whatever was on hand. A decent chunk of the core was reformed with materials found in his bloodline’s Void Space, which missed a final round of refinement with [Cosmic Forge].

Zac was extremely happy with his decision to hold onto the [Heavenmend Crystal] until now. The crystal and Tribulation Lightning working together resulted in a much greater improvement than if they worked separately. Half the tribulation would have been wasted on first bringing the core to a malleable state. Meanwhile, the [Heavenmend Crystal]’s unique spirituality seemed energized by Heaven’s touch and worked even harder.

The effect was a classic case of one plus one equals three. Zac even felt a pang of regret that Roan failed to attract a Four Desolates tribulation. Normal Tribulation Lightning could only align his core with the Heavens and the Dao, not with the Four Laws. Of course, Tam’s body would never have survived getting blasted by Law-imbued lightning.

The lightning escaped Zac’s grasp sooner than he’d liked, slipping into the folds of reality. The [Heavenmend Crystal] kept going for a few minutes longer, during which Zac frantically made a few manual adjustments. He then spent five times as long inspecting every nook and cranny. The more Zac looked, the more satisfied he became.

Zac drew from his core, and a stable stream of energy promptly answered his call. The tiny yet very annoying delay brought by his core’s fault-ridden state was all but gone. His Cosmic Core had gone from facing the risk of relegation to low quality to coming infinitely close to high quality. Only a slight resistance when Zac drew energy at his absolute limit confirmed he’d stopped just shy of the threshold.

It was enough for Zac’s current needs. Upgrading his skills to Late D-grade wouldn’t overload his core, possibly barring [Arcadia’s Judgment]. He could also let go of the caution that held him back from gaining levels. His Cosmic Core was more than steady enough to awaken its corridors without risking further destabilization.

“You’re out already? Is everything ok?” Ventus looked at Zac with confusion as he emerged from the array. “Did you have to⁠—”

“I’ll make do,” Zac grunted, able to guess what the elf was thinking.

Ventus had sensed the Heavens, though no clouds gathered overhead. Less than an hour later, Zac emerged looking the same as before. It must have appeared as though he failed or was forced to cancel his breakthrough—a misconception Zac saw no need to correct.

On the other side, Esmeralda prodded Zac’s head as he got to his feet. “Don’t you look chipper? You’ll have to teach me the trick to stockpile Tribulation Lightning.”

“As soon as you teach me how to move as fast as you.” Zac smiled.

“Then it’s not meant to be. How could you hope to mimic my graceful leaps with those stumpy things you call legs?” Esmeralda shook her head with exaggerated sorrow. “Anyhow, with so much good stuff coming your way, I suppose you don’t need the baubles the little Reaver carried around?”
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“You’ve already cracked the seal?” Zac exclaimed while his human half asked Ventus to plot a new course.

“A few days ago. I didn’t want to distract you while you had your hands full,” Esmeralda said as she handed over Kator’s Spatial Ring.

“Isn’t it too easy? Didn’t Valsa’s ring take years?” Zac said.

“How’s that the same? I wasn’t even a Beast King back then. A few months are more than enough for that bratling’s stuff,” Esmeralda said. “According to our agreement, I’ve picked out two things I want.”

Zac didn’t bother asking what she’d kept for herself. Esmeralda had more than earned her share when she stepped in during the fight. Besides, she wouldn’t have taken something that could give Zac a power-up while relying on him to enter the Mercurial Court. That said, Zac looked up at the toad with suspicion after infusing his will into the ring.

“Did you take two or two-thirds?”

The number of items in Kator’s ring was only a fraction of what Zac carried around at any given moment. The neatly arranged stacks of treasure couldn’t compare to one of the mountains of resources he’d stockpiled. The ring’s space was also larger than the best of Zac’s Spatial Rings, making it seem even more empty.

Esmeralda shrugged. “He was all business. And while the quantity is lacking, it’s all good stuff.”

That part was true. The Miasma Crystals were all the equivalent of Late D-grade Cosmic Crystals. Crystals of that level rarely appeared naturally in Zecia. The few that were mined were monopolized by the powerful factions. Kator’s crystals were even superior to the standardized version. They were all engraved with arrays to improve their energy capacity and transfer speeds.

Zac began his sweep by checking the large number of reports spanning back years. A cursory scan didn’t expose any information about the rebellion or hidden operatives inside the trial. Such important details would be hidden behind secret codes or not recorded at all. It was mostly reports on his actions and movements of suspected sealbearers during the war.

More useful was the tracker, which was clearly superior to the one Zac had been given. With it, he could discover the others in the network hours before they could find him. Zac turned to Esmeralda before activating it. “Have you checked the items for traps?”

“I have—couldn’t find anything,” Esmeralda said. “He didn’t strike me as the type who’d bother with such things.”

Zac had to agree. Kator was more like Yselio Tobrial than a deathsworn willing to do anything to further the White Sky Phalanx’s cause. Both Reaver and princeling mostly saw their factions as tools to further their cultivation. Such people wouldn’t waste time worrying about what would happen after they died. Yselio would even hold onto his secrets to increase his chances of getting resurrected.

Kator had habitually lied during their journey, although, Zac believed him when he claimed not to care whether the Primo or the rebels won. He’d simply adapt and grab as many resources in the upheaval as possible. He’d openly called himself selfish, and the ring didn’t hold a single item meant for his subordinates. The closest was a pile of untouched Cosmic Crystals, something Kator likely kept as a backup currency.

Zac used the tracker to confirm there were no undead near his and Esmeralda’s side before sending it over to his human side. There was still no response, which Zac figured was for the best. Ideally, the Undead Empire’s opposing camps would sort themselves out before he had to get involved. He’d rather collect more opportunities before finding Tavza’s crew.

The cultivation resources were all tailored to Kator’s needs. Zac inspected seven larger stockpiles, confirming they were all exquisite Natural Treasures. The unfamiliar herbs and minerals seemed related to Kator’s bone-tempering Bloodline Manual. Speaking of, there was an Inheritance Crystal containing the first six layers of [White Sky Discipline]—the White Sky Phalanx’s signature Cultivation Manual.

There was no way Zac could practice a Bloodline Manual of such a different species. It was still well worth studying. Reavers were unique in the sense that their souls were spread throughout their exterior bones. As such, the top-tier Izh’Rak Reaver Body Tempering Manual doubled as a Soul Nurturing Method. The [White Sky Discipline] held valuable insight into the connection between body and soul—just the kind of insights Zac needed for his [Thousand Axes Avatar].

Zac had long since reached his limits of the Eidolon [Thousand Lights Chapter]. Going any further required a Spectral’s incorporeal body. This fundamental incompatibility with the source material was why his work on reforming the method was progressing so slowly.

Next to the [White Sky Discipline], there was a small repository of high-quality insights covering everything from Technique to Formations and killing intent. The actual method for the Intent Formations that Izh’Rak Reavers seemed to like was unfortunately missing. There were even a few dissertations on the Void, no doubt Kator’s attempt to understand Zac’s abilities. While short and filled with educated guesses, they were definitely worth a deeper look.

As any warrior, Kator had prepared a good stockpile of Concoctions, Talismans, Arrays, things you’d need during a dangerous trial. Regrettably, that didn’t include Leveling Pills. Most of the concoctions were generally useless as they were designed to work with Izh’Rak Reaver physiology.

Most interesting was a collection of items stowed in customized high-grade containers. There were fourteen in total, many of them no doubt surpassing the rest of the ring in terms of value. One was the ancient cauldron Kator looted from the Polaris Vault. The second was a feather exuding intensely Pure Death. It was an aura Zac would never forget.

It was a unique expression of Death belonging to the Primo, one that Zac felt when signing the writ of cooperation. The feather didn’t have any obvious use. Most likely, it was meant to act as a compass inside the Hollow Court, leading the expedition to the Primo’s treasure.

The third treasure was surprisingly a carefully sealed bottle of emerald water holding shocking levels of Life. Taking out the sealed bottle made his Eoz constitution tremble like it had encountered its natural enemy. If he’d been a normal Draugr, the sensation would’ve been far worse. Looking at the other items, Zac had a feeling it was something Kator’s superiors prepared against Tavza.

The Azol bloodline was the incarnation of the Abyssal Lake. Pouring this Celestial Water into her domain would trigger a war. It was almost a shame Kator had enough sense to hold back on using it during their fight. The surprise of his anti-Draugr ace failing spectacularly might have given Zac an opening to end the death match sooner.

The next item was a glass sphere holding bone-chilling smoke. Without knowing why, Zac judged it was a counter to Iz Tayn’s empyrean flames. The item was a contingency in case Zac teamed up with the Tayn Clan during the trial. While it didn’t seem strong enough to kill someone like Iz, it might have created an opening to escape.

Three more items were similarly tailor-made counters to dangerous adversaries inside the trial—a Vajra, a bloodied sword with a snapped edge, and an ancient bone reeking of Death. Zac found the pitch-black Vajra the most interesting. It held some of the Karmic Dharma you’d expect from a Buddhist tool, except it was subverted.

Zac sensed the transformation of the Inverse Peak, along with a heavy helping of Pure Death. It was like the Undead Empire had raised a powerful Arhat who’d realigned his Dharmic Treasure. Taking it out, Zac felt isolated from the world. The intense spirituality of the Left Imperial Expanse was suddenly not as intrusive.

Shielding the Dao wasn’t its main purpose. Zac was certain the Death-attuned Vajra was a Fatewarding Treasure, one specifically designed to resist the Buddhist Sangha’s Karmic meddling. Zac understood why Kator kept it sealed instead of carrying it on his person. A droning chant filled Zac’s mind the moment he took it out.

While the words were distorted and indecipherable, the cadence was similar to any Buddhist Sutra. The sutra was also filled with a boundless fury that tried to turn Zac into an unthinking vehicle of destruction. It was an indiscriminate rage targeting all of the Cosmos, one that wanted to tear down the Heavens.

The Vajra held the chant of a true Asura, a fallen monk who only promised salvation after all existence was burned to the ground. It was the opposite of the orthodox Buddhist Dharma, which usually held malevolent plots hidden behind gentle smiles and comforting words. Zac stowed it away after listening for a minute.

The Vajra could potentially be used as an accelerant to his Heart Cultivation, though Zac feared the chants would subtly influence his Dao Heart. It was better kept stowed away until he ran into some monks—something Zac believed was inevitable in this trial. Long-term, the Vajra’s resentment might be cleansed and turned into a Fatewarding Treasure. Zac could use a replacement for his [Lucky Beads], which saw half its beads sacrificed to summon the [Epiclesis Bell].

If the Vajra was a safeguard against Sacred Insight, the presumed Buddhist Flamebearer, then the sword was a protection against whoever the Seven Heavens sent to replace Yselio. A hint of Imperial Qi resonated within the blood covering the blade, and it was like absorbing it had turned the sword into a taboo weapon holding the power of regicide. It could potentially work against Imperial Faith to a lesser extent.

The bone shard had to come from an existence similar to the Primordial who led the Starbeasts. He’d never seen that revived monstrosity first-hand, but the bone emitted a similar aura as Antuka. Zac sincerely hoped he wouldn’t have to use it, as it’d make for a perfect supplement to Verun if he could wipe off the sinister Curse engraved onto it.

The weapons surpassed anything Zac had managed to prepare, and they weren’t the end of Kator’s generosity. The final treasures weren’t more single-use weapons. Kator anticipated the trial providing an opportunity to step into Peak Hegemony and prepared accordingly. There were five Supreme Peak D-grade Treasures altogether, all at the level of what went into Zac’s Core Nucleus.

Three were useless to Zac, as they were connected to the Peaks of Impetus, Taiji, and the Inverse Peak. Zac guessed there’d also been a Temporal Treasure which was now in Esmeralda’s possession. The two Supreme Treasures for Death and Conflict could either be used for his next breakthrough or his Tool Spirits.

Even better was a mysterious cube covered in markings that didn’t match the Apostate of Order’s cultivation System. It should still be of this Era. Zac couldn’t put his finger on exactly what it held. His senses and spiritual tendrils failed to create an accurate representation. It felt like a piece of the Big Bang had been trapped inside the cube.

Having just used a similar treasure, Zac was almost certain it was a Peak D-grade core refining treasure. Zac was in no hurry to use it. His core would need to stabilize before using such items again. That was why he’d saved the treasure he bought in the Limited Exchange instead of directly pushing his core to high quality.

Judging by the cube’s intense fluctuations, Zac might be better off saving it until Peak D-grade. The final breakthrough of Hegemony was more intense and dangerous than the other three core formations combined. Zac’s core was bound to take a hit even if he advanced under optimal conditions.

Zac retracted his will from the Spatial Ring with a satisfied smile. Kator truly lived up to his status as the leader of the Undead Empire’s expedition. His ring offered a little bit of everything, helping with both the trial and Zac’s cultivation.

“Sorry about the wait,” Zac said on the other side, noticing Ventus’s thoughtful expression as he gazed into the distance. “Did you discover something?”

“Do you remember what I said about signs of former glory?” Ventus asked.

“You’ve found the leads to a memory domain?”

“I’ve found the potential of one,” Ventus said, pointing slightly away from the Hollow Court’s pillar. “There is a very strong drain of providence in that direction. It has distorted the natural flow of the surrounding regions. A significant event must have taken place.”

Zac looked into the distance. His human side was halfway to their destination, and Esmeralda was even closer to the Mercurial pillar. It was about time they started to look for information about the Outer Courts and suitable lanterns in earnest. A stable memory domain like Black Zenith would also be a good place to upgrade a few of his simpler skills.

“How far?”

“A week or thereabout. The signal is not very far off-course, so we shouldn’t be delayed more than a day.”

“Let’s go.”

Each team resumed their journey, neither side encountering any surprises over the next week. Zac spent most of his time getting used to his breakthroughs and finalizing blueprints for a few skills. The Polaris Vault’s ancient cauldron proved quite useful in that regard. The old treasure was chock-full of the Lost Plane’s corruption after being stuck next to a breach for so long, providing Zac with a readily available source of mobile insights. He simply needed to keep the item inside his purification space for a few hours to fill it up with inspiration.

Once more, it was Zac’s human side that stopped to investigate an opportunity while Esmeralda maintained her breakneck pace toward the glowing pillar. The two had followed the Numerologist’s trail to an enormous crater trapping a mist so dense it could have been mistaken for a deep-blue lake.

Flying across the crater would take at least five days, not that Zac would if it could be avoided. The mist perfectly isolated whatever went on below, and Zac recognized a death trap when he saw one. It was a shame, considering the crater held an unusual number of lanterns, just as Ventus predicted. Lording over everything was an unusually shaped memory domain close to the crater’s center.

It was positioned more than ten miles into the air, and distance alone wasn’t enough to explain its odd shape. The domain couldn’t be more than a couple of miles across, a fraction of the enormous battlefield Zac visited last. The domain stood on a pyramid obscured by climbing mist. Whether it was a mountain, a megastructure, or part of the memory was impossible to tell from a distance.

“What do you think?”

Ventus looked at the almost vertical drop. “It’s too uniform to be a naturally formed valley. It’s like something took a big bite out of the continent. See these ridges? They’re marks left from an intense eruption of energy holding profound Dao.”

“This place is big enough to hold a provincial capital. Doesn’t it kind of look like part of a city?” Zac said, pointing at the mostly obscured memory domain. “Can you deduce what happened?”

“No. Time has erased most pertinent clues, and I feel there’s more to it. It’s as though something is intentionally clouding my judgment,” Ventus said, fiddling with his long hair while in thought. “If I had to guess, I’d say the Inverse Peak is involved.”

Zac also felt there was something recognizable about the crater’s wall. The seemingly random scars and shapes contained truths—truths just out of reach. The familiarity could certainly stem from the Daos of the Inverse Peak that made Kator’s path so difficult to pin down. Could someone have opened an unstable breach to the Lower Planes, triggering a massive explosion?

“Looking at the domain’s position, it could have come after the crater,” Ventus offered. “It’ll be difficult to get any clear answers without visiting the past.”

Zac glanced at the still-silent shadow cocoon in thought. “Let’s follow the rim for a day or two. We can look for lanterns while investigating the mist. It gives me a bad feeling.”

“Good.”

The two spent the next day communing with the local lanterns, looking for standouts or fated connections. None held the aura of the Hollow or any other courts. The azure mist remained silent during their increasingly long flyovers. Nothing came out, and nothing entered. Even the lanterns avoided it, floating at least a mile over its surface.

Soon enough, they reached a point where continuing would bring them farther from the domain. Just as Zac deliberated whether one of them should scout ahead, the egg on his back stirred. Zac and Ventus created some distance as the shakes grew stronger. Defying expectations, the burgeoning energies didn’t result in an explosion of shadows.

Instead, the shell-like layer shrunk inward, taking on the vague shape of a man. Moments later, the cocoon and all leaking energies had been absorbed by Ogras.

“Did I miss anything?” Ogras said with a confident grin as he sauntered over.

“Did you miss something?” Ventus echoed with a hollow laugh while a strained smile appeared on Zac’s face.

“Well, nothing too exciting,” Zac said, ignoring the Numerologist’s incredulous look. “It turns out the little croc did have a guardian.”

“They usually do,” Ogras laughed as he took in the surroundings. “I’d say I’m sorry I missed it, but I get the feeling this place will provide more than enough excitement.”
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“How long’s it been?” Ogras asked.

“Just over two weeks,” Zac said and briefly recounted what happened while Ogras absorbed his prey.

While catching Ogras up to speed, the demon started a parallel conversation through telepathy. ‘No wonder that bastard suddenly acted like he’d been injected with chicken blood. It almost overwhelmed me after the Dao burst.’

‘Are you okay now?’ Zac asked.

The subtle changes to the demon’s appearance hadn’t passed Zac by. His horns were an inch longer with a rougher surface. The outline of his skin-like scales had also become slightly more pronounced, moving closer to the crocodile’s shape. Ogras also exuded the brutal aura of a primeval beast, though he was already learning to rein in that aspect.

‘I should count myself lucky that misery loves company. The other guests inside my Spiritlock Physique lent a helping hand. I suppose they couldn’t live with the idea of some arrogant newcomer claiming the prize they’ve eyed for years,’ Ogras said. ‘With how things played out, I should light a stick of incense for that old bag of leather for disrupting my breakthrough.’

‘It ended up helping, after all?’

‘Little Antuka’s bloodline gained a boost, and the extra energy saved me months of body tempering to stabilize the stage. The old ancestor even imparted a few memories holding extremely profound insights into the Dao of Shadows.’

‘And the bloodline itself?’

‘My shadows have gotten more resilient, as we hoped. Its application is almost universal.’

Zac understood the concept well. Resilience was at the core of his Eoz bloodline, to the point his Draugr branch was awarded the nickname ‘The Vanguard’. Increased toughness provided a comprehensive advantage, from exploring hostile environments to improving the staying power of attacks.

Ogras seemed to relish being the one coming out ahead and kept going, ‘The little guy even gave me a nice little bonus. Shadow cannibalism.’

‘Huh?’

‘The crocodile could eat shadows to empower itself and part of that ability was transferred to me. I can consume the shadows of others to recover, and my shadows should exhibit a natural suppression against other shadow cultivators.’

‘Sounds like an anti-assassin ability,’ Zac commented.

‘Exactly. People walking the same road are bound to run into each other. My odds of surviving such meetings have increased,’ Ogras said with satisfaction.

At that point, Ogras was fully caught up to speed, and the trio turned their attention to the memory domain in the basin’s center.

“I assume that’s our next stop?” Ogras asked.

“Provided you’re ready to go,” Zac said.

“I’ve been lying around long enough. Let’s go.”

They opted for stealth over speed, steadily making their way under a multilayered shroud of illusions and redirected attention. Zac kept a constant watch on the sea of azure smoke, ready to respond to the smallest disturbance. It remained silent, which only made his hackles rise more.

Something was very wrong with the bottom of the crater, though observing so long left Zac wondering if the mist might be what kept them safe more than anything else. It completely blocked Dao and Energy, acting as a powerful seal separating the depths and the surface. The reticent sea didn’t see fit to provide an answer, and Zac eventually had to shift his focus to the approaching domain.

It wasn’t quite what Zac expected after seeing a floating city. Ogras, especially, shared his disappointment, and his greedy gleam was replaced with annoyance. “No wonder it’s so high in the air. So much for a city of Celestials hidden in a cloud of providence.”

The eye-catching memory domain looked very different up close. The shroud hid a surprisingly commonplace settlement built upon a mountain slope. The azure fog had climbed a conical cut-out of the missing mountain, making the city the tip of an iceberg. And like with a real iceberg, most of the domain could very well be hidden beneath the surface.

“We shouldn’t stay exposed like this for too long,” Ventus cautioned. “The mist isn’t the only thing we have to worry about.”

Zac nodded in agreement. “I’ll try to enter as the veteran.”

The group had already shared their identities before crossing the crater. Ogras kept his identity as an assassin from Ventus, only sharing his public persona as a wandering sellsword. The Numerologist managed to get his hands on the identity of a scribe of the Limitless Court. That didn’t mean Ventus’s alter ego came from the Left Imperial Palace or the Empire’s mainland.

The Limitless Court was the name for the Empire’s civic branch, and it had countless departments. The Celestial Workshop responsible for building the Imperial Road, for instance, came under its purview. The court’s roles ranged from Imperial advisors to simple clerks, with a scribe being closer to the latter.

Simply put, Ventus was a middle-ranked public servant. Zac’s status as a decorated veteran was more respected, not to mention his other identity as a founding family descendant. That wasn’t to say Ventus’s identity was without merit. It suited his personality, and no one would raise their eyebrows at a scribe popping up.

They were often dispatched to deliver or implement orders, and taking a sabbatical to travel the Empire was both common and encouraged. To govern, one first needed to understand. A scribe’s journey was a form of cultivation, preparing them for the Imperial Examinations to become true officials.

The trio flew through the domain’s border, stepping onto solid ground. Zac felt his seal coming alive and focused on Tam Brooks’ seal. Terea Wendimar’s identity deactivated, confirming that Insik told the truth before trying to get him killed. Zac could freely choose his identity upon entering a domain. Another experiment confirmed the next part.

Zac needed to exit and reenter the domain if he wanted to use his other brand—swapping identities in the middle to throw off a pursuit wouldn’t work. Flickering in and out of existence didn’t raise any waves as Zac returned as Tam Brooks. His antics were hidden by the safeguards that made the locals gloss over the incongruities related to the trial.

The smell of fire and steel permeated the city, confirming the theory they’d formed by observing from the outside. Rather than a remote sect or ancestral manor, the domain had captured a mining town. More precisely, it captured the districts closest to the mine’s main entrance. Offices, smithies, bars, and stores stood shoulder to shoulder along six wide roads that all pointed to the mine.

The place was bustling, with raucous laughter leaking from the taverns and rough miners coming and going. The district could have passed off as a mortal settlement if not for the intense spirituality permeating the town. The miners were, at the very least, Late E-grade cultivators. Most were Hegemons, and Zac could sense a vague pressure indicating the presence of Monarchs.

The city was clearly part of a more flourishing region than the shallows Zac had mostly encountered thus far. The strength and appearance of their group, at most, resulted in a second look. There was no lack of powerful travelers mixed with the locals. Some were wandering cultivators, others, mercenaries moving in groups. Occasionally, these warriors would be guarding merchants.

What stood out the most about the city wasn’t its powerful population, it was the unusual spirituality.

“I can’t place it,” Ogras muttered, and Zac had no answer to give him.

His attention was held captive by the intense pull of Fate coming from the mine. It was like providence from dozens of treasures had been twinned into a thick rope of Fate. Its true nature was waiting to be uncovered, and Zac had to enter his Void State to not rush straight into the depths.

“Let’s just ask,” Ventus said and walked over to a hawker with his nose deep in a book. “Excuse me, my good man? We’re faraway travelers. Could you tell us about these mountains? I can’t place its spiritual root.”

“Ah? You’ve come to the Dipper Mountains without knowing anything? What kind of—” the hawker’s words caught in his throat when looking up from his book. With a far more respectful tone, he continued, “Ah, sir, that is…”

“Please continue,” Ventus said with a disarming smile as he put away a glimmering identity token imbued by the Dao of Order.

“Well, the Dipper Mountains are blessed by one of the seventeen Celestial Kingdoms, the hidden Kingdom of Earth. Its Dao has transformed the minerals in unusual ways. Some have proven extremely useful for everything from smithing to formations. The mountains were declared a Strategic Resource of the Empire some 50,000 years ago.”

The three shared a look. No wonder they’d sensed the mark of the Inverse Peak on the crater’s walls. The whole mountain range was filled with its Dao.

“The Kingdom of Earth rarely makes an appearance like this. To see a whole mountain range graced by its touch,” Ventus exhaled with wonder.

The hawker carefully looked around before continuing at a lower volume, “According to rumors, it’s because a gate opened deep beneath the mountains. The Dao is coming out of it.”

“Oh? A gate leading where?”

“Some say the Nine Hells. Others say Paradise.”

“You don’t know?” Ogras interjected.

“Not simple folks as us, at least,” the hawker wryly said. “I hear even Celestials scoured the underground, though that was long before my time. They found nothing, but many locals still dream of finding the gate and the fortunes it might hold. And you can still strike it rich with some luck and hard work.”

“You’ve been most helpful.” Ventus smiled and glanced at Zac, who took out one of his ancient crystals with some annoyance.

They’d decided he and Ogras would act as Ventus’s bodyguards during the visit, which apparently included acting as a bank. The hawker’s eyes went round upon noticing its grade, and he quickly packed up his stall and left after giving his profuse thanks. Judging by the hawker’s wares, the crystal likely surpassed what he sold in months.

They spent the next hour traversing the streets, catching the latest gossip of Dipper Seven. As the mining town’s name indicated, it was only one of dozens of such settlements. In fact, the Dipper Mountains were hundreds of times larger than the crater outside.

Single-numbered mines like Dipper Seven were the most prosperous, except for three that were fully under the Empire’s control. There was even an Autarch overseeing the region, though he never appeared in the public mining towns. His presence alone was enough to keep the Monarchs in check, and order was overall good. The town was definitely stable enough for Zac to seclude himself and upgrade a couple of skills.

Zac resisted the call of the mine, opting for a meal in a restaurant geared toward Hegemons and wealthy travelers. Zac hadn’t eaten anything decent since Black Zenith, and the restaurant employed skilled spiritual chefs. Having just advanced his constitution, Ogras was equally starved. The two devoured dishes the moment they were brought in, while Ventus only picked his food.

“You’ve been silent,” Zac commented upon seeing Ventus stare at the glass in his hands.

“I’m trying to figure out if the signs are real or if I’m putting them there,” Ventus said.

“What signs?” Zac asked.

“Great misfortune,” the Numerologist said. “All these people will die in the next few weeks.”

The declaration was enough to put a damper on the feast. Zac leaned forward as he looked around. There were at least five Late Hegemons seated in the public area, and the private rooms held even more. Altogether, there were close to fifty D-grade cultivators in the establishment, a force strong enough to give Zac a headache. “They’ll all die? Can you really divine something like that with a glance?”

“With living beings, no. These illusions are different. They are recorded memories with a clear beginning and end. Whatever catastrophe struck Dipper Seven was strong enough to bleed into the rest of the recording as background noise,” Ventus explained, glancing at his abacus with hesitation. “The impression is different from my usual art—it doesn’t seem to follow any familiar order. I could be coloring the deduction with fears of my own future.”

“I’d trust your gut on this one,” Ogras said. “I doubt the Dipper Mountain just up and walked away. Something big happened here, and we’ve been given a front-row seat. Could the story of the gate to the Lower Plane be real? Maybe it erupted and swallowed the whole thing.”

“It’s possible. Can you precisely calculate when things will go down?” Zac asked. “Do we need to leave?”

“We still have time, a week at the very least. I’d have to gather a large amount of information to make an accurate reading. I need to connect the clues in the present with the upcoming event. If we can figure out what, then I’ll be able to say when.”

“We could look for lanterns in the crater while waiting for things to settle down here,” Ogras suggested. “We’ll jump back in after the dust has settled and pick through what’s left.”

“I’m not sure that’d work, not unless one of us stayed inside. I believe these realms only progress in time while trial takers are participating,” Ventus said. “It’s our presence that drives history forward. On its own, Dipper Seven will forever exist in the same moment.”

Zac agreed. Between trillions of citizens across millions of years of Imperial rule, there had to be a specific reason these particular memory domains were born. The System or the architect behind the trial wouldn’t let the domains conclude on their own. The trial revolved around rewriting history, and the past needed outside input to be altered.

“I saw another domain collapse after its fate was drained,” Zac added. “Waiting outside could cost us the opportunity.”

“You think there’s an opportunity here?” Ogras asked.

“I do. The mines are calling me. The pull is incredibly strong.”

“Incredibly strong? What if instead of a breach, some miner’s about to find something so valuable it’ll trigger a bloodbath?” Ogras said with a nostalgic expression. “Just like back then.”

Zac exhaled, recalling the chaotic melee where he and Ogras first met—the battle over the [Fruit of Ascension]. “We have a few days. Let’s gather clues and decide after we reconvene.”

“We passed a tax office earlier. They should have detailed reports on the mines and notable deals going down,” Ventus said. “I’ll visit as a traveling scribe looking to gain experience.”

“A place like Dipper Seven will have a seedy underbelly. I’ll see if the local tyrants are up to something.”

“Then… I guess I’ll check out the mine,” Zac said.

“You have the build for it,” Ogras snickered before draining his cup. “I’ll find you in a few hours.”

Zac paid for the table and set out, unable to delay a second longer. He stood before a desk at the entrance before he knew it, handing over five Low-grade crystals.

“Solo entry,” Zac brusquely said. “What’s the current cut?”

“68% for solo miners,” the lazy attendant answered while handing over a Cosmos Sack covered in blue patterns.

“Thank you,” Zac said and walked inside.

Zac fastened the bag on his belt and walked into a huge relay station. His Spatial Treasures were all sealed by a formidable array the moment he stepped past a line of blue runes. Only the borrowed Cosmos Sack worked, and it would be inspected on the way out. This was how the Empire prevented unauthorized mining and secured a steady supply of important resources.

Solo miners were required to hand over a whopping 68% of their haul, while locals attached to the mining guilds would enjoy a better quota. In return, the guilds helped with everything from maintenance to keeping order. Zac looked at the runes covering his Spatial Ring. He didn’t know how to break it, though he doubted it could stop a skilled Formations Master or thieves like Esmeralda.

Then again, if you were skilled enough to overcome such seals, there was little point wasting your time in the Dipper Mines. Their common resources weren’t valuable enough to draw such talents. The seal on Zac’s ring was also useless against him. He’d learned how to use the Void to overcome a similar restriction in the Orom World, and that seal was much stronger.

Just the entry hall was more than three miles across, a town within a town. On the opposite side, twenty-eight enormous steel balls were lined up, each over twenty meters tall. They were covered in complex runes and each emitted a distinct aura. Zac spent a couple of minutes taking it all in. He still couldn’t pinpoint Fate’s pull—it permeated the whole mountain.

Striking up conversations with the miners proved difficult. They treated strangers with suspicion and refused to give any information about new findings. Zac couldn’t blame them. Finding an untapped repository was a critical trade secret, especially if it was within the safe zone. The farther down one followed the tunnels, the more dangerous the energy flows would get. It was the same as what he’d witnessed on Kavista, except the powers involved on a Primal Heaven were infinitely greater.

Eventually, Zac approached the closest sphere. Throwing over a crystal to a surprised miner. “I’m sorry, what’s this?”

“They’re ladders—one for each vein. You just insert your energy and pick a location,” the miner said, adding after some thought, “Don’t go too deep on your first dig. The depths will get a rookie killed.”

“Storms?”

“And beasts. And mine collapses. And… other things,” the miner said with a pointed look. “The law can’t see in the dark.”

“Thank you,” Zac said and walked over to the metal ball.

The name Green Sea Vein was engraved at its top. Zac infused his will, and a labyrinthian map of countless corridors appeared in his mind. It had a web of thousands of nodes starting at Zac’s position, each a possible teleportation spot. The vein was named after a massive underground lake only ten nodes below.

The arrangement didn’t rely on the Dao of Space. Instead, the ball allowed you to move through the mountain’s veins with incredible speed. Most sections still required days of travel from the closest node, especially deeper down. The Green Sea Vein was massive, and there were twenty-seven more just like it.

Zac only felt a reaction from fifty-odd nodes. The rest were likely outside the memory domain’s borders. Sensing nothing special, Zac inspected one metal ball after another until he abruptly stopped. The feeling swiftly vanished, making Zac wonder if he’d been mistaken. Then, the crater’s vaguely familiar shapes and the inexplicable attraction fused into certainty.

There was a streak of Void hiding behind the veil of Earthly Dao.
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THE MOUNTAIN’S SECRET


Zac couldn’t believe it. How was it possible to encounter the Void again, within weeks of unsealing the Holy Relic?

It might have made some sense if what Zac detected through the transportation sphere matched the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]’s aura. The Earth Spirit hadn’t said it outright, but his gate was likely one of many. Roan called it a mountain gate. Zac couldn’t see the arrangement support the Primal Heaven and the Fifth Pillar alone.

Zac believed multiple bridges had been installed across the continent to act as loadbearing pillars. There should also be supportive formations to stabilize the connection, like the Lower Courts supporting the Left Imperial Palace. The Void present in the Muddy Patch Vein was too different to take that role.

There wasn’t so much as a whiff of Imperial Destiny, nor did it seem connected to the First People. The Dipper Mine’s Void had its own flavor, an untamed aura resemblant of a Natural Treasure. Zac hoped so, at least. What would he do with another bridge? It wasn’t like he could call on the Earth Spirit for his unlocking service.

A natural High-grade Void Treasure would be far more useful, whether for direct consumption or accelerating the mountain gate’s recovery. The latter was especially attractive. Zac had investigated the Holy Relic a few more times over the past weeks, and each visit increased his impatience to rebuild the bridge.

Zac could already see multiple uses for the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. For one, it could act like a bottomless Void Crystal after the connection to the Void Mountain was reestablished. It would also make for a decent hiding place in case of emergency. The treasure might even allow for an incredibly useful ability—allowing his bodies to instantly reach the other’s side.

Despite its properties, the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] wasn’t a Spatial Treasure—just like the transportation sphere before him. Consequently, it had no problem entering [Purity of the Void]. If Zac could enter the gate with one body while simultaneously storing it in his purification space, he could take the relic out on the other side.

Should that fail, there was still the option to ferry over Spatial Rings using the mountain gate as a go-between, circumventing the dimensional restrictions of [Purity of the Void]. Being able to send over the Yphelion, which was with his human body, could be a lifesaver. It also enabled transferring mountains of resources at once instead of transferring items one by one.

There was even a small chance the First People’s inheritance remained intact. The hundreds of heritages they sent into the Era or Order were the best of the best. Finding something suitable was unlikely, but Zac would welcome any opportunity to study the Void. Lacking the fundamentals was holding him back in so many departments.

Lord Engo, the B-grade Troll who guided Zac to the [Cosmic Forge] inheritance, had already warned him about relying on borrowed knowledge for his Cosmic Core. The trial might provide more of Ultom’s insights, except Zac didn’t even know what questions to ask. He needed a foundation to build on, whether for his Inner World or permanently imbuing his Skills and Techniques with the Void.

Batteries and item ferries were only conveniences compared to Zac’s thirst for knowledge, yet the inheritance wasn’t the first thing that came to mind when he laid his eyes upon the ancient gate. Zac had seen the key to surviving his future breakthroughs. His tribulations had reached unbearable levels, forcing him to rely on tricks or the System’s assistance. Zac didn’t even want to imagine the punishments his Inner World would face or how he’d defend his Dao.

There was no way he could take the full brunt of Heaven’s wrath, and he couldn’t rely on the System bailing him out every time. Zac’s only option was to steal the Kayar-Elu’s Clan’s heritage while completing Leandra’s mission. His mother’s clan were masters of hiding from the Heavens. They’d even helped design Sanctuary, the Technocrat’s holy land. Except, embracing the Dao of Technology meant making an enemy of the System when he already had his hands full with the Heavens.

Undergoing his tribulations inside the Void of Dao was a much better solution. Zac was currently limited to sending a mental tendril into the gate, and that was only because it was damaged and completely drained. Later, he’d be able to enter in person. Even if the Heavens followed him inside, it would be severely weakened by the Void Mountain.

These opportunities all remained out of reach. Neither repairing the gate nor restoring the bridge was currently possible. Zac couldn’t use [Void Mountain]’s sigil to erase the hostile Dao without first entering the gate, and he couldn’t interact with the floating rubble beyond the archway. The thing he could do was pour Void Energy into the platform built by the First People.

The platform should be the key to stabilizing the treasure and entering in person. From there, he could work on the other problems while looking for the First People-inheritance in earnest. Except, each infusion of Void Energy was no different than creating an ocean by pouring buckets of water. A High-grade Void Treasure could be a shortcut to drastically speed up the process.

The only thing keeping Zac from teleporting deeper into the Muddy Patch Vein was the fear of being manipulated. Not even his extraordinary Luck could explain running into Void-related encounters over and over. It was like someone had carefully arranged a trial of breadcrumbs and dropped him at its start.

What was waiting for him at the other end?

It was too early to say whether Laondio only helped Karz for his own benefit. The fact remained that Karz disappeared with the System’s awakening, and his bloodline became a core component for its operations. Was the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] really the key to escaping Heaven’s watch and the System’s grasp, or was it the leash leading him to slaughter?

“Buddy, piss or get off the pot.”

Zac turned around and found himself faced with over a hundred miners wearing matching overalls. Apparently, the sphere could only interact with five at a time, with Zac holding up one of the spots. Zac gave an apologetic smile and moved to the side to let the guild through. Still grappling with the implications, Zac inspected the rest of the transporters.

Only the Muddy Patch Vein and its neighboring sphere transmitted sporadic flickers of Void. The two also had more accessible nodes than the average, indicating they were at the center of the memory domain. It gave credence to Zac’s theory that an eruption of Void Energy had annihilated the Dipper Mountains.

Zac wasn’t sure what’d happen if he was faced with such a disaster. Having the Void Emperor Bloodline didn’t mean he was immune to Void Energy, just as a fire cultivator would succumb from powerful enough flames. Even so, Zac returned to the Muddy Patch Vein and picked a node at random. He was sucked into the sphere, entering a state similar to using [Abyssal Drive].

Moving hundreds of miles downward only took seconds. Zac emerged at an underground square with a smaller sphere placed at its center. There were a few buildings and cave entrances built along the walls, mostly temporary residences. Most were empty, while one had been turned into an unfamiliar guild’s temporary office.

The ambient energy and Dao was even thicker than on the surface, easily surpassing Zac’s cultivation cave back home. Even so, it wasn’t suitable for long-term cultivation. The energy was a chaotic mix of multiple affinities, and powerful fluctuations coming from the walls put pressure on Zac’s mind. Most Hegemons would have to return to the surface within weeks—days in the deepest nodes.

The occasional flicker of Void was even stronger inside the vein, and it still eluded his grasp. The signals came from every direction, like they’d fused with the vein. Investigating the nearby corridors didn’t help, though the visit drove home just how dangerous mining in the Dipper Mines was.

The mine was completely different to the mostly safe operations back on Ensolus and Earth. It wouldn’t be wrong calling the tunnels the only safe spots in a sea of unstable energy. No matter where he infused his Soul, he was met by an impassable wall of Earthly Dao of the Inverse Peak. It was no wonder the tunnels looked like they’d been through hell and back. Digging just about anywhere risked hitting a fault line.

Zac gave up on his search after three hours. He simply couldn’t pinpoint the origin of the signal. His best guess was the Void Treasure had perfectly hidden its presence, though a sliver of its aura seeped into the Muddy Patch Vein. Zac returned to the surface with only a couple of E-grade minerals he ripped out of the wall.

Their value was only a fraction of the entrance fee. It didn’t matter to Zac. He only took them out of idle curiosity during his investigation. Zac found Ogras lounging at a bar with a view of both the mine entrance and tax office. A crusty-eyed Ventus emerged across the street an hour later. Needing privacy, they rented a manor for a month.

“I didn’t find much,” Ogras said after they’d performed a sweep for hidden arrays. “There were a few open tasks for robberies and assassinations, nothing that sticks out. There are rumors of two guilds heading toward an all-out war over a juicy stretch. They’re among the strongest factions here; just not nearly strong enough to level the city.”

“Dipper Seven has seen a steady uptick of outsiders and solo miners,” Ventus said. “It can be explained by Dipper Seven’s veins getting better and better. There could be infiltrators among the newcomers.”

“Why are the veins improving?” Zac asked.

“It’s the road project you mentioned,” Ventus said. “It seems construction fifty thousand years ago realigned the energy flow, pushing huge amounts to the surface. Certain adjustments a few decades ago are believed to have triggered the Dipper Mountain’s second awakening.”

“So the Dipper Mountains is one of the winners from the Empire’s undertaking—for now,” Zac said, adding the caveat upon seeing Ogras’s amused expression.

The Imperial Road could also explain how a Void Treasure appeared in the mine. The immense forces of a Primal Heaven’s energy being rerouted could have ripped open a pathway to some unusual dimension or even directly birthed the treasure.

“Yes, well. The calamity should be connected to the rising energy one way or another,” the Numerologist continued. “Most clues point toward the two newest veins. Their yield is extraordinary. The local magistrate is over the moon. If we follow the theory of a priceless treasure appearing, it’ll likely be there.”

“You’re talking about the Muddy Patch Vein and Darkstone Vein?” Zac asked, getting a nod of confirmation. “You’re right. They’re in the center of the memory domain, and what I sensed is down there.”

“You already found it?” Ogras asked. “So we’re done here?”

“No. I can’t pinpoint its location. The environment is too chaotic, and it would take months searching tunnel by tunnel. I was hoping you’d discovered something that can narrow the search. What about the war? Is it over mining rights in those veins?”

“It is. Specifically over a newly-erected node. It was placed unusually close to the Paverman Guild’s claim, and the Redroad Miners are using the node to dig toward it from the opposite direction.”

“That shouldn’t be it,” Zac said. “We only have access to a quarter of the nodes at the surface layers. The nodes in the depths are well out of reach.”

“There’s not as much action near the surface,” Ogras said. “Order is unusually good in those hot streaks. Quite a few thieves have lost their heads already.”

“There was something in the reports…” Ventus muttered. “Right! The expansion application!”

“What’s that?” Zac asked.

“A guild has applied to excavate a new section of the Muddy Patch Vein. It’s actually quite close to the surface. That whole area has been restricted because of its highly unstable energies. Until recently.”

“Even more unstable than the rest of the underground?” Zac shuddered.

“It’s that bad down there?” Ogras asked. “Then it’s a gamble. Open it up and they could find valuable resources. If they’re too eager, they could get swept up in the storm’s aftershocks.”

“Yes, the latter is quite normal, especially in the new energy-rich veins,” Ventus said. “But when you strike it rich… The guilds have unearthed everything from ancient ruins to incredible Natural Treasures. And by shouldering the risk, the guild gets a much higher cut of the reward. The expansion is slated to start in nine days. Both timing and location fit with what we’ve gathered.”

“That means we have time,” Ogras said. “Should we check out the area? If a treasure is the cause of misfortune, we’ll even be helping these poor souls avoid unnecessary bloodshed by taking it off their hands.”

“How noble of you,” Ventus scoffed.

“Maybe it’s better if the two of you stay here. I have a decent idea what we’re dealing with. The opportunity is useless to you, but it’s very important to my cultivation,” Zac said.

“Shouldn’t it be faster if we look for it together?” Ventus said.

“It’s not that simple. I fear I might trigger the calamity, or part of it when we unearth it. I can’t guarantee my safety, let alone yours,” Zac said, sending some additional context to Ogras.

‘Imagine the Memorysteel Mountain, except at a scale big enough to swallow the whole region.’

There were too many unknown variables, making it impossible to confidently say he could prevent history from repeating itself. Beyond safety, it was a matter of secrecy. It was already bad enough that the Undead Empire knew about his connection to the Void. Adding Ventus to that list was like arming a bomb that could go off any time.

“Can you get to it yourself?” Ogras asked.

“That’s—” Zac hesitated.

Frankly, he wasn’t sure. His attempts at digging new routes hadn’t gone great. He’d played it safe cutting into calmer sections, yet he’d almost collapsed a tunnel. The energies trapped within the walls were extremely unpredictable, following no rules Zac understood. And if the Void Treasure was inside a claimed section, would he even get the chance to dig it out?

“How about this? We’ll come with you and check out the area. If there’s a route, we’ll find it. You can do the extraction yourself after we’ve evacuated,” Ogras said.

“There’s another option. Have the Serpico Guild lead you to the treasure,” Ventus suggested.

Zac looked at Ventus suspiciously. “The guild? Why would they allow a stranger on such an important mission? Are they hiring cannon fodder?”

“They might be, but that’s not what I was thinking. There are other ways to join as an outsider. I could use my identity as a wandering scribe, saying I’m interested in the process. If they say no, I’ll insinuate they’re trying to hide their returns from the Empire. There’s nothing like the threat of being branded traitor to get things done.”

“Be careful, or your curiosity might get you burned,” Ogras said with a dangerous gleam in his eyes. While the demon didn’t know the full story, he understood that what happened on the Memorysteel Mountain was connected to some of Zac’s deepest secrets. “Your idea would work just as well with the young master of a founding family out on an adventure. Especially if an official introduces him.”

The plan was the best one yet, though it meant entering with the guild’s elite excavation unit. If he could extract the treasure without them noticing, he could easily hide it by circumventing the mine’s restrictions on Spatial Tools. Snatching the Void Treasure instead of letting it destabilize might even be enough to instantly drain the memory domain of energy.

“We’d have to extend our stay by over a week if we go this route. Let’s take a look first,” Zac said.

They’d already spent eighty-three days on the Left Imperial Expanse. Nine more would push past the three-month mark. It would take at least four more months to reach the Hollow Court’s pillar. That estimate didn’t include detours to visit memories or excavating treasures on the outside. Every delay increased the odds of something going wrong. For instance, Esmeralda would reach the Mercurial Court in just two months.

And yet, Zac couldn’t simply back down. Finding the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] buried in the battlefield, having the Earth Spirit unseal it, and stumbling onto a mysterious Void Treasure hidden beneath the Dipper Mountains. Each step was a connecting link building a chain to the Void. Whether by fate or someone’s design, Zac needed to follow the thread to its end. He couldn’t give up on the opportunity because of possible threats and unknown implications.

The three directly set out, and sneaking down to the yet-unearthed section proved easier than expected. The region could only be sectioned off by the Serpico Guild three days before the expansion, and there were dozens of curious miners filling the corridors. Betting on an expansion’s outcome was apparently a popular pastime in Dipper Seven, and many of the onlookers were trying to glean clues from the powerful energies still pulsating through the walls.

Half a day later, Ogras removed his hand from a wall. “It got torn apart. Buddy, I think it’s impossible. I have no idea how those miners are planning on getting through this minefield.”

Zac turned to Ventus, who shook his head in defeat. The Dipper Mountain had effortlessly foiled his attempts at calculating a path.

“I guess it’s time we got to know the Serpico Guild.”
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SERPICO GUILD


Muted whispers spread through the street as Ventus led Zac toward the Serpico Guild’s headquarters. A direct descendant of a founding family appearing in the Dipper Mountains was quite the event, and Zac had given the locals just enough time for the rumors to spread. His arrival should already be known among Dipper Seven’s elites.

Arriving at the last minute while creating such a spectacle was intentional and meant to act as insurance. The Serpico Guild’s main squad was about to leave for the Muddy Patch Vein, and there wasn’t enough time to investigate Zac’s presence and whether he’d brought powerful backing. That lingering doubt would act as a deterrent long enough to snatch the treasure and get away.

After confirming he couldn’t get to the Void Treasure himself, Zac had promptly secluded himself. It was just barely enough to upgrade two of his skills. Ventus and Ogras continued gathering information while Zac worked on improving his odds of survival. That included collecting the latest updates on the Wendimar Clan.

Zac’s experience in the previous memory domain proved that the Wendimar name wasn’t a golden ticket that would magically open any door. The more he knew, the better he could leverage his identity. Dipper Seven’s memory came from a later epoch than the beast tide’s memory domain, yet it was still some time away from the Imperial Road’s completion.

While on the decline, the Ironblooded Wendimar hadn’t fallen from grace just yet. Years of attritive warfare had weakened the Wendimars to the point where they’d finally given up on the Limitless Expanse in the Empire’s heartland, recently moving their whole clan to the Left Imperial Expanse.

The local Ironblooded Legions had been bolstered by the family’s hardened veterans. Multiple ancestors emerged to take over the reins, hoping that committing to the Left Imperial Expanse was the key to the clan’s resurrection. Zac had already seen the result of their gamble. Frankly, the writing was on the wall without Terea’s memories spoiling the ending.

The Wendimar Clan had the guts to take great risks, even if their method was lacking. They’d doubled down on the crude approach that led their faction to its current state. The Ironblooded Legions eagerly accepted the deadliest tasks surrounding the Left Imperial Expanse, constantly losing elites in hopes that the suffering would trigger a renewal.

The situation worked in Zac’s favor. The Wendimar Clan might be severely weakened as a whole, but their presence on the Left Imperial Expanse was as strong as ever. With the Dipper Mountains being controlled by the army, which held the Ironblooded in great esteem, anyone would have to think twice before acting against him. At the same time, the clan wasn’t active in the region, making such complications highly unlikely.

A presence entered Zac’s shadows, and Ogras’s voice appeared in his head, ‘Still no sign of outsiders or Monarchs. A few guilds have approached Ivar Serpico, and he’s rejected all offers of cooperation.’

There was a rumor in the underworld that the Serpico Guild had recently gained a backer. They still hadn’t figured out if it was true or not, so Ogras spent the past few days lurking in the shadows. More than fifty Hegemons in matching work clothes were already waiting outside the Serpico Guild’s office. They looked at Ventus’s and Zac’s approach with caution, understanding trouble had come knocking.

Ventus flashing his identity was enough to avoid any trouble, and a clerk reluctantly led them to the Guild Master’s office. Ivar Serpico stood over a table with three foremen, going over the Muddy Patch Vein’s latest energy readings. The Guild Master was a Peak Hegemon and the strongest member of the guild, with the foremen all being Late Hegemons.

A few assistants stood by the side, making notes and drafting orders while an elderly butler waited in the corner. Zac was surprised to sense a vague threat from Ivar Serpico despite him not being a pure combatant. It went to show that someone who’d survived over 25,000 years in the chaotic depths of the Dipper Mines had some tricks up their sleeve.

“Sir Kalavan of the Celestial Court, is it?” Ivar Serpico said with a slight bow before looking at Zac with suspicion. “We’ve already received the final go-ahead from Sir Andres. If there’s an issue⁠—”

“Not at all. I’m here in a private capacity,” Ventus said.

“Is that so?” Ivar said, dismissing all except his butler. “I assume it’s related to the young master standing by your side?”

“Let me introduce you to Zachary Wendimar, nephew of General Pervata Wendimar of the Second Ironblooded Legion,” Ventus said.

The genuine shock on the Guild Master’s face as he gave Zac a second look meant the rumors hadn’t reached the sealed chambers of the Serpico Guild yet. Ivar glanced at his butler, who appeared to be sending out messages to learn more.

“Welcome, Lord,” Ivar Serpico said with a stiff bow.

Zac returned the greeting with a nod, letting Ventus talk in his stead, “Young Master Wendimar learned of your imminent expansion and wishes to broaden his horizons.”

“Absolutely not!” Ivar rejected with surprising vehemence. “It’s… It’s a matter of protocol. As I said, the documentation has already been finalized and submitted. The team is set.”

“The addition of an observer does not break any clause.” Ventus smiled.

“Ah, perhaps,” Ivar said, his expression growing more overcast. “Even so, I can’t let the Lord join us. It’s too dangerous.”

“Young Master Wendimar is a Pure Lord and a direct descendant of the Wendimar Clan. He is perfectly capable of protecting himself.”

“Not even Void Heralds can guarantee safety during an expansion, especially not when the depths are stirring.”

“One cannot seize the Dao while fearing death,” Zac calmly said.

“Young Master might not fear death, but we do,” Ivar said with a shake of his head. “I simply cannot take the risk when the lives of my men are at stake. Someone like the Lord will make the crew nervous. They’ll feel pressured and make mistakes. Please understand.”

Ventus gained a sharpness to his voice, “The Young Master’s mere presence will cause mistakes? Nonsense. If you were that incompetent, you wouldn’t have been awarded the contract. Are you planning on doing something that must be hidden from the gazes of the Empire’s champions?”

“Don’t put words in my mouth!” The Guild Master’s face grew red with anger. “We’re already facing enough pressure without you adding to it. What would happen to the Serpico Guild if a nobleman died under our care? Forget about us; even our families will get implicated.”

“Is that what you think of our judicial system? What you think of the Ironblooded Wendimars who have faithfully served since the Empire’s founding?” Ventus said with shock, while Zac stared at the old man with great displeasure.

The old miner lost the last of his patience as he slammed his hand on the table with enough force to make the whole building shake. “Bah, who knows how many treasures have found their way into the pockets of you silver spoons when no one was looking? Isn’t that why you’re forcing yourself onto my team? Who’d take the complaints of some miners seriously?”

Dense killing intent permeated the whole guild as [Verun’s Bite] appeared in Zac’s hand, causing alarmed shouts to echo through the walls. Ivar’s outburst was both a slight to Clan Wendimar’s honor and an accusation of corruption. Zac obviously wouldn’t take such insults to heart, he merely had a role to play.

Zac was more concerned about why Ivar Serpico was going so far to keep him away. His gruff exterior was mostly a façade—no fool could hold onto such a lucrative position for so long. It was as if Ivar were intentionally trying to get in trouble. Was he hoping to distract Zac from the vein expansion by turning himself into a target? That would only make sense if he knew the expansion was more than another gamble.

“Enough, you fool.”

It was the butler who snapped at his boss as he emerged from the office’s corner. His middle-aged face morphed into that of a young man while his aura rose to a Middle Hegemon at the cusp of a breakthrough. His foundations were extremely solid, almost a match for Ogras’s. They weren’t dealing with a butler, nor someone from Dipper Seven, for that matter.

“I—” Ivar stuttered.

“I can see what you’re doing. I won’t hold it against you—this time. Now, leave us,” the young man scoffed and turned to Zac. “I apologize, senior. I asked Ivar to stall while I confirmed a few matters, and he made a mess of things.”

“Senior? Who are you?” Zac asked as the Guild Master was sent out of his own offices. Not just anyone could address a direct descendant in such a way.

“Sir Kalavan, if you’d please?” the young man said.

Ventus looked like he wanted to say something, wisely holding back, also leaving after receiving a curt nod from Zac. As he exited, he transmitted a parting message with a bow, ‘This man is also marked by death. I’ll follow the original plan.’

The butler only spoke after erecting an extra layer of isolation. “I’m Kalir Whitecrest, a humble purveyor of the Whitecrest Consortia.”

“The Whitecrest Clan?” Zac said, inwardly cursing.

Things had gotten complicated. Whitecrest referred to only one thing in the Limitless Empire—the Whitecrest Clan, another founding family. Worse, Kalir was an actual descendant of their family and not just an employee. Zac was now facing a peer.

A timely message from Ogras added further context, ‘They’re bigshots! The merchant from my lantern knows them. The Whitecrest Consortia is one of the top fifty businesses on the continent. What the hell is he doing here? There’s nothing about them being active in the Dipper Mountains.’

Zac was equally confused. Powerful clans and sects, whether founding families or newcomers, were generally part of a greater faction. The Wendimars were staunch supporters of the Military Branch, while the Whitecrest seemingly was a mercantile family. There were also the ascetics, the Templars, and the civic branch, to name a few.

Such a huge empire had countless issues that didn’t affect it at large. In such cases, the factions often worked together to protect their interests. While doing business in a region claimed by the military wasn’t illegal, it would be a breach of etiquette for high-ranked entities like the Whitecrest Consortia to get involved.

“What’s with the subterfuge?” Zac asked.

“I’m afraid the situation isn’t quite as harmonious in the Whitecrest Clan as it is with the Wendimars. We’re facing both external pressures and internal unrest. Certain undertakings are best carried out anonymously and without drawing unwanted attention. I fear the latter might prove difficult now that things have reached this point,” Kalir said, looking toward the window.

Seconds later, two hooded cultivators marked by the flames of war descended before the group of miners. Their restrained auras weren’t enough to hide their strength.

“You brought two Void Heralds to a common excavation?” Zac said with a raised brow, hiding the alarm within.

Their carefully arranged plan was unraveling before it could begin, and Zac wasn’t sure what to do. The reason he’d felt confident was the Serpico Guild’s lack of Monarchs. Some local Hegemons couldn’t stop him if he were adamant about escaping. The situation was very different now that two Monarchs were involved.

Stealing the treasure and escaping through the memory domain’s border like last time wouldn’t work in the depths of the mine. At the same time, Zac felt the situation might turn south very quickly if he backed out at this stage. The Monarchs had put the whole Guild Hall under surveillance the moment they appeared.

“Perhaps it’s Lord Wendimar who has brought two Dao Guardians?” Kalir said with a smile. “Provided Senior is still interested in broadening his horizons?”

‘This man isn’t simple. He’s turned an unexpected variable to his advantage, using you to sneak two Monarchs into the mine without raising suspicion. They’re even pretending to be veterans of the Ironblooded Legion. The Whitecrest Clan definitely isn’t here to gamble on a random vein expansion.’

Zac decided to fight fire with fire, taking out his Wendimar Seal. “No more games. Explain yourself, or this will become an issue involving our families.”

Kalir drew a sharp breath upon seeing the token. It was completely different from a normal identity medallion, radiating ancient Imperial Destiny. It was something only the Clan Master should possess, and possibly his heir. There could be millions of direct descendants, with only one heir at any given time.

The merchant bowed. “I greet the Young Clan Head. I swear on the Grand Fate that I’m not plotting against the Empire or Clan Wendimar. On the contrary, you only stand to benefit. Knowing your status, my plan has much greater odds of succeeding. Only… Can I ask what brings Lord Wendimar here?”

“I wasn’t lying before. I’m simply passing through the area and thought it would be interesting to experience a vein expansion. It looks like I’ve accidentally inserted myself into a bigger plot,” Zac said with genuine exasperation. Why couldn’t things ever go like they were supposed to? “You’re obviously not here for a random vein expansion.”

“Has Lord Wendimar heard of Margrave Wartorius, the Scales of Earth?”

Zac had never heard of that man in his life, but he couldn’t say that outright.

‘Wartorius… Why’s that so familiar? Something from my identity’s memories,’ Ogras muttered.

Seeing Kalir growing suspicious from the pause, Zac went with his gut. Mentioning a scale and the connection to Ogras’s memory lantern was enough to make an educated guess. “Just the normal stuff. Hollow Court, right?”

“As expected, you’ve heard of the Margrave taking over command of the Hollow Court. He’s slated to arrive in a few decades, and today’s expedition is related to his arrival.”

“Don’t tell me the Whitecrest is working for the Scales of Earth?”

“No, as much as we’d like to,” Kalir said with a wry smile. “As it happens, his taking office presents that very opportunity. Do you know why he’s called the Scale of Earth?”

“Don’t tell me it’s related to the Earthly Dao? I never heard he followed this path.”

Back in the Empire’s time, the Inverse Peak was still called the Earthly Peak, or the Earthly Kingdoms. The terminology still remained to some degree, especially when discussed in conjunction with the Heavenly Peak. Still, Inverse better described the nature of the related Daos, and it wasn’t confused with Earthly Daos as a cultivation stage.

“I’m not sure either, but our family spent a fortune on a piece of information. The Hollow Court is connected to the Lower Planes, and the Margrave will give out a set of missions upon his arrival. He’s investigating something related to the Earthly Kingdom, and unique resources can be exchanged for incredible amounts of merit. If lucky, we might gain an audience with the Margrave himself.”

“That’s why you’re here and why you’re acting so suspicious,” Zac said with realization. “There are others who know?”

“Unfortunately, yes. General Percival has seized command over the Dipper Mountains for that very purpose,” Kalir said. “I feared your arrival meant the addition of another competitor.”

Zac had absolutely no idea who General Percival was. Instead of exposing his ignorance with a response, he settled on a brooding frown. It seemed to work, as Kalir continued with increased vigor.

“The upstart families are getting restless. Our families have bled for the Empire for countless generations, and these hyenas are nipping at our heels while we’re weakened. That bastard embezzles half the treasures unearthed in these mountains. He’s planning on making a grand showing of his generosity upon the Margrave’s arrival.”

“So what scheme have you cooked up with those two outside?” Zac asked.

“I’m certain Muddy Patch Vein holds a great treasure, and I seized the Serpico Guild to extract it without causing any waves. My scheming siblings aside, the biggest concern is General Percival. He might throw all caution to the wind and seize the treasure. If there was another force that could give the general second thoughts about playing dirty…”

“You’re hoping I’ll act as a witness and guarantor, protecting you from the military branch,” Zac surmised.

There was undoubtedly more to the story, though it was a better outcome than Zac initially expected. Kalir dying in the depths could even be seen as good news. The explosion wasn’t part of his ploy, making it easier to prevent. Kalir was even kind enough to provide valuable intelligence on the Hollow Court.

“The elders know the clan must adapt to survive and become more flexible. This could be a chance for that—so long as our bottom line isn’t crossed,” Zac said. “You cannot do anything that tarnishes the Wendimar’s honor, and we present the gift to the Margrave together. Also, I get a share of any materials that are deemed useless for the Hollow Court.”

“Not an issue, provided we set out immediately. The news of you entering the Serpico Guild is already creating troublesome rumors outside my ability to suppress,” Kalir sighed.

Zac only hesitated a moment before agreeing. While the situation had grown thorny, it wasn’t enough to make him back down. And with the history of the domains being connected, Zac might actually be able to help his future self inside the Hollow Court by performing meritoriously here. “Then let’s go.”

Kalir veritably ushered Zac out of the room after changing his appearance to that of the butler. Only Ivar knew about the guild’s true owner, and he’d been given a fake name. The two Monarchs bowed toward Zac before lining up behind him as the expedition poured into the Dipper Mines. Soon enough, they appeared in a set of familiar corridors of the Muddy Patch Vein.

Dozens of unaffiliated miners lingered in the square, looking for business opportunities. The Serpico Guild would swallow most of the benefits in the case of a successful expansion; even the scraps could be worth quite a bit. A few had set up tents outside of harm’s way, hoping the Serpico Guild would stumble upon such a fortune that they’d need to hire helping hands.

‘I think I might be stuck. I can’t sneak away unnoticed with those two breathing down your neck.’

Zac expected as much. Just avoiding detection at such close proximity was a feat. ‘It’s fine. I’ll say you’re an attendant of mine.’

‘We’re past that point. The Whitecrest kid has let you in on his plans, and the mine expansion obviously involves a huge secret. Me veering off at this time will brand you an enemy.’

He was right. ‘I’m sorry I got you dragged into this mess.’

‘What are you talking about? Don’t you think I knew I’d jumped onto a tiger’s back when I first decided to follow you? At least we managed to leave the elf on the surface like we planned,’ Ogras laughed. ‘Don’t worry about me. Just turn on your trouble-attracting beacon and do your thing. There’s no safer place than your shadows.’
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‘Remember what you just said. The Serpico Guild’s excavation failed the first time around, and we still don’t know when or why. Stay within ten meters of me, especially if things get out of hand. My bloodline is the only thing with a chance at keeping us safe,’ Zac urged as Ivar Serpico led the fifty-man crew toward the point of entry.

Ventus had already scanned the rest of the Serpico Guild over the past week, and every single member was haunted by the shadow of death—from Guild Master to lowest assistants. The company navigating deeper into the tunnels may as well have been a funeral procession.

Two hours later, they reached an excavation already well underway. An advance party began work days ago, cordoning off the area, installing the necessary arrays, and stripping the outer layers of rock. The following part required the expertise of the veteran crew. Ivar took charge while Kalir stayed incognito.

The mine expansion was just as fraught with danger as Zac expected. Branching streaks of deadly energies permeated the mountain, some holding more than enough energy to take out the whole party. Disturbing them could trigger a chain reaction of multiple deposits erupting at once. The miners had to carefully dig a path to the streak and deal with them one by one.

Each deposit was unique, requiring a customized solution. Whenever possible, they would draw away the dangerous pockets with siphoning arrays, dispersing their payload into the mountain. The process was akin to defusing a field of mines. Thankfully, the two Monarchs weren’t just there for moral support.

Vitrus and Vatra were siblings, the former an Array Master and the latter a warrior focused on defense. While not as attuned to the mountain as Ivar, their strength and heritage more than made up for it. Zac stayed at the backlines, keeping watch of sudden dangers. The flickers of Void were getting stronger the deeper they delved, and the calamity could strike at any moment.

‘Still can’t feel anything?’ Zac asked.

‘Nothing. It’s still the usual—mostly Daos of the Grand Materia and the Inverse Peak. Metal and Stone transformed into God knows what,’ the demon confirmed.

The demon never managed to sense the flickers of Void, and it was the same with the Serpico Guild. The slight disturbances they caused were taken as part of the erratic nature of the energy flows.

“Careful!” Zac said as a vine dragged a surprised miner away from the wall. He’d been in the middle of activating a stabilizing array when a flicker of Void triggered a subtle shift. Ivar appeared out of nowhere to take his place, infusing the wall with his own energy and Dao.

“Lord, this is no place to play around!” the Guild Master said, his veins throbbing from repressed rage as the foremen glared in Zac’s direction.

“Look at the array, compare it to the current energy flows,” Zac calmly said.

“What do you—huh? It’s misaligned,” Ivar said, looking at the array disk with surprise.

“I double-checked it moments ago,” a foreman said, turning to Zac for answers. “Is young master able to read the mountain?”

“Not to the point I can anticipate changes. I have a Fatewarding Treasure that anticipates sudden dangers. It indicated that activating the array would have threatened me,” Zac lied to explain his actions.

With Zac’s danger sense and two Monarchs forcibly paving a path, progress was smooth. Digging through the miles-wide outer shell could take a week for an elite unit, yet they reached their destination in half a day.

“There’s a major hollow fifty yards ahead. Multiple miles wide and perfectly isolated,” Ivar confirmed after removing his hands from the wall, his eyes gleaming with anticipation.

“A major hollow is a good thing?” Zac asked, unable to penetrate the energy-rich wall with his Soul Sense.

Ivar answered after getting the go-ahead from Kalir, “It can be, my Lord. There are plenty of veins in the mountain, but the really valuable stuff will be found in sealed spaces. They, uh, they can also be the breeding grounds for nasty things.”

“We shouldn’t encounter creepers here,” another miner offered. “I’ve mined the area most of my life. The storm that blocked this section was terrifying. Anything strong enough to survive that⁠—”

“—Would already have broken out and razed Dipper Seven to the ground,” Zac surmised.

“Just so.”

“Don’t lower your guard. Stop when we’re five meters from breaking through,” Ivar grunted as he installed the next set of arrays.

‘Get ready,’ Zac warned as they drew closer, putting on [Ossuary Bulwark] just in case.

The miners were already wearing hazmat suits as Vatra removed the last barrier. Their preparations weren’t enough to block the tsunami of energy flooding the tunnel. It was so dense, it may as well have been liquid, and it showed no signs of abating. It was lucky the entrance had been sealed for ‘security reasons,’ with gates installed every fifty meters. Otherwise, the flood of energy would have caused a storm among the miners in the area.

“Keep going!” the Monarch urged while suppressing the onslaught with a defensive domain.

The company rushed inside with burning eyes. The dense yet stable energies were a clear sign of having hit the jackpot. Zac anxiously followed as a shocked exclamation came from ahead. Then, it was Zac’s turn to join the chorus.

“What the hell?” Zac gasped, his shock genuine.

Instead of a Void Treasure marked by the Inverse Peak, they’d stumbled onto a miles-wide cave holding a cultivator’s manor.

A central building hovered between two hand-carved hills the shape of mountains—one floating above and an upside-down mountain below. The former was hewn from the same white stone as the Dipper Mountains, and it radiated a blinding aura of the Inverse Peak. It may as well have taken the whole mountain range’s Dao and compressed it to fit the scale model.

The inverted hill was pitch-black, its shape perfectly matching the one above like a shadow. It was absolutely bereft of aura, at least one that could be sensed through conventional means. It felt like mortal stone without any innate spirituality, even to Zac. The two slowly rotated in opposite directions, meaning they’d only occasionally line up.

As if by fate, they aligned just as Zac entered, prompting his vision to double. Countless glowing runes lit up across the cave’s surface, all of them holding a sliver of Void ensconced in Dao. Together, the runes held far more Void Energy than Zac, and he had to hold himself back from gorging on the banquet beneath his feet.

The inverted hill was no different. It had come alive, suddenly filled with Void Energy and Void of Dao perfectly opposite its sibling’s. If the hills touched at that moment, both would instantly cease to exist. All that was nothing compared to the monstrous eruption of Void coming from within the central manor.

Zac couldn’t breathe as he was inundated by the aura he’d felt all the way on the surface. His bloodline trembled, no longer daring to display any hunger. Zac felt like an ant looking up at an elephant—one that shouldn’t exist under the Heavens. Thankfully, the mountains kept rotating, breaking the alignment.

The Void became rootless, and Zac almost felt like the Void Energy fled toward the manor to escape Heaven’s wrath. Most of it was extinguished in mutual destruction with the ambient energies, causing a noticeable drop in density. Zac exhaled after confirming everything was back to normal. The Void was routed, and the chamber was already filling up with new energy.

The others had only noticed the sudden drop in energy. They were busy taking in the incredible arrangement. Beyond the central abode and its replica mountains were four humongous satellites surrounding the cardinal directions. They looked like abstract sculptures, each one unique.

They thrummed with forbidding powers, easily surpassing Zac or the two Monarchs. They were at least Late C-grade arrays and fully functional by the looks of it. Zac also saw something familiar in them. Their odd forms represented the Four Laws, at least a decent replication of them. Getting past the arrays to reach the manor wouldn’t be easy.

Zac turned to seven lesser manors directly carved out of the surrounding walls. The closest one only two hundred meters away. It was also the only damaged one. A large crack had breached its wall, scarring the cave’s otherwise smooth surface. The imperfection reached all the way to their current location. It was the breach they’d exploited to enter safely.

It was clear the ancient abode hadn’t dropped out of a spatial rift. The whole cave had been reshaped to create a formation perfectly harmonized with the Dipper Mountains. The arrangement was similar to Ubo’s, the Life-attuned C-grade Elemental Zac met in the Orom World.

Ubo had hollowed out a mountain to create a cultivation cave. While the abandoned manor before them was smaller, it was built according to grander concepts. The mountain was the Heavens, the cave was the Earth, and the manor in the center connected the two through the authority of its owner.

Zac couldn’t believe the clues led him to the abode of a genuine Void Cultivator. He knew the chasm between Void and Dao wasn’t as absolute as one could assume. The [Fuxi Mountain Gate] was proof of that, and Wal’Zo mentioned that eight Void Cultivators had reached the peak and left their mark on the Void Mountain.

The mysterious manor definitely didn’t belong to one of those supreme existences, but rather one of the forgotten many who fell long before reaching the Terminus. All Void Cultivators couldn’t possibly have followed the same route as Zac, who’d unintentionally stepped onto the path after awakening his Void Emperor Bloodline.

From what Zac understood of this arrangement, the ancient cultivator must have grasped a corner of the Void through the Inverse Peak. It was an approach completely different from the [Fuxi Mountain Gate], and a very clever one at that. When looking at the Cosmos as a layered cake with the Void Mountain as a base, the Lower Planes and the Inverse Peak would be the next layer.

Zac had to keep his face impassive as he looked at the manor with even greater hunger. While dusty, it was clearly built during the Limitless Empire’s reign. It was almost fully intact, and not enough time had passed for repositories and treasures to lose their spirituality. There was a chance the manor held a Void Cultivator’s complete heritage.

It was clearly a flawed path, seeing how the Void only momentarily rose to the surface. Instead of true integration, the Void was an external power like the Remnants. Even so, the method could very well provide insights more valuable than any First People’s inheritance. This was the approach of a modern cultivator grasping the Void while living under the Heavens.

“It’s intact…” Ivar whispered with a trembling voice, his eyes a mix of desire and fear.

Zac could almost see the two opposing impulses duking it out in the Guild Master’s head. The Serpico Guild could toil away until the day they died without coming close to the wealth of some Monarchs, and the ruins before them could very well hold such a fortune. Only, you needed to be alive to enjoy such riches.

A series of vibrations made Zac turn around. The last miners had been dragged into the cave, and the exit was sealed with a much sturdier barrier. Meanwhile, Zac’s Communication Crystals lost contact with the outside. They were trapped, and Kalir no longer kept up the charade of a butler. His face morphed back to normal while the Monarchs took up protective positions around him.

“Thank you, gentlemen. We’ll take the lead from here on out.”

Zac didn’t mind the development. The Whitecrest Consortia stopped at erecting a barrier, and Zac could easily pass right through with [Void Mountain]. Of course, he maintained a displeased expression while apprehension replaced the greed among the Serpico Guild.

“I’ve brought you inside as agreed upon,” Ivar said with an ugly smile, prompting his men to look over with confusion. “I understand the need for privacy. How about I take the boys out of here so the young Masters can work undisturbed?”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible. My employers cannot have any rumors leaking before we’ve performed our investigation and made suitable arrangements. This is both for your and our safety. The wrong kind of attention can trigger a tragedy. Work hard, everyone. The sooner we get what we came for, the sooner we’ll get out of here.”

The fifty elites of the Serpico Guild were forced to swallow their anger and go along despite their role being evident to everyone involved. The manor was bound to have defenses installed, and the Monarchs saw no reason to test the waters themselves. Any mutiny was destined to fail. The miners were Early or Middle Hegemons, with the three foremen being Late Hegemons. A single Monarch was enough to thoroughly suppress the group.

The Guild Master turned toward Zac with pleading eyes. This was why Ivar caused a scene before—force Kalir into the open. Zac would either join the expedition or add enough uncertainty that Kalir would cancel the mission. If Ivar had to go, he hoped having a powerful outsider to act as a witness would improve their chances of survival. Unfortunately, he was barking up the wrong tree.

‘There’s no need to pity these men. The Serpico Guild is one of the most crooked outfits in the area. They’re more bandit than miners. Their crimes are more than enough to be sent to the frontlines as cannon fodder.’

Kalir’s message was unnecessary. Zac wouldn’t risk his and Ogras’s lives for long-dead people, especially not the Serpico Guild. The merchant’s description wasn’t an exaggeration. No faction in Dipper Seven was clean, and the Serpico Guild was dirtier than most. ‘Sacrifices are an unfortunate necessity of any great undertaking.’

To Ivar, Zac only spared a halfhearted promise. “I’ll continue to monitor our surroundings.”

“As expected of the noble Wendimars,” Kalir praised. Ivar just sneered, no longer bothering to keep up pretenses.

“Let’s go,” the Monarch barked. “Keep order and no funny business. Countless arrays are embedded in the walls, and we’re surrounded by unstable energies. We’ll kill anyone acting on their own.”

The group walked toward the outer building, with Vitrus performing scans every step of the way. The crack was essentially a safe passage all the way to the entrance. The lack of visible dangers gradually relaxed the crew, proving to be a huge mistake. One careless step was enough to trigger a hidden array. The miner was bisected by a flash before anyone could react.

A stone blade had silently risen out of the ground then crumbled to dust. Zac sensed a shadow of Void hidden within a cocoon of Earthy Dao. The Void had given the attack the same unpredictability as when Zac infused the Voids of Life and Death into his technique at the cost of stability. The bloody display only made Zac more eager to explore the manor. This cultivator had clearly made some inroads in fusing Void with skills, which was still out of Zac’s grasp.

One more miner died investigating the entrance before Vitrus gave the go-ahead. Vatra stayed behind to guard the crew while his brother led Kalir and Zac farther inside. Zac’s Soul Sense was blocked by the high-grade materials, yet his vision expanded as he stepped into the dimly lit corridors. It was Ogras who’d linked up with the local shadows and transmitted what he saw in real time.

The building wasn’t designed for habitation, nor were there any treasuries or libraries. Like the structures on the Centurion Lighthouse, it was a large-scale array disk with service corridors. As far as Zac could tell, it was partially responsible for the tremendous amount of energy filling the abode. Only the central chamber was out of Ogras’s reach, and Vitrus made short work of the damaged gate.

“No wonder the manor hasn’t drained the whole mine dry,” Zac muttered upon seeing a morphing gate trapped in the central chamber.

It looked a lot like the breach he’d found at the depths of the tainted lake inside the Void Star, shifting in dimensions exceeding his comprehension. There was no corruption of the Lost Plane, instead, there was an intense and alien aura somewhat matching the Dipper Mountain.

“Its Dao is incomplete. Is it a gate to a Lower Plane?” Zac asked.

“Almost. It’s the relay to one,” Kalir said with a nod. “The Hidden Earth Abode should be drawing directly from Dipper Mountain’s energy source.”

“It’s a modified [Seven Leap Array]—a shoddily constructed one, at that. What a waste of valuable materials,” Vitrus said, looking personally insulted as he inspected the complex array keeping the relay stable.

“We should be thankful. The manor would have stayed hidden far longer if it was properly constructed.” Kalir smiled. “Can you install the shunt?”

“Certainly, Young Master.”

Zac observed the Monarch place array flags around the twisting gate, seamlessly integrating a new array with the old system. After confirming his actions wouldn’t blow them to kingdom come, Zac turned to Kalir. “This is the point where you tell me the whole story. What’s the Hidden Earth Abode, and what are you really after? Is what you said about the Margrave even true?”

“I wouldn’t dare lie about the Scales of Earth,” Kalir said. “Upon learning about the Margrave’s request, our investigators scoured the Left Imperial Expanse for suitable offerings. It’s even become a competition to decide succession within the clan. It was my aunt who found scattered mentions of an unusual wandering cultivator. Following the clues eventually led me here.”

“Must have been some warrior for the Whitecrest to put in such effort,” Zac commented.

“His Daoist name was Hidden Earth, a Peak Void Herald active around three million years ago. We believe he failed in confirming his Dao,” Kalir explained.

Zac wasn’t surprised. Becoming a Divine Monarch was already a monstrously difficult feat without throwing the Void into the mix. A cultivator’s manor was a reflection of one’s path, and this one was fraught with danger.

“Will the Margrave even be interested in a Pre-Celestial Heritage? The courts wouldn’t lack such things.”

“Specifically, we’re after a certain ability of his. Daoist Hidden Earth was unremarkable for most of his life. He was the elder of an upcoming clan, presumed dead after its annihilation. When he reappeared, he’d advanced from a Middle to Peak Herald in just twenty thousand years. Not only that, he displayed shocking prowess for his stage.

“Hidden Earth appeared outside the ancestral manor of his clan’s killers. He dispersed their Clan Protection Array with a wave of his hand and slaughtered their whole clan, including their Divine Herald ancestor. After that, there are only a few scattered mentions of him appearing in public. He used his new ability to break into restricted areas and steal rare materials for his cultivation. I found the Hidden Earth Manor by following a trace on one of those treasures.”

“But you’re not interested in the treasures,” Zac said with conviction. “You’re after the array-breaking technique.”

“Exactly. Hidden Earth must have encountered a great stroke of luck. My aunt believes he discovered a previously unknown Lower Plane, one with extremely useful characteristics. Its potential should be far beyond what a random Void Herald could exhibit. This information would be extremely valuable to the Margrave.”

The Whitecrest Clan were only here for the repository, and they were even kind enough to pave a path to the central manor. Zac had to hold back a laugh. Things were looking up. They couldn’t even sense the Void Treasure! He’d snatch it while they dealt with the repository, then demand a copy for the Wendimar Clan. Ogras ruined the beautiful picture with a sarcastic remark.

‘Oh, I know that look. Disasters always follow.’
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“I do apologize about the deception. My offer was made with sincerity; I simply couldn’t expose the whole truth before confirming we’d found the Hidden Earth Abode. Its potential value is inestimable,” Kalir explained.

“I understand, though I hope you’ll be forthright going forward. The dangers we’re facing equally exceed what I expected, both here and on the outside,” Zac said. “And I’ll want a copy of the heritage before we leave.”

“The original has to go to the Margrave, but my aunt has prepared sets of blank jade slates. They’ll be able to copy imbued insights equivalent to a Middle Void Herald. The Wendimar Clan will have full access to the originals until we hand it over.”

Zac wanted to push for ‘his clan’ to keep the original for safekeeping, except now wasn’t the time or place. His strength and contribution weren’t great enough to make such a demand. He’d either have to steal them or find another angle when they got closer.

“That’s acceptable. What’s the next step?”

“We’re planning on installing shunts around the seven gates to cut off the power source.”

Ogras’s earlier remark echoed in Zac’s mind, and he looked at the twisting gate with apprehension. The Whitecrest Clan was probably correct about everything except the source of Hidden Earth’s power-up. Rather than a Lower Plane, the old cultivator had grasped a corner of the Void. Zac was certain Kalir and his formations expert didn’t understand exactly what they were dealing with.

Some of the mistakes on the [Seven Leap Array] might very well be the limitations of a wandering cultivator crafting his own arrays. Others were his attempts to accommodate the antithesis of Dao.

“As you said, there is something unusual about these arrangements. I suspect the arrays are modified to accommodate the Dao of the unknown Lower Plane,” Zac said. “Will your seal work when it relies on such foreign concepts?”

“Our seal doesn’t directly interact with the Lower Planes,” Vitrus explained. “Young Master can see them as tuning forks that alter the gate’s frequency. The further it’s distorted, the less energy can be transmitted. When fully active, nothing will come through, as the gate points at a wholly different location.”

“Won’t it create a backlash?”

“We’ll only activate the shunts when all of them are installed to maintain balance and gradually lower the output to avoid a backlash,” Kalir explained. “That said, there are undeniable risks involved. The energy will have to go somewhere else, as the Hidden Earth Abode will no longer siphon off most of it. The Dipper Mines are about to become extremely chaotic.”

Zac grimaced. “Outsiders will notice something is wrong. Won’t General Percival come running?”

“It’s unlikely he’ll enter the mines personally. A Celestial entering an already unstable mine will push it over the edge. It’s an unnecessary risk when he can wait for us at the only exit.”

‘This guy’s as nutty as you. Their plan is going to turn the whole mountain into a pressure cooker. No wonder there’s only a crater left,’ Ogras scoffed.

It was as though Kalir could hear Ogras’s complaint. A familiar gleam of madness appeared in his gaze. “I know what you’re thinking. What choice do we have? Our glory is fading, and we’ll only turn our fates around by going a little crazy.”

Zac exhaled. “Isn’t that the truth? Let’s get this over with.”

A few minutes later, Zac felt the familiar surge of Void. “Be careful!”

Vitrus stopped his work to take out a set of array disks. The gate briefly froze in place before resuming its twisting as the hills outside unaligned. Throughout, the only Void Energy entering the building was a few tendrils seeping inside from the scar. No hidden engravings like those on the cave walls had appeared inside the [Seven Leap Array]. Zac relaxed, feeling more confident about Kalir’s plan—at least this aspect of it.

“There are no anomalies in the readings,” Vitrus confirmed.

“Thirteen minutes per revolution. Just how is the manor absorbing the energy without any sign? It’s like it vanishes,” Kalir hummed.

“We’ll find the answer among Hidden Earth’s recordings,” Zac shrugged.

“You’re right. Let’s keep going,” Kalir agreed.

It took Vitrus half an hour to install his tuning fork, and they stayed for two more revolutions to confirm the Hidden Earth Abode’s cycle didn’t disturb anything. They left it inert and returned to the group waiting outside.

“To the next one,” Kalir said, pointing to a building jutting out of the wall a mile away.

Installing the next shunt was bound to be more dangerous than the first. Without a breach to create a safe path, they had to cross hidden traps like the one that claimed the first miner’s life. It was like the mountain was alive, and there was no telling exactly what would set it off. Spots could be safe one moment and deadly the next.

Directly flying over wasn’t an option. Flying or rotating too much energy drew attention from the four floating arrays, which Vitrus called a [Cardinal Stoneseed Array]. The attention was much like the looming threat Zac felt when approaching the Centurion Lighthouse in the air. Anyone who insisted on an open approach would find themselves in their crosshairs.

Coming up with countermeasures claimed another five lives. Vitrus managed to figure out a rough pattern while his brother pressured the ground with his Inner World to slow emerging spikes. It was enough for some miners to jump out of the way and for Zac to save a few more. Just as the rotating mountains were about to align, Kalir called for the group to stop.

This time, Zac didn’t hold back. When the Void Energy was pulled toward the central manor, he claimed some for himself, and made a surprising discovery. The energy was actually an unstable mix of roughly two parts Void Energy and one part Cosmic Energy attuned by the Inverse Peak. Opposite to his [Fuxi Mountain Gate], which was kept safe by a film of Faith Energy, Dao was hidden by the Void.

The Hidden Earth Energy was like a radioactive material with a short half-life. Even the unique environment of Zac’s body failed to keep the mix stable, and he wasn’t convinced it was the result of a failed fusion. Void and Inverse Dao were intricately woven together, and its decay was orderly like a controlled demolition. It was a tailor-made energy that shouldn’t exist in nature, similar to the Technocrat plasma that powered their machines.

A hesitant shudder brought Zac out of his musings. [Purity of the Void] stirred, sending out a cleansing pulse through his body. It swept over the Hidden Earth Energy, and parts of the complex tangle were torn apart. The destabilization saved some of the Void Energy while hastening the decay of the rest.

Letting the energy decay on its own to get Void Energy was too wasteful, and the purifying pulses were too slow. Zac pushed what remained into [Purity of the Void] to speed up the process. Dense clouds of Inverse Dao were dragged out of the mix, leaving pure Void Energy behind.

The Void Emperor Bloodline directly staked its claim on the pure product. Zac couldn’t completely suppress the instinct, so he moved what remained into the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] sitting in his purification space. Not being able to control the external Void Energy didn’t matter. It was directly sucked into the drained platform.

Elated by the result, Zac only had one test left to perform. Waiting until the next surge, he pulled completely unrefined energy directly into the gate. The Hidden Earth Energy withered under the scorching heat of Imperial Faith. The foreign Dao was purged while the Void Energy was left alone.

The process was less efficient than relying on his bloodline, leaving only a third of the original Void Energy intact. It didn’t stop Zac from feeling a flush of triumph. He’d seen how the sea of Imperial flames was whittling down the hostile Dao embedded in the gate’s many scars and hoped the Hidden Earth Energy would get the same treatment.

Personally refining some spill-off was fine, but there was simply no way Zac could rely on his Bloodline Talent to deal with the Void Treasure waiting in the central manor. It was at least a Late C-grade Treasure, holding more than enough juice to blow up Zac countless times over. Even a third of such a horrifying stockpile was more than Zac could supply over a decade of diligent infusions. It could be enough to top off the platform in one go.

As for damaging the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] by throwing the unstable Void Treasure inside, Zac wasn’t the least worried. The gate had withstood the attacks of Supremacies. Even at its weakest, it should be more than capable of enduring a C-grade explosion—especially since it was designed with Void Energy in mind.

Zac calmed and refocused as they drew closer to the second array manor. Confirming the unusual Void Energy of the Hidden Earth Abode worked was a step in the right direction. Still, there were many checkboxes to cover. There was the issue of actually moving the Void Treasure into the [Fuxi Mountain Gate], not to mention getting his hands on it.

Another miner died while getting inside. Although willing to help, Zac couldn’t begin to comprehend the concepts behind the hidden arrays. They were too esoteric, subverting something like the Dao of Bedrock with the Inverse Peak before twisting them on their head with the infusion of Void. Conferring with Esmeralda didn’t help.

While born in a Lower Plane, Esmeralda didn’t cultivate any Daos from the Inverse Peak. Neither had she heard of anything matching Zac’s description. Countless planes were hiding beneath the prime dimensions, and a huge number remained unexplored to this day. Some realms existed in such incomprehensible states that contact was deemed impossible.

Zac kept pulling miners to safety whenever he felt the Void stirring. Despite repeated failures, the Serpico Guild looked at Zac like a guardian angel by the time they’d modified the final [Seven Leap Array]. Almost a day had passed since entering the Hidden Earth Abode, and the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] felt much sturdier after having feasted on nearly one hundred Void surges.

Only Ivar and twelve of his strongest miners were left alive. Kalir must have run out of captives in the original timeline, forcing the trio to use themselves to test dangers. A trickle of sweat ran down Zac’s back as he oversaw Vitrus making final adjustments. They’d activate the tuning forks after the next surge. The original timeline should have progressed roughly the same, excepting the greater death toll. Whatever went wrong could very well have happened in the next step.

Kalir was equally worried as he stared at the [Cardinal Stoneseed Array]. “If you notice something⁠—”

“I’ll shout,” Zac assured.

‘Shout? Just run,’ Ogras urged from the shadows.

The surge came and went, and Vitrus activated the array. No dangerous fluctuations or backlashes arrived, and the guardian satellites remained silent. Zac held his breath until confirming the ambient energy wasn’t recovering slower than before. By the time the next surge arrived, the energy hadn’t fully replenished.

No one dared to move over the next hour as the ambient energy thinned. Every so often, the floating mountains would creak, and the [Cardinal Stoneseed Array] hummed precariously, as if searching for an unseen threat. Zac’s real worry was the Void Treasure. Zac could feel its aura become strained. The Hidden Earth Abode had kept it stable through punctual infusions of Void Energy, and the [Seven Leaps Array] powered the hidden Void Gathering Arrays.

The treasure was increasingly forced to fend for itself against the hostile surroundings. Thankfully, it didn’t exhibit the unstable fluctuations of a treasure about to go supernova—for now. Zac would have to act when it did, Whitecrest and Law-imbued defensive array be damned.

“Halfway through and no signs of abnormalities,” Vitrus said when two hours had passed, a prideful smile appearing on his face. The ambient energy was already lower than the rest of the Dipper Mines. “The [Cardinal Stoneseed Array] cannot maintain its functions at this level. They’ve already dropped one stage and will keep growing weaker as their internal storage is exhausted. It’s a success.”

Zac glared at the Array Master while Ogras sputtered with anger from the shadows. How had that fool survived long enough to become a Monarch while throwing out death flags like that? As expected, it only took minutes before Kalir took out an embossed mirror with a frown. Seeing Zac’s look, he sighed.

“My informants have noticed movement in Central Command. The surge reached the Dipper Mountains twenty minutes ago, and they seem to already have figured out its source. Major Endrar—a late Void Herald—is on his way to Dipper Seven. He’s one of General Percival’s henchmen.”

The general not coming in person made no difference. The Dipper Mountains were only so large, and an Autarch like General Percival could reach any corner within a minute or two. Zac didn’t care since they’d expected as much, and he didn’t expect to be around for the aftermath. He’d only start to worry if they actually entered the mine.

Then Kalir’s next sentence threw Zac for a loop, “I’ve also received word that Young Master’s elders are closing in, including Pervata Wendimar,” the Whitecrest scion said, his expressionless face speaking volumes.

‘What the hell?’ Ogras blurted. ‘Didn’t that unreliable fool of an elf say the Wendimars were busy tearing down the wilderness? How did your ‘ancestor’ find out and get here so quickly?’

Zac’s mind was a mess. Pervata Wendimar was a presumed Late-stage Autarch, much stronger than General Percival. He was also of the clan’s direct line and Zac’s so-called uncle. That was not a family reunion he’d like to see. Not to mention, could the memory domain even withstand the sudden descent of an unplanned Autarch?

‘I took out the Clan Leader token to intimidate Kalir. Could they actually have sensed it?’ Zac said.

‘Well, that’d explain it.’

“I felt the situation was thorny, so I sent out a call for aid before we entered the mines,” Zac explained to Kalir.

“If that’s all, why did they order Dipper Seven to be sealed?” Kalir said with a barbed smile. “General Percival is an upstart, but he’s also part of the military faction. I hope you’re not⁠—”

‘Well, that’s not good,’ the demon groaned. ‘Say you ran away!’

“Would uncle have acted so overbearingly if that were our plan? They could have stayed hidden until we emerged,” Zac reasoned. “I fear he’s here to bring me back. I may have left my post without proper authorization.”

“You deserted?” Kalir said with shock and suspicion.

“Of course not. I took an early leave to find my Dao and a new path for my clan,” Zac said. “As you said, stubbornly holding onto old ideals won’t change anything. We need to go a little crazy to overturn our fates.”

“You’re absolutely right.”

“Wh—” Zac barely had time to activate [Empyrean Aegis] to shield him, Ogras, and Kalir before a tremendous blast of energy threw them away like ragdolls.

The defensive skill narrowly managed to withstand an attack imbued with the weight of an Inner World. Zac was extremely happy he’d upgraded the skill to Late D-grade in preparation for the mission, though he wasn’t sure if it mattered. It only survived because they weren’t the target.

Zac grabbed a shell-shocked Kalir by the neck as he sped toward the exit. A desolate wail accompanied a spatially charged eruption that left countless cracks across [Empyrean Aegis]’s wooden wheel. Vatra, an Early Monarch excelling at defense, slumped to his knees with a huge hole in his chest. Ivar Serpico stood behind him, radiating an erratic aura wavering between Early and Middle Monarchy while his right arm was covered in cracks.

The sudden outburst had awakened the Hidden Earth Abode’s true defenses. The weakened [Cardinal Stoneseed Array] lashed out like starving beasts seeing their final opportunity to secure a meal. A terrifying sandstorm holding destructive powers resembling the Four Desolates rushed toward the Guild Master.

Ivar roared with laughter, surrounded by a spatial storm. He made a grasping motion, and Zac’s eyes bulged as the fallen Monarch’s crumbling Inner World was pulled into the small cave. The Guild Master threw it toward the incoming attack. The force was almost at the level of a Monarch’s self-detonation.

Zac had absolutely no plan to observe the fallout. Whoever won, they’d die. The cave was less than ten miles across, not nearly large enough to find a safe spot. He was too slow. The walls writhed and rearranged themselves, sealing the only exit. [Void Mountain]’s phasing ability was useless against a physical barrier, and a desperate swing only left a shallow scar on the surface.

‘How is this possible? How could he hide his presence so perfectly?’ Ogras said with shock.

There was no time to worry about secrets being exposed. Zac activated [Void Zone] while fleeing toward the closest intact [Seven Leap Array]. It was that or the central manor, and the latter was surrounded by the deadly curtain. Zac barely had time to step inside before a complex fortress of interlocking shields sprung up around the building.

‘Please save the Young Master.’

Zac looked at Vitrus with shock as the Formation Master’s aura rose to new heights. He stood between Zac and Ivar like a final bastion while the whole cave was filled with innumerable white sigils. They linked into countless complex formations that joined the fray just as the collapsing Inner World and sandstorm collided. Realizing he wasn’t Ivar’s match, Vitrus decided to pour gasoline on the fire.

An opaque dome added a final layer of protection. It wasn’t enough to fully isolate the earth-shattering explosion outside. Zac felt like his soul had been punched and darkness took him.
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A different-looking cave greeted Zac when he came to. He almost jumped out of his skin from having one of the satellites take up half his vision, and it took a moment to recognize it was dead. It was covered in cracks, lying just outside a final barrier. Zac inspected the nearby walls, finding no point of egress.

The walls were covered in hairline cracks, and the explosion also further compressed the manor’s outer shell. The fault lines would eventually lead to a breach. Until then, there was no escape. The cave was almost completely drained of energy. What hadn’t gone into the final clash had been sucked into countless spatial tears.

No new energy poured out of the walls. The [Seven Leap Array] had collapsed, and its twisting gate was gone. The array abruptly shutting off like that would no doubt trigger a huge backlash onto the Dipper Mountains. Could the Hidden Earth Abode endure such a surge in its current state? Zac wasn’t sure, and it wasn’t the only threat they faced.

Zac urgently awoke his companions while the aftershocks settled, exposing the rest of the manor. It was a mess. The remnant sandstorm was kept in a constant state of frenzy by a lingering spatial storm—the aftermath of multiple Monarchs succumbing. The base hadn’t come out unscathed either. Only one of the satellites remained afloat, and it was an empty husk unable to threaten anyone.

The mountains and manor were intact, though they’d stopped spinning. Zac didn’t know if it was good or bad news that he couldn’t really sense the Void Treasure. Was the manor still keeping it in check, or was it silently going out of control without anyone noticing? There were no signs of Vitrus or the ill-fated miners. Unfortunately, the most troublesome character remained.

“How is this possible?” Kalir whispered when a charred but very much alive Ivar emerged from the explosion’s epicenter. Zac had no idea if he referred to Ivar hiding his cultivation or surviving the mayhem.

“Surprised?” Ivar said with a bloody grin as he floated closer, glancing at Zac. “Crazy enough for you, kid?”

“Vitrus’s final protection won’t last long after his death. Is Ivar with you?” Kalir whispered, raising his voice when Zac slightly shook his head. “Are you General Percival’s agent? The Whitecrest Consortia will more than match whatever you’re paid. And as you heard, Lord Wendimar’s ancestors are en route.”

Zac looked at the cracks covering the Guild Master’s arm, knowing he was neither with the military nor a competing family. It was gone by now. Zac had seen Void Energy devour his flesh and Dao. Ivar Serpico was related to Daoist Hidden Earth.

Ivar ignored Kalir, keeping his eyes on Zac. “How about we make a deal? Give me the method of safely trading with the Lowest Plane, and I’ll let you live. I can even bring you along when I reposition the abode. The Dipper Mines are about to go through a deadly rebirth—no place for an esteemed young master.”

Zac’s heart clenched. This was exactly what he’d feared after seeing Ivar Serpico kill the first Monarch with a burst of incredibly sharp Void Energy. Zac’s bloodline was indistinguishable to outsiders, and his use of Void Energy stayed hidden since getting [Void Mountain]. Except, he’d only tested those theories on normal cultivators, and things clearly didn’t work the same when facing another Void Cultivator.

Zac recalled Ivar’s shock upon first seeing him. The Guild Master had actually noticed something right at the beginning and played ignorant. He hadn’t brought him here to act as a witness. He planned on getting his hands on two heritages at once.

“What’s the Lowest Plane? Are you a descendant of Hidden Earth?” Zac asked, ignoring Kalir’s suspicious look. He was more concerned about why he couldn’t sense Ivar’s Void if he could see Zac’s. Was it because of the Inverse Peak? “We meant no harm. We thought the lineage was broken.”

Ivar didn’t appear to mind the act. If anything, he looked like a villain, happy to finally reveal their master plan. “My great-grandfather was a distant clan member of Ancestor Hidden Earth. He found our branch after dealing with his enemies. He planned on turning us into the new main branch, except things took a turn.”

“Using the Lowest Plane to take out a Divine Herald took a toll,” Zac surmised.

“Our inheritance is clearly different from yours. Even Master’s inheritance is unstable, let alone our incomplete version. He had to leave before⁠—”

Zac only listened with one ear, his mind occupied by plotting a new course of action. Besides, it was easy to put together the pieces. Ivar was a descendant, and after Hidden Earth disappeared, he followed a trail leading to the Dipper Mountains. Hiding his true identity, he created a mining association to scour the depths for the Hidden Earth Abode.

Ivar’s motivations for why didn’t matter so much as what happened in the original timeline. A hidden Monarch wouldn’t let himself be used as a minesweeper after his minions died out. Was he forced to attack before Kalir even installed the shunts? If so, his ambush would have triggered a fully-powered [Stoneseed Cardinal Array].

Maybe the whole expedition was eradicated back then, leaving the Void Treasure to destabilize on its own. Or had Ivar pulled through like this time? The explosion that claimed the Dipper Mountains could have stemmed from Ivar’s failure to take control of the base. It obviously didn’t treat him as an ally.

Avoiding conflict would get them into the abode quicker. Even a distant relative might have valuable inside information on the manor’s defenses. He could pretend not to have the Void Heritage on him and let himself get captured. Although, Zac wasn’t sure he could avert disaster and deal with this crafty old man at the same time.

If Zac wanted to nip the problem in the bud, now was the time. Ivar should originally have been a Middle Monarch, where repeated use of Void Energy left his Inner World unstable. The explosion had fully pushed him down to Early Monarchy, and drawing from the Void again might destabilize his Inner World altogether. Still, a starved camel is bigger than a horse. Even a wounded Monarch was a force to be reckoned with.

Zac set aside his misgivings. Every second he waited made the situation more fraught with danger. With no clearly superior option, he’d follow his heart. Ivar had proven himself powerful, patient, and treacherous. He needed to go.

‘Attack!’

Ogras didn’t need an early warning. He’d been primed for action since waking up, and a sea of shadows flooded the cave’s lower half as a jungle sprouted from nowhere. It was lucky he’d activated the domain skill with Void Energy, as a pang of danger arrived right when Zac chose to act. Zac dragged a surprised Kalir into a tree, appearing on the cave’s opposite side just as the broken satellite exploded.

The conflagration tore through Vitrus’s final barrier like it was paper and reduced the [Seven Leaps Array] manor to rubble. As expected, Ivar never planned on bringing Zac away. He needed some time to arm the broken [Cardinal Stoneseed Array]. Zac threw the Whitecrest scion toward another building as [Arcadian Crusade] filled him with new levels of power. If Kalir still died, he could only blame his bad luck.

While surprised his ambush failed, Ivar smoothly shifted to Plan B. Dozens of small stone idols sprung up around the forest, each transmitting the weight of Ivar’s Inner World. A tremendous pressure bore down on the jungle. Zac’s attribute pool did little, and the resilience from his Eoz Hidden Nodes only bought a fraction of a second before two-thirds of the forest crumbled.

This was the chasm between Hegemony and Monarchy, something a Half-step Monarch couldn’t hope to emulate. No matter how strong Zac’s skills were, could they survive a world pressing down on them? Thankfully, the pressure was spread across a large area, allowing Zac to keep moving. He forcibly held onto [Apex Jungle], regrowing new trees to replace those he lost. It was a futile struggle, one which kept it active long enough to trigger the second half of the skill.

Having destroyed so many trees, the whole forest filled with beast spirits echoing Zac’s Evolutionary Path. Born from death, they became nature’s avengers. Hundreds of axelights rushed toward Ivar from every direction, the shadows beneath them dislodging to double the number of attacks. Ivar sneered with derision, doing nothing to block the attacks. And why should he?

The attacks disappeared the second they reached Ivar’s side. It wasn’t the work of the Void. Ivar had moved the attacks into his Inner World. This was the second issue of facing a Monarch. A Half-step could add a weakened version of worldly pressure, but they couldn’t actually utilize their Inner Worlds.

Monarchs were humanoid Mystic Realms, and their immediate surroundings were part of their domain. Hostile skills could be dragged in and suppressed, futilely hitting air or empty patches of land. Of course, the approach wasn’t completely without risk. There was only so much punishment and Inner World could take before it was damaged, especially when badly wounded like Ivar. Dragging unknown abilities into your world also came with the risk of backfiring. There were all kinds of methods in the Multiverse, and a seemingly harmless skill could hide lethal threats.

Zac was undeterred by Ivar effortlessly dealing with his opening salvo. He’d wanted to confirm Ivar still dared draw upon his Inner World and glean information from its fluctuations. Zac’s right arm was a blur as he rushed closer, sending out dozens of fractal blades holding far more energy than the bestial axelights before.

[Evolutionary Edge] was the second skill he’d upgraded in preparation for the expedition. Zac didn’t pick it for a specific reason; it was simply the only one he had time for. Late D-grade skills were incredibly complex, and upgrading [Empyrean Aegis] had taken over five days. It left half a day to recover his Mental Energy and two more to deal with [Evolutionary Edge].

Even so, there was truth to the flavor text of the skills predecessor—there is greatness in simplicity. [Arcadian Crusade] drastically increased Zac’s energy circulation. With [Evolutionary Edge]’s simple patterns and low requirements, he’d become a mobile turret. Dozens of attacks were launched every second, each taking full advantage of his newly upgraded core and the power of his Evolutionary Dao Mold.

In addition, an unnoticeable rune appeared atop some of the axelights, their presence hidden by a sea of dancing shadows. The much stronger fractal blades fared no better against Ivar’s absolute protection. Just as they disappeared, a ruthless shadow blade shot toward the back of Ivar’s head. Ivar’s calm expression shifted and a stone wall appeared to block it instead of whisking it away. Ogras emerged from the blade, disappearing before Ivar could retaliate.

A Monarch was capable of dragging strangers into their Inner Worlds, though they could resist, provided the power disparity wasn’t too big. It was a rare strategy that came with significant risks, especially with weaker Monarchs who had less control over their world. A motivated Hegemon could cause considerable damage if allowed to attack from within, which was exactly Ogras’s plan. However, his trick didn’t work on Ivar.

Two nauseating blasts of light rocked the cave just as the demon disappeared. He’d left two talismans filled with his Dao of Illusions when disengaging, turning them into flashbangs. Zac sent a mental command right when they went off, and Ivar’s face paled when dozens of massive explosions rocked in his Inner World, courtesy of [Conformation of Supremacy]’s explosive brands.

While not enough to do Ivar in, it worsened his internal wounds. Zac had no plans of stopping there. A perfectly timed burst of fractal blades and shadow spears reached Ivar at that moment, forcing him to conjure a barrier of stone. Zac flashed forward with [Skystriker], delivering a salvo of herculean swings to create a crack in the wall.

More shadows flooded into the breach, but an enraged roar forced both Zac and Ogras to back away. Hundreds of small golems climbed out of the ground, each with a distinct aura. They released a calamitous hailstorm of stone and metal. The whole cave was turned into a deathtrap, forcing the duo to focus on defense.

The ability didn’t actually use much more energy than [Apex Jungle] would after stepping into Late D-grade, proving the limitation to Ivar’s heritage and abilities. Those thousands of projectiles were still imbued with the weight of his world, adding a power vector as strong as infusing Dao.

Zac welcomed the added danger. Ivar liberally drawing from his Inner World would exacerbate his wounds, moving him closer toward ruin’s edge. The crux was staying alive until they could give him a final push.

A pressing scream of danger without a source forced Zac to act on instinct. He drew Void of Death from [Spiritual Void] and fused it with the strings of Defiant War and Reborn Life coursing through his spiritual body. Zac’s perception shifted from emulating his Evolutionary Technique’s ultimate state, and he swore with alarm.

Ignoring the dangers, Zac lunged at Ogras. The demon was surprised to see a blood-drenched Zac appearing from a blind spot to drag him out of the way. If they were a second slower, a black diamond-shaped rock would have punched through his head.

Ogras was much better at avoiding attacks than Zac, and he’d sparred with Zac in his current state more than once. Even so, Ogras couldn’t fully anticipate attacks imbued with Void Energy, and there were dozens of such projectiles hidden within the storm. Some of the golems were spitting out stone shards holding Hidden Earth Energy while those holding Dao hid their movement.

The Hidden Earth attacks weren’t quite as mystical as his movements when channeling the Void, yet even Zac had a hard time discerning their trajectories without stepping into that state himself. They also blocked some of the unique paths only accessible when moving outside of Heaven’s purview, leading to Zac’s wretched state. He’d been forced to take three direct hits to reach his companion in time.

Zac already had some understanding of Hidden Earth’s heritage. Ivar hadn’t been lying when he said their heritage wasn’t stable. They borrowed a power beyond their control, where each use would exact a price. New Void-leaking cracks were opening across Ivar’s throat as he drew from the taboo source, yet he kept going.

Happy to see Ivar harm himself, Zac maintained the status quo. He kept their wounds to a minimum while both kept sending attacks Ivar’s way. Then, the pressure skyrocketed as the hundreds of golems began emitting the weight of Ivar’s Inner World. Their auras superimposed, putting Zac under even greater strain.

Moving had already been a chore before, and the golden cyclones in Zac’s cells already spun dangerously fast while he cranked [Adamance of Eoz] to self-harming levels. He was rapidly burning through his Vigor, and it was barely enough to hold on. Then, countless spears joined the hailstorm. [Empyrean Aegis] hadn’t come off cooldown from its previous use, and nothing else Zac had could block so many attacks. [Void Zone] erupted, erasing Dao from their surroundings.

The normal attacks were weakened, and those imbued by Hidden Earth Energy completely collapsed. They relied on a delicate balance between the Inverse Peak and the Void. With the former suppressed by [Void Zone], the controlled destruction turned into an unscheduled collapse. It opened the Void’s hidden trajectories, giving Zac a brief stay of execution.

This was a losing battle. The firepower of a Monarch was too great, and Ivar wasn’t holding anything back. The Monarch knew he was playing with fire, but so what? This was a fight to the death. There was no point in worrying about backlashes while your enemy was alive. Just when Zac considered using [Arcadia’s Judgment] to force Ivar’s energy consumption to even deadlier levels, a slender hand appeared in the air.

Pointing toward Ivar’s head, countless sigils poured out of its index finger. The similarities to Vitrus’s final attack were evident in both appearance and strength, yet held a grace hinting at deeper concepts. Zac didn’t need to look back to know Kalir had activated a protective mark left by his clan, and also knew their opportunity had arrived.

Ivar, looking more and more like Zac after he’d activated his unstable Chaos Blast against the Qriz’Ul Goblin King, was prepared for an ambush. His aura burgeoned as an ancient clay urn appeared over his head. Its mouth looked like the gate to another world, and a world of Inverse Earth poured out of it. Tumbling mountains tore into pristine order falling like snow, the two sides canceling each other.

‘Do it!’

Ogras had been waiting for this moment, and his twisting tentacles appeared from his robes as he drew from his Shifting Dreamgeist heritage. Runes left by countless shadow spears awakened to drag the Monarch into an illusion of the Grey World. The Heavens had already opened without making a peep, exposing a glimpse of Arcadia.

Paradise’s unforgiving gaze locked onto the sinner, and judgment cascaded down with speed only possible with [Force of the Void]. Meanwhile, two streaks of Life and Conflict tore through the hailstorm, taking advantage of the murky haze in Ivar’s eyes. Ogras was only able to pull the Monarch into an illusion for a fraction of a second. That was often all it took.

The golems briefly stalled, allowing the twin streaks of [Rapturous Beginning] to unfurl without the suppression of Ivar’s Inner World. Zac’s two ultimate attacks reached their target at the same time, mimicking Zac’s finishing blow against the Technocrat captain. A supremely condensed spear of darkness joined in just moments later—the same attack that almost killed the shadow crocodile last time.

Ivar was drowned by ultimate strikes coming from every direction, and the cave heaved from eruptions almost at the same level as the earlier clash. Even the slumbering Hidden Earth Abode sensed the threat and started drawing from an unknown energy source to activate a protective barrier.

Overcoming all odds, Ivar pulled through again. Arcadia’s blade and Evolution’s demarcation were twisted and crushed by a fierce swirl of Void Energy. Zac had expected as much and was already on his way. The chaos drowned Verun’s bestial roar as Zac forced his way into the mayhem, its edge gleaming with boundless possibilities.

A wild-eyed Ivar stood in the heart of the storm. He was struggling to hold up his left palm, on which a gate had opened. A mix of Void and Inverse Dao far more chaotic than the Hidden Earth Energy poured out of it, pushing back the assault on all fronts. The barrier of chaotic energies didn’t deter Zac.

The Shards of Creation had already transferred large amounts of Creation Energy into the fractal on Zac’s shoulder, and an iridescent blade holding a shadow of Void cut straight through the barrier. His [Origin Revolution] may still be imperfect, but his unstable fusion between Dao and Void far surpassed what the Hidden Earth Heritage could achieve. The blade cut through the curtain like butter.

Enduring the streaks of chaotic energy burrowing into his body, Zac forced the blade of Creation through Ivar’s head and torso. Finally, he deposited the dangerous payload inside Ivar’s Inner World before it collapsed. Zac didn’t get the chance to follow up on the strike. [Arcadia’s Judgment]’s timer had just run out, and a wave of weakness left him exposed to a stoneclad fist. It smashed into Zac with enough force to break three ribs, throwing him far away.

Zac cursed upon seeing Ivar flee toward the Hidden Earth Abode with only pieces of his body remaining. The madman was still holding on somehow, still spewing chaotic energies from his hand. The shroud paved a path while blocking Ogras’s attempt to finish the job. As expected, even a wounded Monarch wouldn’t go down without a fight.

Just as Zac resumed his pursuit, a massive drain of faith indicated a drastic shift in the memory domain’s course of history. It far surpassed the effect of their intense battle. Zac glanced at the ceiling and took out the Wendimar Clan Leader’s seal. The sigil was vibrating, even trying to escape Zac’s grasp.

Since things had reached this point, Zac might as well take another gamble. Zac gripped it tighter and infused it with an urgent message.

‘If you want to save the Dipper Mountains and rekindle Clan Wendimar’s Fate, seal my location right now!’
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The shift in history had to of come from Pervata Wendimar entering the memory domain. The unscheduled appearance of a high-grade entity added a massive expenditure. A third of the memory domain’s accumulated Faith Energy had been drained in one go. For better or worse, the following expenditure wasn’t too bad. The domain wouldn’t collapse on its own, so they still had to face its dangers.

Zac had no idea if the token allowed communication, though exposing its location was probably enough to trigger a response from the Wendimars on the surface. Even so, Zac wouldn’t put his hopes on the kindness of strangers. He stowed the token without waiting for a response, pursuing the bedraggled Monarch with everything he had.

The confusing maze of [Apex Jungle] was repeatedly conjured and torn apart, leaving cracks across the skill fractal. Ogras, who’d reentered Zac’s shadows for safety, tried to help by conjuring shadow trees and mesmerizing illusions. It was the only thing they could do to stall Ivar’s escape. The Guild Master had timed things perfectly, rushing toward a closing gap in the Hidden Earth Abode’s barrier.

The shield didn’t seem to exceed [Void Mountain]’s phasing capabilities, though jumping in blindly was incredibly dangerous. While Ivar was at the end of his ropes, Zac wasn’t doing so great either. Beyond dealing with [Arcadian Crusade]’s backlash, he’d been punched full of holes to keep Ogras alive from the Void-imbued attacks.

There was also a war taking place inside Zac’s body. He’d forced his way through Ivar’s curtain of tainted Void Energy to deliver his final strike. His personal Void was fighting against the outside aggressor, using quality to whittle down quantity. While Zac was confident in his resilience, Ivar cultivated the Dao of Earth just like his ancestor. Geomancers often excelled at defense, and the Guild Master had a significant grade advantage.

Zac wasn’t afraid to risk his life in battle, he just didn’t have any promising follow-up, even if he followed Ivar into the abode. No matter their quality, Middle D-grade Skills didn’t have the oomph necessary to bring a Monarch to their knees. Zac also lacked the means to directly target weak spots inside Ivar’s Inner World. Even if he brought out [Extinction Event], it was unlikely to change anything.

That was why Zac called on the Wendimar Elder. Pervata Wendimar didn’t need to directly intervene. Zac just hoped the presence of an Autarch would create some form of opening. With Ivar’s destabilized cultivation, coming into contact with an Autarch’s overbearing Dao might even prove fatal.

Zac didn’t need to wait long to see the result of his gamble. The Dipper Mountains groaned with pain as countless cracks appeared across the abode’s outer wall. The pressure was relentless, like someone had thrown the mountain range into a black hole. The ceiling only put up a symbolic struggle before collapsing, opening the floodgates to a deluge of blood and steel.

A literal sea of blood poured into the cave. Inside were countless corpses and skeletons whose empty eye sockets burned with madness. They hated anything alive, and their killing intent was enough to blot out the sky. It was a Dao of Slaughter so wild and unchecked that Zac almost lost his mind. He quickly activated [Void Zone] to water down the onslaught. Completely blocking it was a fool’s hope.

Entering his Void State, the sea of blood disappeared. The only thing floating by the cave’s breach was a glowing avatar made from pure Dao. It was a rugged middle-aged man whose calm expression hid the madness of someone who’d gone to hell and back. Zac had to look away before his body was torn apart and submerged in the sea of blood. Pervata Wendimar had sent a sliver of his will to investigate, and it was enough to make Ivar Serpico lose his mind. The Monarch was desperately flailing at imagined threats, drawing deadly amounts of chaotic Void to his aid.

The first two grades were introductory stages where a cultivator set their foundations and prepared their bodies to accept the Dao. Hegemony was sometimes considered the first true stage of cultivation, where one formed the core that would fuel the rest of their journey. In simple terms, Hegemony provided energy while Monarchs introduced mass.

Zac’s weight had increased significantly since becoming a cultivator as bones hardened and muscles grew supernaturally dense. That was nothing compared to a Monarch, whose theoretical weight was equal to their Inner World. This was a fundamental force that couldn’t be shrugged off, and a Monarch could add it to any skill or attack. The sturdier their world, the more mass they could imbue.

The chasm between Monarchs and Autarchs was even bigger. Zac remembered the Templar Saint who’d slain six C-grade cultivators as a Peak Hegemon, and not even the Divine Monarchs among the interred saints had brought down Autarchs. Forcing one to back down like the Eveningtide Asura was already a monumental accomplishment.

The disparity was based on the difference in Dao. Stepping into Autarchy meant erecting a ladder to forcibly integrate their Dao with the Heavens. Monarchs and below solely relied on their own power, while an Autarch could directly borrow from the Heavens to amplify their attacks. The drawback was that the Heavenly Ladder needed to be maintained.

Visiting spiritually exhausted regions didn’t just mean having less power to draw from. While an Autarch had defended their Dao, it was ultimately not a true piece of Heaven. Without maintaining its position, one’s Dao risked getting pushed out of the sky. This was why Autarchs never visited the frontier unless they had to. They wouldn’t be able to exhibit their true strength, and their cultivation would see a setback.

Zac suspected this problem would be resolved upon seizing Authority over their Dao, something he’d have to ask Iz to confirm. The important point was that an Autarch was their strongest where the Heavens were close, and what place better fit the description than a Primal Heaven? Here, they were essentially Heavenly emissaries whose mere presence could subvert the natural order of their surroundings.

That was why Kalir doubted General Percival would personally enter the Dipper Mines. His Dao could permanently alter its nature in its current fragile state, killing the goose laying the golden egg. Pervata Wendimar had no such reservations. His avatar only held a sliver of his power, and it was enough to completely overwhelm the area’s natural affinity.

Pervata’s path was a mix of Conflict and Order. Order was the walls holding the world’s brutality at bay, the stalwart soldiers defending their homeland from invaders. Conflict was the knowledge that to defeat true evil, one had to accept the evil within oneself. Only by embracing the flames of war and the battlefield’s madness would you outlive your enemy.

Ivar had failed to extract himself from the madness of Pervata’s path. This was the opportunity Zac had waited for, yet closing the distance was like trying to lift the whole mountain range. Pervata hadn’t even sealed down the area; his avatar’s cold gaze was more than enough to suppress most of Zac’s strength.

Zac didn’t get the chance to come up with a workaround before things spiraled out of control even more. The inverted mountain floating beneath the Hidden Earth Abode shattered, exposing a pitch-black stalactite at its center. It burst into motion, shooting straight for the avatar. Only Zac and possibly Ivar could see the terrifying amounts of Void Energy it held.

Its might was no less than the fully-powered [Cardinal Stoneseed Array], except it was all condensed into a stone spike no larger than a spear. Zac’s mind screamed of danger despite the weapon moving in the other direction. As if it’d broken the sound barrier, the spear left a shockwave of Void Energy in its wake. Ivar, who was right at the manor’s doorstep, was hit just as he woke up from his delirious state.

The pulse directly annihilated half of the Guild Master’s broken form. Not even his Inner World was spared. Ivar Serpico had finally lost control of his Inner World, and erratically shifting spatial tears sprung up around him. They shifted position seemingly without rhyme or reason, indicating they were influenced by the Void’s unfathomable nature. The strongest fluctuations came from Ivar’s core, which rapidly leaked pieces of his cultivation.

Zac spotted a glimmer of surprise in Pervata’s eyes when the spear impaled him. The Slaughter Dao was directly consumed by the weapon, and the avatar was dispersed. Zac felt little relief upon seeing both his target and the dangerous avatar falling prey to the Hidden Earth Abode’s ultimate attack. They were right on Ivar’s heels, and the only partly weakened pulse was approaching with inescapable speed.

The warning bells in Zac’s head explained in no uncertain terms the pulse wouldn’t be a comforting caress of a friendly force. He activated [Void Zone] and [Empyrean Aegis] with Void Energy, thanking his lucky stars the defensive skill had finally come off cooldown. The wooden wheel reeked of primordial antiquity when it appeared behind him, as did the barrier unweakened by Zac’s nullification sphere.

Still not comfortable, Zac turned the wheel three times to send out a trio of opposing waves. The disruption pulses were laughably inferior to the Hidden Earth Abode’s unrestrained might, but canceling out the attack was never Zac’s goal. Each pulse destabilized the incoming shockwave by a small degree, dislodging Void and the Inverse Dao hidden within.

The divorce was finalized upon entering [Void Zone], resulting in two separate forces slamming into Zac’s aegis. The barrier shattered after absorbing most of the force. What remained was more than enough to endanger Ogras’s life, so Zac urgently took out the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. It didn’t vacuum the remaining energy as he’d hoped.

Not even the Void Energy hitting the entrance poured into the space beyond. Zac cursed and transported the gate back to [Purity of the Void] as he pushed his constitution’s golden cyclones to their limits. Gobs of ownerless Void Energy were pulled into his body, and Zac grimaced with pain as unsustainable amounts of energy drained into the depths of his cells.

The hidden pathways within his constitution couldn’t accommodate such a sudden influx, and the ownerless energy was difficult to control. His suffering only got worse when the disentangled Inverse Dao seeped into his wounds. The war inside Zac’s body reached new heights, and the only thing he could do was endure and shovel as much energy as he could into the [Fuxi Mountain Gate].

Vision swimming, Zac still hadn’t forgotten his main objective. He’d somehow made it through the pulse in one piece, so he released another batch of Void of Death from [Spiritual Void]. The chaotic state of Zac’s body prevented him from reentering the ultimate state of his Evolutionary Stance, though the erratic spatial tears surrounding Ivar appeared normal.

Zac slipped past them to reach his prey. Holding nothing back, Zac swung [Verun’s Bite] at Ivar’s midsection. The Guild Master’s eyes were blank, and he did nothing to stop Zac from splitting his fleshy body in two to rip open a larger passage to his Inner World.

‘Let me,’ Ogras said just as Zac planned to jump inside to deliver a final salvo.

A streak of darkness rushed into the tear, and Zac vaguely saw a wraith holding a familiar tool. It was the doomsday device Kator had planted in the Yphelion during their mission to the Imperial Graveyard. A shadowy hand covered in blood emerged from Zac’s shadows, and their surroundings shifted. The demon had squeezed the two through a crack in the Hidden Earth Abode’s barrier before it mended.

A strident whistle loud enough to burst Zac’s eardrums came from their previous position. Zac turned around just in time to witness Ivar’s final moment. A flower made from life force and a life’s worth of cultivation briefly bloomed before the corpse and his leaked energies were swallowed by an intense implosion that even managed to swallow some of Perata’s lingering Dao. Zac looked at the fading spatial tear with wide eyes.

Getting a glimpse of Ivar’s utterly demolished Inner World was a rare opportunity to see a cross-section of a Monarch’s cultivation. It was filled with broken rubble, and space inside looked like a shattered mirror. The windows into other realities were split between four camps. Zac felt the distinct presence of two different Lower Planes, one of which was the source of the Hidden Earth Energy. The other matched the Dipper Mine’s ambient energy.

A third was not exactly windows to another plane as pockets of Void Energy that created a black backdrop. The final was the most surprising. He’d actually seen patches of dense mist, the very same haze filling the Dipper Mine’s crater outside. The bomb had blown a hole in the memory domain, though the breaches disappeared when the spatial tear closed.

“Leave it to the goblins to build bombs,” Ogras whistled as he emerged from Zac’s shadows.

“Give K’Rav my regards,” Zac exhaled.

Galau had tried his hand at repairing the bomb during the countdown, and the only part that eluded him was getting it rearmed. It was K’Rav’s idea to make some alterations and let it absorb the Dipper Mountain’s energy. It worked even better than expected, though Zac would have kept it on hand if he’d known it was powerful enough to blow a hole in the memory domain. Zac wasn’t keen on entering the mysterious mist, but there were much worse dangers on the inside.

Still wrestling with the chaos inside his body, Zac scanned Ogras to confirm he was bloodied but okay.

“You were right. The safest place really is within your shadows,” Ogras said, looking at Zac with a grin. “I’m surprised we actually took him out. Too bad it was on this long-forgotten piece of rock.

“Don’t remind me,” Zac grimaced.

Taking out a Bonafide Monarch at the threshold of Middle C-grade would have yielded a monstrous surge of Kill Energy, even with the penalty of finishing the job with an external device. Even Zac would have gained a couple of levels in one go. Now, he only had wounds to show for his efforts. There wasn’t even any loot since Ivar was a Monarch who had no need for Spatial Rings. Casting the depressing thoughts aside, Zac took in their surroundings.

They’d stopped just within the Hidden Earth Abode’s barrier out of fear of triggering another hidden weapon, floating roughly a mile from the disk holding the actual manor. The environment was surprisingly energy-starved, which felt like a blessing after being submerged in such deadly concepts.

Zac didn’t get the chance for a proper inspection. The terrifying pressure returned, and the ceiling started bleeding again. The Void spear was only able to briefly disperse Pervata Wendimar’s avatar, and it was about to descend again. That couldn’t happen. Zac took a deep breath and brought out the Wendimar Seal again. This time, his message was preempted by a rough voice.

‘Child, explain yourself.’

‘Senior, please retract your aura, or you’ll destabilize the abode! The manor you saw holds a Void Treasure with enough power to erase the whole mountain range. I’ll explain everything after I’ve stabilized it. If everything goes according to plan, you and the Whitecrest Clan will be able to exchange this heritage for great merit when Margrave Wartorius takes over the Hollow Court.’

Zac exhaled upon seeing the tides of madness recede, returning a semblance of normalcy to the Hidden Earth Abode. Zac was about to put away the token before he was caught in a lie. The raw pain in Pervata’s voice made him hesitate.

‘You’re of my blood, yet not. You hold the Wendimar’s Fate in your hand, yet it’s foreign to me. Its glory is so faded there’s barely a shadow left,’ the Autarch lamented, sounding like he’d personally witnessed his clan’s future being erased.

‘That’s…’ Zac couldn’t find the words.

‘You’re not of my time.’
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TIDES OF FATE


‘So, we failed,’ Pervata sighed. ‘The tides of Fate…’

The desolate tone dug at Zac’s heart, and he didn’t know how to respond. The ancient Autarch had seen through some of his secrets, only to arrive at the wrong conclusion. Pervata believed Zac was a distant descendant who’d traveled back in time to change his clan’s Fate. While the misunderstanding worked in Zac’s favor, it brought up certain questions.

Were Autarchs strong enough to overcome the trial’s safeguards? If so, what’d happen when they reached the Outer Courts, let alone the Left Imperial Palace? B-grade cultivators were by no means common, but Primal Heavens were the utmost cultivation grounds in the Multiverse. Even the citadels in more flourishing regions were bound to have at least one or two.

Then again, Pervata’s deduction could stem from special circumstances. Dipper Seven was more or less a C-grade memory domain, not meant to house beings at his level. The restrictions could very well be stronger in domains meant to simulate Autarchs and greater existences. It could also be due to the token. It held genuine Imperial Destiny, which could potentially influence the trial’s fundamental rules.

‘Child, you shouldn’t have come here. Interfering with causality comes at a great cost, one not only paid by you. Your act might become a spear aimed at the Empire, harming the citizens we’ve sworn to protect. While it’s too late to undo your actions, removing you here will keep the damage at a minimum.’

‘Wait! I’m not acting on my own. Coming here is far beyond my abilities. I was sent here on orders of the Imperial Tutor,’ Zac said when the Hidden Earth Abode began quaking again. ‘I’m not just here to save our clan. We’re here to protect the flame of hope by correcting our mistakes.’

Zac wasn’t sure if a general at Pervata’s level would know about the System this far from its activation. Nevertheless, ‘the flame of hope’ was a well-established term. It stood at the core of the Empire’s doctrine. They weren’t waging war with the universe because of greed or megalomania. The Empire fought to protect the flame of hope and raise the Heavens, at least from their point of view.

Whatever it was, something Zac said struck home. The pressure relented, and Pervata’s next sentence lacked the steely intent of slaughter, ‘What is your objective?’

‘I cannot say. As Senior said, causality is unpredictable. You weren’t supposed to be part of this thread of Karma. Our mission might have gone awry because of the Void’s influence or the interference of outsiders.’

‘Then what would you have me do, child of the future? Can you prove your claims?’

‘Prove myself? I can’t. My only request is that Senior forget I appeared and let history run its course until I’m gone. If necessary, save the descendant of the Whitecrest Clan. He’s not like me, and… he’ll become important,’ Zac said.

‘I’ll trust you, child. For now,’ Pervata said, hesitation evident in his tone. ‘The Family⁠—’

Zac gave it some thought before sending a final message, ‘Senior, you’re wrong on one point. The clan’s strength may have faded, but not our glory. Until the end, we never lost our way.’

‘…That’s all we can ask,’ Pervata said. ‘Safe travels, Clan Head.’

Zac bowed toward the ceiling before putting the seal away. For a moment, Zac felt like he could peer through the miles of bedrock to see Perata Wendimar floating above Dipper Seven. The image superimposed over the memory of Kristvan Wendimar sending his daughter away. Terea had said the same thing back then, and the meaning was also the same. Pervata believed Zac had taken on a suicide mission.

There was no going back after meddling with the past. If the situation had been real, Zac would become a temporal paradox upon finishing his mission. The timeline would diverge, destroying ‘his’ future. Naturally, he wouldn’t be spared by the backlash.

‘Everything dealt with?’ Ogras asked, keeping an eye on the ceiling.

‘For now.’

Lying to High-grade cultivators had never worked out. Not daring to take the gamble, Zac chose to tell the truth—barring certain details. They’d been sent here by the System, and his mission was exactly as he said. Zac was correcting the mistake that destroyed the Dipper Mountains. Doing so, he was also bringing the Margrave important information, and in extension protecting the Limitless Empire’s flame of hope.

While his human side prepared for the mission, his Draugr half had continued to analyze the trial and its hidden goals. He and Esmeralda already deduced it was possible to strengthen the Imperial Destiny by rewriting the world’s memory, and the ritual spanning the whole Left Imperial Expanse was possibly designed to weaken the Empire’s sin of creating the System and overturning the natural order.

By that logic, the Empire wouldn’t create lanterns and domains at random. Changing some parts of history would do more harm than good, weakening the Imperial Destiny. Each memory was a blemish in history, representing missed potential. And willingly or not, the trial takers became instruments of change—butterflies flapping their wings, creating hurricanes on the other side of the world.

While Zac’s actions in Black Zenith might seem isolated and irrelevant, they allowed Mayor Truga to pull off his scam earlier, and without involving his contacts from the road project. That could have set something in motion or thwarted a disaster. Zac was simply unable to see the whole picture and too weak to understand the complex weave of Karma.

Stumbling onto one Void-related event after another was part of a plot, just not one necessarily aimed at him. The creators behind the trial had picked the memories with the greatest odds of rekindling Fate, and some deeper issues probably couldn’t be solved in one go. There were likely dozens, even hundreds, of important threads arranged across the continent.

That theory only got stronger after learning of Hidden Earth and the Lowest Plane. Zac would have to be blind not to notice the similarities to the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. The gate on Ivar’s hand spewing Void Energy should have led to the Lowest Plane the Guild Master mentioned—a realm sitting on the border between Void and Dao.

The [Fuxi Mountain Gate] accomplished the same thing by relying on Imperial Faith to burn away all foreign Dao. Meanwhile, the Lowest Plane actually held a chaotic mix of Void and Inverse Dao. Instead of erasing itself from existence as it should, it created a chaotic environment like the calamity inside the Perennial Vastness.

Studying such a unique Lower Plane along with the Hidden Earth Abode’s techniques, one could very well improve the gate’s design—not Zac, but the gate’s original creator. The inheritance went up in smoke in the original timeline, harming an important part of the Pillar’s construction. Bringing out the inheritance would no doubt generate more Imperial Destiny than thousands of normal memory lanterns.

Except, not just anyone could solve the issue. One needed the right skillset and motivation to get involved with the events in Dipper Seven. That was why Fate had been the deciding factor in becoming a sealbearer, not strength or background.

The sealbearers should all have Fate with the important threads of untapped potential. It couldn’t even be considered a plot; it was a win-win situation. There’d only be Fate if both parties saw benefit. Most of the chosen were likely traveling along threads matching their nature, following a hidden quest chain.

Leyara had nudged him toward the most suitable plot thread by sending Terea Wendimar’s memory lantern his way. With that memory’s starting position, he was bound to run into the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. Zac would probably have found it himself if he’d entered the trial the normal way, though his Void Road and natural resistance against Karmic entanglement might have interfered. How Leyara possibly could have known remained a mystery, though it was undoubtedly related to The Vigil.

‘I know, I won’t get wrapped up,’ Zac added, noticing the unspoken warning in the demon’s gaze. ‘Give me a moment.’

The Void shockwave had dispersed, taking most of the chaotic energies with it. Pervata had also unfortunately kicked the hornet’s nest before backing down, further destabilizing the Muddy Patch Vein. Terrifying amounts of energy poured through the cracks, and it wouldn’t be long before the area was turned into a true taboo zone.

Knowing the window was closing, Zac infused himself with [Void Mountain] to phase through the abode’s barrier. A few seconds later, Zac returned to the demon’s side with a grievously wounded Kalir. The [Seven Dipper Array] had withstood countless Void surges as the abode’s mountains aligned, proving it had innate resistance to the Hidden Earth Abode’s unusual Void Energy. It was enough to save the Whitecrest descendant’s life with the help of multiple defensive treasures.

“You, what are you plotting?” Kalir asked with a weak voice, looking back and forth between him and Ogras.

“Your Guardian gave his life to protect us. I’m returning the favor. The Hidden Earth Abode is our best chance to ride out the storm,” Zac said, waving at the building chaos. “Besides, we haven’t finished what we came for.”

Kalir was needed to get a copy of the Hidden Earth Heritage into Pervata Wendimar’s hands. Based on his theories of the trial, Zac decided to stop worrying and follow the Void thread, seeing things through to the end. He’d also try to reignite as much Imperial Destiny as possible, provided it didn’t clash with his objectives.

Based on the concepts of balance and reciprocity, Zac believed it would improve his chances inside the courts. The greater his impact on history, the better the reception. Even if he was mistaken, helping the Wendimar Clan was in his best interest. Their status within the Hollow Court would improve if they could contribute valuable intelligence. Zac might not even need an identity connected to the Hollow Court if things played out as he hoped.

Of course, Kalir knew none of this.

“What? Why are you looking at me like I’m going to eat you?” Ogras sneered. “You saw the young master fight. You’d be dead if we wanted you dead.”

“Then… we’re safe?” Kalir said.

An intense premonition of danger made Zac look up. The alabaster mountain rumbled as deep fissures spread across its smooth foundation. Bursts of C-grade Cosmic Energy teeming with Inverse Dao poured out of the cracks, lashing at their surroundings like solar flares. It was the beginning of the end. The mountain had lost its counterpart, and it was ready to join its brother in death.

“Does no one in your Clan know how to control their mouths?” Ogras swore as he shifted the trio toward the open gate.

With the outside spiraling out of control and the white mountain raining hellfire inside the barrier, the abode itself was the last remaining refuge. Its twenty-odd buildings sat upon a thin disk, all of them fully intact. Runes similar to the Void-attracting arrays had appeared across their surface when the mountain exploded, keeping them safe from damage.

Zac looked up with awe as a fresh spring of pure Dao poured out of the mountain’s heart. It ignored the abode, fusing into the struggling barrier. It was stabilized and pushed directly to the Peak of C-grade, more than enough to resist a while longer.

“One attacks and the other defends,” Ogras hummed, noticing Zac’s ugly expression as he stared toward the abode’s depths. “I’m guessing it won’t save us from the next part.”

The demon was right. Having lost its energy supply and stabilizing mountains, the Hidden Earth Abode had entered an emergency protocol—a mode that clearly didn’t have enough spare energy to keep the Void Treasure contained. Its towering aura was gradually unveiling itself, putting Zac’s very existence under pressure.

A sudden burst of Inverse Dao made Ogras groan while Kalir was directly knocked out. It came from the same source as the Void Treasure, meaning it was already destabilizing. They had ten minutes at best.

“Never a break in this place,” Ogras cursed.

Zac slapped Kalir awake. “You. Are there hidden defenses here, too?”

“I—What was that?” Kalir stuttered, the grace of a young master long gone. “I don’t know. We gained a partial understanding of his design by tracking Hidden Earth’s purchase orders and thefts. That only lets us deduce the outer arrays. Hidden Earth must have been more careful planning for the core.”

“You better not be joking,” Zac growled. “This whole mountain range will be swallowed by the Lowest Plane in minutes unless we stop it, and we’ll be the first to go.”

Kalir’s eyes focused up. “How do you know that? Was Ivar telling the truth?”

“No. We just walked similar paths, and Fate brought me here. I’d never heard of Hidden Earth before you told me, but I can intuit certain things. Like the fact we’re dead if you’re lying,” Zac said.

“The manor is following the same rough layout as his ancestral home. It only had additional defenses surrounding an underground treasury. There’s no such thing here,” Kalir said and took out a milky-green engraved stone. “This is all I have.”

Zac snatched the jade and put it against his forehead. It was the popular form of storage before Information Crystals became the norm. Zac learned it was because of spiritual jade’s innate resistance to Earthly Taint, reducing the risk of corrupting the stored data. With the Earthly Taint gone, it made more sense to use the much cheaper crystals.

The Whitecrest scion really didn’t have much to go by. It only took Zac a moment to peruse everything he’d gathered, at which point he’d matched the Void Treasure’s call with an elder’s council hall in the manor’s back. It was a good spot to place a nurturing chamber, aligning it with the center of the mountains.

Kalir’s research didn’t have a single mention of the Lowest Plane or Void Energy, though it did mention a third array called the [Five Breaths Domain]. It was a treasure-nurturing array loosely based on the enkindling cycle of the Five Elements. The elements could be replaced with almost any Dao Peak, provided you made the necessary adjustments. With Hidden Earth’s Dao of Bedrock, it was a decent pick to nurture a Void Treasure.

It also was the perfect choice for Zac, who had ample experience constructing and deconstructing cycles. A glance was enough to gain a basic understanding of things to note.

“Take him to the repository. I’ll deal with the bomb,” Zac said, adding the next part only for Ogras’s ears.

‘Keep the originals, and let him make copies. If possible, don’t let him notice the switch.’

‘Got it. And then? We’re not getting out the way we came.’

Zac considered that. ‘Return to my side. Be ready to escape first when the domain starts to tear. I don’t think I’ll be able to contain all the energy.’

‘You’re really going to eat that thing?’ Ogras asked, looking at Zac like he was mad. ‘Even for you…’

‘I’m not eating it. I’ll throw it into a treasure I picked up on the way. It’s just… This one might be a bit crazy even for me.’

‘I’ll make sure this lad doesn’t do anything stupid,’ Ogras said with a solemn gaze. ‘Be careful.’

‘You too. He’s not as fragile as he seems,’ Zac warned.

‘I’ve dealt with much better actors.’ The demon grinned before dragging Kalir away in a puff of shadows.

There was no blame or anger in Ogras’s eyes, even with the world coming down on their heads. Despite his wretched state and upcoming torment, Zac couldn’t help feeling blessed as he rushed toward the inner sanctum. Most spent their life pursuing the Dao without knowing the joy of experiencing the journey in the company of a true brother. Zac wouldn’t let Ogras fall here, even if he had to sacrifice the treasure to open a path.

[Void Mountain] allowed Zac to pass through a final barrier without issue, mostly because it was about to run out of energy. A different world from the manor’s energy-starved environment waited on the other side. Zac may as well have entered the Lowest Plane from how starkly different the atmosphere was.

Two overlapping realities greeted Zac, one of Dao and another of Void. Both were part of the Hidden Earth Abode, though only ruins remained. The surface layer was ingrained with Inverse Dao with hints of Dao of the Elements likely drawn from the Dipper Mountains. Every surface was covered in crystals, metals, and Earth-attuned plants—all Natural Treasures.

Born from the leakage of the supreme treasure farther inside, most were Middle D-grade or higher. Unfortunately, they also sported extensive damage, like they’d been gnawed on by rats. The true perpetrator was the world beneath the surface, the one only privy to a Void Cultivator’s eyes. Zac looked at the pure Void Treasures with amazement, his bloodline already clamoring for a taste.

Ultimately, Zac’s gaze turned toward the broken door farther within. What he’d come for waited on the other side. Its aura would have directly knocked him out if he hadn’t been acclimatized over the past day. It was like a Beast Emperor waited on the other side, yet there was no hesitation in Zac’s steps. It belonged to the Void, and he was its true Emperor.

Pushing open the door in both realities, Zac finally came face-to-face with what he was looking for. A small flower directly growing from a spatial gate waited on the other side of a glass wall. Eight of its petals were made of pure Void, while three were spun from Dao—a paradoxical existence just like Zac himself.
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This was the first time Zac had laid his eyes on a true, still-growing C-grade Natural Treasure. Its profound spirituality was on full display in a way the C-grade alloys and refined materials couldn’t match. The flower looked much like a daffodil, with purple Void-attuned petals growing out of a pitch-black center.

The three red Dao petals didn’t actually seem connected to the main body. They floated around the pistil, forming a conic shape. Peering into the cone left Zac’s head buzzing, forcing him to turn away. The covered pistil was black and almost solely made from Void. The same was true for the oddly crooked stem reaching into the spatial gate.

Zac found it difficult to reconcile the small flower with the might of a Plant Emperor despite the blinding aura that almost forced him to his knees. When thinking of C-grade plants, enormous existences taking up regions or even planets came to mind. Heavenrender Vines, like Haro, were a perfect example. He would balloon in size upon becoming a Plant Emperor, able to cover Earth upon reaching the peak of the grade.

There was balance to everything. Plants with such immense physical bodies would have extremely unimpressive Inner Worlds, sometimes none at all. It was a different path from that of cultivators, with both benefits and disadvantages. Growing in the open meant not having any limitations on size.

Most C-grade plants could dwarf the Inner World of the world’s strongest Early Monarch, and they held as much Vigor and Cosmic Energy as dozens of cultivators at the same grade. Aggressive species like Heavenrender Vines could send out millions of vines to create a sea of attacks that few would willingly take on. Such plants, by contrast, wouldn’t be able to add any noteworthy mass to their vines.

Whereas a cultivator could leverage the full weight of their Inner World into a skill or a precision strike. Even with the lower weight of an Inner World, it could pose a greater threat. Beasts were something of an in-between. Their Beast Cores would form Inner Worlds, which were generally inferior to a cultivator’s. In return, they already had greater fleshy power available through their bodies.

Those were just the most common paths and by no means absolutes. There were Beast Emperors and plants no larger than humans who also focused on expanding inward. The Void Flower belonged to this group, as Zac was certain he was looking at the main body. The spatial gate was only there to provide sustenance, not to hold the bulk of its form.

Zac gingerly entered the inner sanctum, drawn by the flower like a moth to a flame. His body hungered for the power it represented. It was also instinctively wary of an existence exceeding its own. Even [Void Mountain] stirred—a first since upgrading the Bloodline Talent with the blessings stolen from Empyrean Chalice’s interred saints.

He’d been wondering if his Bloodline Talent differed from Karz’s, who seemed capable of infinitely upgrading his Dao Sigils. It looked like his sole sigil was more discerning, directly demanding C-grade material for its next stage. While it technically meant he could upgrade it before his next Bloodline Awakening, Zac needed the strength to absorb the necessary materials. There was no way he dared to bring a C-grade treasure into his Soul Aperture, even a small, innocuous-looking one like the flower.

Zac kept a respectful distance while inspecting his target. The two layered realities were an expression of its nature, and it was clear the flower wasn’t like him. It hadn’t perfectly reconciled Void and Dao like the Void Emperor Bloodline. Zac could vaguely tell that space around it was folded to create a separation between its irreconcilable parts, and eons of neglect made its domain leak into the surroundings.

The flower would need a constant influx of energy to maintain its form. Some of it was drawn from the spatial gate, while the rest had been supplied by the Hidden Earth Abode’s Void Gathering Arrays. Zac could also tell that the Hidden Earth’s ambitions weren’t limited to keeping his prize possession safe and well-fed.

The ambient energy inside the isolation chamber differed from the small amounts leaking out of the realmgate. It was neither orderly Hidden Earth Energy nor the Lowest Plane’s raw mix of Void and Dao. It was two parts of the former and eight parts of the latter, and the flower perfectly matched its aura.

Hidden Earth had been transforming the Natural Treasure to better match his heritage. Zac guessed the project hit a roadblock, or he died before finishing the transition, leaving the Void Treasure in its imperfect semi-transformed state. Its nature had already shifted from that of the Lowest Plane, causing its sole source of nourishment to destabilize its folded spaces.

With the Void Gathering Arrays turned off and the stabilizing mountains gone, the flower also suffered both from energy starvation and food poisoning. It didn’t matter much to Zac, who was only interested in the raw energy.

Despite the short deadline, Zac didn’t directly enter the isolation chamber. He moved to a worktable, picking a few of the Void Treasures along the way. They were completely different from the Void Treasures he’d bought from the Void Gate, which had been harvested around spatial tears or inside the Void of Space. That was a limited Void still within Heaven’s purview.

The Dao still existed within the Void of Space, and there was very little Void Energy to be found. Otherwise, Zac could have opened up a spatial tear to replenish his Void Energy whenever he ran out. It was the same with the Void Beasts he’d encountered. Rather than true beings of the Void, it was more accurate to say they had a deadly allergy to the Dao of Space.

They only embodied the Void of Space, and that was enough to extract a significant amount of Void Energy with [Void Heart]. If the cores of Void Beasts were 5-10% attuned to the Void, then the Natural Treasures growing inside the flower’s domain were at least 40%. That didn’t mean they contained a terrifying number of insights into the myriad Voids of Dao.

The materials were created based on an incomplete set of truths, much like the primordial treasures and Innate Existences born in the Era’s earliest days. This wasn’t something unique to these Void Treasures—the phenomenon defined the Lower Planes and distinguished them from the prime dimensions.

While laughably shallow, the Dao at the frontier was as complete as it were in the Multiverse Heartlands. Meanwhile, Lower Planes were only exposed to a part of the tapestry. Contrary to expectation, having fewer missing pieces didn’t make Lower Planes better. A Lower Plane holding 90% of the Dao, with the missing pieces spread evenly across the seventeen peaks, was simply a worse version of a prime dimension.

Cultivating or being born there would lead to an imperfect path. Such fractured realms were also the most common, according to Esmeralda. People never heard of them since they didn’t hold much value, and the System didn’t bother integrating damaged goods. Only the occasional genius managed to escape the limitations of their environment and reforge their path under the true Dao. In that sense, being born on the frontier wasn’t too bad.

Planes holding a small but complete corner of the Dao were the ones worth visiting. The Eight Hells was the perfect example, almost solely holding the Dao of Death. They’d be among the best places in the Multiverse to look for materials of Pure Death, and undead cultivators could delve into the true nature of Death without other truths coming in the way.

With the Lowest Plane likely sitting at the border between Void and Dao, it no doubt held an incomplete version of both. Zac couldn’t discern the exact composition in the Void Treasures he gathered, and he didn’t particularly care. Zac directly bit down on a Middle D-grade Void mushroom, and a stream of pure Void Energy spread through his body.

Thanks to the flower splitting its surroundings into two dimensional layers, the Void Treasure didn’t exhibit the unusual nature of the Lowest Plane. There was no Dao to filter out, and the mushroom’s earthy energies were very gentle. It was smoothly absorbed, replenishing some of what he’d spent during the battle.

Zac continued eating while he took out the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. He pressed a Void Crystal against its opening and grimaced when nothing happened. This was what he’d been afraid of since trying to use the Holy Relic to pass through the shockwave. The gate was nowhere near as overbearing as his bloodline. It showed no desire to consume the crystal or the Void Energy it contained.

Changing his approach, Zac drew the crystal’s energy into his body and transferred it to his other hand, where the Holy Relic waited. Under his guidance, the wild energy properly poured into the entrance to be absorbed. Zac spent another minute experimenting. No matter what he tried, Zac couldn’t feed the gate without using himself as an intermediary.

The best Zac could do was use a single finger as a bridge. Energy entered through his nail and continued into the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] through his fingerprint. Almost nothing was stolen by his bloodline or snuck into the rest of his body. Would that be enough? Shaking his head, Zac went through the dusty set of notes left on the table. They didn’t help much beyond confirming Zac’s theory of what Hidden Earth was up to.

The flower was called an [Eclipse Twin], once part of a set, where the other half had an inverted distribution of Void and Dao. Hidden Earth had consumed the other flower to force his way into Peak C-grade. The experience almost killed him. The ancient Monarch still needed the Void Flower to perfect something he called his ‘Outer Vestige,’ and he remained justifiably wary of consuming the more dangerous sibling. Hence, his attempt to realign the flower and increase its compatibility.

There’d be no stopping after he began absorbing the [Eclipse Twin]. The petals were part of a natural formation, and removing just one was no different than destroying an Array Core. The risk of something going wrong would increase with each petal he absorbed. The good news was that Hidden Earth had erased the [Eclipse Twin]’s will as part of his efforts, so it wouldn’t actively attack Zac when he tried to absorb it.

Half of the twin’s energy was stored in the petals while the rest was in the pistil. The stalk was mostly useless, in Hidden Earth’s words, only good for drawing nutrients from the Lowest Plane. Certainly, what was worthless to a Peak Monarch might very well be a rare tonic for a Late D-grade cultivator. Unfortunately, Zac had no way of storing it long-term.

He’d already discovered that true Void Treasures would be exposed to the Dao even inside Spatial Treasures, and they’d gradually erode the subspace. Zac didn’t dare put anything in his main rings, only stashing a few in a spare Cosmos Sack as an experiment. Trying to stash the ‘worthless’ stalk in one of his Spatial Treasures would probably cause the subspace to collapse.

C-grade Spatial Rings or higher might endure a while, except he had none. Such items were equally rare and expensive, since few bothered crafting them. What was the point? Only Monarchs could use them, and they already had their Inner Worlds. The exception was C-grade Worldrings, which Zac would eventually need to get for Haro.

Zac finished the notes and put them away, a rough plan already in place. Two minutes had passed experimenting, gathering information, and planning. Ready or not, the flower wouldn’t wait much longer. Zac sent a final update to his other half before fashioning a dense piece of moss into a crude knapsack. He left through the exit door and returned in seconds, the pouch filled with Void Treasure Herbs—Zac couldn’t take them away, but they could make his job much easier.

The [Five Breaths Domain]’s barrier was already on its last legs, and Zac pushed straight through without using [Void Mountain]. Blinding spiritual fluctuations slammed into Zac as he came face-to-face with the [Eclipse Twin]. His mind rattled, and some of his wounds reopened by the flower’s latent emanations. Despite the array’s weakened state, it had contained more than half the spirituality.

The small hatchet from the [Warbringer Dharma] became an anchor that prevented Zac from being swept away by the [Eclipse Twin]’s aura. Zac trembled with growing hunger as he drew closer, and he used it to his advantage. The ambient energies Zac failed to keep at bay were dragged into the depths of his cells, and he released his grip on [Void Heart] to have it swallow chunks of Inverse Dao whenever dangerous levels accumulated.

Each second inside the containment chamber came at a cost, and Zac had already spent quite a bit of his reserves to deal with Ivar Serpico. Thankfully, Haro was readily providing Vigor through [Adaptive Symbiosis], single-handedly maintaining [Adamance of Eoz] and [Immutability of Eoz] to lessen the load.

Zac gingerly touched one of the Void petals, slightly relaxing after confirming it wouldn’t lash out from random stimuli. His cells vibrated with desire after coming so close, and the Void demanded a taste. Zac slipped toward the madness precluding an indiscriminate binge. He held onto his sanity, carefully searching for an opening to snatch the [Eclipse Twin]’s energy.

Extracting energy from the petal proved surprisingly difficult. A small sea hid within the petal, and siphoning its waters was like trying to grab the moonlight reflected on its surface. The ball of Void Energy had reached a critical mass, rebuffing Zac’s tendrils. Once again, the Void Emperor Bloodline provided the solution. The hungrier he grew, the stronger his pull became. A rivulet was soon separated from the sea and dragged out of its home.

He’d released the floodgates by creating a hole in the barrier that had kept the Void Energy contained. The sliver became the vanguard of a rapidly growing river that poured into Zac’s finger. The veins across Zac’s left arm bulged from strain as torrential energies passed through. The experience was worse than dipping his finger in acid, and threads of overwhelming force searched new avenues of escape when Zac failed to contain it all.

Zac furiously rallied his bloodline to create a moat of Void to steer the energy into the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. The [Twin Eclipse] wouldn’t let itself be contained by such inferior power. Over and over, Zac’s defenses crumbled and were rebuilt, each cycle invariably creating small gaps. Streaks of white-hot C-grade Energy set his pathways aflame as they rushed deeper into his body.

Holding nothing back, Zac cranked the golden cyclones in his cells to their limits. Even a fraction of the flower’s power was too intense. Rather than quantity, it was a suppression of grade. Resisting its advance was like trying to counter a Late Dao Branch with a mere Dao Fragment. Zac’s Soul worked overtime to split the invading streams into countless parcels small enough they could be safely dragged into his personal Void.

Despite the petal being made from pure Void, small amounts of Inverse Dao also made its way into his finger. Zac urgently moved it along, making it the gate’s problem. It was impossible to contain it all, and the concepts exceeded the level of Earthly Daos. To Zac, the High-grade Dao represented a far greater threat than the Void. He had no choice but to repeatedly rely on [Void Mountain]’s Dao-erasing sigil to erase or at least weaken the truths before they entered his body.

The expenditure was immense, and eating D-grade Void Treasures like snacks was only a stopgap solution. The cycle of emptying and refilling the tank would soon wring him dry. Thankfully, the petal was pouring mind-boggling amounts of energy into the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] every second. He only needed to persevere for a few minutes.

While Zac managed to keep his body in one piece, that wasn’t the real battlefield. The clash took place inside his index finger, and it was a losing battle. Cracks spread the second the process started, and Zac had no way to slow down his defeat. Soon, his two upper joints exploded, releasing a burst of rampant Void Energy that almost took Zac’s head.

Zac quickly pressed another finger against the petal to plug the leak. Meanwhile, ancient defenses siphoned half the errant Void Energy before a loud snap warned Zac he was on his own. Hidden Earth must have designed an array to drag leakage into the rotating mountains. With those gone, the Void Energy had nowhere to go, and it overloaded the array. Undeterred by the brush with death, Zac kept going.

By the time Zac was about to finish absorbing the first petal, only a thumb, and half his palm remained. Isolated cracks had crept up his arm, and similar wounds had been opened all over his body from random eruptions. Every moment, he walked a tightrope over a volcano, where the slightest mistake spelled certain doom.

The only thing holding steady was the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. The chaos was utterly incapable of damaging the ancient formation made from Imperial Faith, to the point Zac had started using it as a shield. There was no sign of the treasure reaching a bottleneck. It readily accepted whatever Zac provided. The question was whether Zac had enough flesh to finish the job.

It only took Zac half a minute to drain the hidden sea, though it felt like an hour. It flickered and disappeared, prompting a deafening scream of danger that dragged Zac out of his focused state. Sensing this wasn’t something that should be blocked, he lunged to the opposite side. Trusting his instincts saved his life.

Zac barely had time to reposition before a blinding flash passed his previous location, twisting the layers of Void and Dao. The superimposed realities turned into a fractured fever dream with dozens of unstable layers. The only things still static were Zac, the [Eclipse Twin]’s immediate surroundings, and a huge scar flickering with remnant Spatial Energies and Inverse Dao.

The Hidden Earth Abode had been cleaved, including the platform it stood on.

Zac wouldn’t be surprised if the burst had even carved a path through the outer cave walls—it was no weaker than the all-out attack of a Late Monarch. Simply seeing it flash by left Zac covered in welts resembling radiation burns. Zac groaned and stumbled back toward the flower, resuming his extraction before the energy could be released on its own.

Seven more to go.
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ESCAPE ROUTE


“Hurry up, will you?” Ogras grunted, his nerves taut like bowstrings.

“I’m going as fast as I can without damaging it further,” a pale-faced Kalir assured as he copied the contents of an ancient jade figurine marred by small cracks to his prepared receptacle.

Keeping what little remained of the repository’s ruins aloft on a bed of shadows wasn’t too taxing. He simply needed to maintain a respectful distance from the shrinking barrier that lived on borrowed time. A storm of earthy forces had already formed outside, with more fuel seeping through the cave’s cracks every second.

The problem was how easily the incredibly sturdy building had been ripped apart, with most of the destruction happening without warning. The danger coming from the manor’s inner sanctum far exceeded what waited outside. They were only alive because he maintained transfer points, allowing for near-instant movement in case of danger.

One mistake and they’d get erased, not even leaving a corpse behind, and Ogras understood that moment was creeping closer and closer. The terrifying eruptions coming from Zac’s direction were growing exponentially in frequency and power. The rest of the manor was long gone, torn asunder just thirty seconds after the first blade of repressed Dao carved a path through its foundations.

Technically, the inner sanctum remained. The building was trapped by a disorienting domain resembling a hall of mirrors, forced into a prolonged existence by whatever that madman was up to.

“Done! That’s the last of them, right?” Kalir said, his expression conveying that he wouldn’t take no for an answer.

“Relax, that’s the last one,” Ogras laughed. “Why so glum? Wasn’t this your plan?”

“My plan?” Kalir spat. “My plan went out the window around five disasters ago. We need to get out of here. It’s a miracle we’re still alive.”

‘Hasn’t the brat noticed that none of the eruptions were sent our way? This is the safest spot, thanks to that walking calamity,’ K’Rav said telepathically.

‘Sure, but the dispersed energies are more than enough to do us in,’ Ogras said while moving a hidden shadow toward the Cosmos Sack holding the original Heritage.

Just when Ogras was about to steal the prize, the shadow tendrils he used as sentries were erased—down to the last one. Three layers of wraiths were annihilated silently and instantaneously, forcing Ogras to rely on instinct and dumb luck. Ogras grabbed Kalir and escaped the invisible streaks that obliterated everything it touched.

This one was different from the previous eruptions. Ogras looked on with horror as the opposite side of Hidden Earth Abode suddenly expanded to ten times its original size. More than fifty miles of bedrock and rampant energies had been obliterated before the wave of hidden energy was exhausted, all in the blink of an eye.

Had the blast been pointed in their direction, they would have been erased along with a chunk of the Dipper Mountains. No matter how confident Ogras was in his movement skills, there was no escaping that kind of vast, sweeping wave of utter annihilation. Weaving between the streaks that detached from the main body already pushed his Luck and skills to their limits.

‘Don’t look for something you can’t see! Observe the changes in the Dao.’

‘What do you think I’m doing?’ Ogras cursed.

‘I still can’t believe that madman wields the Forbidden Darkness. None of our experiments ever showed a hint of success.’

Ogras ignored the goblin’s chatter, though he agreed with the sentiment. He’d had his suspicions about Zac’s Heaven-rejecting abilities for a while. The Hidden Earth Abode had pretty much confirmed they were connected to the Void, no matter how much Zac skirted the subject. How one could wield emptiness was beyond Ogras. He’d bet his left arm it was related to Zac’s crazy Technocrat mom, though.

The why didn’t matter so much as surviving the fallout. Ogras desperately searched for the elusive answer he’d glimpsed during his sparring sessions in the Imperial Graveyard. Zac had turned into a ghost, moving in ways that Ogras’s brain said was impossible. The instincts that had kept him alive through countless tribulations became anchors weighing him down.

Giving up on rationality and logic had been the only way to mount a resistance against attacks touched by the Void, except that method was a half-measure forcing you into a reactive state. After getting beaten black and blue enough times, Ogras had sensed that Zac’s experimental Technique wasn’t undefeatable—even without memorizing the inexplicable attack patterns.

Void wasn’t an absolute counter to Dao. They were perfectly balanced, meaning Ogras should be able to nullify the Void by sticking to his Dao. The idea was simple in theory and highly difficult in practice. Ogras never managed to figure it out during their sparring sessions, and there’d been no point spending time on the subject.

Ogras wouldn’t be surprised if the number of Void Cultivators in the Multiverse could be counted on one’s hands. So what was the point of figuring out counters to their unusual abilities? The only way Ogras would target Zac, was if he himself already lost his mind, so not knowing how to breach his friend’s defenses was for the best.

It was just their dumb Luck stumbling onto a second Void Cultivator and his related heritage. Far be it from the Heavens to let a simple treasure be waiting for them at the end of their journey. Ogras had no choice except to pick up his abandoned project. The last day had brought Ogras closer to the answer he sought, especially his brushes with death from the golems spitting Void-imbued gravel.

Ogras was out of time. He’d been thrown into a lake and it was sink or swim. The whole Hidden Earth Abode was covered in a moving web of invisible fault lines, each thread holding the power of a Monarch’s attack. There was nowhere to run, and he’d quickly run out of shadows if he blindly relied on them to test the waters.

Observing the spots where Cosmic Energy and Dao were removed was only the beginning. He needed to anticipate where the streaks would move next. Going with the opposite of what his instincts told him wasn’t enough. The danger pushed Ogras’s mind into overdrive, and he finally grasped something. What was Void, if not Heaven’s shadow?

His mind shuddered and turned blank. This time, it wasn’t his Spiritlocked prisoners or subconscious hijacking his mental faculties to deliver a message. It was the clarity of enlightenment. The idea that everything cast a shadow, even the Dao, was the missing piece. Time ground to a halt as the vast presence of the Ruthless Heavens descended to deliver a crackling wave of gold.

The force didn’t miss a single shadow, yet there was no danger or threat. The tribulation gathered in his mind after making a cursory inspection, flooding his Branch of the Grey World. The Heavenly Lightning became an agent of change, helping his Dao Avatar transform into a complete world shrouded in layers of shadows. There was constant movement within, though impossible to say whether it was real or one’s eyes playing tricks.

The Ruthless Heavens weren’t interested in prolonging its stay. Its presence faded, leaving only wisps of its power. Ogras couldn’t believe his desire to understand the Void pushed him to advance his Branch of the Grey World to an Earthly Dao. Equally shocking was that the Ruthless Heaven appeared to have given him an automatic pass, forgoing any test to prove his worthiness of continuing down the Heavenly Path.

Was this how it felt to be a Heaven’s Chosen?

Time resumed, and a surge of strength accompanied Ogras’s new understanding. Trusting the signs, he inched to the side. His instincts proved right. He only had a layer of skin shaved off while all the energy around him winked out of existence.

It wasn’t by any means a perfect answer, only a corner of a greater truth. Together with the strength provided by his Earthly Dao and the Ruthless Heaven’s blessing, it was enough. The number of shadows he lost to the Void was reduced by a significant degree, and he continued his dance until the mountain’s ambient energy whittled down the lingering Void.

“I guess that’s our cue,” Ogras said as he let go of Kalir. The merchant had curled into a ball, desperately grasping a talisman in each hand. “Hand me the originals.”

Kalir sprang to his feet, the lifesaving grace forgotten when faced with threatened profits. “What! Why do you suddenly want them? Their Spirituality is weak. The slates were more than able to imprint their lingering truths.”

“Then it won’t matter if you bring the copies to your clan,” Ogras shrugged. “If you disagree, I can only take you to the boss and let you two discuss the allocation.”

Kalir nervously glanced toward the unstable anomaly in the distance, unconsciously adding some additional distance. The massive eruption of Void exhausted the inner sanctuary, and was clearly rearing up for another round. “Uh, you’re right. The originals are truly in a bad state. They might not last until the Margrave arrives. I’ll keep the copies as you suggested.”

“Wise decision.” Ogras nodded as a shadow snatched the Cosmos Sack.

One after another, the figurines and tablets were taken out and inspected before being placed into his own Spatial Ring. Ogras wasn’t one hundred percent certain of the trial’s rules, and keeping items in his containers seemed the prudent choice. As for the crude seal placed on all Spatial Treasures inside the Dipper Mines, K’Rav only needed a few hours to remove them.

“Then, can we go before this whole place is dragged into the abyss? This is our opportunity. The accumulated energy has been exhausted. When’s the Young Lord coming to meet us?”

“He’s not. Our mission is done, so we’ll go our separate ways,” Ogras said.

“You’re leaving me to fend for myself?” Kalir asked.

“Don’t pretend you don’t have a way out. You might not have expected that miner to be an old monster in disguise, but you’d been prepared for the consequences of looting the manor,” Ogras lazily said. “Don’t worry, we’re not interested in your fallbacks. We have better things to do.”

“…Fine, though I don’t know how they’ll fare with how things turned out,” Kalir sighed. “Please give my thanks to Lord Wendimar. The Whitecrest Consortia and I owe him a great debt.”

“It’s the duty of all the Empire’s subjects to contribute in times of need. It’s only a shame our timely assistance came at great personal costs. I had to use multiple lifesaving items to resist that mad Void Herald and then keep you safe,” Ogras said, his hand by coincidence reaching out. “Come to think of it, you’re a merchant. Why don’t you stick around a bit longer, and I’ll place an order to restock.”

“You want to place an order? Now?” Kalir said with exasperation as a few shadows blocked his escape. “Just visit our nearest market, and I’ll make sure you get the best deal.”

“What if I encountered another disaster on the way while so short on supplies? How would I answer to the Young Lord?”

Kalir sneered at Ogras’s pained expression, reluctantly taking out a previously hidden Spatial Ring. “There’s no need to place an order. Please accept this small token of my gratitude.”

“You didn’t have to,” Ogras said with an equally fake smile after confirming a small fortune waited inside.

‘What a craven bastard you are,’ K’Rav sneered, though the goblin was unable to hide the gleam of respect in his voice.

‘Every little bit counts. I’d have to be a fool not to take a bite out of such a juicy little sheep before it’s too late.’

“Then, if you’ll excuse me?” Kalir said. “I have to recalibrate my escape route.”

“Oh, don’t forget to inform the general about our contribution,” Ogras added, taking out the blood-drenched token he got from his identity. “Otherwise, my seniors might be led to believe there’s corruption growing in the Whitecrest Clan.”

“That sigil! You’re a Nameless Blade?” Kalir gasped, looking at Ogras with dread and realization. “Is this all part of the Margrave’s⁠—”

“Don’t you mind that. Just follow through on what you promised. You should really go before it’s too late,” Ogras said as he melded with the shadows.

Ogras fought his instincts, moving directly toward the heart of danger. Of course, he maintained a shadow wraith to keep an eye on the little nobleman. Surprisingly, he flew in the opposite direction of the newly opened gap leading back toward the Muddy Patch Vein. Even if the mine vents were flooded with energy, it beat staying in this terrifying pressure cooker.

The merchant took advantage of the temporary safety to enter one of the two outer manors still standing. Ogras’s eyes gleamed with realization upon seeing Kalir reactivate the [Seven Leap Array]. That Formation Master was quite the talent. He hadn’t just created a shunt to stop the flow. He’d actually turned at least one of his modifications into an escape teleporter.

Conventional teleportation wouldn’t work when space was this unstable or when surrounded by such intense energy fluctuations, for that matter. However, the array perfectly matched the ambient energy. It’d transfer Kalir through the Lower Planes, which were more accessible than ever. Of course, Ogras couldn’t care less whether it worked or not. He’d only humored the memory in case Zac’s theories about the trial’s causality proved correct.

‘There’s no need for you to go this far,’ K’Rav urged from within the [Shadewar Flag] as the inner sanctum drew closer. ‘That little devil is a chosen of the ages. He’ll be fine. A fool like you? Don’t kid yourself. Just steal that brat’s escape route and wait outside.’

Ogras couldn’t craft a response that made sense, so he threw logic out the window. It never did him any good anyhow. ‘Don’t kid myself? Why not? I’ll fool myself, then the world, and finally the Heavens. I’ll turn lies into truth and make what’s false real. Now, suggestions, or I’ll just have you search for a path inside like those miners.’

‘You…!’ the Ra’Lashar Goblin sputtered with exasperation. ‘Whatever. Just make use of your fancy new constitution. Wait for the next eruption of Dao and enter through its trajectory.’

Ogras had no better idea. He couldn’t even see Zac in the bubble holding countless distorted, shifting realms, and the few shadows he’d sent inside were torn apart as realities collapsed. He didn’t have to wait long for the path K’Rav suggested to appear. A blade of Inverse Dao cleaved the domain on its way to join the madness outside, and Ogras rushed inside.

The blade would have removed all Void on its way out, and its lingering energy held the twisting realities at bay. It let Ogras side-step the labyrinthian barrier and directly enter the inner chamber. The inferno waiting for him inside almost made him turn tail and run. Reality was being held together by intense pressure and deadly levels of energy. There were countless spatial fractures that failed to form properly because there was no room to expand.

The sole sanctuary was a sphere of five meters surrounding Zac. Ogras wouldn’t have recognized his friend if not for the distinct phenomenon of nothingness surrounding him. It was the same Dao-rejecting ability he’d used to keep them safe when entering the manor.

Zac was covered from head to toe in deep fissures and severe Energy burns. His face was gone; even his eyes had been destroyed. He was missing all his limbs up to his knees and elbows. Even so, Zac was still working on a small flower growing out of an unstable spatial tear. It had one petal with blinding Dao and another whose outline Ogras could barely discern.

The illusory petal was no doubt Zac’s target, and Ogras roughly understood the course of events. It was the last of many petals made from Void, and Zac was sacrificing his flesh to transfer their energy into a piece of rock covered in golden runes.

‘That madman is using his body to transfer the energies of a Peak C-grade treasure—one made from the Forbidden Darkness, at that! Not even lunatics among the Grand Explorers from my old kingdom would think of doing something so foolish. How is he still alive?’

‘Well, look at it from the bright side. There’s only one petal left,’ Ogras said upon seeing his supposed lifeline.

Despite Zac’s miserable appearance, Ogras saw no reason to change his plans. He was on the right track, and the voices of “reason” urging him to sneak out and search for an exit among the tunnels were Heart Demons playing their pranks. Only by diving into the heart of darkness would there be an opportunity to see the light. If he needed further proof, Ogras would only need to open his Dao Screen.

Ogras flew into Zac’s shadows. Thanks to his breakthrough, holding onto his shade form inside Zac’s domain wasn’t as strenuous as before. Ogras doubted he’d ever get used to the naked feeling of having his connection to the Heavens weakened to a whisper. It did reject all Dao, good and bad, and drastically lessened the danger from the sanctum’s insane energy levels.

‘Everything okay?’

‘All good,’ Ogras said, hiding his surprise and relief. Things might not be quite as bad as they looked if Zac was still able to communicate. ‘We managed to copy all the surviving parts of the heritage. I took the originals before sending the merchant on his way. He had an escape prepared.’

‘Perfect, thank you. Is the domain holding? Have any exits opened to outside—our outside?’

‘Not that I could see, and the cave is about to get flooded by the mountain’s lifeblood. We’ll have to ride out the storm or open an exit ourselves,’ Ogras said. ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’

‘The [Eclipse Twin] keeps expelling energy to stabilize its spatial folds. If you can help me weaken the parts made from Dao, I’ll deal with the rest.’

‘I’ll do what I can,’ Ogras promised, unable to hold back the question rattling in his mind: ‘Uh, do you have an exit strategy?’

A hesitant answer came after an uncomfortably long silence, ‘There’s more energy in the flower than I expected. I’ve only dealt with the appetizer, and my actions are already draining surprising amounts of Faith. We might get ejected when the domain collapses. If not, I’ll have to get creative.’

A helpless smile spread across Ogras’s face as he peered at Zac from the false safety of the Grey World. When did he start to take comfort in such foolhardiness? As much as some things stayed the same, others were clearly subject to change.
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BETWEEN REALITIES


The conversation was kept short, as both needed to focus on their tasks. Having Ogras back by his side was a comfort, though Zac would have been happier if the demon managed to get out ahead of schedule. Things with the flower had progressed roughly as he’d expected, barring a critical detail. Hidden Earth’s notes said the energy was split fifty-fifty between petals and pistil. That was woefully inaccurate.

The eight petals worth of Void Energy he’d pulled into the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] at best accounted for a fifth of the flower’s accumulations. Zac had only realized just how much Void Energy the flower’s central spatial fold was hiding after going through half the petals. Each petal was like a remote fortress guarding the capital, preventing hostile forces from peering through the defensive layer of formations.

Zac doubted Hidden Earth would have made such a significant miscalculation. The [Twin Eclipse] must have expanded its Inner World since his death. It might even have one foot into the next stage. That would explain why the palpitations he got from the pistil were much more intense than what he felt from the Void Energy stored in the petals.

Hindsight was 20-20. Zac should really have guessed as much from the crater’s scope and the other clues. The Hidden Earth Abode provided the flower with fertile soil and endless nourishment for millions of years in a tailor-made environment. It would have been pushed onward whether it wanted to or not.

There was simply no way Zac could extract the pistil’s energies with his current method, seeing how a few petals had literally cost him an arm and a leg. Replacing his lost limbs with Creation Energy wasn’t a viable solution, even if he still had ample stores of Creation Energy left in his five shards. It didn’t even matter that the cost of using the Remnants had greatly decreased.

Most of it was thanks to overcoming the Atavism. The drain on personality and longevity was mostly the ancient entities demanding payment for borrowing their power. Incorporating the concepts of Creation and Oblivion into his Daos also made it easier to utilize the energies. Completely removing the cost needed a fundamental transformation of the Remnants, though. It would break the Law of Balance, and the drain was part of their nature.

Rather than the Remnants, the problem was that newly-regrown flesh needed a while to fully incorporate his many advantages, like his bloodlines and constitutions. Such limbs were unsurprisingly not up to the task. Zac had already tried regrowing a few fingers while dealing with the petals, and they’d instantly exploded when attempting to take on the C-grade Energy.

Zac also couldn’t take it nice and slow, dealing with the pistil at a manageable pace. He didn’t have the final say on how much energy to send through. Opening an outlet into the flower’s Inner World was an irreversible process that destabilized it further. The near-death eruptions would have been even crazier if Zac didn’t act as an emergency valve, siphoning energy to lower the internal pressure. He didn’t even want to imagine the amount of energy he’d need to draw out of the pistil to stop it from directly exploding.

That wasn’t to say he was out of options, especially now that Ogras was here to share the load. Of course, the demon would have to play a minor role while staying inside [Void Zone]. He was limited to using his shadows, which were essentially parts of his body, to block the errant streaks of Inverse Dao that entered his nullification zone. Truth be told, Zac was surprised Ogras managed even that much while he kept [Void Zone] at maximum strength.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll keep enough reserves to survive your “creative” solution,’ Ogras assured, understanding Zac’s concern.

‘Let me know if it becomes too much,’ Zac said and continued working on the Void.

While he felt bad, turning off the Bloodline Talent wasn’t an option. The chamber’s trapped energies had reached terrifying levels, and maintaining a survivable environment cost huge amounts of Void Energy. Zac would have run out long ago if he hadn’t been force-fed deadly levels of the flower’s excess. Whether virtuous or vicious, the forced absorption and subsequent expenditure formed a self-propagating cycle that replaced his need to eat Void Treasures.

They wouldn’t need to endure much longer, though Zac had no earthly way to know what would happen when he’d dealt with the final petal. At the very least, it would push the surrounding mayhem and spatial decay to the next level.

The memory domain displayed a surprising resilience despite its fading faith, so survival could very well come down to the engraved rock held against his thigh. While Zac suffered, the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] flourished. He had no way to observe its inner state with a torrent of Void Energy blocking the entrance, but any hints of weakness were gone.

The ancient stone felt incredibly sturdy, even exhibiting a pressure similar to the weight of an Inner World. If Zac wasn’t mistaken, it was also partly responsible for the accelerated decay of Faith Energy. The golden runes on its surface drew from the surroundings to maintain the isolation. Whether the change meant [Fuxi Mountain Gate] was ready for Zac’s backup plan remained to be seen.

‘Careful!’ Zac warned when a surge of Void Energy destroyed another chunk of flesh. The Void petal was buckling, and there were no siblings to maintain the peace.

To keep things balanced, the Dao petal trembled and released a stream of energy in the opposite direction. Even its wayward streaks were deadlier than the constant leakage, and it shouldn’t be something Ogras could deal with in his restricted state. The streaks coming their way were only marginally weakened by the nullification domain.

A wraith appeared to stand before him just when Zac planned to deal with the threat by reactivating [Void Mountain]. Zac thought he could sense a hint of reluctance in its gait before it consumed the Inverse Dao and flew away. It lasted less than a second before exploding, and one second was more than enough time to cover quite a distance. The unstable energies were absorbed by the dimensional layers before they could pose a threat.

The salvo was the beginning of the end, and twelve more wraiths had to make the ultimate sacrifice as Zac absorbed the last of the Void petals. The petal withered and disappeared, destroying the final node of the flower’s outer formation. Whatever concepts held the hovering Dao petal in place was gone, causing it to drift away like an unmoored ship set ablaze by its highly volatile cargo.

Even now, there were no signs of the memory domain collapsing or of spatial tears leading to the misty sea outside. It was time to get creative.

“Get ready!” Zac roared as his arms wriggled and regrew in the blink of an eye.

Zac grabbed the trembling pistil, which felt like holding a sun, and furiously pushed it against the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]’s opening. It didn’t enter. Then Zac saw a flicker of hope when the rejection wasn’t absolute. Rather than trying to push the flower through solid matter, it was more like squeezing it through a dense layer of sand.

Doing so would take time—something Zac didn’t have. The drifting Dao petal was expanding as its spatial folds unraveled. It was about to go supernova, and the surrounding dimensional layers looked ready to join it. If that wasn’t enough to worry about, the trembling core of the [Eclipse Twin] seemed intent on getting revenge on the world for having all its petals plucked.

Fueled by fear and madness, Zac dug his fingers into a deep wound on his side to pull out a ring. Since time was the problem, he just had to buy some. The ring transformed into [Verun’s Bite], roaring and ready for war. Zac’s Spatial Rings were left inside the laceration for safekeeping. His body was still a battlefield filled with Void and hostile Dao, but it could be considered a haven compared to the deteriorating surroundings.

Zac’s arm crumbled from the pistil’s latent energies as he swung his axe downward. It successfully severed the flower’s stem, and a freshly printed arm gripped the axe and released a fractal blade filled with Zac’s Daos. It tore into the realmgate the flower once grew from, and the attack proved enough to seal it. The array keeping the nourishing portal active had been destroyed shortly after Zac began his work, and it’d been kept open by the [Eclipse Twin] itself.

Having its stem cut and losing its connection to its homeworld weakened the C-grade flower, and the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]’s rejection lessened as a result. Seeing that wasn’t enough, Zac swung his weapon one more time while rallying his Splinters of Oblivion. A small yet terrifying blade holding an aura of extinction appeared. This time, his attack was aimed directly at the trembling flowerhead.

Despite the terrifying, concentrated power of [Extinction Event], Zac only managed to leave a small nick. That blemish became the emergency valve Zac sought, though creating it was no different than opening Pandora’s Box. A monstrous sputter of unchained Void erased the drifting Dao petal before it could erupt. That was only the prelude. Cracks spread from the Oblivion-infused scar, casting shadows in the form of miles-wide spatial tears.

It was a good thing Zac hadn’t bothered repairing his eyes yet. They would just have been destroyed again after exposing him to the outrageously condensed spirituality peeking out of the pistil. The aura was enough to push Zac’s body to a breaking point even before it began leaking energy, and Ogras’s shadows were rapidly fading.

Zac confirmed that personally entering the gate was still impossible while pushing his Void Emperor Bloodline to its limits. Six small vortices sprung up around Zac at the edge of [Void Zone], greedily absorbing both the leaking Void Energy and lingering waves of Inverse Dao. The tumultuous process of absorbing the [Eclipse Twin] made it impossible to say whether his painful feast helped recover his bloodline or damaged it further. Zac did have more than enough Void Energy rampaging through his veins to open gates to his personal Void.

Doing so in his fight against Kator had come at a significant cost, and Zac might very well be undoing months of recovery. Surviving took precedence over such concerns. He and Ogras were out for the count if he closed the vortices before getting away from the [Eclipse Twin].

While the vortices bought a moment of peace, Zac focused all his attention on the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. While keeping the pressure on the pistil, Zac pushed as many tendrils of Void and Mental Energy into the entrance as he could. It worked! A seventh flickering Void Vortex opened inside the relic’s separate space, acting like a miniature black hole that tugged on its surroundings.

The burning sea of Imperial Faith and the scarred gate effortlessly ignored the pull from Zac’s bloodline. The intended target did not. With something pulling from the other side, the last piece of the [Eclipse Twin] swiftly phased into the Holy Relic—not before giving the world a final goodbye. Just before the severed stem entered the stone, it spat out a concoction of foundering space and a million years of cultivation.

Zac urgently closed the vortex leading to his own Void before it could swallow the C-grade flower. Doing so, Zac also lost his view of the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. He had bigger fish to fry than watching the Holy Relic digest the latest offering. The whole realm groaned as the beam of supremely condensed Void swept forth with incredible speed. It was gone in an instant, leaving a terrifying blemish on reality. The Heavens held its breath before madness descended.

The countless spatial tears and unstable dimensional fragments were no longer kept in check. If anything, they were bolstered by the Void beam exhausting what was left of the region’s spatial integrity. They worked together to trigger a complete dimensional collapse with such efficacy it may as well have been rehearsed.

A thousand microscopic worlds born from the C-grade treasure were unmoored, turning them into frenzied beasts that targeted their own. Half immediately disappeared, becoming casualties in the war between the Inverse Peak and the Void. The rest were consumed by the spatial tears, which began expanding without any apparent limits. With the domains gone, there was also nothing to keep the Dipper Mountain’s spiritual surge at bay.

Horrific amounts of energy rushed toward their position, attracted by the vacuum created by Void and the suction from the spatial tears. A vast accumulation of inverse truth blended with the fractures. True to its nature, the Inverse Dao began transforming the dimensional cracks. The rebirths mostly ended in abrupt failure, creating deadly fireworks that made Zac’s Soul Sense tremble and shy away.

Only a fifth of the tears stabilized and expanded after consuming the Dipper Mountain’s lifeblood, having turned into portals leading to other planes. Most had aligned with the Lowest Plane or the realm behind the Dipper Mountains, though not all of them. With so many unpredictable factors coinciding, a few spatial tears gained completely alien qualities.

The environment was thrown into greater chaos as Daos from more than half the peaks, and their accompanying energies poured into the Hidden Earth Abode. The growing tempest even consumed the hidden concepts keeping the trial going, causing powerful temporal fluctuations that agitated Zac’s old wounds.

Zac was only marginally safe thanks to standing in the eye of the storm. He and Ogras were surrounded by a faltering barrier of the [Eclipse Twin]’s Void, which in turn were kept at bay by his vortices. The latter were about to collapse before even facing the storm. Zac had gone so far beyond any safe limits he didn’t dare think of what was going on in the depths of his Void Emperor Bloodline.

Heart beating like a drum, Zac’s head swiveled back and forth in search of the final piece of the puzzle. Despite the terrifying view, things had gone mostly as he’d hoped when striking the pistil. The calamity about to descend on the Dipper Mountains might almost be as intense as the original timeline, but what did he care?

Where was it? The only thing missing from the mercurial tapestry was a path out of this crappy place. Zac cursed with anxiety. They’d seen such exits inside Ivar Serpico’s Inner World, so why didn’t at least one appear among the thousand spatial tears? And how the hell hadn’t the memory domain collapsed?

Had they misunderstood what’d happen when a domain ended like Black Zenith, misunderstood the very nature of memory domains? Was the path back to the present already gone, leaving them stuck inside the world’s memory?

The storm’s intensity only grew as boundless energy poured into the world from the multiplying cracks. Zac’s danger sense was screaming so loudly he could barely think. It was all building toward some form of singularity. As if brought forth by the realization, it happened at once. Faith failed, Time unraveled, and Space shattered like a broken mirror.

Zac’s mind briefly shut down when concepts far exceeding his comprehension appeared in the midst of reality’s collapse. They weren’t just facing the mundane Daos who’d joined hands to bring down the Dipper Mountains. Zac had pulled away the curtain, exposing him and his companion to the hair-raising presence hiding behind—something that far exceeded Antuka, the ancient A-grade Crocodile.

Time and Karma were joined by countless subordinate concepts to create a force able to overturn the Heavens themselves. It was a machine made from so many components, Zac’s Soul Cores almost burst from hearing their clatter. Zac finally understood what he’d brought forth. They’d caught a glimpse of the Fifth Pillar itself.

Struggling to hold onto his sanity, Zac escaped into the closest portal. It wasn’t the kind he’d held out for, but staying meant certain death. The portal collapsed moments later, except the danger followed them through. Zac had appeared in a disorienting gap between realities not too dissimilar to the one they escaped. The Pillar’s terrifying presence remained, only slightly weakened.

‘What fresh hell is this?’ a weak voice wheezed.

The scene was familiar to the Void Star’s bridge. They were surrounded by innumerable jagged windows into different worlds. Zac took in the surroundings with wild eyes, confirming they didn’t lead back to the Dipper Mountains. They didn’t have any apparent connection to the spatial tears or the events surrounding the Hidden Earth Abode.

No two of the myriad views were the same, and only a fraction emitted the aura of the Inverse Peak or Lower Planes. The windows didn’t even seem to lead toward the same point in time. Some had a distinctly more ancient aura than others, and their Dao ranged from rough and primal to almost matching the present.

Were the places real or fake? Did the windows reflect specific memories or different parts of the Left Imperial Expanse? Zac’s mind was a mess as he tried to figure out what to do while resisting the Pillar’s aura and keeping his internal pressure in check. It was at that time Ogras sprung into action.

‘This way!’ Ogras shouted, dragging Zac toward a random world.

They appeared midair, facing a salmon-colored tower standing at the edge of a vast, bottomless crater. Zac only had time to confirm it wasn’t the Dipper Mountain’s crater before a powerful sense of rejection made the world shatter. They were back inside the world of countless mirrors like they’d never left, facing a new set of gateways.

Ogras wasn’t willing to give up and lunged him into another world. It looked nothing like the region where they entered the memory domain, making Zac wonder if the demon was picking them at random out of desperation.

“Why—” A deep tremor coming from the depths of his bloodline foiled Zac’s attempt to ask what Ogras was up to. Zac felt stabbing pains as countless microscopic gates were being forced open by a power far exceeding what they could contain. The [Eclipse Twin]’s spirituality was about to escape from his personal Void.

Zac had no time to worry about Ogras jumping from world to world in a frantic attempt to escape the Fifth Pillar’s pathbreaking aura. He rallied his bloodline one last time to open another Void Vortex. This time, it was to release its catch. There’d be nothing left of him if the pistil’s Peak C-grade Void Energy was allowed to escape through his cells.

Ogras appeared to understand what was going on, and fled with even greater urgency. Foreign worlds flickered one after another while Zac desperately tried to excise the unbearable energies. The vortices didn’t last long, forcing him to repeatedly conjure new ones. Thus, a trail of blood and Void was left in their wake.

No matter what he did, the pressure only kept building. Just when Zac was about to lose control, the surroundings stopped flickering. The world had been frozen in place, including Zac and the energy that was about to go supernova. Even the Fifth Pillar had been pushed away, preventing them from being dragged back to its side.

“This place,” Ogras said, eyes wide with shock and confusion as familiar lines began spreading across his body.

Zac could barely hear him. His eyes were glued on the approaching procession and the coffin in its center.
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A DISTANT DREAM’S GIFT


The circumstances were identical to when Zac was forced to use the Yphelion’s newly installed Death-attuned escape engine. Zac’s first instinct was that one of the Fifth Pillar’s myriad gates had taken them out of the ashes and into the fire by sending them to Kālasūtra—the Threaded Hell. Certain details indicated the situation was more complicated than that.

The procession advancing one of the world’s thick threads was made from different creatures than Zac remembered, with only two of the pallbearers present for both his visits. That by itself didn’t necessarily hold a deeper meaning. The owner of the Threaded Hell might like to change things up. Then again, Zac had a feeling the procession wasn’t made of actual undead.

The thousands of unusual creatures lacked the spirituality of a sentient being, and their auras were perfectly synced. They seemed more like puppets than cultivators and beasts. Zac even suspected the whole parade was one huge treasure with the coffin as its core.

Whether these were puppets or unusual undead only seen in the Lower Planes, the current lineup was definitely stronger than the previous. Their auras were blinding, seemingly able to overturn the Heavens. This discrepancy was most notable with the coffin itself, and its differences weren’t limited to strength.

The coffin Zac saw last time was covered in scars left by Autarchs or even stronger combatants. Dozens of rusty weapons had also impaled it. Come to think of it, the two familiar pallbearers were also covered in scars during his last visit. Today, the black, unadorned coffin was in perfect condition, giving off such an unstoppable vigor that even the Fifth Pillar couldn’t encroach on its domain.

The Kālasūtra might very well be a reflection of its master since it shared the Realmlord’s strength. The burgeoning spirituality also belied a weakness hiding beneath the surface, one that ancient cultivators would have a hard time spotting. The Dao of Death keeping the realm together was frayed. Zac would surely have noticed the issue during his last visit, so it could only mean one thing.

They hadn’t entered present-day Kālasūtra. They were visiting during a time earlier in the Peak of Chaos’s reformation, before the Realmlord fought whatever cataclysmic battle that left him riddled with scars. The realization did nothing to make Zac feel better. It only introduced the horrifying possibility that his fib meant to throw off Pervata Wendimar had become a reality—that they’d traveled back in time.

Zac desperately hoped they were inside a memory conjured by the trial—not that facing a simulated Realmlord was any better than dealing with the real thing. The whole world had been frozen by the coffin’s will, including Zac and Ogras. Even his bloodline was sealed, forcing him to silently wait while the procession aligned and the coffin opened with an ancient groan.

They may as well have been lifting an ancient seal. The Threaded Hell trembled, and its countless threads poured into the coffin, as though returning to their origin. Even the threads that had appeared on him and Ogras joined the reunion. The millions of threads twisted into a bundle that gradually took the shape of a man rising from his grave.

Tears poured down Zac’s cheeks from being forced to witness the awakening of something infinitely above his current comprehension. The mighty [Eclipse Twin] that pushed him to his limits was nothing but a worthless weed before the powers of Death gathered just twenty meters away.

As Zac stared at the bundle, the bundle stared back. Countless eyes opened in the seams between threads, all of them pointed directly at him. Zac’s secrets were laid bare in a far more traumatizing manner than when he entered the Perennial Vastness. The eyes were propagating, growing from Zac’s flesh. They replaced his scorched eyes then rolled inward, and similar scenes took place throughout his body.

The eldritch exposure wasn’t limited to his physical body. Eerily calm eyes grew on his Soul Cores, turning them into biblically accurate angels. Eyes opened inside his Heart to inspect a trembling Warbringer Idol. They even entered the depths of his cells to witness the paused battle between his bloodline and the escaping Void Energy.

The only place spared was the Void. No eyes appeared inside [Purity of the Void], and none of the eyes entered the gateways beneath the golden hurricanes in his cells. The eyes also ignored the miniature suns inherited from the Stellar Wanderers. Whether it was a precaution or because the Realmlord couldn’t see them was impossible to say.

The nightmare didn’t last long. When Zac came to, he was no longer facing an eldritch god. Instead, it was a stalwart warrior decked in full body armor, not unlike Zac’s old skill, [Undying Bulwark]. The armor was a beautiful aquamarine, like it was crafted from pure Miasma or Spiritual Jade. Its proportions were no different than a human’s, though Zac couldn’t see any hint of the man inside.

The warrior wasn’t looking at Zac. He was gazing at the sky, seemingly considering whether he should stab the Heavens with the glistening lance in his hand. Zac didn’t want to disturb, and he also couldn’t stand around doing nothing. He’d noticed the seal on him had weakened and thought it might be a hint.

“Lord, we apologize for disturbing your rest. We entered your realm by accident,” Zac said, briefly glancing at his companion.

Ogras was still there, floating next to him with a blank look on his face. He either remained trapped by the swarm of eyes or was rendered unconscious by the Realmlord. Being alive could certainly be taken as a good sign. Real or not, they were facing a genuine Supremacy. If the knight wanted them dead, they’d be dead without a shadow of a doubt.

“Accident… or providence?” the knight murmured, never taking his eyes off the sky. “Life in Death, Death in Life. You have built a bridge of Void to walk the edge.”

Zac wasn’t surprised the ruler of the Threaded Hell had seen through his path. Sendor had easily done the same, as had one of his B-grade followers. The man before Zac was likely at the same level as Sendor, at least inside this Lower Plane. If that wasn’t clue enough, Zac was covered in cracks leaking Void Energy. Even his Void Vortex was immobilized, floating behind him.

Seeing the Void being subdued by the Realmlord was a brutal reminder that his unique advantages and having an unprecedented path were useless before raw power. The Heavens and Earth had to give way to a Supremacy inside their territory. So what did a Hegemon’s personal Void amount to?

“That’s correct, though it’s still early. There’s a high risk this road is a dead end,” Zac said. He didn’t believe that. He also didn’t want to keep attention on his unique approach. “I fear I have nothing that would interest Lord, so I can only offer my sincerest apologies for our transgression. Unless Lord has any parting words, we’ll immediately get out of your way.”

The knight ignored Zac, his voice growing distant, “I see… this is what you promised.”

Zac’s heart seized when the knight pointed an armored finger at him. His horror mounted when a streak of transcendent Death entered his body. To his relief, it was nothing like the [Eclipse Twin]’s overbearing spirituality. It was perfectly controlled, holding boundless power without letting so much as a morsel leak.

Rather than wreaking havoc on his Life-attuned Constitution, the infusion brought about a wave of recovery. Zac gaped at the sight; his understanding of Death directly overturned. Healing a Draugr with a streak of supreme Death would have made sense, except Zac had arrived with his human body. Then again, was it really accurate to call what was happening healing?

As strange as it seemed, the Realmlord’s gift of Death was killing his wounds. And with his injuries dying, only well-being could remain. Having a Life-attuned Constitution didn’t play into the equation. The Realmlord had absolute control over what to target and what would happen when he did. Doing so, he’d also given Zac a first-hand look at how Daos behaved at their peak.

Zac had recently begun widening his conception of Life and Death from their narrow focus, and this was one possible destination. The Realmlord’s Dao of Death was focused on the transition to Death. With this Dao, anything could be killed. The Realmlord killed Zac’s wounds to make him whole. He killed movement, and the world was forced to a halt. He’d killed Ogras’s state of being awake, making him fall asleep. Later, the Realmlord could kill the demon’s dreams to wake him up.

Despite being the Dao of Death at its peak, it was completely different from the Abyssal Lake’s conception. The undead knight’s Dao gave Zac a sense of freedom compared to the suffocating yet welcoming finality in the lake’s pitch-black depths. Zac could picture himself swinging [Black Death], imparting true Death to all hindrances blocking his goals.

Zac quickly reined in the fantasy before his path was subverted. There was nothing wrong with taking inspiration from a master at the peak, it just needed to be a controlled process. Zac refocused on the wisps of Death in his body. It only needed a second to fix all his wounds, and yet, it seemed to be waiting for something.

The knight’s intention soon became clear. Zac’s bloodline came alive, triggering a sweeping wave of pain. The [Eclipse Twin]’s energy was once more trying to find a way out of his body. Zac didn’t try to keep the mayhem under check. He opened the gates in the depths of his cells as far as he could to give the C-grade Void Energy an outlet.

None of it got the chance to wreak havoc on Zac’s system. The Void Energy died the moment it escaped. Truthfully, Zac wasn’t sure if the concept of killing worked on the Void, but the effect was the same. The wisps of Death left to guard the exits were two grades higher than the [Eclipse Twin], and there was only one outcome when the two sides collided. The Void disappeared, causing so little damage that Zac couldn’t spot the difference.

Soon enough, the unbearable pressure was gone, and Zac sealed his bloodline before the rest escaped. After all, a deadly poison could become a cure when used in the right quantity. Zac estimated a fifth of the absorbed Void Energy was left inside. That much should be manageable when spread out across the huge space hidden within his bloodline, allowing him to slowly refine and make it his own.

Throughout the process, the Realmlord appeared disinterested. Zac still bowed in gratitude. “Thank you for your lifesaving grace, Lord. Do you have any instructions for me?”

Lifesaving might be stretching it, but dealing with his internal problems would have come at a cost. Zac fully expected having to sacrifice most of his body to expel the trapped energies in one go. Surviving with just a head wasn’t a big deal—he had multiple ways to regrow his body. His foundations would definitely have taken a hit, and he would have been forced to lay low for a month or two to recuperate.

Zac also understood the help came with strings attached. Kator had refused to share any real information about the Eight Hells. One of the few things he mentioned was that the Realmlords were extremely xenophobic, denying even the Undead Empire entry to their domain. There was no way such a strict ruler would hurry over and heal a stranger out of the kindness in his heart.

“Peakmender, Karma binds us. You entered my realm carrying echoes of my future. A distant dream’s gift shall be reciprocated in truth,” the Realmlord said, finally turning toward Zac. “This memory shall die and reincarnate with my true self.”

Zac didn’t know whether he should be relieved or worried by the revelation. The waves in his heart only grew as the remnant pieces of supreme Death spread through his body and joined into the outline of an eye. It flickered, then disappeared, and Zac could sense something had changed. The Threaded Hell no longer seemed as threatening.

“My benediction will grant you entry to the Nine Gardens and eight of the Hells. As for the ninth… I cannot say,” the knight said as he turned toward the coffin.

“Wait,” Zac urgently said, realizing he was about to become part of a temporal paradox. His future self had entered a memory of the past, and the exchange would somehow be transmitted to the Lord of the Threaded Hell before Zac first entered the place in the Imperial Graveyard. He couldn’t see this ending any other way than him being ripped apart by the temporal backlash.

“I’m only a Hegemon, and I’m already marked by the River of Time! If I’m involved in changing the past⁠—”

“Causality remains intact,” the knight said. “Make no mistake, Peakmender. Our Fates were entwined before you met my future self. I believe I sought you out because of that connection.”

“What?” Zac whispered.

“We’ll look forward to your return. Do not be in a hurry to seek us out. Your future is distant, and the Eighteen are entering troubled times. The one you met before is… incomplete, and I fear my siblings are the same. My intervention might not be enough.”

The forced halt on the world was weakening, and the Fifth Pillar’s aura returned. Zac was about to be ejected like with the previous realms.

“Wait, what do you mean? When did we meet?”

“Don’t become like us,” the knight said as his body collapsed into countless threads. “That man’s ambitions are too grand, and we are moths to its flame.”

Kālasūtra shattered, and they were back in the world of a thousand windows. Ogras, who’d slept through the whole thing, awoke with a start. He didn’t even seem to realize he’d been put to sleep. He was about to jump into another window, only stopping upon noticing the drastic change in Zac’s appearance. He’d essentially gone from a burnt-out husk at death’s door to the picture of health.

“What the hell, what happened to you!” Ogras blurted.

Despite the lingering dangers, Zac couldn’t help laughing at the choice of words. “Hell, huh? You don’t remember?”

“Remember what? I’ve been focused on finding a way out.”

“That’s… We’ll talk later,” Zac said. “I was about to ask. Is there a method to your madness, or are you picking them at random?”

“Don’t you feel it?” Ogras said with surprise.

“Feel what?”

“I don’t know how to explain it. Fate? The place where I’m supposed to be,” Ogras said, having trouble putting the feeling into words.

“I can’t feel anything,” Zac truthfully said. “But I don’t have any better idea, and the Pillar’s aura is getting weaker. I’ll rely on you, then.”

“Leave it to me.” Ogras slapped his chest, turning into a stream of shadows.

They resumed their escape. This time, Zac was filled with questions instead of rampaging energies. The prospect of running into another old monster also made Zac’s heart leap out of his throat every time Ogras dragged him into an unfamiliar world. Thankfully, their brief incursions didn’t cause any new waves, and Ogras was soon proven right.

The Fifth Pillar’s overwhelming presence grew more indistinct with every jump until they found a window picturing a sea of familiar azure. It was the churning mists filling the Dipper Mountain’s crater. They dove inside with the desperation of the shipwrecked spotting land. There was no sense of rejection, and the hall of windows didn’t try to pull them back. They’d returned to where they should be.
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“Hmm?” Auban muttered from the slight tremble transmitted to his fishing rod.

Curious, he moved his lure deeper, only to have it swept away by an unfamiliar undercurrent. Auban glanced at the old continent with helplessness. He’d kept his promise all these years, keeping an eye out so that the pillar didn’t get ejected early. Was this the thanks he got? His neighborhood was thrown into chaos, and a bunch of loud troublemakers showed up at his doorstep.

Most unbearable of all, his fishing spot was ruined by the waves. It was all Auban could do to restrain himself from shifting his string toward one of the old things hiding in the cracks.

“Benefactor, it appears there has been a change?”

Auban looked at the smiling old husk to his left. Among annoying guests, this abomination was best at testing his patience. There were no satisfying ways of dealing with these undying bastards. He might be able to drown Blessed Fate in the waters, but this was just an incarnation. The monk would come out unscathed after saying some prayers, while Auban would have to deal with the Karmic backlash.

There was no lack of unkillable old bastards gathered to watch the show. The problem was that the Sangha were expert instigators. Blessed Fate sitting down next to him meant he was suspicious about the Fifth Pillar appearing within his domain. The monk was doing some fishing of his own, treating Auban as a honey hole.

And now, the cat was out of the bag. Only a handful of looky-loos possessed the discernment to notice such a subtle shift in the River of Time, yet this bastard aired the dirty laundry for all to see. As he’d feared, Auban’s head quickly filled up with inquiries from the gaggle of hyenas.

“Something escaped the containment. It directly entered the true continuum and disappeared. I didn’t discover much else,” Auban admitted. Then he decided to throw some mud, “Complex Karma shrouds the details. A surprising number of monks have fallen already. Did one of your seniors leave Buddha’s side to bring one of the brats back?”

The Left Imperial Expanse was sealed the moment the sealbearers entered. The absolute barrier prevented any form of investigation, which made the viewing party a bit uneventful. Auban was no exception. He’d spent months fishing for answers without any luck. However, directly spying on the trial wasn’t the only way to gather information.

The Imperial Tutor would update the private dossier of any trial taker dying inside, which enabled various methods of second-hand confirmation. With a low number of participants and an even lower death count, each update was enough to cause a stir. The most surprising outlier was the unusual number of deaths among the Sangha’s kind.

A single death this early would have been surprising, let alone four. They weren’t the strongest fighters, yet Karmic Cultivators were among the hardest to kill. Weren’t the acolytes able to smell trouble on the inside? It looked like at least one of the little monsters was brazen enough to hunt the baldies.

Could it be his fish? If so, should he try muddying the waters?

Blessed Fate shook his head. “Amitabha. Benefactor knows what you speak of is forbidden. Death is but the beginning of the next chapter. Forcing our acolytes out of the Samsara would bereave them of their search for enlightenment.”

“It’s not like you haven’t broken those rules before. And I don’t know who else has both the skill and audacity to bring something out under all our noses,” Auban said.

He knew he was barking up the wrong tree. With the Left Imperial Expanse sitting atop the River of Time, it wasn’t possible to pinpoint the exact temporal coordinates of the trial takers. Without grasping their point of death, tracing their lifeline to an earlier position was destined to fail. Besides, Auban hadn’t lied about one thing. Whatever came out didn’t rely on temporal manipulation. It neither reached back in time nor sent something forward.

This was the first time in three months the old continent had given off any flicker of life. Not everyone was satisfied with his curt answer. Auban ignored any subsequent messages, including those from acquaintances. His oath took precedence, as did his curiosity. His attention returned to the river, and the String of Time resumed searching for the fish who’d grazed his Authority.

The kid’s aura was so familiar. So why couldn’t he remember? Auban was determined to get to the bottom of the matter. If nothing else, his fisherman’s intuition was telling him that finding the fish meant finding a clue to the unexpected breach. The absence of clues was a clue in itself. The shifty old monk seemed to share this opinion.

Auban had to hold back his laugh upon seeing the hidden nets of Karma entering the river over and over. Blessed Fate could run himself ragged searching for the cause of the disrupted trajectories for all he cared. It was too late to meddle now that the little fish had stepped onto the Left Imperial Expanse, and Auban had already messed up the temporal traces out of spite.

The Sangha would probably have to call on their Lord to successfully peer through the layers of obscuration—would that old thing dare open his eyes under Emperor Evrodok’s Heaven? Probably not. Buddha was playing the long con, and getting tangled up with another conman wouldn’t do him any good.

Auban couldn’t wait to see what the old schemers of the Limitless Empire had planned for the Fifth Pillar after the first four ascents failed so spectacularly. The pillars had been stripped of their fortunes, and the hyenas had fought over the Empire’s rotting flesh. Auban could feel the lingering trace of Imperial Destiny on most present.

Auban was supposed to feel indignant over the theft, but he was more of a contractor than a devout follower. If anything, avoiding getting swept up in the furor saved his hide. And he certainly could understand the sentiment. Different from Dao and Law, Destiny could be created, even if it was a slow and painstaking process.

Even the lowest Destiny manufactured from Incense Offerings needed generations of accumulation before it showed significant returns. Few at the peak were willing to toil for the benefit of their descendants when they could work on furthering their Authority. It was easier to consume the Fate of others to bolster one’s own.

In that regard, there was no better target than Laondio Evrodok. The mad Emperor was long gone, and all that Imperial Destiny was just lying around. Were they supposed to let it gather dust until the River of Time dried out and the Era collapsed? Only the next Era would benefit from having it absorbed by the Cosmic Destiny. Who could possibly be that generous?

Auban had a mind to catch a piece of Imperial Destiny for himself during the impending feeding frenzy. He didn’t particularly need it like some of these geezers with one foot in the grave, he’d just been curious about the taste for too long to remember. He was also confident he could have a bite without choking, unlike a certain group of self-imaged Emperors haughtily sitting on their dragon thrones.

The Seven Heavens were audacious indeed, daring to come back for more after the previous disaster. Auban had a sneaking suspicion history was about to repeat itself. It wasn’t him being biased because he was the Fifth Pillar’s caretaker. The Fifth and Sixth Pillars were different from the rest. They were slated to appear closest to the Zenith, and they were bound to hold something spectacular.

These younglings didn’t understand the terror of the Limitless Empire—of the mad Emperor. They saw the battle over its Remnants as a game. The old hands gathered knew better, but they had their own plans and considerations. Everyone was casting their lines, seeing themselves as the fisherman.

Only time would prove who was right.
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A flood of shared memories was the final confirmation Zac needed they were back. Connecting with his other half was always a comfort. After being caught in a loop of memories and time, it was a blessing.

Esmeralda had been forced to stop her journey when his work on the [Eclipse Twin] reached its later stages. The pilfered Void Energy hadn’t limited its escape to his human side. His Draugr half was better positioned to resist the pressure, yet his Death-attuned body was left in a worse state. After all, only his human side benefited from the Realmlord’s benediction.

Thankfully, the damage wasn’t too bad. The cracks that had sprung Void leaks would recover in a week or two, and they would only marginally lessen his ability. There were also no signs of the temporal backlash he’d worried over. The Realmlord might have been lying about other things, but the part about not messing with causality appeared to be true.

Who knew, the attempt might have failed? Zac wouldn’t bet his life on it, though he somewhat felt it would be the best outcome. The Realmlord’s motives remained unknown, and the true version knowing all his secrets wasn’t a good thing. Zac shook his head. There was nothing he could do about the situation, and having escaped the hall of windows didn’t mean they were safe.

The dense mist had given Zac a bad feeling since day one, and that hunch was much stronger now that they’d been spat out in its depths. A tremor of danger prompted Zac to bring out [Verun’s Bite], and the azure haze turned into cyclones as its edge swished past.

Zac barely felt any resistance, but there was no denying the huge, severed fish head drifting away. Two more hidden creatures were impaled by shadow spears before Zac’s danger sense grew more urgent. Countless microscopic spatial fractures were spread throughout. Their simple attacks had aggravated them further, and a few were about to expand into proper spatial tears.

“Not again!” Ogras groaned and was about to drag the two away.

“Wait, look,” Zac said. Mist was seeping into the cracks, causing them to promptly close. “The sea is acting like a natural sealant.”

“The spatial integrity is so weak. Leftover damage from the original disaster?” Ogras mused.

“Probably. I doubt anything stronger than those fish can survive here. Still, let’s get going. This place is giving me the creeps, which probably means there are other dangers lurking.”

Ogras nodded and dragged them toward the surface, hiding their position by blending shadows with mist. Space truly was fragile. Simply moving too fast was enough to leave spatial tears in their wake, and they noticed multiple instances of spontaneous eruptions. Thankfully, there appeared to be no end to the sealant mist rising from the depths. All damage was promptly mended before it could cause a stir.

The mist grew thinner, and the illusory fish this close to the surface didn’t pose a threat. Ogras speared the few foolish enough to come close before they could react. Finally, a boundless sky replaced the swirling azure as they pierced the vapor sea’s surface. The sight of the familiar crater and the sprawling lands of the Left Imperial Expanse was like an elixir for Zac’s soul.

Looking around, Zac confirmed Dipper Seven’s memory domain was already gone. Only a sparse rain of memory lanterns indicated its previous position. They’d appeared quite a distance away, closer to the opposite side’s edge than where they started.

Ogras looked as relieved as Zac felt. “Never a boring day with you around.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Zac said with a helpless look. “I know I say this a lot, but I didn’t expect things to go that out of hand.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about. A parent wouldn’t blame a newborn demonling for knocking over a vase. Likewise, I can’t fault a natural troublemaker for creating trouble,” Ogras said with grit teeth. “If someone is deserving of a dressing down, it’s that unreliable old Emperor. What kind of shoddy pillar did that miser build? One little Hegemon is enough to make it run amok? If things get like this while visiting random memories, what’ll happen when we step into the courts? The golden age of cultivation, my scaly ass.”

Zac laughed as the demon kept listing complaints about the trial and its builders. He guessed the malfunction could be explained by a combination of age, damage, and the uncertain variables introduced by the Void. The last part, especially, was the most likely culprit. Whether the memories were based on the Daos of Faith, Karma, Dreams, or something else, it was ultimately a Dao.

How could Dao possibly reproduce Void-attuned items?

Take the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. The item was clearly the original, and its damage was left after the pillar’s activation. Zac suspected the same was true for the [Eclipse Twin] and the other Void Treasures inside the memory domain. Like how Supremacies reached back in time to “resurrect” people by bringing them to the present, the Hidden Earth Abode or part of it had been moved into the domain.

That would explain why such powerful temporal fluctuations had been released when the realm collapsed. Those pieces of history had probably been collected when the pillar was activated, giving the Void ample time to erode the memory.

Zac looked at the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. It showed no hints of damage after having a Peak C-grade Void Treasure crammed down its throat. Neither had the Fifth Pillar’s aura managed to harm it. On the contrary, the runes looked significantly stronger. Had the relic managed to absorb Imperial Faith directly from the trial’s main source?

Inspecting the relic’s internal situation proved more challenging. Chaotic fluctuations tore apart Zac’s consciousness when he tried to look inside. It would take a while for the gate to digest the [Eclipse Twin]’s pistil. Thinking of the flower made Zac recall another matter. He turned to Ogras, who’d finally run out of curses.

“Those wraiths you summoned, is your flag okay?”

Ogras had already explained the restrictions on the [Shadewar Flag]. Using it against anything other than heretical cultivators would harm its transformation, possibly even attract Heaven’s attention. With the trial being filled with Fate and Faith, bringing it out could have unexpected side effects.

Ogras shrugged. “It should be fine; they were sacrificial pawns. I’ve already gotten rid of most of the wraiths who didn’t suit the flag’s new direction—mostly unorthodox cultivators I collected inside the Million Gates Territory. I kept as many as I could without harming my plan. I used up most of them on my way back to Zecia. Now, I only have two left.”

Zac grimaced upon hearing Ogras had essentially emptied his reserves to weaken the Inverse Dao. The demon glanced at Zac’s regretful expression. “Who cares? That thing is more of a curse than a blessing. I’ve never planned on relying on it until it’s aligned with the Four Laws. Besides, it’s not like I came away empty-handed.”

“I noticed.” Zac looked at Ogras with interest. “The fight gave you inspiration for your first Earthly Dao?”

“In a way. I caught a glimpse of a greater truth by observing Dao’s shadow,” Ogras said.

“You incorporated the Void into your Dao?” Zac said with confusion. As for avoiding the topic of the Void—that ship long sailed since Dipper Seven. “Is that even possible?”

“No. Well, I have no idea—you’d know better than me. The notion was more of a springboard into a broader abstraction. True shadows aren’t limited to those cast by lack of light. Anything can cast a shadow, even concepts and Daos.”

“A broader view? It’s just like him,” Zac hummed.

“Who? That fake miner?” Ogras asked with confusion.

“No, the Realmlord of the Kālasūtra,” Zac said, finally explaining his miraculous recovery.

“That coffin actually sensed its future self on you? And he realized he was only part of a memory?” Ogras whistled. “I’m surprised he took it so well. I don’t know what I would have done if I figured out I was just the figment of someone’s imagination. Let me tell you, it wouldn’t be pretty.”

“I’m impressed he managed to use the pillar’s memory to his advantage, sending a message to his true self,” Zac agreed.

“That begs the question, why did the trial have such a memory in the first place?” Ogras asked. “I figured the continent had captured pieces of its history. So why is it holding a memory of the Threaded Hell? Did those madmen copy the whole Cosmos? Or are these memories being created as needed by peering into the past?”

“Not necessarily,” Zac said. “I’ve been thinking. Kālasūtra could be connected to the Hollow Court. Actually, quite a few Lower Planes might be.”

“You’re talking about the Margrave’s mission? But why? Were they robbing the Lower Planes for materials?”

Zac took a moment to gather his thoughts before answering, “You know the Void Treasure I fed all that energy? You could say it’s a piece of the Fifth Pillar. The Limitless Empire didn’t trust the Left Imperial Expanse to carry the pillar’s weight alone, so they created bridges leading to the Void to help share the load.”

The demon’s eyes widened with comprehension. “Those bridges weren’t the only ones they built.”

“Exactly. I think they connected the Fifth Pillar, or perhaps all of them, with as many Lower Planes as they could. While the Templars dealt with the bridge to the Void, the Hollow Court built those to the Lower Planes,” Zac said. “That’s why you picked the gate leading to the Threaded Hell. You have Fate with the Hollow Court, and you followed that trace.”

As Zac talked, more pieces fell into place. “I know what you want to say—don’t get too invested in these matters—but I think all this is related to my mission. Say I’m right. Apart from being the headquarters of the Nameless Blades, the Hollow Court mainly dealt with the Lower Planes. Why would it require the Primo’s treasure?

“The Limitless Empire was definitely not lacking weapons, so the treasure had to be important for the Hollow Court’s mission.”

“You think the Primo’s treasure was stolen from the Eight Hells?” Ogras concluded.

Zac shrugged. “Maybe. It would explain why they’re so hostile against the Undead Empire. The Primo could also be a former resident of a Hell. He might even be one of their Realmlords. After all, who better understands the Lower Planes than their rulers? They’d make the perfect helper for the undertaking.”
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“You’re saying the Threaded Hell’s master and his siblings allied themselves with the Limitless Emperor, and the Primo was among them,” Ogras said, a crooked smile slowly appearing on his face. “It’s interesting how different their outcomes were. I remember how battered the Realmlord’s coffin looked.”

Zac finished the thought, “Meanwhile, the Primo was left in good enough condition to gather the Divine Races and found the Undead Empire. He even got his hands on an Eternal Heritage.”

“Maybe the Primo got cold feet at the last minute,” Ogras snickered. “He ran away while his siblings got caught in the crossfire. Seems like nothing was spared when the Limitless Empire went up in smoke. The Primo might even have rescinded his support at the last minute, forcing the other Hells to bear the pressure meant for the Primo’s Hell. No wonder the Realmlord has survived to this day. He must be kept going by a bellyful of anger.”

Some possible scenarios didn’t cast the Primo in such a bad light. The Realmlord called the rulers of the Eighteen ‘moths to the flame’ to Laondio’s ambition. Saying that indicated they carried Imperial Destiny and became marked by the disaster-bringing taboo. If the Primo had been forced to assist the undertaking by his zealot siblings, he survived precisely because of his lacking faith.

“The Primo might be a Realmlord; he might be a thief. Only those involved know what went down back then,” Zac said. “We should try to learn as much as possible about the Lower Planes—how they work, and which ones are connected to the Fifth Pillar—while making our way toward the Hollow Court. We might have to visit memories of the planes that were enlisted.”

“Good idea,” Ogras said. “You’ll have to be careful. If that old thing could sense his future self on your body, he might have sensed the Primo, too. It wasn’t that long ago you were bound by his agreement. If the favor returned doesn’t involve helping him recover, the Realmlord could be planning on using it as a tool in his conflict with the Primo.”

“Perhaps. My gut tells me it’s connected to me successfully cultivating both Life and Death. He focused on me being an Edgewalker and Peakmender, and he talked about both the Hells and the ‘Gardens.’ I think he’s eyeing the Peak of Chaos since recovering the Dao would strengthen the Lower Planes. They might be holding onto something related to the Dao of Chaos that needs an Edgewalker like me.”

“I guess you’ll find out the next time you use the Yphelion,” Ogras said. “Come to think of it, it can’t be a coincidence the Ruthless Heavens installed such engines on your vessel.”

Zac felt helpless. “The System keeps its workers busy, doesn’t it?”

Like Ogras said, the timing was suspicious. The System upgraded the Yphelion right on the back of surviving the Atavism. Doing so, Zac managed to strike the Heart of Oblivion and Spark of Creation, forcing the two onto a collision course. Some of the Authority the ancient entities hoarded was released, paving the way for repairing the Peak of Chaos.

Zac was certain that was the System’s goal with having the Remnants cross his path. Except, the Peak of Chaos needed more work than that. The moment one task was finished, the System steered him toward the Eight Hells. And like the Remnants, Zac wasn’t sure if he could resist the temptation. What better places to advance his Daos and constitutions than these Lower Planes? The System adhered to balance, matching risk and reward. That was why its schemes always worked. Even if Zac failed to achieve its goal, it probably had millions of parallel plans.

Exploring the Lower Planes would have to wait, and not just because of his packed schedule. Zac had no plans to jump without taking proper precautions. Twice now, the Realmlord noticed the moment Zac entered the domain. Providing timely assistance wasn’t nearly enough for Zac to subject himself to a Supremacy’s whims. If he was going to explore the Hells and Gardens, he needed a lot more information.

First of all, why did the Realmlord say his fate was entwined with the Eighteen since long ago? Zac originally thought the entombed entity recognized his bloodline rather than himself, mistaking him for Karz or one of his descendants. That didn’t seem to be the case. Neither had they time traveled or broken causality, which left only one option.

The escape inside the Imperial Graveyard wasn’t the first time Zac visited the Eight Hells. The mystery made Zac recall something his mother said during one of their long-distance talks.

‘You were dead. I don’t know how you survived that day. How you returned.’

Leandra had exhibited a rare emotion at that time: fear. What happened at that time went beyond her understanding. Zac might actually have died when the System rushed into the Eternal Storm to thwart the Kayar-Elu’s undertaking. He was sent to the Eight Hells before being spat back out—most likely as part of someone’s design.

There was one slightly less unbelievable theory. There was a gap of around 6,000 years between his birth and Leandra’s appearance on Earth, time Zac would have spent in stasis. She’d been grievously wounded after bringing him away, and she might have escaped to the Lower Planes to hide. The Gardens, if they were indeed paradises made from Pure Life, would be the perfect spot to recover.

Whatever the truth, his mission to the Hollow Court had gained new meaning. It was bound to hold a tremendous repository on the Lower Planes. Whether it was to explore the Hells and Gardens or investigate his origins, the Hollow Court was the starting point. It was impossible to say when he’d gain access to that level of information next time.

“What about the elf?” Ogras asked, dragging Zac out of his thoughts. “You think he got caught up in the mess?”

Zac looked around, still not seeing any sign of Ventus. “The excavation took us more than a day. I doubt he was dumb enough to stay that long.”

“He’ll probably track us down in a day or two,” Ogras agreed. “I assume he doesn’t need to know what went down?”

“He doesn’t. In fact, you should try to seal those memories away, too. Maybe even erase them if you can do so without damaging your soul,” Zac said, adding upon seeing Ogras’s raised brow: “It’s not that I don’t trust you, and my connection to the Void has already been leaked.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“My ability is connected to some messy matters that involve multiple Supremacies. I’m pretty sure the Sangha is looking for me because of it. Knowing too much might sow Karma and make you a target.”

“It’s related to your sister, isn’t it?” Ogras asked.

“In a way… If I’m a failed experiment, then Kenzie’s the backup.”

“I thought my family was messed up.” Ogras shook his head. “Truthfully, I think the ship might have sailed already. Supremacies are not fools, and the trial put us in the spotlight. They can easily figure out who’s close to you, with or without following Karma. If they were willing to capture your followers to get to you, they’d just target everyone. Hell, they wouldn’t blink at imprisoning your whole population if they thought it’d help.”

“I—” Zac didn’t know what to say.

“It’s not your fault. This is just life beneath the Ruthless Heavens. You simply had the bad luck of coming into possession of something big before having the strength to protect it.”

Zac sighed and dropped the subject, and they reached the crater’s edge in silence. From there, they found a cave that made for a decent temporary camp. As usual, it was hidden below hundreds of meters of bedrock and only accessible through a thin crevasse. This one was even equipped with a small stream that created a peaceful ambiance.

Ogras secluded himself after installing a set of shadow wards and alarms. He was wrung dry, and having flesh made from shadows didn’t mean he was impervious to damage. The demon had been forced to sacrifice so many pieces of himself that he looked faded. Zac wasn’t feeling much better. His wounds might have been healed, but his soul and Cosmic Core were equally as wrung dry.

The two focused on their own matters. With Zac’s rapid recovery, a long nap was enough to alleviate the exhaustion. While it would take a few days to top up his reserves, he felt quite good. In fact, he felt better than good. Half a day later, his bloodline was still working on the [Eclipse Twin]’s leftovers.

Now that things had settled, Zac confirmed his experiences inside the Hidden Earth Abode had proven beneficial. There was some lingering pain from overindulging on Void Energy, though there were no signs of the weakness he’d felt after his fight with Kator. On the contrary, his bloodline had not only recovered, it’d advanced. The space inside [Purity of the Void] had returned to its original size, and was still expanding. Curious to see if there were any other changes, Zac opened his Status Screen.

Name: Zachary Atwood

Level: 205

Class: [D-Arcane] Evolutionary Precursor

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

Alignment: [Zecia] Atwood Empire – Viscount of Conquest

Titles: […] Peakmender, Exalted Destiny, Atavistic Defier, Valiant Viscount, Cosmic Introduction

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, Earthly Dao of Reborn Life – Early, Earthly Dao of Sealed Death – Early

Core: [D] Evolutionary Core

Strength: 332,187 [Increase: 256%. Efficiency: 567%]

Dexterity: 156,933 [Increase: 196%. Efficiency: 363%]

Endurance: 189,311 [Increase: 226%. Efficiency: 594%]

Vitality: 194,575 [Increase: 235%. Efficiency: 592%]

Intelligence: 34,817 [Increase: 176%. Efficiency: 363%]

Wisdom: 83,371 [Increase: 179%. Efficiency: 381%]

Luck: 2,153 [Increase: 219%. Efficiency: 488%]

Free Points: 800

Nexus Coins: [D] 87,831,997

The slight increase in power he experienced could be traced to having gained four levels in one go. Zac couldn’t be sure whether it was thanks to the bag full of Void Treasures or the [Eclipse Twin]. He’d been too occupied staying alive to keep track of which Natural Treasures doubled as Core-nourishing Pills.

Gaining a few levels didn’t do much for his attribute pool, it was merely a welcome shortcut to the next threshold. Every level required tons of energy now that he’d reached Late D-grade, and farming experience was getting tougher. Where was he supposed to find countless Peak Hegemons? The trial didn’t provide Kill Energy, and the war was probably winding down on the outside.

Unsurprisingly, the dangerously rushed consumption caused some damage to his core, thankfully not to the point it would create lasting problems. He would be fine so long as he didn’t stress the core for the next week or so. Continuing his investigation, Zac found one more change among his screens. [Force of the Void] had advanced all the way to 44%. The leftover Void Energy might advance his Bloodline Talent another point or two before running out.

In other good news, his throwaway Cosmos Sack had narrowly survived the madness, though he moved the Void Treasures to another Spatial Treasure to be safe. They might be spoiling like meat, but they would last a week or two in storage. That was more than enough time to let his body recover enough for another round of digestion.

Zac closed his screen and began absorbing energy from crystals. He stayed that way for the whole day, occupying himself by reviewing his experiences and adjusting his plans. A vibration from his Spatial Ring broke the tranquility.

“I received word from Ventus,” Zac said after listening to the message. “He should be here in an hour or so.”

“Good,” Ogras said and closed his eyes again. Unlike Zac, he needed more time to put himself back together.

There were a few things Zac wanted to try before the Numerologist rejoined their team. Zac took out the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] from his purification space and carefully sent a thread of his consciousness inside. The storm within had subsided. The gate stood tall as before, and only a few lingering wisps of the flower’s terrifying energies remained.

Small embers of Imperial Faith had left the burning sea to hunt down the last slivers of Inverse Dao. The damaged platform built by the First People had grown by a third, and some of its cracks were mended. It was a stark contrast to Zac’s weeks of effort. Infusing his own Void Energy hadn’t been enough to bring about any physical transformations.

It wasn’t only the platform that changed. Zac peered into the vast darkness on the other side of the gate, seeing that new pieces of rubble had appeared. The addition couldn’t be explained by pieces drifting into view naturally. It didn’t help Zac now, but it would make his reconstruction efforts easier.

Even so, the unexpected changes made Zac nervous. He pictured Kalir escaping the mines and being intercepted by Pervata Wendimar, recovering the lost heritage of Hidden Earth. The Empire would have used the knowledge to improve the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]’s design. Accordingly, it would be left in a better state after the pillar’s activation—like what he was seeing now.

Wild theories would linger like a bad smell unless they were disproven. Zac carefully examined every nook and cranny of the gate itself and compared what he saw to his memories. The gate looked the same, from sculptures to Dao-imbued scars. There were no alterations to its design. Zac shook his head, knowing he was getting himself worked up over nothing.

The platform recovering after absorbing energy wasn’t anything special—his Spirit Tools could do the same. As for the debris, it should be as energy-starved as the rest of the gate. The pieces were probably attracted by the massive infusion of Void Energy.

The comfort of certainty only lasted seconds. Not leaving anything to chance, Zac also took out the Wendimar Token. Its Imperial Destiny had almost doubled from before. Although it wasn’t enough to indicate a turnaround of Clan Wendimar’s Fate, at least it wasn’t as wretched as before. Delving deeper, Zac even realized the incomplete seal on his hand had seen a slight improvement.

“What’s wrong?” Ogras noticed Zac fretting over something. Zac recounted his discoveries, and the demon looked at his own hand. “You’re right. My seal seems slightly stronger than before. Isn’t that… fine? We already knew the memories could generate Imperial Destiny, and that’s still the only thing that’s confirmed to have changed.

“Say you changed the Wendimar Clan’s future. Wouldn’t Terea Wendimar’s situation have improved? Only, you didn’t find any new items of hers appearing in your Spatial Ring or the token, did you? If anything, this lends greater weight to your theory. We fixed the Empire’s mistakes, and our fate with the trial improved.”

“I guess you’re right,” Zac agreed, his gaze returning to the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. “Could you keep watch? There’s one more thing I want to try.”

Ogras nodded, looking ready to run for his life.

“It should be fine,” Zac laughed as he infused his will.

The surroundings blurred, and Zac found himself floating above the platform. Seeing the majestic sight in person was a completely different experience. Ancient, overwhelming auras assaulted his senses from every direction, making Zac feel as small and insignificant as an ant. The visit only lasted a moment before he was back in the cave, and not of his own volition. He’d felt the world growing hollow, similar to the memory domains, before he was ejected.

“What did you see?” Zac asked after confirming the relic was fine beyond a slight sense of weakness. The energy it’d absorbed was all still there.

“You disappeared for around two seconds. I couldn’t feel any fluctuations,” Ogras said.

“What about the stone?”

“It fell to the ground like a normal object. Then it jumped back into your hand somehow.”

Two seconds wasn’t nearly enough to search for the First People’s inheritance, let alone take on tribulations like he’d planned. Zac was still extremely satisfied. Not long ago, the relic was so weak it could collapse from a gust of wind. Now, it was fully stabilized and strong enough to allow physical transfer. To confirm, Zac took out a Void Treasure and effortlessly fed it through the entrance.

“Bet you wish you had that ability before.” Ogras grinned.

Zac smiled. “I won’t have to use such a stupid method next time I run into a C-grade Void Treasure.”

Trying the same with normal treasures didn’t work at all, at least not for now. Zac suddenly stopped his experiments, realizing he was only sitting on half the prayer mat he’d laid out. “Wait, I’ve moved? Let me try entering again.”

He managed to stay inside for less than a second. That was more than enough time for the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] to be thrown across the cave.

“Congratulations, you’ve invented the dumbest teleporter I’ve ever seen,” the demon laughed when Zac appeared next to him.

“Don’t say that.” Zac’s smile hadn’t waned, and he tapped the relic with his knuckle. “This thing is almost indestructible. Say I need to cross a section filled with deadly energies. I can just throw it and put myself inside.”

“It might be indestructible, but a zone that deadly will overpower the force of your throw. You’ll end up stuck right in the middle,” Ogras commented, not looking very impressed.

“It’s better having the option than not,” Zac said and stowed the treasure.

There were a few more things he wanted to try. The idea Zac was most interested in—sending one of his bodies to the other’s side through [Purity of the Void]—couldn’t be tested, seeing as he had no way of going back if it worked. Besides, Ventus was right around the corner, and Zac didn’t want there to be any traces of Void Energy when he arrived.

An hour later, on the dot, a stream of starlight poured into the cave. Ogras looked up, his face scrunching with annoyance. “Don’t you look nice and clean?”

“It’s the upside of lacking fate,” Ventus quipped as he sat down. “Then again, Lord Atwood also looks quite dapper. Perhaps it’s just you who’s marked for disaster?”

“If I am, I’ll make sure to bring you along for company,” the demon sneered.

Ventus’s smile only grew wider as he caressed his abacus. “You say that, yet my future looks brighter by the day. By the looks of things, your expedition turned out well?”

“Apart from some unexpected twists. Overall, no complaints,” Zac said. “What about you?”

“Nothing too exciting. I used my status to ‘borrow’ samples of interesting materials. I wanted to stay inside in case of an opportunity, but a sudden shift in the memory’s destiny changed my mind. I can’t believe someone more powerful than our Temple Master would descend on a small mining town.”

“That would be the Wendimar General you assured us was far away clearing the wilderness,” Ogras said.

“Huh?” Ventus looked at Zac for clarification.

“As I said, there were some twists.” Zac shrugged. “I’ll have to be careful taking out the token in the future.”

“Interesting. These memories are more dynamic than I expected,” the Numerologist hummed. “So, what’s next?”

“We’ll rest a day or two before resuming our journey,” Zac said. “We’ll follow these threads of Fate to their end.”


43
INFECTIOUS ANGER


Vilari was an island of tranquility in a raging sea of roaring applause. The stands were filled to the brim with red-faced spectators who used the arena as an outlet for their pent-up urges. Their bloodlust fused into a tangible force that Vilari had only seen on the battlefield. The atmosphere even affected the Hegemons waiting for their turn to fight on the main stage.

The force seeped into the limbs of Vilari’s downed opponent, causing them to twitch erratically. It proved insufficient to awaken the gladiator’s rattled mind. The timer reached zero, and Vilari calmly walked off the stage. From beginning to end, she hadn’t moved from her starting position.

“Congratulations, Your Holiness. It’s been years since we had the pleasure of seeing a contestant reach ten victories in two days,” Vilari’s personal attendant said with an obsequious bow.

“I see,” Vilari said. “Has the next battle been arranged?”

“About that—” the attendant shook his head with a troubled expression. “I am afraid not. Your profound methods have left an impression on the permanent gladiators, and we’re having trouble finding a suitable match. In fact, the Ringmaster has requested an audience to discuss the issue.”

“Oh? Which Ringmaster? Daoist Ten-fold Hail?”

“It’s indeed Master Hail,” the attendant confirmed.

Vilari looked to the stands, the audience clamoring for more blood as the stage was cleared for the next fight. The platform had already become a natural formation that focused all that bloodlust on the combatants. Even Vilari found it difficult to suppress the implanted impulses. However, submerging herself in the sea of violence was her only method of narrowing her search.

Meeting the Ringmaster before fully understanding the situation was a risk. He was an Early Monarch, a veteran of countless battles, and a former Arena Champion. He was also Vilari’s main suspect if the phenomenon was by design. Even without a dedicated Soul-defending technique, Ten-Fold Hail wasn’t an enemy she could face.

Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

“I’ll trouble you to bring me to his office, then,” Vilari said.

“Of course, this way!”

Ten-Fold Hail didn’t have an office overseeing his ring like the other three Ringmasters. Instead, it was located above the coliseum’s main entrance, overlooking Riverdell’s Imperial Road and the raging river it followed. Vilari found Master Hail standing by a wall of windows, observing the constant stream of traffic leading to the coliseum.

Vilari’s eyes subtly widened as she took in the eclectic collection of artifacts placed throughout the generous office. Instead of the conventional display of power or wealth, it seemed designed to grant its owner an air of refinement. Vilari could see the desire they conveyed. Ten-Fold Hail had led an illustrious life, and a Monarch would be welcome wherever they went.

That wasn’t enough to raise him from his status. Ten-Fold Hail was considered a commoner, both by designation and background. The artifacts showcased loftier goals. They were also the cause of Riverdell’s imminent collapse.

“Master Hail,” Vilari said with a slight bow, which already gave the Ringmaster quite a bit of face.

“Your Holiness, welcome,” Master Hail said with a smile. “This is our first time meeting, but I have witnessed your blazing ascent. As expected of a Chosen of the Severance Cloister.”

“Master Hail is well-informed.”

“It’s mostly smattered gossip overheard during my years of service,” Master Hail said with a self-deprecating laugh. “How is Your Holiness finding Riverdell? I hope the rough environment hasn’t spoiled your pilgrimage. It’s difficult to enforce true order while we’re still considered a border town.”

“Not at all. It’s natural for the light of progress to cast shadows, and it’s precisely why I came here. One must experience all aspects of mortality to successfully sever it.”

“I’m always drawn by this view,” Master Hail said, inviting Vilari to join him by the window. “When my brothers and I built the coliseum, Riverdell didn’t even have an outer formation. A rag-tag group of iterant cultivators was responsible for fending off the tides descending the mountains every spring. The city was rebuilt almost every decade. It would have been abandoned if not for its useful position by the Klamatra River.”

Vilari nodded in agreement. The Klamatra River was incredibly dangerous, filled with beasts, and empowered by an unbreakable natural formation. Crossing through the air was impossible. Even Monarchs would be dragged to its depths. The only method of passage was by boat, and Riverdell was built by one of the few shallow stretches. Starting the crossing from Riverdell’s harbor reduced the danger by two-thirds.

“Attracting talent through your coliseum is a great service. The citizens no longer need to fear for their lives,” Vilari praised.

“Indeed, though we had luck on our side. Not many wandering cultivators would have made the journey if not for the Imperial Road passing through the area,” Master Hail said, looking at the tiled road like it was his baby.

Vilari didn’t dare follow his gaze. The perfectly maintained cobblestone road held terrifying power. Looking at it directly with her inner eye open had almost blinded her. It was like she’d gazed upon the continent’s life vein.

“I’m afraid the esteemed status of Your Holiness has spread,” the Ringmaster continued. “Those of suitable strength are hesitant to raise their blade against the Emperor’s chosen, and the kind of riff-raff who’d fight anyone for a few spiritual taels cannot pose a challenge. Furthermore, Heavens forbid, should something happen to Your Holiness⁠—”

“The cloister doesn’t involve itself in mortal matters.”

“That may be so, but the Faith of Riverdell is strong. The coliseum’s reputation would plummet if we allowed the blood of the Anointed to tarnish our ring. Some of our patrons would even consider our establishment cursed.”

Vilari helplessly looked at the Ringmaster’s troubled expression. Master Hail’s “concern” was very likely a façade meant to hide the dealings the coliseum ran on the side. She’d questioned a few servants influenced by her Soul, and it turned out beasts were not the only dangers on the Klamatra River.

The Ringmasters all had crews of trusted gladiators moonlighting as river bandits. They used the coliseum and its connected taverns to gather information on suitable targets, ensuring they didn’t mess with dangerous or connected people.

At the same time, Master Hail’s misgivings were no doubt genuine. The memory lantern she’d ended up with was truly troubling, and it came with several restrictions. To use its identity, Vilari had to wear the nunnery outfit she inherited from Imsaya, the nun whose faith was tested by the world’s cruelty.

Vilari couldn’t even enter the memories without it, and taking it off inside wasn’t an option—she’d learned that the hard way. A squad of Monarchs had appeared inside the memory the first time Vilari tried it, and she barely escaped with her life. The robes were directly connected to Severance Temple, and disrobing apparently meant rejecting the Imperial Faith.

It was almost impossible to move unnoticed with the eye-catching clothes, and this wasn’t the first time it had interrupted her investigations. Vilari really needed a more circumspect identity, but she refused to pick a lantern with lacking fate or affinity. The situation wasn’t too bad this time, yet Vilari still adorned a troubled expression.

“I’ve found the arena conducive to experiencing the pent-up aggression of the mortal heart. Cutting my observation short will impede my pilgrimage. Alas, one cannot choose how mortal dust will fall,” Vilari said with slight displeasure before her expression smoothed out. “I’ll retire from the ring. However, I wonder if Master Hail can do me a favor?”

“As long as it is within my power,” the Monarch quickly agreed. “Does Your Holiness require passage? I’m acquainted with most of Riverdell’s seasoned ferrymen.”

“Perhaps at a later time. For now, I wonder if I can purchase one of your relics,” Vilari said and pointed at one of the many items on display.

“That thing? It’s old, not valuable,” Master Hail said with surprise as he looked at the red statuette.

It was no larger than a foot, depicting a humanoid crouched on all fours like a beast. He wore only a ripped loincloth, and his face was locked in a feral snarl. The motif conveyed extreme anger, and the rough technique used to make it only elevated that sensation. Its contours were jagged like someone had mindlessly clawed at a piece of rock until the statue was formed.

“I find it’s a novel representation of the mortal heart. Looking at it will help me recall my experiences in the ring,” Vilari said, seriously observing the Ringmaster’s aura.

Daoist Ten-Fold Hail’s face had already grown slack as he stared at the statue without blinking. Vilari wasn’t sure if he’d heard her explanation. Seeds of anger were germinating behind his vacant stare, replacing his thoughts with bloodlust. Vilari was experiencing a similar influence, though she was better equipped to deal with the urges.

Vilari carefully transmitted tranquility through her Soul while slightly adjusting her position. The silver details of her robe were reflected by the setting sun, drawing the Monarch’s attention. The statue’s hold weakened and sharpness in his gaze returned. Vilari exhaled with relief, knowing she hadn’t appeared a moment too soon. The idol had almost drawn enough sustenance to overcome its owner’s natural defenses. With one of Riverdell’s strongest combatants under its control, there’d be no need for it to hold back any longer.

“It’s only an old statue with limited value. Truthfully, I don’t even remember when I acquired it. If Your Holiness is interested, I’m more than happy to gift it to commemorate your visit,” Master Hail smiled, clearly unaware of what just transpired.

“I’ll remember Master Ten-Fold’s Grace,” Vilari said with a gentle smile. “If there’s nothing else, I’ll retreat to my courtyard to meditate on today’s encounters. I’ll likely set off in two days.”

“Of course, I shall not hold you up any further,” the Monarch said.

Vilari made sure to block the Monarch’s line of sight as she approached the statue. She covered it in an isolating cloth and carried it away, using herself to block the increasingly agitated waves of anger it sent out. Shortly after, Vilari hurried along Riverdell’s streets, making sure she didn’t take one visible from Ten-Fold Hail’s window.

There was still much Vilari didn’t understand about the unusual statuette. She couldn’t tell whether it was a creation of nature or a man-made object. For all she knew, it might even be a unique lifeform similar to golems and elementals. After all, it wasn’t possible to hide the statue inside a Spatial Ring, forcing Vilari to carry it during her brisk walk toward the memory domain’s exit.

Whatever its origin, the idol carried great potential for destruction. If left alone, it would continue to draw power from the coliseum’s natural aggression. To increase its sustenance, it would amplify the momentary bouts of bloodlust among spectators and gladiators alike. Eventually, the anger would take over the rest of their persona. Riverdell would become a hell on earth populated by cultivators with nothing but fury in their hearts.

Taking away the idol would stop the transformation. That wouldn’t save those already afflicted. The coliseum’s weaker regulars would already have suffered permanent changes to their personalities. At least the phenomenon hadn’t reached the level where the seeds of anger would become self-propagating and infect those in their surroundings, turning the anger into a mind plague.

The possibility wasn’t a theory; Vilari had experienced such a plague in person. This wasn’t the first idol Vilari had collected. The Idol of Wrath was the fifth, with the rest forming a small coven inside her Soul Aperture.

The first idol she collected was the Idol of Sloth. It had been left to its own devices too long. A whole town had been beset by its influence, turning them so lazy that some chose to stop breathing. The village was under quarantine, and Vilari heard the full story from the investigators sent to deal with the problem.

Passing visitors had brought the affliction of sloth away, eventually turning into replicas of the idols to create new hotspots. They even took identical positions as the figurine upon reaching the state of propagation. In a way, the officials had been lucky they were dealing with a plague of sloth. Its nature kept it contained.

The Idol of Exultation would have been a bigger problem. Vilari could picture countless cultivators running around until they died of exhaustion. There was no telling how far they’d manage to spread their disease before running out of energy.

Spreading madness didn’t mean the statues were inherently evil or cursed. On the contrary, they were incredibly pure, holding one emotion and nothing else. Anything would become dangerous if it reached high enough concentration, and emotions were no exception.

Where they came from was as mysterious as how they worked. None of the investigators had any idea, and they didn’t match any known phenomenon. The idols would have made powerful tools of sabotage, but Vilari didn’t believe they were the creations of some heretic nurturing their tools. It almost seemed like the statues had been drawn toward strong emotions conducive to their growth, inserting themselves in ways that could trick even Monarchs. Ten-Fold Hail couldn’t remember when he got it because it had appeared on its own.

At the very least, the idols had a basic instinct for survival. Right now, the idol understood its food source was being threatened. Nothing Vilari did could block out the growing waves of anger it let loose on the unwitting townsfolk. It’d given up any attempts on subtlety to prevent Vilari from bringing it away.

Fights were breaking out left and right. Thanks to the coliseum and Riverdell’s strategic position, there were always plenty of powerful people around. Defensive arrays failed en masse as flourishing districts turned into warzones. The chaos acted in Vilari’s favor. Her Soul worked overtime to hide her presence and redirect the mindless rage of those who managed to lock onto her position. Even so, she was forced into multiple battles more desperate than those in the ring during her escape.

Three powerful auras erupted from the coliseum just as Vilari reached the memory’s edge, their attention squarely directed at her. Vilari didn’t bother taking a look. Severing the past, she stepped into a withered forest situated along a deep trench—the once mighty Klamatra River, now dried out and empty of spirituality.

The idol shuddered from the backlash of having countless connections simultaneously broken, losing all its sources of sustenance. Even wounded, it unhesitatingly lashed out at Vilari in a futile act of vengeance.

“What a little troublemaker,” Vilari said with a slight smile, prodding the idol’s crooked nose.

The idol trembled with fury, seemingly cursing its inability to move. If possible, it would have risen from its hunched form to tear into Vilari’s flesh and drink her blood. Her teasing or bringing it away had nothing to do with it. The idol was only capable of exhibiting one emotion, and it would be just as angry if she treated it courteously.

Vilari didn’t discard the dangerous relic. Bringing it out of Riverdell wasn’t an act of charity, though she believed her deeds aligned with the trial’s purpose. While dangerous and unpredictable, the idols were all the equivalent of Supreme-quality Natural Treasures purely attuned to the Peak of Seven Sensations. Furthermore, they shared a common origin, giving them perfect compatibility.

Even without further refinement, the set could act as something Vilari lacked—a Mentalist’s offensive Spirit Tool suited to her Dao. Equipment able to amplify Soul Attacks was incredibly rare on the frontier. Vilari only had an Early D-grade Ring at the moment, purchased at great cost from the Limited Exchange. It was neither a Spirit Tool nor attuned to her Dao, barely enough to make a difference in battle.

The idols were her opportunity to create a true companion like her father’s axes. Their reluctance to comply wasn’t even a bad thing. The constant assaults on her emotional state tempered her Dao, similar to how Jalach’s insidious whispers assaulted her convictions during her time inside the [Epiclesis Bell].

Vilari’s deranged master was another reason she was adamant about collecting the full set. The statues reminded her a lot of the ancient entity, to the point she couldn’t help wondering if they had a connection. Getting to the bottom of their appearance on the Left Imperial Expanse might give her much-needed insights before her inevitable reunion with her master.

The chaos inside the memory domain showed no indication of calming down. Vilari reconnected with the spiritual wards she’d installed around the memory before entering, confirming there’d been no suspicious movements during the week she’d stayed inside. Seeing as everything was in place, she hurried to her prepared hideout.

Four days later, the Idol of Wrath was finally dragged into her Soul Aperture after losing their tug of war. Its arrival was met with great antipathy from the other four statues, and the fragile balance they’d reached was directly upended. Five clashing emotions entered a war for supremacy, with Vilari’s mind as the battleground.

Every additional emotion made the integration worse, and a storm raged in Vilari’s heart. It took another day to engrave a spiritual bond between the newcomer and its siblings. The idols trembled, and Vilari’s surroundings changed. She sat in a gondola sailing across a moonlit lake. Something terrifying steered the boat, its aura stopping her from turning around.

Vilari didn’t move an inch, silently listening to the sloshing waters. The mysterious method she used to tame the idols had come precisely from these waters. With the additional idol, Vilari managed to listen a bit longer, and even managed to see the gondola’s destination. It was a small island, holding a single structure whose shape and purpose she couldn’t make out.

The vision faded, and she was back inside her own body. The idols had calmed, now playing nice like they’d never been apart. Vilari didn’t get the opportunity to celebrate her success before tumultuous waves in her heart agitated the remnant storm of emotions in her aperture.

An impossible sight briefly entered her vision before a soulful blade cut one of her sentries apart. Confusion, apprehension, and anger sought to topple the dominion of despair. There was no time to sort out her thoughts, and there was no need. It didn’t matter who was audacious enough to borrow Thea Marshall’s appearance or why. Vilari would enact justice in her father’s stead.


44
TRUTH LAID BARE


There was no way Vilari would mistake the approaching woman for anyone but Thea Marshall, even if the shapeshifter’s appearance was slightly different from what Vilari remembered. Rather than the young woman who died decades ago, Thea carried herself with the temperament of an expert. The sharp determination in her piercing blue eyes remained, now stabilized by experience and age. It made the disguise more believable. She was also covered in wounds, no doubt meant to lower Vilari’s guard.

Such ploys were destined to fail, seeing as Vilari didn’t have any attachment to Thea Marshall. At best, one could say her impression of her father’s former lover was complicated. The Einherjar Project was still a tightly guarded secret when Thea was killed, solely known by Uncle Triv and Zac. Not even Thea was made aware of what was happening on Elysium at the time.

Nevertheless, Thea actually held a significant position in Vilari’s heart at the time. Unbeknownst to Thea, Vilari had once seen her from a distance. It was one of her strongest memories from her early days when everything was confusing and scary. The intimate bond with her father had been a great comfort while her newborn soul acclimatized to an adult body.

Zac set aside as much time as he could for her and her siblings, but an Emperor of a budding empire had too many matters on his plate. He managed to sneak away and visit the nursery a few times a week, and he was often called away early by pressing matters.

Vilari’s awakening had been fraught with more problems than the other first-generation Revenants. Her predecessor’s unique bloodline forced her newborn soul to rapidly expand, which was an extremely painful process. It took years before she reached the strength necessary to accept the Crown of Despair inheritance.

Her father tried to help, only Port Atwood was much poorer back then, whether in heritage or resources. Out of better options, he occasionally brought her out of the nursery to take her mind off the pain. Everything was new and exciting, and those outings were still among her fondest memories.

During one of those trips, her father took her to his compound. It was at that time Thea made an unscheduled appearance, returning early from a cultivation session. Not ready to expose the Einherjar’s existence, Zac hid inside an illusion array until they could sneak back to Elysium. Vilari perfectly recalled Zac’s stilted explanation of who Thea was and why they had to hide.

That day, a seed of jealousy was born. Vilari cast Thea as the evil stepmother who kept her father from seeing his daughter. If not for that woman, Vilari could have lived with her father, going on adventures every day. The image was both unfair and inaccurate. Neither could she say that Zac was at fault for how he handled the situation.

The relationship between Liches and the newly raised was still unfamiliar and ill-defined, and Zac was still struggling with the trauma of the Integration. The dependence on his “children” comforted him, creating a codependence that wasn’t there in the subsequent generations of Revenants. Vilari’s cohort was the only one who considered themselves siblings, and Zachary Atwood their father.

If there was one thing to blame, it was the excessive secret-keeping. Vilari knew this remained a sore point for Zac. Thea had been murdered before Zac could be open about who he was. Seeing someone embody her father’s regret was a slight Vilari wouldn’t accept, especially considering its implications.

There were few reasons someone would take this form, none of them good. Most likely, they were dealing with an assassin. Their appearance had the chance to create a brief opening when encountering the members of the Atwood Empire, at least among those who’d been around since the beginning.

Vilari was no exception. Her mind had briefly shut down from the familiar appearance, and she would have been in great danger if they encountered each other face-to-face. Luckily, Vilari’s soul wards gave her the early warning needed to adjust her mental state. She took a calming breath to settle the childish jealousy that had resurfaced before emerging from her hideout.

Thea hadn’t pinpointed her location yet, nor had she backed down. She was carefully searching the forest, relying on unusual footwork to hide her presence. Someone daring enough to target her father would have a certain level of strength. Unfortunately for the assassin, her methods were unable to mask her emotions after Vilari activated her bloodline.

While exposing the assassin’s location, it left Vilari more confused. She could understand the anxiety, even the anticipation. But why did the assassin feel such strong longing? The hectic bundle of emotions perfectly matched what one could expect from the real Thea Marshall. Vilari had never heard of such a perfect disguise. Had the assassin been brainwashed before entering the trial?

Could they be mistaken about that day?

It made no sense for her father to have lied about what happened. The kidnapper used Thea as a sacrifice to redirect Kenzie’s tribulation, and Thea was reduced to a pile of ash to ensure the Heavens retreated. If Thea managed to survive, it would have been without his knowledge.

Vilari wavered, no longer sure what to believe. A talk would provide valuable insight, whether Thea was real or fake. So would an ambush. Vilari smiled as she released the hold on her soul. The universe had thrust her into adulthood sooner than she would have liked. She could afford to be childish now and then.
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Thea vigilantly scanned the surroundings as she advanced on the beacon of Mental Energy. Her thoughts were a jumble, and not just because of the exhaustion. She’d thought of this moment so many times over the past years. Now that it finally arrived, part of her wanted to turn tail and run away. Another part refused to acknowledge her gut feeling was correct.

The pessimism was warranted. The extremely refined Death-attuned Mental Energy was the hallmark of one of Zac’s captains, except Zac’s people weren’t the only undead inside the trial. She’d already encountered an unfamiliar Buddhist since entering. There could very well be participants from the Undead Empire she wasn’t aware of.

The Undead Empire was officially allied with Zecia and Zac. Even so, Thea wouldn’t trust any ancient faction as far as she could throw them. Like the Sangha, the Undead Empire wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice Zecia if it meant achieving their goals. If it wasn’t Vilari, then it was an enemy inviting her over. Thea got her answer soon enough, and the tension in her neck relaxed.

“You must be Vilari Blackwood. I know this—” Thea forgot her prepared greeting when a huge eye opened behind Vilari’s back.

The fossilized forest was consumed by the vertical pupil, as were the suns and stars. Thea felt herself sinking into a suffocating quagmire. The futility she’d experienced during her captivity under the Hallowed Mother returned. This time, she wasn’t helpless, nor was she alone. A streak of radiant truth refused to be consumed by the endless darkness—the eternal path of the sword.

Thea grasped the light and became whole. She parted with her wallowing despair through a cut infused with her Branch of the Clouded Sword. A second swing sundered the darkness, returning the surroundings to their original state. When the ice-cold stare of the vertical eye tried to drag her back in, a domain of lacerating Sword Intent kept her grounded.

The turnaround was swift and decisive. Even so, the brief exchange was enough to confirm that this petite Revenant deserved her renown. The attack, if you could call it that, was a simple nudge of Mental Energy amplified by Dao and Vilari’s bloodline. The situation would have been drastically different if Vilari bothered using a skill.

Thea didn’t know exactly when Zac started experimenting with raising the dead. Vilari Blackwood couldn’t have been more than a year or two when Thea was whisked away. Revenants might mature faster than humans, but reaching the state of mind necessary to pursue the Dao wasn’t accomplished in a heartbeat. Vilari’s talents had to be absolutely terrifying, far surpassing her own.

It wasn’t enough to disrupt the Sword in Thea’s heart. Saying that talent could be overcome by hard work was a lie—the Multiverse didn’t lack hardworking cultivators who never amounted to much. However, it wasn’t necessarily the most talented who reached the peak. It was only one of many factors that went into the rise of a Heaven’s Chosen.

Vilari showed no inclination to attack again. Neither was there any warmth or recognition on her face. She might as well have been observing a stranger. Thea didn’t take it to heart. While Vilari should have recognized her after staying by Zac’s side for so long, Thea understood her sudden appearance was suspect. It didn’t help that the detachment was mutual.

Thea had already accepted that she was like Abbot Everlasting Peace in some ways. While her departure was forced, Thea ultimately embraced having her connection with Earth severed. It wasn’t a desire to return home that fueled her during those dangerous years on the Goldblade Continent. It was her pursuit of the Dao and desire to join the Sword Pavilion.

Thea wasn’t even sure if informing her family she was alive was the right thing to do. She had no intention of becoming a citizen of the Atwood Empire now that she’d escaped the Sangha’s grasp. Infuriatingly enough, Zac’s mother was right. Thea had chosen the Dao over love. While the two weren’t mutually exclusive, Thea wasn’t willing to make concessions in her cultivation. She wanted to walk her path, free under the stars, and see where it led her.

She’d approached Vilari to deliver a message and warning. Zac deserved to know what the Sangha had done. It was his fate the shady monks had borrowed to infiltrate the trial. In return, they had the audacity to ruin his efforts to save Zecia. Now, they were plotting something else by manipulating the memory domains.

What Zac did with the information was up to him. Thea didn’t plan to drag him into her mission of repentance, even if she lacked the strength to deal with the Sangha alone. Dealing with a random nun left her maimed and Aigale shattered, forcing her to rely on a spare sword. So what? Her sword might not be sharp enough to cut through the Sangha’s schemes—for now. The Left Imperial Expanse was the perfect grindstone.

Thea had moved on, yet sentiments she thought long gone came bubbling to the surface as the second passed. Only silence came out when she opened her mouth. Her practical, no-nonsense prepared speech was being pushed aside by irrelevant questions swirling in the back of her mind. How was her family after she disappeared? How did Earth fare? Had Kenzie returned?

Did Zac ever think about her during the years she roamed the Goldblade Continent?

Vilari showed mercy by breaking the silence and ending her struggle, “Thea Marshall died decades ago, yet you stand before me without a speck of Miasma in your body. This continent is magical, though I doubt it can bring back the fallen. Please explain who you are and your purpose, or we’ll have to resume our discussion through Dao.”

“I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s me. I’m Thea Marshall from Earth,” Thea explained while taking out a few mementos from her time on Earth. “I don’t know how much you know about the day I supposedly died. Suffice to say, things aren’t as they seem, and not even Zac knows the whole picture.”

“You’re saying you didn’t die that day. Does Emperor Atwood know?”

“I—I don’t think so. I was told the cover-up was perfect, and I’ve been kept from contacting anyone since I was brought back to Zecia.”

“You’ve been held captive by the cultivator who arrived that day? What about the Emperor’s sister? Is she alive, too? Is she here?”

“I don’t know. I was captured and then abandoned on an unintegrated continent shortly after I was brought away. I haven’t seen Kenzie since the day I was taken.”

She sincerely doubted Kenzie was dead, unless that headcase of a mother had gotten them both in trouble after they parted. Ultimately, such matters couldn’t be shared with strangers. Thea didn’t know how close Zac and this Revenant were.

“You were kidnapped only to be let go?” Vilari asked with suspicion.

“It’s complicated,” Thea said. “It was the Buddhist Sangha who eventually brought me back. They somehow figured out I was alive and used my Karmic Link to Zac to search for seals.”

“The Sangha?” Vilari muttered in thought.

“This record explains what I know so far,” Thea said, holding out an Information Crystal.

Vilari didn’t accept it. Thea sighed upon sensing a refusal so palpable it generated a layer of protection. The Mentalist suspected the crystal to be tampered with. Thea didn’t blame her. How would she react if a long-dead acquaintance appeared out of the blue? A few cryptic words and tchotchkes would only convince a fool.

The more reasonable assumption was foul play, especially after Earth’s experience with the Church of Everlasting Dao. A small frontier branch could create such believable shapeshifters, so there was no need to mention how easy it’d be for the factions who’d set their sights on the trial. Since Vilari didn’t wish to read the report, Thea briefly recounted her experiences since Three Virtues picked her up.

“You’re saying Zecia has fallen and that the Sangha is to blame,” Vilari said. “What about the puppets we released?”

“The puppets were still rampaging around in Zurbor the last I heard. However, some of the Kan’Tanu managed to flee through the Stargate, and there were already quite a few cultists spread through Zecia. The Alliance had no interest in fighting them. The Monarchs able to escape have already done so.

“The rest were too busy looting their allies to bother about the cultists. They’ll probably leave the moment they’ve gathered enough resources. Zecia hadn’t officially been abandoned when the trial began. I suspect it’s lost its status as an Integrated Sector by now. At best, it’s been demoted, which means having its spirituality redirected to better deserving recipients,” Thea lamented.

“I’m sorry,” she went on. “I know you risked everything to turn things around. I can’t undo my involvement in this mess; I can only try to stop the Sangha before they make things worse.”

Vilari said nothing at first, showing no indication of whether she believed the information. Finally, she lightly sighed, her eyes still eerily calm. “If what you’re saying is true, Zecia only has itself to blame. A small group of infiltrators could only bring down the sector because there were plenty of weaknesses to exploit. Our forces were untrained, scattered, and selfish since the beginning.

“Truthfully, I think it’s for the best. The founding empires don’t care, so why should we? The life and death of Zecia have no bearing on the Atwood Empire. Zecia has become an anchor holding back the Atwood Empire and Zachary Atwood. And while Zecia failed, we did not. We have accomplished more than enough for the System to give us a way out. A fresh start is exactly what our Empire needs.”

Thea blankly looked at Vilari before smiling at herself with ridicule. The huge plot that shook her to the core was taken in such stride. By the sound of it, they’d already planned for the worst. “A fresh start, huh?”

“Is that it?” Vilari asked.

“That’s it,” Thea said, and the proclamation left her unburdened. She took out a set of the crystals she’d prepared. “The rest is in my report. Do with it what you will. The other crystal holds a message to Zac. He’ll know the key to unlock it.”

Vilari accepted the crystals after some thought, directly stowing them away. “You’re headed for the Anima Court. Do you wish to travel together?”

Thea shook her head. “I have a few matters to handle first, and I’m used to traveling alone. You go on ahead.”

“You’re not going to ask where he is?”

“I… don’t think so. I’ve made my choice, as has he,” Thea said “If you see him… tell him that it wasn’t his fault. And that I’m happy he’s found so many trustworthy companions.”

“I’ll relay the message. The Emperor will be gratified to learn you’re alive and well,” Vilari said, and a slight smile grew on her face as she turned toward the pillar. “For what it’s worth, you seem like a better stepmother than the one in my fantasies.”

“Stepmother, huh? I’m barely fifty,” Thea laughed as Vilari flew toward the Klamatra River’s basin and the glowing pillar beyond.

The short, stand-offish exchange was nothing like the tearful reunion of her indolent daydreams. There were no tears and hugs, nor had she returned at the eleventh hour to thwart a great disaster. She hadn’t gotten to reject anxious invitations to come home before heroically setting off into the sunset. Thea didn’t even know if she’d managed to convince the Revenant about her identity.

Life rarely lived up to the fantasy. She and Vilari were strangers, so there was no reunion to speak of. The Earths they knew weren’t the same, nor were their goals. Life’s ups and downs were real and, therefore, more precious. Thea drew a deep breath as she took in the foreign sky. She’d hated how distant the Dao had felt after returning to Zecia.

The Left Imperial Expanse was the opposite, already far surpassing the Goldblade Continent with only half the distance to the Anima Court covered. It was boundless, just like the possibilities it held. And Thea had never been as free as right now. She might have said she’d severed her old attachments, but that wasn’t really true—until now.

Leaving Earth hadn’t been her choice, nor had returning to Zecia. Actions without intent were no different than being dragged forward by a river. Only by taking control of the course did you take charge of your life. Handing over the Information Crystals and parting ways was a confirmation of her path, actions proving beliefs.

Thea had set the record straight, allowing her to follow her pursuits with a clear conscience. She wouldn’t mind meeting Zac in person to clear the air; a possibility she’d leave to fate. Thea took out the ancient map and compared it to the winding shore. It was a shame the memory domain had collapsed. It would have been the perfect place to get a complete sea chart and investigate her destination.

Waiting weeks for the domain to reform wasn’t worth the time. There were still ways to go, but she’d at least reached the map’s border. The Sword Intent hidden within the parchment was already reacting with her destination. With the river dried out, she could manage on her own. Like she always had.

With the spring of liberty in her step, Thea set out again. Inside her soul, a great transformation was taking place. Her Dao Sword had shed itself of lingering doubt and what-if’s like layers of rust. It shone with unprecedented purity, and the Heavens responded. Her sword was one of severance. Severing the past to open the future, severing regrets to bring peace.

And if the Heavens were willing, severing a few more bald heads before the trial was over.
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VESTIGES


Zac leaned back into the plush armchair, looking at the ornate figurine a few more moments before putting it away. The city was silent save the rain patter against his suite’s windows, leaving him alone to his thoughts. His other half had emerged from the Dipper Mountains close to three weeks ago, and he’d finally gone through the last of the engraved figurines brought out by Ogras.

As expected, Daoist Hidden Earth advancing multiple stages and becoming a Void Cultivator wasn’t related to his clan or a bout of inspiration. After surviving the calamity that eradicated his Clan, Hidden Earth became a wandering cultivator. A Middle Monarch was strong enough to get a decent position almost anywhere, even in the Limitless Empire.

Hidden Earth rejected the easy path. The thought of revenge consumed him, and becoming an external elder of some faction would restrict his freedom. Only a stroke of fortune could make his dream come true. He trekked into the vast stretches of unclaimed wilderness in search of rare treasures or ancient ruins—anything that could reforge his fate.

His opportunity came in the form of an abandoned ruin not unlike the Hidden Earth Abode—the home of Gelzryraynth, the original Void Cultivator behind the [Inverse Vestige Scripture]. Despite being from an ancient race long gone before the Limitless Empire appeared, Gelzryraynth had also borrowed from his predecessors. He’d stumbled onto one of the First People’s inheritances. Hidden Earth’s contribution was limited to adjusting the scripture to suit humans and incorporating his Dao of Stone.

The original [Inverse Vestige Scripture] was long gone. The figurines only held Hidden Earth’s reworked method and transcripts lacking the original depth. The manual created by Gelzryraynth was recorded on tablets holding a modicum of Void, and they’d all been damaged beyond salvation because of Hidden Earth’s inexperience.

Hidden Earth never managed to bring out the final chapters, which to no small degree contributed to his early demise. As for the First People’s inheritance, it disappeared with Gelzryraynth. Even so, Hidden Earth actually kept a copy of the Book of the First People in his repository, and it was identical to the one Zac got when receiving Dasorm’s inheritance.

What little Zac managed to gather from the watered-down notes made his insides twist with regret. While the original method also had vestige in its name, it had little to do with the Lowest Plane or Gelzryraynth’s scripture. It was called [Nine Outer Vestiges] and was a supplemental technique very similar to certain Specialty Cores or his Dao Molds.

The creator erected nine ‘vestiges’ surrounding his cultivation. Passing his energy through them would compress and amplify. Sending a normal skill through all nine vestiges would drain the user to the point they’d die without a shadow of a doubt. In return, the power they’d bring out was earth-shattering. Zac suspected he could have killed Ivar Serpico with one swing of [Evolutionary Edge] if he’d practiced the method to perfection.

Gelzryraynth had spent hundreds of thousands of years trying to replicate the effect. It failed spectacularly, and the failure became the root of the [Inverse Vestige Scripture]. The heritage was based on the idea of the Void being an untamable force that played by its own rules. One couldn’t directly borrow its power, but it could be manipulated to do one’s bidding.

The retooled scripture was primarily split into two sections: inner and outer manipulation. Ironically, it was the inner manipulation that heavily relied on the [Nine Outer Vestiges]. The user needed to create oversized Void Vestiges inside their Inner Worlds. These vestiges had lost their original purpose, acting as plugs that blocked the Inner World’s imperfections.

An Inner World was flawed until defending one’s Dao, and each flaw was a crack that leaked the Monarch’s cultivation. Most C-grade cultivators spent more time replacing the lost spirituality than advancing toward the next stage. Monarchs on the frontier were the best example of this. Because of the inferior environment and their flawed paths, they had to consume tremendous amounts of D-grade resources to maintain their cultivation.

Gelzryraynth focused on why spirituality leaked and likened it to the vacuum of outer space. An Inner World was connected with the Cosmos, and even the worst Monarch would have a drastically higher energy density than the Cosmos at large. With the pressure being so much lower outside, energy would naturally seep out.

Installing a wall made from pure Void Energy greatly weakened the connection between Inner World and Cosmos, consequently reducing the drainage. Technically, you didn’t even need to use the bastardized amplifiers of the [Nine Outer Vestiges] to achieve this goal. The complex vestiges were only used because following their blueprint was the only stable Void structure Gelzryraynth managed to construct.

The more vestiges you managed to install, the greater the effect. The less energy you lost, the more time you could spend on actual cultivation. Hidden Earth lowered his time needed on maintenance from 95% to 80%, effectively quadrupling his cultivation speed. By seizing greater Daos and advancing to higher stages, the loss would be further reduced. In other words, the [Inverse Vestige Scripture] helped break the status quo that kept most Monarchs trapped in their stage.

Zac had seen a glimpse of the Void Vestiges inside Ivar’s Inner World as it collapsed, but he was still more familiar with the outer part of the scripture. Outer manipulation was the source of the “Hidden Earth Energy” that briefly mixed Inverse Dao and Void Energy. Its nature mostly matched the insights Zac gained inside the Hidden Earth Abode.

The method extracted Void Energy from the Void Vestiges to create an unstable river of pure Void. Dao was used to dig trenches, giving the river direction and shape. The canal wasn’t designed to last, only to reroute the water where it needed to go before collapsing on its own. It left no traces, and Zac knew first-hand the Void’s power and element of surprise.

Naturally, such immense borrowed power came with hefty drawbacks. The method was incredibly inefficient from an energy perspective. You’d have to spend at least ten parts Cosmic Energy and an equal amount of Void Energy to unleash an attack holding one part Void. In addition, it wounded the user since they didn’t truly cultivate the Void—the cracks Zac had seen on Ivar’s arms.

The damage wasn’t just external. Having a large structure of Void Energy inside your Inner World was about as safe as using a bomb for a pillow. The vestiges were always unstable from their perpetual war with their surroundings, and extracting energy risked excessive leakage. This very thing happened to Hidden Earth while taking revenge, according to his biography.

He’d drawn too much Void Energy, causing one of his four vestiges to collapse. The explosion ripped open a massive scar in his Inner World, creating leakage far worse than the imperfection the vestige was meant to block. It permanently weakened his foundations, making his Dao Confirmation more difficult.

Speaking of breakthroughs, the Void Vestiges created a huge problem during tribulations. They didn’t seem to draw as much hatred as Zac’s bloodline, but they definitely kicked the challenge up a notch. The solution was part of the missing upper layers—sacrifice the nine vestiges to consume the Heavenly Lightning and emerge from the tribulation unscathed. Hidden Earth never reached that level of control or number of vestiges. Each additional vestige was harder to build than the previous, and the first one was already a dance with death.

The biggest headache was sourcing Void Energy. Different from Zac’s natural recovery, the Hidden Earth inheritance was fully reliant on the Lowest Plane to feed the vestiges. Ivar Serpico was no different than the [Eclipse Twin], dependent on realmgates to survive. He probably couldn’t go more than a few days without refueling his vestiges, or they’d destabilize and blow up his Inner World. Hidden Earth and his predecessor had regained some autonomy by installing Void Gathering Arrays inside their Inner Worlds, though there were caveats to even that statement.

The Lowest Plane was one of the realms farthest from the prime dimensions. The energy demands from maintaining a connection were exorbitant, enough to be a huge burden for a Peak Monarch. Long-term, Hidden Earth needed to rely on his abode to resupply. Connecting with the Lower Planes also had all kinds of restrictions. Some required complicated rituals to bypass the realm’s natural barrier. Others could only be reached at a specific time and place.

The Lowest Plane needed specific positions and ambient energy. Hidden Earth had only managed to find two such spots after years of searching. The first was the remote region where he found the inheritance, which had lost most of its spirituality. The second was the Dipper Mountains.

With its many drawbacks and restrictions, the [Inverse Vestige Scripture] wasn’t too impressive to Zac. Part of that verdict was the result of his unusually high vantage. Zac might just be a frontier Hegemon, but even Heartland cultivators would be shocked at the number of peak heritages in his possession.

The [Nine Reincarnations Manual], [Boundless Vajra Sublimation], [Warbringer Dharma], and his Draugr manuals could all be practiced to the Peak of Autarchy. Even the reference materials he used were that good, from the Eidolon and Izh’Rak Reaver manuals to [Stellar Dominion] he found in the Centurion Base. Meanwhile, [Inverse Vestige Scripture] was a Peak C-grade bastardization of a Divine Monarch’s accidental invention.

The manual in its current form was only useful for a very specific subset of cultivators: Low to Peak Monarchs with limited foundations, insufficient resources to advance on their own, and significant affinity with the Inverse Peak. Then you added the huge dangers and the need to find a suitable location to build an abode. Daoist Hidden Earth took the risk because it was his only chance at getting revenge.

Of course, the method was only mediocre for the general population. For Zac, getting it was like finding water in the desert. Beyond the scripture itself, the figurines contained a large amount of information on Inner Worlds and how to form, transform, and upgrade them. All of these were things Zac lacked.

C-grade information was tightly guarded on the frontier, monopolized by the peak factions. The general information one could buy from Information Merchants was useless. The library in the Empyrean Chalice training base also had very little information on the subject. The trainees were expected to graduate at Late to Peak Hegemony. They would have to take the oath and continue their training elsewhere to get their hands on higher-grade information.

Better yet, the information was penned from the perspective of a normal Monarch who began dabbling in the Void. It gave Zac a lot of insight into how Void and Dao interacted in general.

Even the method of opening a portal to Lowest Plane could come in handy down the road. In some ways, Zac was more eager to explore the Lowest Plane than the Hells and Gardens. Both Zac and the [Fuxi Mountain Gate] had greatly benefited from consuming one of its treasures.

Most of all, the Void Vestiges were extremely promising since most of their downsides shouldn’t apply to him. Even if they didn’t become a permanent part of his cultivation system, they could work as a temporary aid while he advanced through the stages of Monarchy. Energy leakage as a Mortal was one of his greatest worries, and he was already facing insane tribulations anyway.

Zac spent the next thirty minutes writing down his deductions and future directions for research. While his high Intelligence had given him a photographic memory, putting words to paper helped him organize his thoughts. He had terrifying amounts of knowledge crammed into his brain, and it was impossible to intuitively make certain connections unless he was in a state of epiphany.

Night had just descended on the memory domain, so he moved to the hotel room’s cultivation chamber to practice a round of [Void Emperor Apotheosis] while waiting for morning to come. The sun shone through the windows when he emerged, and the lounge was no longer empty.

“There you are!” Esmeralda said. “I was just about to drag you out.”

Zac glanced out the window as he sat down. Even now, Terren’s Loom missed the expected bustle of a late C-grade city. Seeing the empty streets felt more jarring now than in the middle of the night.

“Sorry about that. Looks like you have good news?”

After witnessing the change to his identity seal and the Wendimar Token, Esmeralda agreed they needed to put more effort into exploring memories. There was no point in reaching the Mercurial Court early if they lacked the fate necessary to achieve their goals. The desolate town was their second memory domain since changing their approach.

Terren’s Loom was situated inside a lush basin with extraordinary levels of energy. Not only that, it had two unique resources: a lake whose water greatly assisted in growing Spiritual Herbs. The other was the basin itself. It was the mouth of a dormant super volcano. Its eruptions in ages past had left the soil incredibly fertile. The volcano’s depths were also known to produce a unique type of Spiritual Flames, some better than the one in Zac’s possession.

Spiritual Flames were incredibly rare, while special D-grade flames could be regularly harvested and brought out. When used in crafting, they could add a soul nurturing effect. The lucky combination had led to Terren’s Loom becoming a local haven for craftsmen. A few forges were built below ground, though the mainstay was alchemy as the flames proved more useful during pill concoction.

A council of artisanal factions like Zecia’s Zethaya Clan ruled Terren’s Loom, working together to protect their valuable land and skilled craftsmen. Zac suspected they relied on some hidden faction to stay safe. Otherwise, Zac couldn’t see such a valuable location staying in the hands of a group of Late D-grade factions. The region was flourishing, with countless merchants visiting to stock up on pills and remedies.

That was, until recent events.

“I’ve got two pieces of good news, in fact,” Esmeralda grinned as she produced a jade box. “First off, I finally know what we’re dealing with.”

Different from the hidden plot of Dipper Seven, the issue plaguing Terren’s Loom was right in the open. Close to ten thousand citizens had recently disappeared under mysterious circumstances, both locals and visitors. It took some time to notice the pattern because of the high turnover and a slow start to the troubles, but the problem became public knowledge two weeks before Zac entered the domain.

One of the Green Band Pill House’s chief researchers had disappeared. Considering the priceless knowledge he held, the Pill House suspected foul play by a competitor. They went crazy during their search, which unearthed dozens of similar cases. Days later, the cases numbered in the hundreds, including more than a dozen important personages among the ruling families.

Some still believed a rival artisanal faction was to blame and that the large number of disappearances was just a smoke screen. This theory grew weaker as the number of victims ballooned. People seemed to be targeted at random. Thousands of F-grade mortals had been taken, as had a Middle Monarch in Terminal Seclusion.

No one could recall how they disappeared, even when staying together, and the only clue left behind was a goop that dispersed in seconds. The streets weren’t empty because so many had been taken. People were afraid to leave their homes since they had no idea what would trigger a disappearance. Zac initially worried getting a room would become a problem, but the hostess was more than happy to let him stay at a discounted price. She figured the more guests she surrounded herself with, the safer she would be.

By now, the two had stayed inside the memory for five days. Zac spent most of that time gathering clues with Esmeralda. They hadn’t accomplished much beyond confirming the issue was related to the Dao of Space. The Mercurial Court was related to the Peak of Continuum like the Hollow Court was connected to the Inverse Peak. Consequently, the threads of missed potential leading to the court had a decent chance of having matching issues.

Neither Zac’s Luck nor Esmeralda’s insights into the Dao of Space allowed them to get to the bottom of things. Zac could almost feel an invisible barrier that kept them away, preventing the two from inserting themselves into the ancient mystery. They weren’t fated with the root cause, possibly with the Mercurial Court itself.

This wasn’t the first time they experienced this problem. Terren’s Loom was already the second memory domain they’d visited since the events in Dipper Seven. The previous one depicted a trading post suffering from nightly raids of mysterious bandits who came and left without a trace.

Investigations yielded nothing, and brute force was useless. New bandits reappeared the next day, no matter how many Zac slaughtered. They eventually left after claiming some minor rewards, and Zac was ready to do the same with Terren’s Loom. Zac had already purchased a couple sets of Soul Nurturing Pills that were no worse than Moss Crystals.

They weren’t the highest-grade available, the better ones only appeared on auctions. Because of the disappearances, the auction house had canceled all upcoming events and shuttered its doors. Esmeralda refused to leave empty-handed twice in a row. She’d told Zac to stay put one more day before setting out, and her efforts actually yielded results.

“You managed to secure some of the residues? I thought it was impossible to store?” Zac asked after opening the container.

“How can some goop escape my clutches?” Esmeralda haughtily said. “If I want to steal something, it can only let itself get stolen.”

Zac noticed the residual Temporal Energy covering the substance and realized she’d borrowed a bit of power from her curse. As for the goop, Zac couldn’t uncover a thing from an inspection—it looked like lilac slime sprinkled with glitter. It didn’t appear to hold any energy, though that was clearly not the case. There was a slight sense of danger coming from it.

Zac turned back to Esmeralda, who clearly waited for him to say the magic words. Zac rolled his eyes and complied. “Oh, Great Esmeralda, please share your profound knowledge!”

The toad nodded in satisfaction, unbothered by the tone. She looked left and right before leaning over and whispered two words.

“Natural Curse.”
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NATURAL CURSE


“A Natural Curse?” Zac muttered. He’d faced quite a few Hexmasters during the war and had experienced all kinds of attacks. Natural Curses sounded like something different. “Like Natural Formations?”

“Exactly. You could say it’s a rare subset of Natural Formations. Something in the environment has given birth to a hex powerful enough to whisk away townspeople en masse.”

Zac frowned and scanned himself. He didn’t find anything, and [Spiritual Anchor] didn’t indicate anything was amiss. Then again, the utility skill he got from Brazla’s repository was reaching the end of its use. The kind of hidden threats Zac needed to worry about were usually beyond its ability to expose. He had greater faith in [Immutability of Eoz], which was designed to deal with this exact kind of threat.

The Hidden Node had remained silent throughout their visit. It wasn’t enough to allay Zac’s fears. “Are we in danger?”

“I’m not sure,” Esmeralda admitted. “Hexes are generally targeted; they don’t glom onto whoever comes within range. The more powerful they are, the more restrictions they will have.”

“Law of Balance,” Zac said in understanding.

“Exactly. The ones to look out for will need specific actions for their activation, like the steps of a ritual. Understanding the purpose of a curse is the best way to discover these rules. Unfortunately, Natural Curses don’t have any purpose, making them extremely unpredictable. It’s all random,” Esmeralda said helplessly. “The residue should hold some answers. Get ready. The temporal seal is about to fail.”

Zac gave Esmeralda an annoyed look as he took a step back.

“What’s with that stinky face? Even the mortals who’ve been exposed seem fine,” Esmeralda scoffed. “We’ll get marked at most, and we can always leave if that happens. We’re dealing with a mother-daughter configuration. Spatial Displacement requires quite a bit of energy. The missing bigshots would have noticed if they carried around such a powerful hex.”

Zac stopped in his tracks; it made sense. His danger sense also remained quiet, so he returned to the desk.

“Sounds like it’s a two-step process. First, the victim does something that leaves them marked by a hidden tracker. Then, the main curse displaces them when a second criterion is met,” Zac said as the purple goop began dissipating. “Weird. It’s not vaporizing, but I can’t sense any energy from its diss—huh?”

“Did you feel it, too?” Esmeralda said after the last of the residue disappeared.

“Something tried to form a Karmic Bond with me.” Zac could feel the heat coming from his Duplicity Core. Thankfully, the Specialty Core acted without Zac noticing the problem. Seeing how small the drain on his Cosmic Core was, the Karmic attack wasn’t very powerful. Then again, if it was any stronger, it would have been exposed long ago.

“No, that’s not quite it. The curse was looking for something,” Esmeralda said, rolling her eyes at Zac’s surprise. She could tell with such accuracy, and she had obviously blocked the attempt. “What? Avoiding curses and Karmic entanglement is a basic requirement for any enterprising thief. How am I supposed to unburden tombs of their funerary relics otherwise?”

“I get it,” Zac surrendered. “What was it looking for?”

“Beats me. Maybe it’s a secondary trigger?” Esmeralda shrugged, explaining upon seeing Zac’s blank expression, “The residue can’t be the origin of the curse. If it were, how did the first disappearances occur? Besides, there are many victims who haven’t been exposed.”

“You’re saying the curse has two methods of picking targets? Some get it directly from the source, and they transfer the curse onto their neighbors when they’re displaced. It sounds more like a like a virus than a curse.”

“The lines can get blurred,” Esmeralda agreed. “Except, the theory doesn’t match what we know. People would have noticed if the residue was connected to the increase in disappearances. If anything, it seems like the exposed are less likely to be taken as well. If the residue holds a secondary trigger, it’s still dormant. Maybe the curse hasn’t gathered enough power to activate them yet.”

“The curse is about to evolve? Wouldn’t someone have noticed? A dozen Monarchs are looking for any and all clues. They would have investigated even the smallest change in the environment,” Zac asked with a frown.

Natural Formations were manifestations of their environment. As circumstances changed, so did they. They were also bottomless pits that kept absorbing energy to grow stronger. That was how the ancient formations that even Supremacies feared came to be.

“I checked; the basin has been stable for centuries. We’re dealing with an old curse that grows through Sacrifice. The hex gains a little bit of power every time its conditions are successfully fulfilled. Happen enough times, it can relax an existing rule or introduce new ones. That should be why they are disappearing at an accelerating rate,” Esmeralda said, looking troubled. “Though the curse shouldn’t be this good at hiding its tracks. Someone might be hiding its tracks.”

Zac felt a headache coming on. “So we’re dealing with an evolving curse with a possible helper. If it swallows enough people, it might reach critical mass and activate the second trigger. Half the town would disappear if that happened.”

“It sounds about right,” Esmeralda nodded. “Most of the memory domains depict the days leading up to a disaster, by the looks of it.”

“So what are we supposed to do? Avoiding getting cursed and resolving its root cause are very different things. Do you know how?” Zac asked. The embarrassed silence was answer enough. “I’m not any better. Besides, we’ve scoured every inch of the domain already. I can’t think of anything suspicious, even if I’m armed with this new knowledge.”

The Natural Curse’s core should be hidden in an energy-rich region. The lake and volcano were the obvious suspects. The lake was massive, and only a small part was within the memory domain’s border. The same was true for the Spiritual Flame mine. Terren’s Loom was intentionally placed on the least valuable side of the super volcano’s basin, leaving the best land for herbal fields, pill houses, and foundries.

“Something must have changed inside the city for the curse to start wreaking havoc in the first place,” Zac slowly said. “If we lack affinity or Fate with the cause⁠—”

“Why do you, of all people, limit yourself with such rigid thinking? Some measly curse wants to stop me from getting what I want? Fat chance. If we lack Fate, I’ll simply steal it,” Esmeralda said, looking incredibly pleased with herself. “I said I had two pieces of good news. You never asked me what the second was.”

Zac rolled his eyes. “Just spit it out.”

“A few minutes later, and you’ve already forgotten how to address your betters,” Esmeralda lamented and threw over a Recording Crystal. “Here, take a look yourself.”

Zac looked at the series of scenes recorded throughout the night’s investigation. He didn’t understand what Esmeralda was getting at until a hazy figure appeared in the distance. The important point wasn’t its appearance, but rather that it stood outside the memory domain’s border. Moments later, an odd-looking elemental stepped into the past.

It looked like a floating donut made from swirling mist. The donut spun inward with such speed that it generated some form of domain in its hollow center. The recording failed to capture exactly what kind before it morphed into a humanoid shape. Zac guessed it would be difficult to interact with the trial in his original shape.

“Another trial taker?” Zac muttered. “It’s not a Silzurian, like the possessed elementals we encountered outside the Imperial Graveyard. It should still be a subordinate of the Centigrade Pryer. I’ve never heard of something like this appearing in Zecia or Zurbor.”

“Exactly,” Esmeralda eagerly agreed. “It’s an enemy, so there’s no need to hold back. And this one is all business. He immediately sensed something was wrong upon entering and began investigating. I only found out about the curse by shadowing that guy for a few hours.”

“He?”

“Gut feeling. You’ll get a sense for it after encountering enough creatures.”

“I can’t wait,” Zac drily said. “Anyway, he’s that amazing? Even you couldn’t find the source of the spatial anomalies.”

“Don’t underestimate the talents of the world. Elementals are the opposite of you humans. Their Dao is narrow and decided by their race. In return, they’re exceedingly talented and gifted with unique innate abilities. This Elemental is blessed by Flames, Space, and the Peak of Tapestry. It’s like he’s tailor-made for Terren’s Loom.”

“How strong is he?” Zac asked.

Like Esmeralda said, an Elemental’s path was partly decided by their birth. This one’s mix of affinities spelled trouble. The few Spatial Cultivators Zac had faced were extremely slippery, and the Peak of Tapestry indicated it practiced the Centigrade Pryer’s Dao of Formations. The Elemental even had the Dao of Fire to add some raw power to his attack. Altogether, it was a well-rounded combination. Zac wasn’t sure he could pin the Elemental down if he was too powerful, at least not without alerting the local Monarchs.

“I’d say he’s slightly below the level of your strongest subordinates, like your undead lass or the orc,” Esmeralda said.

“Hmm… Then it’s not Kaltosa Lu, the Flamebearer. It’s worth a shot.”

His previous run-in with trial takers had taken a surprisingly dangerous turn, but it wasn’t like all the participants could call mysterious Imperials to their aid. With a fully recovered bloodline and Esmeralda by his side, they should be safe.

“I was starting to worry you’d lost your spirit of adventure,” Esmeralda grinned. “You’ll have to stay here for now. You’ll stick out like a sore thumb as a Draugr. We can’t have you spooking the mark.”

“Can’t you hide my presence?”

“Not forever. We’re dealing with a Spatial Cultivator. They’ll eventually notice something wrong if I bring you along. Just play with your figurines while I figure things out.”

“How do you plan on stealing his Fate? I can cut down the guy, though that won’t solve the curse,” Zac asked.

“Who knows? It’ll depend on what he unearths.”

Esmeralda left soon after to resume her tail. Zac didn’t hear from her for two days. He wasn’t completely shut off from the world. The hostess was only a Peak E-grade cultivator, and Zac could effortlessly listen in on her hushed discussions with her family. The situation was growing more dire by the day.

Zac also started sensing a vague threat, indicating something big was about to happen. Thankfully, Esmeralda returned at that point. “It’s time to go!”

Esmeralda rushed the two to the city’s center, where a huge statue of an alchemy tripod was placed in the middle of a park. It wasn’t anything valuable, simply a landmark crafted from the volcanic rocks that made Terren’s Loom famous. Zac saw nothing out of the ordinary.

“Take another look,” the thief grinned and waved her hand. Space flickered, and Zac saw the Elemental on the tripod’s opposite side. Dozens of runes floated around him, and hundreds more were fastened at various positions around the tripod.

“He’s after the statue?” Zac said with confusion.

“No. He’s after what’s inside a very cleverly hidden folded space,” Esmeralda said. “You could say he’s picking the lock right now.”

The two watched as the Elemental kept working. Finally, he took a step forward and vanished. The runes started fading the next moment, erasing his tracks.

“Shouldn’t we get going before it’s too late?” Zac asked.

“There’s no hurry,” Esmeralda said. “I can come and go as I please now that our friend has so kindly shared the location and combination. We’ll go in after he’s lowered his guard.”

Esmeralda made her move twenty minutes later. Sure enough, the tripod’s arrangement was helpless before Esmeralda after she’d seen the method of entry. Zac didn’t have time to guess what she’d do before they appeared inside a small cave covered in engravings. The Elemental floated in the middle next to a small turquoise flame that gave off an extremely uncomfortable aura.

Runes still floated around the Elemental, who’d returned to his donut shape. He didn’t notice he had company, perhaps because his hands were full engraving new patterns on the ground.

“I think I get it,” Esmeralda said with disdain. “See the array? Only one corner is our friend’s handiwork.”

“The rest is the helper,” Zac agreed. “The engravings seem old too, a few decades old at least. Something must have happened.”

“The outer arrays contains the flame and hides the folded space from anyone who doesn’t meet its criteria. It’s something related to flames and bloodlines. The Elemental must have fulfilled at least one and used that to pinpoint this location,” Esmeralda said. “The problem is the incomplete array. It’s a nurturing array. This flame is a major node of the Natural Curse, and someone was intentionally growing it.”

“Is it an attack?”

“They’re probably just after the Spiritual Flame. Getting mixed up with a Natural Curse has already turned it into a one of a kind. Except it’s only Early D-grade. Each breakthrough will make it exponentially more valuable and useful,” Esmeralda said. “Upgrading a Spiritual Flame in its natural habitat is a hundred times easier than after you’ve taken it away. It might be impossible with such a complex flame.”

“How far would it advance from sacrificing the whole city?”

“It’s already showing signs of breaking through thanks to an incomplete array on the verge of collapse. With the array fixed? I wouldn’t be surprised if it directly stepped into Early C-grade after consuming the whole town,” Esmeralda said. “At the very least, it’ll become a uniquely powerful Peak D-grade Spiritual Flame.”

“Seems like the original owner became the first sacrifice. That’s Karma for you,” Zac scoffed. “Now, this guy’s about to resume the project. Should we stop him?”

“I’m not sure if that’s a good idea,” Esmeralda hesitated. “The flame is in a very delicate state, and the nurturing array is actually keeping the curse in check. It’s hard to say what’ll happen if we start breaking things. We might bring forth the real thing if we act without a plan.”

Zac looked at Esmeralda with a raised brow. “And you’re not saying this because you want to snatch the upgraded flame? Remember, we’re here to create Fate with the Mercurial Court, not line our pockets.”

“Who says we can’t do both?” Esmeralda countered.

“Something about Terren’s Loom is important to the Fifth Pillar, and we don’t know what. The sooner we stop the curse, the—” Zac stopped upon seeing Alea emerge from his Heart Protector. “What are you doing out?”

Alea’s spiritual form gazed at the fire before turning to Zac. ‘That flame… I think I can use it to reforge myself.’

“You’re ready to step into Middle D-grade?” Zac exclaimed, initially excited.

It was undeniable that his weapons had fallen behind his cultivation. [Verun’s Bite] and [Love’s Bond] had become Early D-grade Spirit Tools shortly after his breakthrough into Hegemony. Four years later, he was making his way through Late D-grade while his weapons remained mostly the same.

Using Lower-grade weapons wouldn’t stop him from activating his skills, they just weren’t able to bring out the true might of his skills, either. In the same vein, Zac rarely used their abilities since they were weaker than his skills. It was also becoming harder to rely on his infighting and Techniques to create openings. His chains and vines couldn’t keep up, which created dangerous openings.

The situation created a weak link in his combat style that forced Zac to deal with tricky opponents by spewing out a salvo of skills using [Force of the Void]. Doing so was no different than betting it all on red. If his target survived the ambush, Zac had little else to fall back on. He’d experienced it with Ivar Serpico, and some of these outsiders would have powerful protective measures like Sendor’s protective seal.

The methodical approach of breaking down the enemy with his stances before delivering a finishing blow was much more stable, and it kept his aces in case of emergency. With the extremely high quality of [Love’s Bond], Zac was confident he could shift back to his preferred style after Alea broke through.

Suspicion appeared in his eyes. Zac’s reckless, record-breaking blitz through Hegemony was to blame for the power gap, not Alea and Verun’s slower growth. Such pace wasn’t natural, and there would be time for his weapons to catch up while he settled his foundations and prepared for Monarchy.

“You don’t have to take such risks just to keep up,” Zac said.

‘Of course I do. You’re taking risks all the time to advance. How could I expect to stay by your side while playing it safe?’ Alea countered. ‘And don’t forget, I’m not the same as the mutt. My foundations were already stable when I entered D-grade thanks to the [Divine Investiture Array]. My spirit has grown stronger through our constant battles, and I’ve gained my share of opportunities. I’m ready, provided I get some help.’

Zac slowly nodded, feeling it might be possible. Like Alea said, her foundations were rock-solid. And while Zac’s reserves of Late D-grade materials were pretty pathetic, he had ample stockpiles of Middle D-grade resources. “What can I do?”

‘I need you to refine a few materials, and I also need a blacksmith to assist, or the transformation will take years.’

“I’ll see what I can do,” Zac said as he turned to a curious Esmeralda.

“Those are the eyes of someone up to no good,” Esmeralda said with a knowing grin, and Zac explained the situation. “Ha! This is the benefit of stealing Fate. And to think you were ready to leave. Engrave this in your heart, my bumbling protégé. Keep listening to the Great Esmeralda, and your pockets will never be empty.”

“When have I ever doubted you?” Zac said with a smile. “How are we looking for time?”

“At least two days, no more than four,” Esmeralda estimated. “This little flameling won’t be able to deal with a Late D-grade Spiritual Flame. Seeing how it’s connected to such a powerful curse, even Middle D-grade is pushing it.”

“That’s perfect. Now, I just need to figure out how to hire a blacksmith and bring him here. The good ones are kept under the protection of Monarchs.”

Esmeralda’s grin widened. “Actually, not all of them. I know just the guy.”


47
A LIFE WELL LIVED


“Oh, a new face? Didn’t hear you come in,” Bultras grunted as she roused from sleep, lazily inspecting her new cellmate. “Those bastards should’ve sent a pretty little thing instead of a coarse-faced pig. And what’s with the toad on your head?”

“You could say she’s my mentor.”

“Your mentor, huh?” Bultras nodded in understanding. “I see. They’ve sent in another lunatic to keep me company. A researcher suffering deviation? Well, you’re in the right place. Pick whichever cot you like.”

“You misunderstand,” the odd stranger said. “I’m not a prisoner.”

“That’s right. You can’t let them imprison your spirit, no matter how crooked it is,” Bultras laughed. “So what are you, then? One of the kidnappers who’s got everyone in a tizzy? You’ve finally come for ol’ Bultras?”

“There are no kidnappers unless you count the volcano,” the stranger said with a helpless smile.

“So you heard?” Bultras grinned, not angry at the implication. “That’s right. I tried to kill the volcano. So what? That bastard has it coming. The flames it spits out are no good. You can laugh all you want. Time will prove me right.”

“I believe you. You can see what the others can’t. In fact, that’s why I came here,” the man said as he walked over.

Bultras’s head still felt like a sop bucket from resisting yesterday’s interrogation, but she was starting to realize something was off about the situation. There were no signs of the guards stationed outside, yet the gate stood wide open. And while Bultras couldn’t sense any energy coming from this stranger, he wasn’t wearing the energy-sealing manacles even guests had to use when visiting the Special Wing. Her expression hardened as she warily got to her feet. “Who are you?”

“I’m Zac, and I need your help upgrading my companion,” the man said, and carnage condensed into the form of an axe appeared in his hand.

“Hey, how did you manage to get a—” Bultras’s words caught in her throat as she took in the sinister-looking Spirit Tool. The more she saw, the more awed she became. “What a beauty, sublime craftsmanship. Which virtuoso is responsible for this masterpiece? I can’t recognize the technique at—AH! It’s completely pure! Where’s the Earthly Taint?”

Hunger burned in Bultras’s heart. She wanted, needed, to understand how such a masterpiece was forged. The chill of death woke her up before she could touch the weapon. The mysterious stranger was still looking at her with a smile, yet Bultras understood she was trapped in a cage with the grim reaper himself.

The sense of having been dragged into the underworld only grew stronger when a spirit emerged from the axe. Bultras looked on with shock, realizing the ghostlike young woman held true sapience. How was this possible? Even the Spiritual Tools of Void Heralds wouldn’t hold such pure spirituality, and this was only an Early Core Weapon.

While Bultras took in this marvel of craftsmanship, the spirit looked her up and down. Shaking her head, the spirit turned to her master. “Are you sure about this granny? She seems unreliable. I don’t like the idea of having another man touching me, but maybe we should approach one of the others instead.”

“GRANNY? You bitch, I’m not that old! And I’ll become a grandmother as soon as I’ve found a worthy husband!” Bultras roared, itching to tear this little harlot apart and install a proper Tool Spirit into the masterwork axe. Then, like a bolt from above, she understood the problem. It was almost perfectly hidden. “You’re not a true spirit!”

Bultras looked at the stranger with horror and disgust. “Zac, was it? Some man you are, trapping a soul inside your weapon. You’ve tarnished a masterpiece with such a sinister infusion of spirituality? Why haven’t the Heavens struck you down?”

“Believe me, it tries,” the man said with a helpless smile.

Bultras ignored the sinner and turned back to the poor spirit. “Child, don’t worry. Fools who turn their backs against the natural order won’t have a good ending. He’ll join you in death soon enough.”

A threat far greater than before assailed Bultras when expertly crafted chains slithered over like snakes. Bultras was powerless to resist as she was dragged over to the spirit. She came face-to-face with the bottomless death in the ghost’s eyes.

“Let’s get one thing straight. I wanted this, and I’m well on the way to becoming a true spirit. I don’t care if my choice angers the Heavens. If it comes after us because of this, then we’ll tear the Heavens apart. So, are you going to help me out, or should we find someone better?”

Bultras forced herself to calm down, looking at the soul with pity. “Foolish girl. A spirit has no afterlife and no chance of reincarnation. The warmth of the Empire’s embrace will elude you.”

“What do I care about reincarnation or the Empire’s embrace? What’s a thousand meaningless lives compared to one filled with meaning?” the ghost scoffed. “Besides, who are you to judge the choices of others? You were ready to destabilize a whole volcano based on a hunch.”

“It’s not a hunch,” Bultras growled. “The flamesource has been tainted, I can feel it!”

“Let’s get back on track. I can’t stay here too long,” Zac said with a cough as he took out a veteran’s badge. “You’ve seen Alea, and I swear on my honor that her transformation is not forced. It was the only way to save her at the time. She’s extremely precious to me, and I’m willing to offer what you desire the most for your help.”

“Three-starred veteran?” Bultras muttered with awe.

A decorated soldier shouldn’t lie about this, and Bultras couldn’t imagine anyone except the Army blacksmiths being able to craft such a perfect weapon. Her anger settled, replaced with annoyance. There was no justice in the world. With her skills, how could she still be single? Even this comely butcherer managed to enchant a little pixie to the point she became a willing Tool Spirit.

Bultras grunted and thumped back onto her bed, drained from the upheavals in her heart. “I get it. The other blacksmiths are busy running for their lives or chaining themselves to the floor. Everyone’s afraid they’re next in line to get vanished. You’re offering freedom in exchange for helping your weapon pass through the hurdle.

“Sorry, not interested. Terren’s Loom is my home; I’m not leaving. The idiots on the council will eventually realize I was right and free me.”

“I doubt it.”

“Then I’ll just die with the others. What’s the point of sticking around? I’m already looking forward to telling everyone ‘I told you so’ in the afterlife,” Bultras shrugged. “Besides, I’m not sure I want to work on such a sinister item, no matter how valuable the experience is.”

“Wait until you’ve heard my offer. You’re mistaken on one point. My offer isn’t freedom,” the veteran said. “Help me, and I’ll stop the misfortune plaguing Terren’s Loom.”

“Big words. I tried the same, and look where it got me,” Bultras scoffed.

“I’ll prove to you my offer is genuine before the crafting process begins,” the man calmly said.

Bultras kept an uninterested expression, though her heart was already beating. This soldier was terrifyingly strong and well-connected despite only being a Pure Lord. His weapon was a masterpiece without a speck of Earthly Taint. Bultras couldn’t imagine such a thing appearing outside the capital and ancient families. Would it hurt to take a look? Besides… she was already going insane not being able to inspect such a unique weapon. She’d die of jealousy and regret if one of the other old toads got to work on it instead of her.

“Fine,” Bultras huffed, careful to maintain the calm and detached demeanor of an esteemed Forge Master. “I’ll accompany you for now.”
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‘Are you sure about this one?’ Zac asked to confirm, his confidence shaken by the dumb smile on Bultras’ face. She was constantly peeking at [Love’s Bond], and her inner thoughts were on open display.

‘She’s one of the three best blacksmiths beneath the C-grade, and she saw through your weapon with a glance. She also seems to be more attuned to the curse than anyone else, spotting the problem over a month ago. You won’t find a better choice in Terren’s Loom,’ Esmeralda said.

Esmeralda had investigated this Forgemaster because of her unsuccessful attempt to destroy the Spiritual Flame mine. The clue ended up leading nowhere, but the knowledge came in handy now.

‘Fine, let’s go,’ Zac said as he wrapped up the blacksmith in chains and attached her to his back.

The halls became a blur as Zac rushed through the jail. The prisoner was too slow with her Cosmic Energy sealed, and Esmeralda’s spatial manipulation only stretched so far before it became useless against the Late D-grade guards. Thankfully, they’d only infiltrated a detached wing of the prison, a holding cell for valuable or complicated prisoners.

The prison wasn’t very large, and they were back in their hotel suite in no time, following Esmeralda’s escape route.

“Ha, I bet those fools are scratching their heads right now. I hope they get lost in the mines looking for me,” Bultras guffawed as Zac crushed her energy-sealing cuffs.

“If everything went according to plan, they’ll think you disappeared like the rest of the townspeople. At most, they’ll realize something went wrong in a few days,” Zac said, looking out the window in the direction of the prison.

It was completely quiet. Zac wasn’t too worried about anyone discovering Bultras. The hotel was designed for traveling D-grade Merchants, with extremely sturdy walls that ensured privacy. In addition, Esmeralda had installed a series of arrays to further seal off their aura. With the curse keeping people in check, no one would bother them.

“What’s next?” Bultras said. “You promised you’d deal with the threat before we started working on your Spirit Tool.”

“You’ll need to stay here a few days while we wait for some conditions to be met. You have to familiarize yourself with [Love’s Bond] in that time. We’ll start the upgrade shortly after setting out.”

“I can’t wait to see what kind of materials—wait, what?” Bultras blurted. “Did I hear it right? You’re planning on reforging your weapon in a few days? Not years?”

“Years?” Zac shook his head. “We don’t have time.”

“Are you crazy!” Bultras roared, causing spittle to fly. “Do you think I’m the God of the Forge? Or are you looking down on the art of blacksmithing! Do you think that a Core Weapon is some random piece of junk? Even for an Early Stage weapon, I’ll need a year or two to prepare. I don’t just have to research the materials and your Daos, I need to understand the concepts behind the axe.”

Zac didn’t let Bultras see that he shared her fears. This upgrade was different from the previous ones, which mostly relied on the [Divine Investiture Array]. “Did you think we’d break you out of prison if it weren’t a time-sensitive matter? Besides, you only need to take a supportive role. I’ll refine the materials, and Alea will absorb them through the array.”

The blacksmith looked ready to keep arguing, then lost her train of thought when Zac began taking out materials. Each was a rare Natural Treasure. Not only that, most lacked so much as a speck of Earthly Taint since they’d been collected before the trial. The majority came from years of slaughter. The costs of waging war were astounding, and so were the amounts of resources collected by his armies.

This was especially true for the two elite units led by himself. He’d lost count of the number of D-grade worlds they’d sacked, including dozens at Middle D-grade. Most would have at least some unique resources stashed away inside the World Lord’s Spatial Ring, the treasury, or a special environment. Anything that could prove useful to Zac’s cultivation was directly set aside. A few more items were traded from the Undead Empire and Zecia Alliance to round out the collection.

Zac also had some higher-grade materials left over from his Late D-grade breakthrough, and there were the two Peak D-grade materials he found in Kator’s Spatial Ring. There was even Kator’s corpse and Warbones, which were supreme-quality treasures tempered by the Four Desolates. Zac wouldn’t bring those items out unless necessary. Their grades greatly surpassed Alea’s, and they’d have to be diluted to be used. It was a huge waste, only serving to act as a fallback in case something went wrong.

Like she was possessed, Bultras put aside everything else as she went over one material after another while Zac explained his path and Dao. The silly prisoner was no more. Her eyes burned with blue flames as complex undulations spread through the materials. Zac’s last fears washed away when she began asking extremely incisive questions regarding his application of Death and Conflict. Each was linked to issues with the materials, meaning she’d roughly grasped his and [Love’s Bond]’s nature already.

“On their own, these issues are negligible, and I can minimize their impact using my forging methods. However, you clearly have long-term plans for this weapon. These small misalignments will become weaknesses that are pushed deeper and deeper with every breakthrough. When you think you’re safe, they’ll come back to haunt you,” Bultras said with a shake of her head.

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Zac said, taking out his Omnitool.

“Even if you’re a refiner—WHAT!”

Bultras watched as Zac showcased the Heaven-defying methods of [Cosmic Forge] on a random piece of Early D-grade metal. Her face went from disbelief to horror, finally settling on blank incomprehension. She looked like her soul had left her body. Zac could understand the sentiment. While refiners had countless ways to purify materials and remove unwanted parts, it was a process both arduous and expensive.

Zac had never heard of a method that could remove heterogeneous spirituality so completely and effortlessly. If other such methods existed, they’d be the proprietary techniques of the strongest A-grade artisans of the Multiverse. Discovering the origin of the [Inverse Vestige Scripture] had given Zac a newfound respect for the incredible First People’s inheritance he’d found.

The [Nine Outer Vestiges] paled before [Cosmic Forge]. While Gelzryraynth was left to figure things out on his own, Dasorm paved the way by preparing the Omnitool. Even if Zac hadn’t been a Void Cultivator, he could have relied on the Omnitool to practice the original [Cosmic Forge]. It wouldn’t have been smooth sailing, but Zac wouldn’t have needed to spend hundreds of thousands of years to land on a weak replica.

“That method,” Bultras whispered, her face red with longing.

“A fate encounter. The requirements are very steep, and it cannot be passed down,” Zac truthfully said. After all, there was only one Omnitool, and Zac had no idea how to create another one.

“Just what kind of star were you born under to encounter something like that?” Bultras spat.

“So, what do you think?” Zac said. “I’ll remove the unsuitable essences before handing the material over to you. It’ll leave the materials unstable, though it won’t matter after you melt them down.”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we might be able to pull this off,” Bultras muttered, her eyes lighting up. “Do you actually have a solution to the kidnappings? I figured you were planning on working me like a horse while stringing me along.”

“We found the cause shortly before visiting you,” Zac said before describing the Natural Curse, the flame, and how he planned on having Alea absorb it.

Zac barely finished his explanation before a scorching aura erupted from the blacksmith. The slovenly middle-aged lady was gone, as was the erudite craftsman. Bultras’s hands turned into smoldering magma while her eyes burned with the fiery rage of a furnace. If left alone, she’d burn down the whole district in anger. Zac had anticipated some form of reaction, so he acted the moment he felt her energy churn.

Flames were quenched and strangled by the suffocating Inexorability of Death as Zac’s Earthly Dao roiled out. With Esmeralda’s Spatial Seal, the other guests would have noticed a small fluctuation at most. Zac sealed her power and wrapped her up in a cocoon of chains. She was helpless, and being captured only made the anger in her eyes burn more hotly.

“Someone’s turning Terren’s Loom into a cultivation furnace, and you’re just sitting here! The Heavens won’t abide. I won’t abide! Tell me where they are, or I’ll⁠—”

Zac cut her off with a burst of intense killing intent. “Don’t overestimate yourself. Perfected Lord or not, I can kill someone like you in my sleep. Even if I told you the location, what could you possibly accomplish? Even if you managed to get inside, you’d probably make things worse. We’re sticking with the plan.”

“More people will die while the flame evolves,” Bultras squeezed through grit teeth.

“Sacrifices are inevitable,” Zac said. “If waiting a few days can save the city, then wait we shall.”

“Fine. If I find out you’re the one behind this, I’ll kill you even if I have to detonate my life’s fire.”

“You’re welcome to try.” Zac shrugged as he took out a model of his Inexorable Path. “Now, focus. You have to perfectly infuse the Spiritual Flame into [Love’s Bond] if you want to stop the curse. If you leave strands behind or fail to properly seal it, the disappearances could return.”

Zac had no idea if what he said was true, but his claim had the intended effect. Bultras threw everything aside and began studying like her life depended on it. Zac even had to stuff her full of Recovery Pills to stop her from using life force to repeatedly activate her ocular and calculation skills. Two days passed in a blur, and Zac felt like he’d woken from a dream when Esmeralda interrupted a heated discussion.

“Time’s up, we need to go.”

“Already?” Zac said, careful not to show his disappointment.

He wouldn’t say it out loud with Bultras around, but he’d hoped the elemental would take a few more days to fix the array. Even if everything was in place, he understood they were taking a huge gamble. Any problem they caught and remedied now would increase their chance of a successful breakthrough.

“I underestimated that thing. His ambitions are much greater than I expected. He’s not satisfied with a Middle D-grade Flame. He’s planning on completing his predecessor’s plan.”

“What? What’s going on?” Bultras said with alarm.

Zac and got to his feet. “What you’ve seen is the appetizer, and the curse is getting ready for the main course.”
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CURSED FLAME


It was only when the trio stopped outside the huge statue’s immediate perimeter that Bultras was made aware of their destination. She looked at the stone cauldron with mixed emotions. “Who could have thought Terren’s Cauldron has such a problem? Lord Reylan will be distraught when he… Wait, don’t tell me?”

“It was probably Reylan Valfir who concocted this scheme in the first place. The disappearances are Reylan causing trouble from beyond the grave,” Zac confirmed.

While Zac worked with Bultras over the past few days, Esmeralda kept watch on the Elemental while gathering information. That included figuring out where the cauldron came from, and Zac was caught up by the time they arrived. The installation was quite new by Multiverse standards, only eight centuries old. It was gifted by Reylan Valfir, an up-and-coming alchemist and direct descendant of a council family, to commemorate his breakthrough.

Coincidentally, Reylan disappeared two decades ago, right around the time the cursed flame’s nourishing array was installed. Reylan was officially still alive, said to be in seclusion to study the Dao of Alchemy. In the upper circles, he was thought to be a victim of assassination since his Soul Lamp had extinguished. In reality, he’d been consumed by the flame.

With the arrangement incomplete and without a controller, it had taken the flame a few centuries of sporadic activations to gather the necessary energy to fully awaken.

“Remember, we’re dealing with an unstable flame inside a folded space,” Zac reiterated, giving Bultras a warning look. “The flame is only an outer node of the Natural Curse. Dealing with it haphazardly might very well drag the real thing to Terren’s Loom. Don’t become a sinner by playing the hero.”

Zac wasn’t too worried about the Elemental. No matter how exquisite his methods, there was a significant gap in strength. The Elemental was also acting alone, while Zac had Esmeralda and an infuriated Peak D-grade blacksmith on his side. At worst, the target would use some hidden method to sneak away. Even that seemed unlikely with Esmeralda around.

The real headache was the volatile Bultras. Two days of planning out [Love’s Bond]’s breakthrough left him confident in her skills as a blacksmith. Except, Zac couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t take matters into her own hands upon facing the flame. There was no real trust between the two, and their priorities were undeniably different.

The blacksmith was focused on saving her hometown and clearing her name. Meanwhile, Zac no longer cared what happened to the memory domain or about increasing his Fate with the Mercurial Court. He’d sit back and let the whole city get cursed if it ensured a safe and successful ascent for Alea. If not for the Elemental throwing a wrench in their plans, Zac would have gladly waited a few more days.

“I’m not some airhead you need to baby. I know what to do,” Bultras huffed at Zac’s reminder, then her expression softened. “Are you sure this is necessary? Your companion has just reached the threshold. You can let it stabilize and accumulate for a couple of decades. At that point, I can guide her into the next stage. Despite lacking the cursed flame as a catalyst, the odds of success will be much higher. I’ll make your project a priority, and I’ll even approach the ancestors for assistance.”

Zac was unmoved. “The road of cultivation is bound to be lined with challenges. Sometimes, the safe path is a dead end. How can one hope to grasp a corner of the Heavens without daring to take a leap of faith? The road is narrow, and you need to seize the opportunities that come your way.”

“We need to hurry,” Esmeralda reminded.

Zac nodded and put on a hood and silver mask that hid his features and aura. As far as possible, Zac wanted to avoid appearing on Kaltosa Lu’s radar. The toad led them to a spatial weak spot near the statue, and [Love’s Bond] was already in Zac’s hand when their surroundings shifted. Thankfully, their arrival went unnoticed, giving the three a moment to plan things out.

There were noticeable differences in the folded space compared to Zac’s previous visit. The Elemental still floated in the center before the flame, which was now connected to a completed nurturing array. The arrangement had been further augmented by hundreds of floating Spatial runes of indeterminable purpose.

The Spiritual Flame had also seen some changes. The turquoise fire burned more intensely, and it had gained a more intense aura of Death after advancing through countless deaths. It wasn’t enough to call it a Death-attuned Spiritual Flame, but it was getting there. Taking the first step of realignment was the hardest, and Alea would be able to continue the process if she managed to absorb it.

It was a welcome bonus that would make Alea’s job easier. Still, the touch of death wasn’t what drew Alea to the flame. Neither was it the Spatial Curse. Like the Spiritual Flame, [Love’s Bond] was born from Sacrifice, giving the two a type of affinity. The most obvious example was Alea’s skill [Fate’s Obduracy], where she sacrificed her foundations to seal an enemy’s fate.

“That’s it! That’s the evil I’ve sensed in the other flames!” Bultras wheezed with alarm and anger. “Those are Spatial runes! What is that bastard up to?”

The same question was on Zac’s mind. There’d been no time to go over everything on the short way over. Esmeralda said the Elemental had repaired the array and planned on advancing it beyond Middle D-grade. Zac couldn’t make heads or tails of the Elemental’s arrangement. The Spatial runes were connected to the nurturing array, forming a link to the flame.

It didn’t look like something that’d let the Elemental control a Late D-grade Spiritual Flame. Zac’s best guess was that it was a Spatial Seal that’d let him store the upgraded flame until he was strong enough to absorb it.

“Like I said, he’s more ambitious than I gave him credit for,” Esmeralda sighed. “He’s planning on gathering enough Sacrificial Energy to open a path. He must have realized that a Middle D-grade Flame wasn’t strong enough to make that happen.”

“A path where?” Bultras asked.

“To the heart of the Curse. He’s probably after its core. Its value is far greater than a D-grade mutated flame, especially for an Array Master,” the toad said. “That’s why we had to go early. He’s altered the nurturing array. He’ll trigger all the curses in one go to flood the flame with Sacrificial Energy. The flame will be forced into the next stage and collapse from the overload, turning it into a temporary spatial gate.”

“Are you confident you can keep the flame under control while I deal with the Array Master?” Zac asked.

“I’ll do it even if I can’t,” Bultras grunted.

“Be careful. He’s strengthened the spatial bond to the Natural Curse. Don’t do anything with it before I’ve cut the connection,” Esmeralda said before turning to Zac. “The sooner you deal with the flameling, the better. I’ll assist, so avoid your usual approach. Remember, a thief comes and goes with none the wiser.”

“I know,” Zac said.

There was nothing else to say. Zac shot out like a bullet, heading straight for his target. The Elemental reacted extremely quickly, making Zac wonder if they’d been exposed when they snuck inside. Dozens of hidden array disks activated, and the short distance between Zac and the cave’s center became a vast chasm of fragile space. From the cracks, rivers of angry flames poured out.

Having experienced a similar situation countless times more harrowing just weeks ago, Zac didn’t so much as blink. He dove into the first salvo like an ancient god, crushing man-made spatial tears with his body until [Profane Exponents] had time to form. At that point, Zac’s Duplicity Core was already burning hot.

The Elemental wasn’t only using his own power. He was drawing from the cursed Spiritual Flame. The Natural Curse’s Karmic bond ignored the coffin pygmy’s defensive barrier, repeatedly trying to mark Zac. The drain wasn’t that big of a deal, but Zac couldn’t delay. There was no obvious loophole to the array, so he unleashed a herculean swing empowered by [Spiritual Void].

Space shattered like a mirror, and the sea of flames parted, allowing Zac to step back into the hidden cave. Except, it was completely empty. There was no sign of the flame or anyone else, yet Zac’s danger sense picked up a growing threat.

‘It’s a duplicate layer!’ Esmeralda’s voice emerged in Zac’s mind, along with a secondary stream of images.

Zac saw eight spatial folds layered like a cake, with himself standing in the lowest one. Some of his essence leaked into the closest layers, creating a vague outline matching his appearance. The original spatial fold was all the way on the other end, with six empty spaces separating them. The concept was just like the split spaces of Zac’s [Eye of Desolation]. Except this time, Zac was the one trapped.

Esmeralda’s vantage was a huge help, allowing Zac to directly target the borders. The Elemental only seemed to possess one Earthly Dao, and it was related to arrays. His Spatial Dao was a Peak Branch, which wasn’t nearly enough to enforce the spatial separation. A well-aimed swing was enough to tear a hole in the wall between layers, then Zac swore upon finding himself back at the same spot after jumping through.

The layers were moving as he navigated through them, and the damage he created swiftly mended. Zac barely managed to get closer when he rushed, so he switched up his tactics. [Deathmark]’s ominous shroud rapidly spread through the folded spaces, corroding its way through the Elemental’s array. It didn’t matter how space rearranged itself if all spaces were filled with Zac’s attack.

The Elemental wouldn’t wait around while his spatial domain was infiltrated and corroded. Dozens of array disks appeared around the cursed flame, drawing on its tainted powers to channel a devastating strike. He didn’t get far before a massive hammer filled with righteous wrath interrupted his plan.

The attack was courtesy of Bultras, who’d been carried through the spatial maze by Esmeralda. The swing was more than enough to threaten the Middle D-grade Elemental’s life, and he urgently shifted into a neighboring spatial layer to avoid the attack. Bultras clearly wanted to pursue, but she gritted her teeth and released a fiery net to contain the cursed flame instead.

Half the battle was already won now that the enemy had been forced away from the Spiritual Flame, and the Elemental already showed signs of wanting to escape. Zac couldn’t wait for Esmeralda to carry him through the spatial layers, and [Deathmark] would need a few seconds to reach the last spatial layer. Void of Life poured out of [Spiritual Void], and Zac fused with the darkness as he slipped through the cracks ungoverned by Dao.

Zac could feel the Elemental’s horror upon seeing Zac shift through dimensions like a Spatial Cultivator. A primordial fire ignited inside the hollow of the donut-shaped Elemental, and he split into identical incarnations on four adjoining floors. Each took out hundreds of ancient array disks made from clay. They harmonized into a dimension-spanning array that emitted far greater might than the earlier attacks.

Desperate, the Elemental had brought out one of his strongest killing blows. Judging by Zac’s screaming danger sense, the ancient formation could even threaten him. Zac didn’t get the opportunity to find out if he was right. Just when the array was about to activate, the ancient disks controlled by the Elemental’s third clone disappeared. With a full quarter of the array flags missing, the formation collapsed, releasing an explosive backlash.

“No!” the Elemental wailed as he was consumed by a spatial conflagration.

Zac knew it was a guise, thanks to Esmeralda’s discerning gaze. A carefully hidden spatial pocket had silently appeared in a corner. It was an isolated space holding a rune flickering with the power of teleportation. While a fake Elemental struggled against the ancient array’s backlash, the real one was sneaking away through the cracks of space.

It wasn’t meant to be. Like the array disks, the rune disappeared like it had winked out of existence. Not giving up, the Elemental brought out an ancient escape talisman that held some Imperial Faith. The faith didn’t save the talisman from Esmeralda’s sticky fingers. It was nabbed just like the rest, gone before it could be used. At that point, Zac had already caught up.

“No honor!” the Elemental wheezed with fury and despair.

Zac somewhat pitied the Elemental for being dealt such an unfair hand. That didn’t stop him from destroying the Elemental’s core with a swing of his axe before flooding his energy body with rampant Dao of Death. Zac didn’t stop there, repeatedly cutting into the unusual form until he couldn’t sense a hint of life. So what if they were dishonorable? This wasn’t a gentleman’s duel.

In lieu of Kill Energy, the trial provided another form of confirmation for the trial taker’s demise. Two streaks of pure light emerged from the Elemental’s torn body. Each was a stored identity and part of a Mercurial Court seal. As expected, the Elemental hadn’t appeared in the area by coincidence. Zac looked at the identities with interest, sensing he could directly seize them without going through a trial.

One of the identities was wholly unremarkable, giving Zac nothing tangible to go on. It was the second that was interesting, since it held a hint of the Mercurial Court’s aura. Zac didn’t feel any strong connection to it, and Esmeralda was similarly unimpressed.

‘The call is much weaker than the lantern I saw before,’ she commented.

‘Skip it?’

‘Let’s wait for a better one,’ Esmeralda agreed.

Like the identities could hear their discussion, they dispersed on their own, fusing with the memory domain’s ambient faith. Zac didn’t miss that a sliver of their energy entered the seal on his hand, augmenting the stockpiled Imperial Destiny. It was irrefutable proof that killing trial takers allowed you to literally steal some of their fate. Thankfully, the addition was significantly weaker than resolving the hidden plot of Dipper Seven. It would be more efficient to deal with memory domains than tracking down the competition.

Zac didn’t feel bad in the slightest for tag teaming a much weaker opponent. The only reason the Elemental managed to live that long was Zac’s fear of exposing their location. He could have ended the battle instantly with [Eye of Desolation] or [Desperation’s End]. Either were strong enough to shatter all the Elemental’s stratagems through raw strength, but activating such powerful skills might have damaged the folded space.

Esmeralda was an average combatant at best, lacking both interest and endowment. That didn’t mean her abilities were useless in a fight. She’d proven herself an absolute nightmare for a Spatial Array Master like the Elemental, turning the battle into a joke. She’d stolen his formation disks, his teleporter, and his talisman. If he’d taken out something else, Esmeralda would have stolen that, too.

There was no time to celebrate the quick and easy victory. The Elemental’s death left the altered nurturing array without a controller, and Zac’s growing sense of unease indicated the flickering Spatial runes wouldn’t go quietly. They were doing something to the Spiritual Flame, and Bultras was fast losing control.

“Follow my lead!” Esmeralda shouted and took charge of the situation.

The three spent the next half hour extracting the Spatial Energies the Elemental had infused. Esmeralda was still doing the heavy lifting while Bultras used her own Spiritual Flame to keep its younger cousin in check. Zac’s job was the easiest. Whenever a piece of the Natural Curse or embedded Spatial Energies went out of control, he’d extinguish it with [Void Mountain].

“Not good! It’s going out of control. Don’t worry about me. I’ll drag the storm away from here,” Esmeralda shouted before disappearing with the Spatial runes in a blinding flash.

“It’s stabilized!” Bultras exclaimed, looking at the gently swaying Spiritual Flame with surprise. “The connection to the curse is almost fully severed. It’s become rootless. This is the best time to absorb it.”

“Good. We’ll go with the standard approach,” Zac said.

“Wait, what about your mentor? Shouldn’t we help her? She risked her life to bring the danger away,” Bultras said.

“She’s a real hero, alright,” Zac said, having a hard time keeping the sarcasm out of his voice. “Don’t worry about her. She’ll survive even if the sky collapses.”

There was no point in ruining Bultras’s image of Esmeralda heroically sacrificing herself to save the day, even if it couldn’t be further from the truth. Zac knew what the old thief was up to the second she explained the Elemental’s plan. Sure, Esmeralda would have helped without any expectation of a reward. Would she hold back when there were valuables to steal? Certainly not.

Esmeralda was probably busy extracting the memory domain’s true treasures at this very moment. Zac didn’t mind. Esmeralda had gone above and beyond already, and stealing the curse core might well be the true mission of the memory domain. Her greed had a decent chance of increasing their contribution more than simply taking away the Spiritual Flame.

“Then… A leap of faith?” Bultras said, looking at [Love’s Bond] with expectation.

Zac smiled as piles of priceless materials appeared around them.
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LEAP OF FAITH


The rhythmic blows of Bultras’s hammer continued unabated for five straight days. Only a small bundle of smattering embers remained of the cursed flame, yet Zac felt like he was standing atop a sun thanks to the blacksmith’s refinement technique. Drops of sweat poured down his face as he prepared to extract the threads of spirituality from a piece of obsidian glass.

His actions didn’t only hold the practiced expertise gained from years of practice inside the Perennial Vastness. The deep thumps contained a special rhythm that gave Zac the impression he was hearing the continent’s heartbeat. Bultras’s methods were exquisite, and her actions weren’t limited to melting and molding the unstable metals after Zac was done with them.

Her Blacksmithing technique conveyed critical information in a more direct way than words. The thumps and the roars of Bultras’s personal Spiritual Flame were closer to the Dao Words Esmeralda used. They acted like the conductor of an opera, allowing him and Alea to seamlessly join Bultras in a singular purpose.

Bultras might not be some renowned character whose fame shook the lands, but she was a master artisan with over thirty thousand years of experience under her belt. Apart from a few hiccups at the start of their cooperation, the process had been incredibly smooth. With [Love’s Bond] being a perfect creation crafted with the System’s help, there were no hidden weaknesses that could throw a wrench in their plans.

If there was a weak link in the team, it was Zac. He lacked what Bultras had in spades: practical experience. The time he’d spent practicing [Cosmic Forge] was woefully short in comparison and mostly limited to his time in the E-grade. His practice on Middle D-grade materials was almost non-existent, causing the unfortunate loss of a few materials. Thankfully, his other side quickly came to the rescue.

Zac extracted another sliver of pure enlightenment from [Purity of the Void], and the exhaustion from drawing on his Soul Cores and analyzing the complex compositions of materials was swept away. The confusing jumble was made clear, and Zac skillfully adjusted the patterns he’d drawn with his Omnitool. He’d figured out a more stable approach to extract the heterogenous parts from the Death-attuned glass.

It wasn’t just luck that placed Zac’s human half near a region filled with Dead Dao from the Lost Era. Zac had known from the start he wasn’t completely ready to handle Alea’s breakthrough, so he’d sent his other side to look for corruption to refine. Ultom’s epiphanies were more than enough to guide Zac through the process, much to Bultras’s shock.

To her, it looked like Zac was improving at monstrous speed, and she wasn’t strictly wrong. The experience and insights he was accumulating weren’t limited to the current session. Zac was learning by doing, making more progress with [Cosmic Forge] in days than he’d do from months of normal practice. If he could stay inside a corrupted zone for another month or two, Zac believed he could finish his quest to unlock the third chapter, [Essence Union].

With the Outer Courts calling, the chances of that happening were slim. Should Zac find the time, there were more pressing issues that could benefit from Ultom’s light. Even now, he didn’t let his thoughts wander in order to avoid further mistakes. He could endure the loss of materials. The problem was that both he and Bultras were using large amounts of Mental Energy, increasing the risk of mistakes.

It was unavoidable; they were essentially cramming months’ worth of work into one session. Normally, a blacksmith would temper one material at a time, taking breaks between to replenish their reserves. That wasn’t possible because of Zac’s crude use of [Cosmic Extraction], which left the materials unstable. They needed to be fully refined and infused into [Love’s Bond] when the process started.

There was also the absorption of the Spiritual Flame that forced constant progress, not to mention the increasingly unstable spatial fold giving them a strict deadline. If Alea and the materials to be refined were a stage higher, Zac wasn’t sure they’d make it through without running out of energy. Thankfully, they were only dealing with a Middle D-grade upgrade.

Two days later, the last material smoothly went into the growing embryo. The last embers of the cursed flame were also absorbed, officially severing the cave’s connection to the Natural Curse. The folded space shuddered, now solely kept open by Spatial Crystals the Elemental had installed to keep the space stable during his modifications. If those failed, they’d have to continue the process in the middle of the park.

There was still no sign of Esmeralda, but Zac wasn’t too worried. She wouldn’t have infiltrated the Natural Curse without great confidence in her ability to return. Zac suspected she was off somewhere, counting her spoils or resting. Zac wouldn’t have minded a nap himself, if not for one more step to finish.

Alea’s breakthrough was technically complete. The pitch-black liquified blob would soon harden into a cocoon if they stopped. It was the same as her previous breakthroughs. Except, Zac didn’t have a temporal chamber to throw Alea into this time, and he couldn’t go years without his main weapon inside the trial.

Most importantly, Alea wasn’t necessarily able to complete the transformation herself. She didn’t have the [Divine Investiture Array] to help, and taking control over the Spiritual Flame was already taking up much of her efforts. They needed Bultras to expedite the fusion of materials and roughly shape [Love’s Bond] to its new appearance. Alea would only need to add the finishing touches, drastically lowering the difficulty and time requirement.

“Ignite!” Bultras roared as the flames in her eyes reached new heights.

Zac looked on with interest as two gates appeared above and below the Tool Embryo, creating a pillar of intense flames that far surpassed the Spiritual Flame Bultras used to melt the materials. After recent experiences, Zac briefly thought Bultras had conjured gates to a fiery Lower Plane. He soon realized that wasn’t the case. There were no spatial fluctuations. The display was a skill of hers.

“Dao!” the blacksmith shouted next.

Zac knew what he needed to do. He held nothing back, even opening [Spiritual Void] to release its stockpile of Conflict and Death. It poured through his Inexorable Mold, and Zac sent the Dao Braid directly into the flames. They accepted the offering and gained distinct hues of gold and steel to reflect Zac’s path.

With Zac’s Dao as the furnace, Bultras turned into a fiery blur as she furiously hammered away. The crashing cascade was completely different from the measured approach before. Each slam would threaten the life of a Middle Hegemon, yet Zac felt comfort transmitted through Alea’s bond. Zac confirmed everything was in order, so he ate a Soldier Pill and crushed a handful of Mental Crystals to keep providing kindling for the fire.

Three days later, the gates closed, and Bultras took a stumbling step back. Her once ruddy face was pale as death from exhaustion, even as her eyes were full of excitement gazing upon the crude breastplate floating before her. The materials had blended perfectly and stabilized, to the point Zac couldn’t tell dozens of different materials had gone into the making of the anthracite metal.

[Love’s Bond]’s form wasn’t finalized, and both chains and [Death’s Duality] were hidden inside the oppressive darkness that filled the breastplate. Zac could tell Alea had successfully taken the next step toward becoming a true regalia. From a simple heart protector, the Spirit Tool would now protect his whole torso. Zac could also tell the regions around his Cosmic Core had gained additional protection.

“We did it. I can’t believe we did it,” Bultras whispered and promptly toppled over. Seconds later, deep snores shook the spatial pocket.

The sound was infectious, and Zac constantly yawned as he replaced the drained Spatial Crystals. Then, he walked over to the floating breastplate, surprised to find it cool to the touch.

‘How is it?’ Zac tentatively sent through his link, not sure if Alea could hear him in her current state.

‘We did it!’ a tired but excited voice answered. ‘And we didn’t even have to face Heaven’s wrath.’

Zac smiled with relief. He’d shared the same fear that Alea would be targeted by unscheduled tribulations like himself. Thankfully, that wasn’t the case. Apparently, the Heavens didn’t consider her existence as great a transgression as a Void Cultivator.

‘I only need a few weeks to wrap things up. The stupid flame is surprisingly stubborn, though. It might take me a few years to bring it under my heel,’ Alea continued, her presence already fading.

‘It should get more docile after we leave the memory domain. At that point, it won’t be able to sense its backer,’ Zac said, not too bothered.

The Spiritual Flame was of no use to him, and Zac doubted he could effectively use it in combat. Its main use was helping Alea temper her spirit and assist during future breakthroughs. It wouldn’t matter, even if it took her decades to tame the flame.

There was still no sign of the old thief. After some deliberation, Zac decided to stay put. The spatial fold was safe enough, and he might as well wait here as somewhere else. He sent an update through his purification space before he let sleep claim him. A wet tap woke Zac a few hours later. Zac grunted and rubbed his face, turning to his companion.

“Looks like things worked out?” Zac commented upon seeing Esmeralda’s signature haughty smile.

“How could some Natural Curse stop the great—” Esmeralda stopped her boasting before adopting a painfully fake modest expression. “A decent haul, I suppose. Nothing compared to your gains.”

Zac rolled his eyes at the toad’s shifty look before glancing at their latest companion. The snores had stopped during Zac’s rest, and Bultras was sitting with her eyes closed nearby. Waves of pure Mental Energy swirled around her, gradually growing purer and stronger.

“A real epiphany,” Esmeralda commented, giving Zac a teasing look. “Unlike some people who need to drink tainted water to mimic the effect.”

“Hey, as long as it works,” Zac shrugged. “The ambient faith is weak but stable. I don’t think the domain will collapse on its own. Didn’t you snatch the core?”

“I did. Natural Curses and Formations are resilient things. Enough energy and spirituality have accumulated for it to slowly grow a new one,” Esmeralda said. “The disappearances will stop for a while, though.”

“That should be enough. Bultras is aware of the cause, and she can bring the elders here after we’re gone,” Zac said. “We’ve done enough to change history. Staying any longer is a waste of time.”

“You’re right,” Esmeralda said, agreeing a bit too quickly.

Zac looked at the toad with suspicion, worried the Natural Curse wasn’t the only victim of Esmeralda’s sticky fingers. “You didn’t…”

“Just a few bits and pieces. Would’ve been a waste leaving them in the past, don’t you agree?” Esmeralda said, her smile widening. “That said, we should probably leave sooner rather than later.”

Zac lightly laughed as he called over [Love’s Bond] and strapped it to his back. Stuffing the Tool Embryo in a Spatial Treasure during its transformation wouldn’t ruin it, but it would slow Alea down. With the breastplate fastened to his back, he could nourish it with his Dao. Bultras was still in the middle of her epiphany and didn’t notice her source of inspiration being taken away.

Not wanting to ruin her opportunity just to say goodbye, Zac recorded the information about the Natural Curse’s lingering threat and left the Information Jade nearby. With that, they slipped out of the folded space, and soon after, Terren’s Loom. The streets were still quiet when they passed through the memory domain’s barrier.

Like thieves in the night, they’d come and gone without anyone the wiser. By the time the rulers of Terren’s Loom realized their coffers had been emptied, Zac and his mentor would be long gone.

On the other side of the Left Imperial Expanse, Zac took a deep breath and opened his eyes after digesting the surge of memories. He wasn’t as drained as his Draugr side, but he’d still spent the past hours resting.

“All good?” Ogras asked from within Zac’s shadows.

The demon wasn’t hiding from prying eyes this time. He’d slipped into Zac’s shadows out of convenience upon returning an hour ago. Zac was currently deep inside a corrupted forest to absorb Ultom’s insights, and the environment was much worse than the Centurion Base. Zac’s shadows were a sanctuary almost free of twisted Dao.

“I think so,” Zac said, roughly recounting the events in Terren’s Loom.

“Killing others to augment your Fate with the Outer Courts? That sounds like the Ruthless Heavens, alright,” the demon laughed. “It doesn’t much matter now. There’ll be a feeding frenzy around the pillars. Most will become fertilizer.”

“Isn’t that always the case? People will still flock to the light, unwilling to give up on this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,” Zac sighed as he got to his feet. “How did things go on your end?”

The Left Imperial Expanse was a smorgasbord of opportunities, and the two hadn’t remained idle while Zac was busy providing distilled enlightenment to his other half. Two days ago, Zac received a message that Ventus might have discovered another trace of faded Fate. The spread of corruption made a conclusive deduction impossible, so they’d set out to investigate.

“The Numerologist was right. There really is a memory domain hiding in the depths,” Ogras said. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it with my own eyes.”

“What kind of scenario?” Zac asked with a mix of anticipation and fear.

The opportunities inside the memory domains were exceedingly good, and so were the dangers. That was doubly true for his human side since he appeared to have an affinity with the Hollow Court and its threads of Fate. Adding the inherent mystery of a memory domain surviving in the middle of a corrupted zone, there was no telling what waited.

“No idea, we only managed to confirm its location from a distance,” Ogras said.

“There’s dense corruption in the way?” Zac surmised.

“A very agitated version, at that,” Ogras said. “There’s also an enemy keeping it at bay. We think the domain is sitting upon a powerful Nexus Vein that’s combatting the taint. It’s like a warzone, and we weren’t confident getting through that mess in one piece. We were already struggling with the corruption by the time we’d come that far.”

“So the memory isn’t technically growing inside the corruption,” Zac said with realization.

They still hadn’t encountered any memory lanterns falling within the zones profaned by the Lost Era’s energy, let alone whole memory domains. Ventus posited that the corruption was spreading precisely because of this reason—the other regions were protected by lingering Imperial Faith. The newly discovered memory domain didn’t quite break this convention. Zac believed there had to be something unusual about it to appear in a spot otherwise abandoned by faith.

“What do you think? I have a feeling you’ll like it,” Ogras said as he emerged from the shadows.

“Go. Why wouldn’t we go?” Zac laughed upon seeing the demon’s mysterious look.

Dipper Seventh’s near-death experience had done nothing to tamper Ogras’s thirst for riches and adventure. Ventus waited just outside the barriers of Zac’s hastily erected cultivation cave, and he wasn’t the least surprised upon hearing Zac’s decision. To be safe, they rested another day before setting out. Zac needed to recover some Mental Energy, while the others needed to expel the taint.

The zone wasn’t very large, and they maintained a great pace thanks to Zac acting as a corruption-gobbling vacuum to keep the trio safe. It took them less than a day to reach the outlook Ogras last visited.

“Is that… Life?” Zac exclaimed as he took in the scene below. “No wonder you said I’d like it.”

The Nexus Vein Ogras mentioned was actually a fierce Life-attuned Vein. The billowing waves of corruption tried to wear it down, while Life was doggedly held on. Trees, shrubbery, and even spirits made from golden light were frantically swallowing corruption, rapidly ballooning in size before turning into ash that drifted away. From the ashes, the next generation sprouted thanks to the generous nourishment of Life.

Zac took in the cycle of struggle for almost ten minutes, engraving it to memory. It echoed some of his insights into the Dao of Life. More so, it made Zac all the more expectant about what waited within the distant memory domain. Its interiors weren’t just obscured by distance. The whole memory was filled with a dense golden haze that had to be Life-attuned.

There was no point sticking around. Ventus divined the safest route, and Zac took the lead. Ferocious waves of corruption tried to stop Zac from sating his curiosity. [Purity of the Void] was filling up far quicker than he could refine it. He grabbed his companions and cut straight through with [Skystriker], using the skill to temporarily push away some of the onslaught.

Soon enough, they reached the Life-attuned side, where the treatment was the opposite. Zac felt a palpable friendliness coming from the living forest. Whether it was because of his Life-attuned Constitution or that he’d swallowed a huge chunk of taint was hard to say. In either case, the trio was treated like esteemed guests, facing no resistance as they flew to the memory domain.

They made a sweep for signs of other trial takers. As expected, there were none. Zac couldn’t imagine anyone else bothering to explore the depths of these corrupted zones. They entered and were greeted by an intense wave of Pure Life. If the Nexus Vein outside was worn down after a protracted struggle, they were currently facing it at its peak.

The ambient energy was extremely dense, even surpassing the depths of the Dipper Mines. It was also exceedingly pure. Zac could barely feel any Dao except the vibrant caress of Life. His cells shuddered with happiness and started to absorb the mist. Verun and Haro were no different. Even Ogras and Ventus, who didn’t cultivate the Dao of Life, greatly enjoyed the atmosphere.

A sudden sound reminded the three of their location. Tinkling laughter drifted through the isolating curtain of Life. Soon after, the heart-stirring tune of a stringed instrument slipped through. That short note actually helped soothe Zac’s tired soul, indicating it came from a highly skilled Musical cultivator.

“Sounds like some celebrations back in the Sect,” Ventus whispered. “Could we have entered a powerful clan’s backyard?”

“Only one way to find out,” Ogras said with an eager gleam, clearly liking the prospect of a good party.

“Let’s go, but be careful,” Zac cautioned as they set out. “The Life in this mist… It’ll affect your state of mind if you’re not careful.”

“So?” Ogras asked.

“Too much of a good thing,” Zac muttered as he suppressed the spiraling exuberance of his companions.

The haze gradually weakened as they followed the sounds, and they soon started to encounter others. They all wore different types of clothes, and they encountered a few different races. They didn’t appear to be from the same faction, they all had a few things in common. Every single one was at least a Middle Hegemon, and they weren’t helpless wandering cultivators barely scraping by.

They all emitted sturdy auras, and their appearance either screamed strength, wealth, or noble bearing. None were surprised or bothered by their appearance, but the three still retreated into the golden mist. A few minutes later, Zac and his companions reemerged, now adequately dressed and styled to blend in.

“Should we ask someone what’s going on?” Zac muttered.

It was at that moment the obscuring mists fully parted, exposing a grand entrance lined by more than a dozen attendants. It was only one of many such gates built into a wall stretching for miles, and patrons were constantly coming or going. Zac looked at the Celestial attendants smiling in their direction, then the sign over the entrance, and finally, the blissful smile on the patrons as they left.

“Uh, never mind,” Zac said with an odd look.

“Joyful Gardens, eh?” Ogras read the gracefully written script, his grin so wide his face almost split in two. He turned to Zac, who was still busy reconciling the scene with the lofty ambitions of the Fifth Pillar. “And you thought this opportunity was meant for you? The Heavens do have eyes!”


50
JOYFUL GARDENS


The three took in the scene, confirming patrons came and went without proving their identity or presenting any form of invitation. Whatever security measures were in place were outside the memory domain. Ogras looked at Zac for direction, and Zac nodded after some thought.

They were already drawing attention by standing outside the entrance like some country bumpkins. Since people were freely coming and going, they might as well continue their investigation inside. Zac had to admit he was very curious about the Joyful Gardens, for different reasons than Ogras.

“Is this Sirs’ first visit to the Joyful Gardens?” a smiling attendant asked upon their approach.

“I hope you won’t hold it against us,” Ogras said. “How about little sister shows us around?”

“It’d be my pleasure,” the attendant said, leading the three through the gate.

Waiting on the other side was a dreamy paradise. True to its name, the Joyful Garden was a huge garden decorated like it celebrated a festival, with streamers and lanterns burning with Divine Flames, creating a warm, hazy glow. Spiritual flowers were used as decoration, and countless pavilions were placed by shimmering ponds and small forest patches.

Some pavilions were large enough to hold hundreds of patrons. Zac noted that a dance was held in one, while another was an open-air tavern. Most buildings were designed to accommodate just a few people. Zac was surprised to see they generally were occupied by a single person. By their appearance, they were guests using the facilities for meditation.

It wasn’t quite what Zac expected from the name and ambiguous atmosphere. The glimmer in Ogras’s eyes had also faded somewhat, then the attendant’s next words reignited the flame.

“The Joyful Gardens consists of three divisions. The main division is the Pavilion of Joyful Union. Guests can explore the mysteries of life through Dual Cultivation. Our disciples are renowned for their skills in leading guests to enlightenment.”

“And where’s⁠—”

Zac cut in before Ogras could continue, “Disciples?”

“The Joyful Garden is an Orthodox Sect sanctioned by the Empire. Our disciples cultivate by celebrating Unbounded Life. Our main sutra is practiced through Joyful Union, but Life is freedom. There are countless ways to explore its blessings. The Four Manors explore some of them.”

“It seems your esteemed manors are focused on the arts?” Ventus asked.

“The Manor of Sound is the most popular among our guests. It’s almost as popular as our pavilion, thanks to our Grand Matron, who achieved her Dao through music. The other manors focus on dance, art, and culinary skills. There are also disciples who pursue individual ways to cherish life’s bounty.” The attendant pointed at a distant building with a small crowd waiting outside. “For instance, a highly accomplished winemaker has reached some renown lately.

“Finally, we have the Forest of Unbounded Spirits. The Garden Spirits are a unique feature of the Joyful Gardens. All our disciples have at least one contracted spirit. The disciples of the forest explore Life by focusing on cultivating this bond. Some senior sisters and brothers have more than a dozen Garden Spirits by their side. Guests are welcome to visit the forest to test their luck. If lucky, one can receive the blessing of its unbounded spirits.”

The attendant gave Zac an approving look. “I suggest Lord visits at least one. I believe the spirits will find Lord most pleasing.”

Zac wasn’t surprised she focused on him even with Ogras doing all the talking. It was clear Zac practiced the Dao of Life despite restraining his aura. The ambient energies were directly reacting to his presence, and he had both Haro and Verun, who happily drew on the bountiful energies.

He could have restrained his companions further, and [Void Mountain] would have perfectly hidden his Dao. Zac had already decided against it after a discussion before they entered. Showcasing he had a matching affinity with the memory domain was an effective way to inject himself into its scenario. One way or another, it’d lead them to the opportunities hiding in this unusual sect.

“I’ll visit the forest, time permitting,” Zac said, trying to hide his genuine interest.

Having seen this much, Zac would have to be blind not to make the connection. He already had a suspicion after seeing the extremely pure Dao of Life. The sect’s name was further proof, and its disciples being spirit contractors like Catheya was a strong confirmation. There was a direct connection between the Gardens of the Lower Planes and this establishment.

The attendant nodded in satisfaction before giving Ogras a mischievous look. “Be careful. The forest is not without certain dangers. The spirits are playful. Those with impure hearts might become a target of their teasing.”

“I assure you, my only desire is to explore the meaning of life with little sister,” Ogras said with a smile.

“This one is an attendant, unworthy of Lord’s esteem,” the young woman smoothly rejected with a playful pout. “Lord will have to wait until I officially join the pavilion before we can discuss the Dao.”

The young E-grade cultivator spent a few more minutes providing information about the general layout and rules. Most were what you’d expect in any sect or town, such as no fighting, harassment, or wantonly releasing their aura. Harming any spirits, whether free or bonded to a Garden Disciple, was strictly forbidden and grounds for severe punishment.

Two rules stood out. Normal guests could only visit the gardens once every five years, and their stay was limited to one month. Any additional visit required the explicit invitation of a Garden Disciple. The attendant insinuated that some guests were known to bestow extraordinary gifts to members in hopes of winning their favor and gaining direct access to the gardens.

The other rule stated that visitors had to “explore the joys of life” one-on-one with a disciple at least once a day. Whether that was by visiting the pavilions for amorous Dual Cultivation or listening to the performance of a Sound cultivator was up to the guest. They were essentially used as cultivation resources, though it was all in the open.

While the attendant went over the rules, Zac had a separate conversation with Ogras about his suspicions. The demon arrived at the same conclusion. Neither had any idea how a brothel could help the Hollow Court build a bridge to the Nine Gardens or what kind of threats they needed to look out for.

Their best guess was that the Joyful Gardens wasn’t built upon a Life-attuned Nexus Vein. Rather, the grounds were directly connected to one of the Nine Gardens, like the Dipper Mountain’s connection to the Lowest Plane. Hidden Earth’s biography showed how difficult it was to find locations where the prime dimensions and specific planes were perfectly harmonized. Someone could be targeting this connection to disrupt the Hollow Court’s plan.

“Finally, having a minimal grasp of our core sutra is a requirement for all our disciples. If the Lords have a great affinity with one of my senior sisters or brothers from the other divisions, there might be an opportunity to discuss the Dao in a different setting. I wish you a pleasant stay.”

The attendant curtsied and gave Ogras a final wink, returning to the entrance. He’d given her a huge tip for an E-grade cultivator, perhaps hoping it would create a buzz among the senior sisters she mentioned.

“Same as last time, gentlemen? Split up and look for clues?” Ogras said expectantly the moment they were alone.

“Remember why we’re here. This place wouldn’t have become a domain unless something big is about to happen,” Zac said.

“There are hints of misfortune, only they’re not nearly as obvious as in the previous realm,” Ventus said. “This place is very difficult to divine. Many sons of fortune have walked through these gardens. Even the stalks of grass are marked by lingering Imperial Faith. The echoes of countless bright trajectories are obscuring the future.”

“Sounds to me like the elf agrees with my plan,” Ogras said.

“Fine, go. I doubt you’d be of any use until you get it out of your system,” Zac scoffed.

The demon was gone the next second. Zac understood the demon was partly using the situation as a cover to investigate things away from Ventus’s prying eyes. They hadn’t shared their suspicions about the Lower Planes and Hollow Courts. The knowledge would have helped the Numerologist’s deductions, but Zac didn’t want to risk any valuable information leaking to the competition for the Primo’s treasure.

“I guess he’s got the pavilions covered,” Ventus said with a slight smile. “I’ll follow you unless you’re planning on performing a similar investigation.”

“I’m fine,” Zac laughed.

“That’s probably for the best. The more beautiful the scenery, the greater dangers lurk beneath the surface,” Ventus said. “Should we investigate the forest? I saw it caught your attention.”

“Let’s hit the Five Manors first. We can learn a lot by mixing with the other guests,” Zac said.

The two spent the next few hours visiting dozens of pavilions, stalls, and stages. The relaxed, warm atmosphere was like balm for Zac’s drained mind. Tense muscles gradually relaxed as they tasted various delicacies, enjoyed performances, and listened in on the discussions of their fellow guests. It would be all too easy to get swept up in the joyous atmosphere and forget their purpose.

Ventus focused on searching for the threads of fate hiding within the memory domain. Meanwhile, Zac explored the unusual cultivation and Dao of the graceful Garden Disciples stationed in the outer area. Zac had worried the Dao of Life practiced by the Joyful Gardens was similar to the Spark of Creation’s manic desire. If so, the bliss came at a cost, like a candle burning twice as bright.

The more Zac saw, the less it seemed that way. There was certainly more than one shared concept because of their common root, but the two were fundamentally different. The spark took from its surroundings to fuel its hunger, leaving its victims hollow husks. The Joyful Gardens followed the path of true Dual Cultivation, which was founded on mutual benefaction.

Their practitioners nourished the intrinsic joy of Life by inspiring happiness and elevating the mental states of the guests. There was no exchange of energy or hidden dangers that Zac could see. If the garden practiced more sinister methods, it’d be in the obligatory private sessions. Even that seemed unlikely. The Joyful Gardens had been around for millions of years, and their reputation was stellar by all accounts.

Eventually, the two stepped into one of the larger pavilions, where three Musical cultivators created a boisterous atmosphere. Different from the soul-stirring notes Zac briefly heard upon entering the memory domain, the trio played upbeat songs filled with hope and possibility. Even Zac, with his tempered mind, felt his pulse quicken and mood improve.

It didn’t take long for Ventus to strike up a conversation with another patron and invite him over to their table. After some pleasantries, the elf started digging for information. “Young Master’s not from South Bassis?”

South Bassis was a town they had heard mentioned in passing earlier. The elf used it for their background upon hearing the man called Patroso came from another region. While he answered vaguely about his background, Zac suspected he was part of the military. If not, he was part of a martial clan like the Wendimars.

“Brother, could it be that you don’t know?” the new acquaintance said with an odd look.

“We’re not locals. This one is a traveling scribe pursuing the Dao of Governance. I’ve been traveling with my friend here for the past few years,” Ventus explained.

“Oh, young sir is a member of the Limitless Court?” Patroso said with interest. His reaction indicated that he respected the post, and his status was high enough that it didn’t demand any further deference.

“Indeed. Could you explain the situation over a drink?” Ventus said, taking out a bottle made from glistening leaves covered with golden streaks.

“You actually bought a bottle of [Dusk Delight]! Brother Kalavan is truly a connoisseur,” Patroso exclaimed with glee, holding out his glass like he was afraid Ventus would take back the offer.

Zac could understand his excitement. The bottle was a true Middle D-grade wine they’d bought for a small fortune in a nearby building. According to the winemaker, it was a rare tonic able to cleanse Earthly Taint. Those benefits only appeared the first time around, and people kept buying the drink because of its otherworldly taste.

“Master Dason has advanced his craft yet again. Who knows, there might be a sixth manor in a few millennia,” Patroso sighed with a blissful expression after taking a small sip. “Answering your question, the entrance you used is only one of many. There are more than one hundred garden gates spread through the Freydrift Province and a few neighboring regions.”

“No wonder there’s such an eclectic group of visitors,” Ventus said. “The Joyful Gardens must have great renown to attract so many esteemed personages. I think I saw a Void Herald earlier.”

“They occasionally visit. In fact, you can’t pass through the gates without holding a certain status in the Empire. It makes the Joyful Gardens a very suitable location to make new acquaintances,” Patroso smiled and raised his glass.

Zac raised his glass in return, finding the situation funny. Networking was an unavoidable necessity, whether in corporate life pre-integration or ancient societies full of demigods pursuing immortality.

“Meeting Lord Patroso can be considered fate,” Ventus said, well-versed in the art from his time in the Radiant Temple.

The two kept exchanging compliments until Zac couldn’t take it any longer and changed the subject, “I get the sense there’s more to this place. Only a few are making connections with other guests, but I don’t think the others came here just to play around. Someone with a Dao Heart strong enough to become an Evolved Lord won’t lose themselves to debauchery.”

“You’re right. We’re not here because we’ve lost our convictions. You could say it’s the opposite. Some have reached an impasse in their path; others have realized their mental states have deteriorated. Visiting the Joyful Gardens is a chance to turn negative trends and avoid deviation. Well, some come here to enjoy themselves because they’ve given up on further progress,” Patroso said, glancing in the direction of a certain table.

The group of five looked like young heroes, yet their weak flame of Life couldn’t escape Zac’s gaze. They were all well past their prime, using techniques or pills to maintain a youthful façade. As Patroso said, their vigorous exterior hid a stale aura.

“The Freydrift Province is blessed to have such a wondrous resource,” Ventus praised. “I heard someone mention a Grand Matron. She must be a great character to safeguard such a valuable establishment.”

“She doesn’t have to,” Patroso laughed. “Anyone setting their sights on the Joyful Gardens would have to fight their way through half the province’s elites first.”

Ventus shook his head. “A divine beauty is truly deadlier than the sharpest sword.”

“Heh, brother’s right,” Patroso said with a knowing smile. “That’s not the only reason, to be sure. The Grand Matron’s skills are extremely profound. Her performances are said to vanquish Heart Demons and elevate mental states to perfection. Rumors have it she’s even assisted a Divine Herald in defending their Dao.”

“So targeting her is no different than offending the Freydrift Province’s whole cultivation scene,” Zac surmised.

“Exactly. We all dream of one day confirming and defending our Dao, becoming Celestials in service of the Empire. The Grand Matron and her disciples could be the difference between success and failure, so we won’t let this place come to harm.”

The conversations around them paused just as Zac was about to follow up with a question about the Unbounded Forest. The patrons were all looking at a beautiful woman in red robes entering the pavilion. The musicians paused to bow in greeting before resuming their performance.

“An Inner Envoy of Joyful Union!” Patroso exclaimed, straightening his back.

Seeing the confused looks of Zac and Ventus, he explained, “Only Outer Court Disciples are required to perform in the public venues, and normal guests are only able to request individual performances from such disciples. Their skills are the lowest, and the benefits on one’s mental state are limited. Inner and Core Disciples are on another level, but their performances can only be enjoyed by way of invitation.”

Ventus nodded in understanding. “And an Envoy is someone tasked with extending such invitations.”

Patroso was barely listening now. “Is she looking at our table? Wait, she’s coming over!”

Zac noticed that Patroso wasn’t deluding himself. The Envoy was looking directly at him. Zac guessed the news of his Life-attuned Constitution had spread. The Envoy stopped before the table, bringing a gust of fresh fragrance with her.

“Mistress Alteya sincerely invites Lord to discuss the Dao of Life,” she said with a soft voice while presenting Zac with a red lacquer token.

“I’m sorry, I have no plans to pursue the Dao that way,” Zac calmly said, ignoring the surprised and envious looks.

The Envoy also looked slightly surprised, and quickly adapted. “Will Lord at least accept the token representing Mistress’s regard? This girl will not be able to return otherwise.”

“Fine, but my decision stands,” Zac said, taking the token.

“Thank you, Lord. Mistress Alteya is willing to accommodate Lord any time during his stay, should you change your mind,” she said, then promptly left.

“Buddy, you’re missing out.”

Zac turned around, finding a ruddy-faced Ogras walking over. “I thought I’d have to come drag you back.”

“You don’t have to worry about me. After all, I’m only worthy of discussing the Dao with Outer Court Disciples,” Ogras said with an annoyed expression as he sat down and grabbed the [Dusk Delight] out of Ventus’s hands.

“It’s rare to receive an invitation on their first day,” Patroso laughed, curiously looking at the newcomer. “If brother can display his strong points for a few more days, the Envoy might come for you next.”

While Zac made the introductions, he sent a message telepathically, ‘Did you find anything?’

‘You could say that,’ Ogras answered. ‘It turns out this whole place is an outpost of the Nameless Blades.’
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‘Most of the courtesans aren’t aware of their allegiance. Those in the know are not responsible for assassinations,’ Ogras explained before Zac could ask.

‘I’d say. An assassin cultivating the joy of Life would have a hard time advancing,’ Zac commented.

‘Only a few high-echelon members know the truth, and there should be a few Nameless Blades stationed here who aren’t part of the Joyful Gardens. The rest are working for the Nameless Blades without knowing, gathering intelligence from the guests,’ Ogras continued. ‘Take a look around. The atmosphere is almost surgically designed to loosen lips and expose hidden plots.’

‘And no one’s figured it out?’

‘Maybe? Who knows. If they can discover the truth, they’re smart enough to keep their mouths shut. Exposing the Nameless Blades is tantamount to treason. Besides, the Nameless Blades aren’t stupid. They don’t immediately act on intelligence. They cover their tracks and wait until their actions don’t lead back to the gardens.’

‘If not even the Garden Disciples know, how did you discover it so quickly? You didn’t send your shadows into restricted areas, right?’

‘I’m not crazy,’ Ogras said, the helplessness in his tone completely absent on his face. ‘And I didn’t discover them. They found me. I got dragged away shortly after I visited the pavilions. Apparently, higher-level members can identify low-level grunts like my alter ego. That little tidbit was missing from my inherited memories.’

The connection to the Hollow Court was to be expected if the Joyful Gardens truly dealt with the Lower Planes. In addition, brothels had been hotbeds of intrigue and espionage since they were invented. Solely relying on friendships and favors to stay safe wasn’t sustainable. It would put you at the mercy of your protectors. Keeping damning secrets and evidence was an effective way to keep your allies honest.

There was one thing in Ogras’s story Zac found more dubious. ‘Why would they expose their presence to a lower-level operative like you?’

‘You hit the nail on the head. They have a time-sensitive issue and were anxious enough to take any help they could get—even if I wasn’t an ideal candidate. That ill-tempered woman told me that more than once,’ Ogras laughed.

Zac wasn’t mad that the demon had been conscripted the moment they appeared. On the contrary, it meant they had fate with the memory, improving the odds of reaping handsome returns. Of course, they needed to solve the problem first. ‘So, what’s got them in a tizzy?’

‘Two disciples and their spirits have died in a short time. Different days, different locations. No witnesses, no clues.’

‘That’s it?’ Zac asked incredulously. This wasn’t Earth’s pre-integration era, where local murders would make the headlines. A few deaths here and there were expected in any sect. ‘Was there something special about their identities?’

‘The first was one of the more promising Outer Disciples. The second was a high-ranking Inner Disciple with a decent chance of advancement. She was also the descendant of a high-ranking elder who passed away a few generations ago. Her family still has certain pull within the sect. The Nameless Blades might be scrambling from internal pressure to solve the case before Core Disciples started dropping,’ Ogras said, hesitating.

‘Except, I got the feeling that the Nameless Blades didn’t care so much about her as the seven dead spirits.’

‘Seven?’

‘The first victim had contracted two and the second five.’

‘Dead Garden Spirits,’ Zac mused, recalling the attendant’s severe warning about harming the sect’s spirits. ‘To have contracted multiple spirits, they must have been members of the Forest division. These disciples are the ones with the strongest connection to the Nine Gardens if our theory is correct. It’s probably not a coincidence.’

Ogras understood what Zac meant. ‘The memory could be a case of strained diplomacy. I haven’t the faintest how Pillar-erecting, dimension-spanning bridges work, but the bond between the spirits and the Empire might factor into its endurance. If nothing else, motivated helpers work harder. On the other hand, if spirits start getting butchered while under the Empire’s protection…’

‘So, we need to solve a murder to save interdimensional relations,’ Zac said, picturing what might have happened in the original timeline.

Perhaps it wasn’t a coincidence that the memory domain was placed in the middle of a corrupted zone. They appeared in weak spots lacking Imperial Faith. The strained relations might have caused a backlash. If things went really south in the original timeline, the Garden Spirits might have turned on the Joyful Gardens and triggered a small war. An incident like that would harm the undertaking, even if the Garden’s Realmlord remained on board.

‘Do you figure it’s sabotage? This is a good way for low-level operatives to cause a lot of harm,’ Ogras said.

‘Not necessarily. The mess in Dipper Seven was caused by a series of coincidences with unexpected ramifications. We could be dealing with something as simple as a jilted lover or internal vendetta triggering an international incident.’

‘We’ll figure it out one way or another. On that topic, my contact asked about you and the elf,’ Ogras said. ‘I made a small adjustment to our original script. I shared your background and said you’re a trusted brother of mine.’

‘Oh?’

‘I figured they could use another helper since they’re so short-staffed, and I was right. My new boss instructed me to have you assist the investigation—without mentioning the Hollow Court or Nameless Blades, of course,’ Ogras said. ‘You have an excuse if you’re caught poking around. Say I overheard some unsavory rumors, and we figured that exposing the culprit would lead to a sizeable reward.’

‘Perfect.’

Like in the previous memory, Zac used his veteran identity for his first entry. The odds of accidentally summoning a Wendimar Autarch again were low, but an establishment like the Joyful Gardens would certainly have a Bloodline Stele like the one in Black Zenith. Zac could reenter as a Wendimar if necessary, though Zac sensed his veteran persona might be more suitable for an undercover investigation.

‘I don’t think the murders will stay secret much longer anyhow,’ the demon added. ‘They can only keep the news suppressed for so long. Since the investigation has stalled, they might release it intentionally, hoping the discussions will kick something loose.’

‘The perpetrator must be extremely crafty to elude the Nameless Blades this long,’ Zac said. ‘Let’s keep gathering information today before deciding on a plan.’

Patroso kept them company through the hidden conversation, sharing tidbits and anecdotes that were both amusing and informative. Unfortunately, Patroso’s interest was fading after confirming all three were outsiders passing through the area. He would have already moved on to another table if not for Ventus occasionally refilling his glass with [Dusk Delight].

It was precisely for Patroso’s purpose-driven socializing that Zac wanted him to stay. Patroso didn’t have any issues with his cultivation, and he was visiting the Joyful Gardens to make connections. He’d vaguely implied he was up for a promotion, except the position was contested. He planned to make new friends that could strengthen his claim.

This was nothing unusual. Kalir Whitecrest, in the previous memory, faced the same pressure. Nurturing a wide network was another way to contribute to your faction than having raw strength. For some roles, it was even better. It proved you weren’t an idiot outside cultivation, and the right connections could benefit the whole faction.

Treating his visit to the Joyful Gardens like a mission that could decide his future, Patroso had come prepared. He was extraordinarily up-to-date on current events and knew all the players. They’d already confirmed the current memory domain took place roughly one hundred thousand years after the events in Dipper Seven.

The Margrave had already arrived and displayed his dominance. There was still unrest because of the energy storms created by the Imperial Road, but things were generally looking up. Zac didn’t believe it would last. Still, the relative calm added to the positive outlook in the Joyful Gardens, and many hoped to ride this wave to greater heights.

“Speaking of young heroes, we befriended a direct descendant of the Wendimar Clan on our way here,” Zac said upon noticing Patroso was about to excuse himself.

“Oh?” Patroso sat back down, and the warmth in his eyes returned. “Is the young master visiting the Gardens?”

“He might. Unfortunately, we weren’t aware of this location at the time. He clearly enjoys meeting young talents,” Zac said.

“News of the Garden has a way of reaching the Empire’s talents one way or another. There’s still a chance he’ll come. If he does, I’ll have to rely on you brothers to introduce me,” Patroso said expectantly. “Did he mention why he’d come to the Freydrift Province?”

“I’m afraid the Young Lord didn’t say. It was just that our earlier discussion made me think of him. He mentioned his clan’s relationship with the Hollow Court is decent. Their ancestor has even met the Margrave in person,” Zac said.

“I’m sure it’s true. Clan Wendimar were among those rewarded for their service,” Patroso said, then continued with a hushed voice, “I hear one of their descendants unearthed a valuable relic, and the clan decided to offer it as a gift when the Margrave took office.”

“Something like that happened? Perhaps it was the Young Master we met,” Ogras suggested with a grin.

“Unlikely. The Wendimars have protected that descendant’s identity. He would have to be a Void Herald by now. Perhaps your friend is hoping to repeat his senior’s accomplishment by traveling the continent.” Patroso smiled, nodding in approval. “The Ironblooded Patriarch showed great foresight by relocating their clan. I hear that tasks handed out by the courts directly are dangerous but exceedingly well compensated. If possible, you’d do well to maintain your connection with that Young Master.”

Namedropping his other identity bought a few more minutes of gossip and the answers Zac sought. Zac’s previous idea of improving the Wendimar’s Fate had worked, it was just too early to see any drastic changes. They had relocated one of their legions to the Hollow Court’s sphere of influence, but their main backer was still the Indomitable Court. No Wendimars were officially operating in the region, then again, Zac wouldn’t trust Patroso’s word on that.

Patroso left soon after, heading to another table to greet a young woman with a fierce aura. Seeing the deep regard Patroso showed her, she was likely one of his main targets for his plan. The three chose to leave. The lively atmosphere in the pavilion was surprisingly infectious, making it difficult to stay focused.

They already had a decent understanding of the situation. The only thing Patroso couldn’t answer was why the Joyful Garden’s disciples were all spirit contractors or where the spirits came from. He guessed it was because the garden’s main sutra required them, and they hadn’t discovered a way to simplify the Cultivation Manual.

“Should we take a look at the forest next?” Zac said with the lazy curiosity of a tourist.

Zac was already curious about the Unbounded Forest. He’d initially planned on waiting a day or two to not seem too eager or rouse suspicion. Zac gave up on that idea after learning about the two murdered disciples. They had a clear clue to follow and an excuse in case something went wrong, so they might as well keep looking.

They didn’t get far before being stopped again. It was another Inner Envoy, this one dressed in a deep-blue palace robe with golden waves. Patroso’s introduction wasn’t necessary this time. Streams looking like translucent rivers surrounded her. Focusing on them made Zac hear a melody that reminded him of a happy creek in spring. She was an Inner Envoy of the Manor of Sound, and Zac was once more the recipient of an invitation—much to Ogras’s chagrin.

“It would be Mistress Mei’Er’s honor if Lord was willing to share his story and witness her performance in return,” the Envoy said, her clear voice a summer breeze.

Zac hesitated as he looked at the blue token she held out. After seeing so many impressive performances, he was curious about the skills of an Inner Disciple. However, he was more interested in the Unbounded Forest. And if he had to be used as someone’s cultivation furnace, going to the spirit contracting division seemed more productive.

“Can I ask why the idea of hearing Mei’Er’s performance would leave Lord so troubled?”

It wasn’t the Envoy who’d asked. Zac turned to another woman emerging from the golden dusk, shrouding a patch of tall bamboo. Like all the disciples of the Joyful Gardens, she was a devastating beauty. Her strength and mastery over the Dao added a poise that set her above the others, yet she somehow felt like a mortal as she walked through the grass on bare feet.

Floating by her side was a wooden zither that emitted the fluctuations of a Late D-grade Tool Spirit. Its owner was even stronger. She didn’t suppress her aura as strictly as Zac, allowing it to fuse with the surroundings. She was a genuine Peak Hegemon, possessing an Earthly Dao related to Life. However, Zac sensed it wasn’t a pure Dao like his.

It was the main player of a mix Zac couldn’t quite pinpoint. He suspected the Peak of Impetus was involved, but couldn’t be sure. The ‘joy’ practiced by these courtesans seemed to actually be based on the Dao of Life, not the Dao of Emotions.

Either case, this Mei’Er was a lot stronger than what Zac expected of an Inner Disciple. If they were this strong, were the Core Disciples all Monarchs? It also meant their objective might be more difficult than he’d anticipated. The murderer had killed a high-ranked Inner Disciple without creating a wave. More likely than not, they were looking for a Monarch.

‘Why don’t you just go? You need to go with someone, or they’ll throw you out in a couple of hours. It might as well be an Inner Court Disciple. And this girl is extraordinary. Going with her might lead to valuable insights,’ Ogras leered, the last sentence laced with double meaning. ‘Speaking of, can it even be considered cheating if the deed is done with your human body?’

‘Fine, catch Ventus up to speed while I go with this girl. We’ll reconvene later,’ Zac said. ‘And I’ll forward your question to Catheya the next time I see her.’

“Two can play that game, friend,” Ogras snickered as he grabbed Ventus’s arm. “Come, let’s not ruin Young Master Atwood’s good thing.”

Zac was left alone with the courtesan and her Envoy, who looked as surprised as Zac about Mei’Er’s sudden appearance.

“Miss Mei’Er is mistaken. It would be my honor to listen to your performance,” Zac said.

“Lord Atwood’s acting could use some improvement,” Mei’Er laughed. “Regardless of the reason, Mei’Er is happy to accompany you.”

“Uh, right,” Zac coughed. “Where to?”

“This way, Lord,” the courtesan said, leading him to the bamboo forest she came from.

Their pace was leisurely. Still, Zac sensed they were moving great distances through hidden arrays. Soon, the sounds of the public pavilions disappeared. The Dao of Life grew increasingly profound, shutting out all other paths. Zac’s steps slowed as he looked around with suspicion.

“Is Lord Atwood worried I’ll try to eat you like sister Alteya?” Mei’Er asked with a slight smile upon seeing his hesitation.

“No. I was sensing the Dao. It was long since I sensed such Pure Life,” Zac slowly said, inwardly wondering if he was still on the Left Imperial Expanse. The environment was starting to feel a lot like what you’d expect from a Life-attuned Lower Plane. “To be clear, I am not looking to Dual Cultivate.”

“We pursue freedom of form and restrictions in our pursuits, and the union of man and woman is a fundamental expression of the joy of Life. However, Dual Cultivation is a celebration that needs willing participants. A forced fruit will not taste sweet,” the courtesan explained as she caressed her instrument. “Truth be told, Mei’Er is currently focused on reaching greater mastery with the zither.”

“Is that why Lady Mei’Er approached me? Do you hope my Dao of Life will help you break through with your music? Is that even possible?” Zac asked.

Mei’Er laughed. “Lord Atwood is a Pure Lord brimming with Vigor who has practiced the Dao of Life to such great success. It’s rare to encounter a guest so suitable for pair cultivation. You would have been fending off Envoys left and right if not for the rules in place. I was afraid my invitation would be rejected, too, so I made a fool of myself by appearing in person. Come, we’re almost there.”

Zac followed along despite his misgivings. Rather than the courtesan, Zac was worried they were actually teleporting to one of the Nine Gardens. He wasn’t ready for an actual visit, and he didn’t want to find out if someone like the Threaded Hell’s Realmlord would notice his entrance. Thankfully, there was still a small difference between the Life in the bamboo forest and the incomplete Dao of a Lower Plane. More likely, the Joyful Gardens had created a large-scale array mimicking the environment.

They arrived at a small pavilion nestled among the bamboo shoots less than a minute later. Mei’Er led him to an open-air hall facing a small pond with golden water. Zac looked at it with surprise, certain the pond was a rare treasure. It wouldn’t do much for him at his current level, and would have been a gamechanger for his Life-based cultivation if he encountered it a decade ago.

A high-pitched chitter drew Zac’s attention. The sound came from a small, three-tailed monkey no larger than a tea kettle. Zac wasn’t sure what to make of the excited little animal. Its Dao was extremely pure and possibly deeper than his. Yet, it gave off no discernible aura of power, like an F-grade cultivator could kill it with a slap. The monkey gave Zac a curious look and bounced over to Mei’Er, landing on her shoulder.

“Is that your contracted spirit?”

“Most guests are surprised when they first see them,” Mei’Er smiled.

“It’s not really what I expected,” Zac admitted.

“We all have constraints placed on us as we advance through life. By our families and society. By ourselves. We lose our purity as our thoughts grow complex. We forget the simple joys of when we were children,” Mei’Er sighed as she patted the monkey’s belly. “The Garden Spirits help us remember. They help us remove our shackles and explore Life with an open heart.”

Zac forgot his follow-up question aimed at gathering information about the Nine Gardens. Something about Mei’Er’s explanation resonated with him. A truth that had eluded him for a long time stirred, briefly condensed, then slipped away. Zac inwardly cursed at the missed opportunity, soon regaining his composure.

It wasn’t over.

A few words from Mei’Er almost gave Zac an epiphany into his own shackles—the Shackles of Earth in the fifth layer of the [Void Vajra Sublimation]. What would happen when he actually listened to her zither performance that embodied the concepts she mentioned?
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Zac completed the fourth layer of the [Void Vajra Sublimation] shortly after his battle with Yselio Tobrial, thus shattering the Shackles of Man. Those limitations referred to the lowly pursuits of the mortal world in the original Buddhist method, and breaking them meant leaving the past behind to become one with the boundless Cosmos.

That path was not for him, and it contained the hidden threat of the Buddhist Sangha. Zac had changed the [Void Vajra Sublimation]’s Shackles of Man to represent his desire to break free and control his fate. By becoming a Void Vajra, he’d stand outside the Multiverse’s schemes and power struggles.

To cultivate was to wage a solitary war against Heaven, yet such determined independence was rare. Not even Eonic Seeds like the other Flamebearers followed this route. Their path toward the peak was illuminated by their predecessors. They could always tell how far they’d climbed and knew what they needed to accomplish to reach the next stage. When strong enough, they’d inherit the whole system and make it theirs, becoming the next generation’s ruler.

It wasn’t supreme confidence in himself that brought Zac to this point. If anything, it caused him no small amount of trouble. His solitude came from necessity. His bloodline was one of a kind, making it impossible to follow in someone else’s footsteps. He also lacked powerful ancestors or a backer he could genuinely trust, nullifying the upsides of walking the conventional path.

Zac’s choice was reflected by his Void Road. He was his own hierarchy, a pyramid of one. At least, that was the idea. In practice, breaking the Shackles of Man hadn’t made him any freer than he was before. Invisible chains still controlled his actions, as were the hidden plots of ancient existences.

It was unavoidable. The gap in power between Zac and those eyeing his secrets or otherwise meddled in his life was an insurmountable chasm too great to be bridged by a Cultivation Manual. Zac believed the [Void Vajra Sublimation] would complement his Duplicity Core’s Karma-shielding ability when he grew stronger, sharing the strain of shielding his Karma.

Reaching that point was easier said than done. Paving one’s own path came at a cost. Years had passed since breaking the Shackles of Man, and the method to practice the fifth layer remained incomplete. Part of the holdup stemmed from lacking time and insights into the Dao of Life. There also was a more fundamental issue holding him back.

Changing his Shackles of Man represented a significant departure from the original scripture. He’d even cannibalized some of the meaning behind [Boundless Vajra Sublimation]’s Shackles of Earth for his previous breakthrough. The Shackless of Man, Earth, and Heaven were central to the middle layers of the Body Tempering Manual. Altering them changed the method’s context and caused cascading consequences.

Without first understanding what the next set of shackles represented, Zac couldn’t create a perfect fifth layer for the [Void Vajra Sublimation], severely harming its long-term potential. This wasn’t a problem that could be brute forced with Ultom’s insight. It needed introspection and deciding on a direction that resonated with him.

Zac already had some ideas, and Mei’Er’s performance was an opportunity to crystallize them into an answer ahead of schedule. Eager to recapture the feeling before it slipped away, Zac threw the less pressing matters to the back of his mind. “What should I do? Should I just sit here and listen to Miss Mei’Er play?”

Mei’Er smiled at Zac. “Mei’Er will do her best to live up to Lord Atwood’s sudden interest. First, I’d like to ask Lord to release his aura so that I can calibrate my performance accordingly.”

The request was a cold shower that left Zac hesitant. “My path has been… troubled. I’m afraid my Dao will bring about disharmony if exposed.”

While it was true that his bloody aura wasn’t suited for the Joyful Gardens, Zac had a more immediate concern. He’d already been marked by the Lower Planes, and the Threaded Hell’s lord had left his calling card by imparting his benediction. These bonds eluded Zac’s senses, and he had no idea what might trigger them.

Staying inside a sect with direct connections to the Nine Gardens was already testing the strength of the signals he was inadvertently putting out. Releasing his Earthly Dao of Life would be tempting fate. The little monkey could be acting as a transmitter to its homeworld for all Zac knew, and the memory domain’s edge was out of his reach.

Mei’Er seemed to understand there was more to Zac’s misgivings. Her zither floated into place before her, and she gently began plucking its strings. She didn’t infuse any Dao or intent into the instrument, yet Zac felt his mind clear up. The little monkey also enjoyed the performance. It actually jumped down from Mei’Er’s shoulder to sit next to him. That way, it got a front-row seat to the performance.

“Does Lord Atwood know why we invite our guests for individual cultivation? Why I’m not performing at the public pavilions where my music can bring joy to a larger audience?”

“It loses its effect,” Zac guessed.

“Indeed. While communal cultivation can generate more sentiment, it’s shallow and chaotic. Only our Outer Disciples can rely on such methods for cultivation.”

The music subtly changed, and Zac’s eye twitched when discordant notes joined the simple melody, completely ruining it. The monkey was just as startled, looking at its master like she was sick.

“The higher one’s skill, the deeper one can bring the audience into a single harmony. Alas, no matter one’s level, it’s impossible to share a profound connection with a crowd. Only by tailoring my performance can I delve deeper into the mysteries of Life and deliver a performance that benefits us both.”

The melody returned to normal before subtly changing, and Zac felt his mind stir. He could hear hints of his Earthly Dao of Reborn Life in Mei’Er’s song. It was based on what little could be gleaned from Zac’s current aura, and it left him wanting more.

“Is this not why Lord Atwood came to us? Mei’Er can tell that Lord Atwood isn’t here to enjoy himself and forget his worries,” the courtesan cajoled.

“I guess you could say I’m seeing where fate takes me.”

“Lord Atwood does not need to worry about privacy. Mei’Er only needs Lord to release his restrictions, not to expose any of his secrets. Your basic aura is enough for a performance at this stage.”

Zac stared at the guileless little monkey by his side and nodded after some thought. “I can release my aura, but Miss Mei’Er should brace herself.”

The upsides outweighed the risks, and Zac sensed no dangers or hidden threat, so he decided to roll the dice. Besides, he doubted the Joyful Gardens’ realmgate surpassed Middle C-grade. It would collapse if something stronger tried to squeeze through. Furthermore, the memory domain was smaller than Dipper Seven’s. It would collapse if a Realmlord so much as looked in his direction.

Wasting no time, Zac released the floodgates. Roiling waves of Conflict and Life poured from his body to showcase his Evolutionary Path. Unavoidably, a large amount of killing intent followed suit. It shattered the tranquility, suffocated the music, and added an ominous gloom to the bamboo forest. Zac could smell the acrid iron of fresh blood, hear the roars of life-and-death battles within the forest’s haze.

Mei’Er quickly recovered from the initial shock. She resumed plucking the zither strings and released a radiant halo holding redemption and promise of better times. It created a sanctuary of bliss in Zac’s sea of bitterness. Soon after, the killing intent and Conflict returned to Zac’s body. He’d only exposed those parts to give Mei’Er context to his Dao of Life.

Zac had kept his eyes on the monkey throughout. It gave no indication of having sensed Zac’s connection to the Lower Planes, and he felt no powerful perceptions homing in on him. It had scampered back with abject fear from his aura, then tentatively returned when Zac only exposed his Earthly Dao of Reborn Life.

The monkey soon forgot the scare and nudged closer. Clearly, the Garden Spirit was greatly attracted by his novel Dao of Life.

“Lord’s Dao holds great desperation,” Mei’Er lamented after the environment stabilized.

“My understanding of Life came from a different place,” Zac said and presented his three-starred veteran’s token.

“So Lord was a decorated hero of the Empire. You have my deepest respect,” the courtesan said with a graceful bow, her deference by all appearances genuine.

The golden monkey seemed taken with the token, prodding it and sniffing deeply. Zac smiled and poked the spirit, and it waved its hands at him with annoyance.

“Lord has suffered much, still, your Life burns bright. It is worthy of admiration. However, having nerves taut as strings and desperation guiding your steps is no way to live. How can Lord enjoy his retirement with countless chains weighing his steps? How can Lord face the Heavens with a heart covered in mortal dust? What will Lord see at the Terminus following a path without joy?” Mei’Er said with sorrow.

A sudden twang from the zither preempted Zac’s response. It also silenced the voices in the back of his head that turned over every word and gesture, analyzing them for threats. A second string filled with trembling Life brought Zac to a roaring battlefield. A sea of familiar faces desperately resisted the Kan’Tanu’s wall of bloody tendrils.

Zac tensed at the surprising scene and the imagery faded. A thorough scan confirmed a few points, allowing Zac to relax. The scene wasn’t an illusion, and Mei’Er had no way to see what he did. Her music was interacting with his aura, creating an effect similar to guided meditation. She’d stopped upon noticing Zac’s resistance.

“Mei’Er can tell Lord is looking for something. Experiencing my understanding of Unbounded Life might provide inspiration,” she gently said.

“Unbounded Life,” Zac muttered, nodding and closing his eyes.

The hauntingly beautiful music resumed. Memories flowed like a river, brought on by Mei’Er’s gentle melody. Most were Zac’s own, with a few relevant memories from Tam Brooks thrown in the mix. Mei’Er deepened her comprehension with each probing note, calibrating and harmonizing in search of perfection. The further she went, the more real the memories became.

Eventually, there was no telling where the music ended, and his Dao began. It wasn’t just a random composition infused with Dao. Zac was hearing the symphony of his Reborn Life, and the evocative song made him shudder. There was so much bloodshed.

He’d looked countless enemies in their eyes as he ended their lives with a swing of his axe. Those casualties were nothing compared to the mountains of corpses left by his large-scale skills like [Deathmark] and [Primal Edict]. Whole armies had been reduced to nothing, millions of lights winking out on his command.

Zac didn’t regret or feel ashamed over his actions. It was a war for survival, and he would have been the one lying in the dirt if he was any weaker. Still, the endless slaughter had undeniably left a shadow in his heart, a weariness of the spirit he usually kept in check. The exhaustion was impossible to ignore when given a voice by Mei’Er’s zither.

The song shifted before the accumulated suffering could taint the countless memories. The melody was no longer a nigh-perfect representation of his Dao. It had split into a duet, with a second voice perfectly complementing his. It infused new meaning to the dreary imagery. Zac saw the relief in the eyes of his bloodied subordinates as they returned to the teleporters. He saw children laughing on the streets despite the war raging across Zecia.

There were countless scenes of hope and optimism hidden in Zac’s memories, only made possible through his Dao. Zac understood what Mei’Er was trying to convey and felt a warm wind bring about spring to his Dao of Life.

His Earthly Dao of Reborn Life was a Dao of desperate struggle, of overcoming limitations and fate. It was a reflection of the law of the jungle his Dao was based on, but it wasn’t enough. The Heavens were cold and heartless; he was not. Without purpose, his evolutionary cycle of generational struggle was incomplete.

Only a rabid animal would fight to the death without reason. Only a fool would risk their life overcoming fate if they weren’t driven by dreams and aspirations. Without a purpose, evolution was reduced to a nihilistic cycle of suffering. The driving forces didn’t even have to be lofty ideals or grand ambitions. It could be something as simple as enjoying the miracle of Life another day.

This realization touched upon a deeper truth of Earthly Daos. Why should a man-made Dao be sterile and emotionless? Why should he mirror the Ruthless Heavens? Zac’s Dao was his. It shouldn’t just reflect his understanding of the word, it should represent the world he wanted to see. Given enough time, this desire would shape reality.

On the back of one unexpected insight, Zac also found what he’d been searching for. The vague idea of his Shackles of Earth rapidly transformed into certainty. Like a bolt from above, it was clear what he needed to do. His Shackles of Earth was a continuation of his previous breakthrough, reinforcing his unencumbered path.

The Shackles of Earth represented the power others held over his path. They were fast approaching the Era’s Zenith, and the Heavens were already claimed. The powerful had seized their corners of the Dao, and they waged wars to expand their territories. Knowingly or not, cultivators were borrowing from Heavenly Territories to form their Daos, often more than one.

Zac was no different. He might be cultivating the incomplete Peak of Chaos, yet there were still Supremacies who’d seized its Authority. Zac had already encountered quite a few entities holding Authority over his path, with the Heart and Spark having manipulated his fate to the greatest extent. The Primo was another, as were the Lords of the Abyssal Shores. Zac even suspected Iz Tayn’s ancestor held a small amount Authority related to his Dao of Life, based on a comment of Iz’s after their duel.

The list kept going. There was no doubt in Zac’s mind that the Realmlord of Threaded Hell was a Supremacy who wielded Authority over the Dao of Death. Add Nine Gardens and seven more Hells, not to mention the Authorities related to his Dao of War. Zac had no idea who wielded those Authorities, let alone the Peak of Conflict’s Utmost Authority.

Authority didn’t mean complete control over those cultivating specific insights, it merely granted a level of influence. Those blessed by their ancestor’s Authority, like Iz Tayn, would see smoother progress, and their Dao would shine brighter. Those rejected by Authority would find themselves swimming against the current.

There were also countless mysterious techniques and treasures in the Multiverse. Zac was certain some could exploit the tenuous bond of a shared Dao, where the Supremacy used their Authority to spy on or manipulate those relying on their territory. The price was no doubt high, but so what? Even the possibility was a latent threat to someone like Zac.

The Shackles of Earth that Zac wanted to shatter were these intangible bonds of Dao. Similar to how he severed his connection to the Remnants during his Atavism. Doing so, Zac wouldn’t be able to borrow the strength of the previous generations. In exchange, their control over him would weaken. His Life would be his, hidden in the Void and away from prying eyes.

The moment Zac reached this conclusion, he released the hold on [Purity of the Void] and its stockpile of refined inspiration. Thankfully, the Hidden Node was filled to the brim from breaking through the wall of corruption to enter the memory domain. Clarity and insight joined hands in deciphering the [Boundless Vajra Sublimation]’s incredibly complex theories and deriving a new approach.

Piece by piece, sutra by sutra, the fifth layer came into being. Everything else faded, including Mei’Er’s music. When Zac eventually opened his eyes, he’d become surrounded by dozens of small critters. A few were even perched on his shoulders, and Mei’Er’s three-tailed monkey had nuzzled into his lap without his notice.

The other spirits stayed close, relishing in the fresh aura of Life he exuded. His Dao was the same as before, now cleansed of some of the Intersector War’s suffering. Surprisingly, Zac found himself connected to the Garden Spirits through almost identical golden threads. Hundreds more stretched into his surroundings, leading into the bamboo forest and beyond.

Zac would have panicked if the serenade hadn’t elevated his mental state, thinking the spirits were trying to parasitize or bind him down. Now, Zac could intuit that the threads were the Shackles of Earth he needed to sever, representing the Authority of the Nine Gardens. These subordinated shackles were weak and hollow, and there was no active presence in them. At least for now, there was no spying Realmlord.

The threads were gradually fading, and Zac did nothing to stop it. He was only seeing them because of his of his enlightened state, and he wasn’t ready to actually break them. His epiphany had opened the door to the [Void Vajra Sublimation]’s fifth layer, and Ultom’s insight left the method mostly complete.

He hadn’t actually practiced the layer. Opportunities and [Void Emperor Apotheosis] had refined his Life-attuned Constitution beyond the threshold already, but he was far from reaching his constitution’s limit.

Zac exhaled, finally turning to Mei’Er. The remnant spiritual fluctuations surrounding her indicated that her gains weren’t small, either. She’d been inspecting the Garden Spirits with a slight frown of confusion. Upon seeing Zac wake up, she flashed a gentle smile. Zac’s heart lurched, and he realized he felt much closer to Mei’Er than before.

It wasn’t the result of a bewitchment technique. Their Daos had entered an intimate union to create a unique symphony. The experience was like peering into someone’s soul, creating a mutual understanding. The softness in her eyes hinted that true Dual Cultivation might no longer be off the table, though Mei’Er could also see it remained a threshold that wouldn’t be crossed.

“Thank you, Lord, for indulging Mei’Er,” the courtesan said with a gentle smile as she held out a golden leaf shimmering with a multitude of Life.

“I’m the one who should thank Miss Mei’Er,” Zac said, accepting the treasure. “What’s this?”

“It’s our song. The [Unbounded Leaf] is unable to record the true essence of our performance, but Lord Atwood can use it should he want to recall our encounter,” the courtesan explained. “Mei’Er calls it Hope.”
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“Hope. Good name,” Zac praised. He carefully stowed the leaf in a jade box. Its recording didn’t necessarily represent the direction Zac wanted to advance his Earthly Dao, but the performance would help him recall his current state. From there, he could search for a direction uniquely suited to him and his Dao of Life.

“How long has it been?”

“It’s been just over four days,” Mei’Er said, laughing at Zac’s surprised expression. “Lord Atwood’s companions were worried, so Mei’Er took the liberty of informing them of your state.”

“Thank you,” Zac said, confirming there were missed messages in his Communication Crystal and inside [Purity of the Void] from his other half.

Zac sent a brief message that everything was okay and that he’d be out soon. He first wanted to discuss the meaning behind Mei’Er’s Dao. It wasn’t every day you met a cultivator of roughly equal insights into the Dao of Life. He was also curious about the way she applied Dao to her music since it was neither Intent nor Technique.

Before he could ask, Zac shot to his feet. His gaze followed one of the fading shackles leading into the forest depth. It had gained a sickly hue like it was rotting from within, and Zac’s mind throbbed from a hidden threat. The feeling only lasted a second before disappearing, along with the suspicious shackle.

“Is something wrong?”

“I’m sorry, I thought I sensed hostility,” Zac said.

“Hostility?” Mei’Er said, her eyes turning solemn as she looked around.

Finding nothing out of place, she took out a Communication Jade. “If Lord Atwood pleases, could you lead the way?”

Zac agreed, and the two rushed into the bamboo forest. Unfortunately, shifting positions didn’t expose the murky thread. In addition, his vision was rapidly returning to normal now that his transcendent mental state had been broken.

They investigated the general area for fifteen minutes without turning up any tangible evidence. It looked like the suspect had decisively backed down when they were exposed. Zac had no idea how far the Shackles of Earth extended, making it impossible to know how large an area they needed to search.

Zac knew this was a good opportunity to extract information about the Nine Gardens, but their shared experience left him unwilling to exploit Mei’Er’s worries. He wracked his brain, trying to figure out another way to expose the threat. Zac eventually shook his head in defeat.

Mei’Er didn’t seem to mind. Just as she extended an invitation to return to her pavilion, Mei’Er’s Communication Jade trembled. She gasped in shock, her face turning pale as a sheet.

“What’s wrong?”

Mei’Er forcibly gathered her wits and bowed to Zac. “Mei’Er has certain matters to attend. I apologize. Can Lord Atwood return on his own?”

“Of course.”

“This leaf will lead the way. This talisman will allow Lord Atwood to safely pass through the forest while unaccompanied.” Mei’Er quickly made the arrangements before disappearing in a puff, leaving only her fragrance behind.

Zac didn’t need to hear Mei’Er’s message to know what it said. Pushing down his disappointment over their meeting being cut short, he infused some Divine Energy into the floating leaf. It drifted off, leading the way through the large formation. A drastically different atmosphere greeted Zac when he emerged from the bamboo forest. The joy was gone, replaced by tension and suspicion.

“What’s going on?” Zac asked as he stepped into a small pergola overlooking the sect’s public area.

Ogras and Ventus were already there waiting with sober expressions. The demon didn’t make any jokes about Zac spending days with a beautiful courtesan, underlining the seriousness of the situation.

“I just received word from my employer,” Ogras said. “There’s a fourth body. She hasn’t been dead for an hour.”

“Fourth?”

“A third victim was found shortly after you left—another Inner Disciple. Actually, you know her,” Ogras said with an odd look. “The Mistress Alteya, who previously invited you, was found dead in her bedroom.”

“Someone from the Pavilion of Joyful Union?” Zac frowned. “That breaks the original pattern.”

“The fourth one is no better. It was an Inner Disciple from the Manor of Sound,” Ogras said, which gave Zac a start. No wonder Mei’Er had looked so shaken.

“That’s not the worst part,” Ventus added. “The Joyful Gardens announced that they’re closing their gates, letting no one in or out. The guests who’ve been present for all four murders are being asked to report for questioning.”

“We’re trapped?” Zac asked with a sinking feeling.

“We were catching up with Patroso when we got your message. He had some inside information. The barrier is no laughing matter. Their Sect-protecting array is almost as strong as the one back home. At least Peak C-grade, and it’s actively managed by sect elders,” the elf said.

Zac grimaced. The barriers of Early Monarchs were already putting up some resistance to his Void-based phasing. A sect-protecting array was far stronger than any barrier erected by an individual, and this one was at least three stages higher. It wasn’t very likely he’d be able to move through it at his current level. Adding strain by bringing his companions was out of the question.

Luckily, the situation was different from when he snatched the [Fuxi Mountain Gate]. The Joyful Gardens weren’t looking for them. They were no different than the other guests, swept up in a mess outside their control. However, there were some problems with their identities that could cause trouble in case of a deeper investigation. For instance, they hadn’t passed through any of the Garden Gates to reach the Joyful Garden’s hidden location.

“Our goal hasn’t changed. The containment will be lifted after we capture the murderer. Have you discovered anything?” Zac asked.

“Not much. I was allowed to visit the crime scenes, including the third while it was still fresh,” Ogras said. “It just looked like she’d dropped dead. No signs of struggle or anything, very creepy. The elf and the fool think they’ve found something, though.”

“I don’t think, I know,” a haughty declaration came from Ogras’s sleeve, explaining who the ‘fool’ was.

“I traced the memory domain’s trajectories to peer into the past. I found traces of an unusual energy fluctuation,” Ventus said.

“Fluctuations very similar to an old experiment of ours,” K’Rav piped in. “The [Gluttonous God] project.”

“The what?” Zac exhaled, knowing he was about to hear an exceptionally bad idea.

“A failed project from when we still thought ourselves in control of the Qriz’Ul,” the Ra’Lashar goblin explained. “Summoning more powerful specimen from the Lost Plane was extremely dangerous. It was safer bringing out weak ones that couldn’t resist being enslaved. The problem was that the Qriz’Ul barely advanced on their own after being enthralled.”

“So you started looking for ways to induce growth,” Zac deduced. “Gluttonous God… Let me guess, you forced them to devour each other?”

“Like raising vicious bugs,” K’Rav said with a hint of excitement. “We modified a handful of energy patterns within their bodies to weaken their structural integrity. Then, we put a batch of those bastards inside a specialized array and flooded it with energy.

“It looked promising at the beginning. Some trials managed to advance a Qriz’Ul by half a grade in less than a week. One advanced two grades before… an accident occurred. As you might expect, the process left the survivors unstable. We never figured out a good solution, so we focused on improving our summoning techniques instead.”

“And you’re saying you felt something similar at the crime scene,” Zac said. “That’d mean the spirits aren’t just being killed. They’re being devoured. I guess the Garden Disciples were just in the way.”

“We might be dealing with another warlock who’s turned the Joyful Gardens into a feeding ground,” Ogras said.

“If so, why target contracted spirits? Wouldn’t hunting in the forest be safer and more effective than infiltrating the manors of Inner Disciples? There should be a bunch of spirits wandering around alone.”

“Their approach is different from the [Gluttonous God] project. They’re only consuming a few spirits at a time with rest between, likely to safely digest their prey. When limiting their consumption, it’s probably more effective to target spirits who have been nurtured by a contractor.”

“The bond could be necessary for their hunting method,” Ogras suggested. “If you ask me, we’re dealing with an insider. Either a Garden Disciple or Nameless Blade.”

Upon seeing Zac’s look, Ogras transmitted a telepathic message, ‘I saw no way around explaining that part when they came to drag me away to the crime scene. I didn’t mention the connection to the Hollow Courts, though.’

Zac nodded. “Why can’t it be a guest?”

“They’re too slippery, moving unfettered inside a sect full of restrictions. They also know which disciples to target and when they’re alone,” Ogras reasoned. “Most of all, the timing is suspect. I heard a few whispers, and Ventus’s calculations confirmed their accuracy. The Grand Matron is out on important business. This should only have been known by a handful when the murders began. Officially, she’s still in seclusion.”

“The culprit could be fearing the Grand Matron’s contracted spirit more than the matron herself. There are still more than a dozen Monarchs in the sect. I don’t see how another would make a huge difference,” Ventus said after making a few calculations to confirm they weren’t being eavesdropped on.

“Is there something unusual about it?” Zac asked.

“We’ve heard it’s immensely powerful, like a ruler of the spirits brought to this plane. It should have an ability that would expose an impostor or traitor. I’ve calculated that the contracted Garden Spirits are all bonded to something beyond their companions,” the Numerologist explained.

“It has actual strength?” Zac asked with surprise. “The ones I’ve seen have looked mostly harmless.”

“It’s not her original spirit. It’s a guardian spirit that comes with the job. It should have been around since the sect’s founding, passing from matron to matron,” Ogras said. “I don’t think it matters. The matron and her spirit clearly didn’t make it back in time in the original timeline. We’re on our own, and we still only have conjectures to go on.”

“Not exactly. I might have found something,” Zac said, explaining the brief flash of danger he felt by Mei’Er’s side and the different feeling he got from its Dao of Life.

“Something like that happened? Speaking of, the one who just died wasn’t far from your location. Your sharp senses might have saved your companion’s life,” Ogras said.

“You’re also the only one who’s noticed the culprit,” Ventus added. “The Joyful Gardens will certainly follow up on this lead.”

The elf was proven right only moments after finishing his sentence. Multiple powerful perceptions locked onto their position before Mei’Er appeared, accompanied by what looked like a Daoist couple. The man’s soft features eclipsed the annoyingly handsome Ventus, even giving Yrial a run for his money. His companion was a blue-robed beauty who could have been Mei’Er’s aunt.

The two were Monarchs and undoubtedly elders of the Joyful Gardens. If Zac had to guess, the man was a member of the pavilion, while his companion was a Musical cultivator like Mei’Er.

“Lord Atwood, let me introduce you to my master and her Dao Companion, Elder Liu’An and Elder Sasoi,” Mei’Er said.

“Seniors,” Zac and his companions said with a bow.

“We apologize for disturbing your rest,” Sasoi said, turning to Zac after giving Ogras an appraising look. “You are already aware of the troubles we’ve been facing. Mei’Er told us you noticed something amiss during your visit?”

“It was only for a moment. It felt like a predator eyeing me from the shadows,” Zac said.

Zac saw no reason to hide that fact. It would provide the access he needed to solve the memory domain’s thread of fate. He wasn’t worried about coming into the murderer’s crosshairs, either. The culprit shouldn’t be beyond an Early Monarch, considering the strength of his targets and how carefully he acted. Zac wouldn’t go down without a fight, and the battle would attract the elders.

“Do you have any leads?” Liu’An asked with red-rimmed eyes.

“I’m afraid not,” Zac bitterly said.

“There’s nothing?” the elder pressed.

“It… felt similar to the spirits, yet hiding something sinister beneath,” Zac said. “The culprit might be masquerading as a Garden Spirit.”

“There are over fifty thousand Garden Spirits living inside the gardens, not counting the contracted companions,” Sasoi sighed.

“That’s not too many,” Ogras said. “Wouldn’t it be easy to put them in the same room and scan them one by one?”

“Unfortunately, it’s not possible. The Garden Spirits are pure existences made from Unbounded Life. Even temporary captivity will cause great harm. Thousands would die, and there’s no guarantee we’d find what we’re looking for,” Liu’An explained. “Master Atwood, will you be able to sense this… thing… if you encounter it again?”

“It escaped when I noticed its presence. Seeing how careful the enemy is, they’ll probably stay away from me,” Zac said, adding some hope upon seeing their disappointment: “I might have another way. Miss Mei’Er’s performance elevated my mental state, allowing me to sense its unusual Dao of Life from a distance. I might be able to do so again if I reenter that state.”

“Listening to another performance will not be enough. I can tell that your foundations are tremendously solid. Even I would struggle to induce repeated enlightenment,” Liu’An said with a troubled expression.

“I can attest to Lord Atwood’s character,” Mei’Er said. “He wouldn’t lie to take advantage of us.”

“I’ll convince the others. We’ll try your idea tomorrow after you’ve stabilized. For now, please accompany us to the latest murder,” Liu’An said, adding after a short pause, “She was my disciple.”

“Miss Mei’Er helped me a lot. I’ll do what I can to return the favor,” Zac promised.

Five days later, Zac held a performance of his own in the depths of the Forest of Unbounded Spirits. The audience was the two elders from before and hundreds of Garden Spirits. They basked in the radiance of Zac’s Life as he moved from one sutra to another, each step causing a stir in the forest’s ambient energy.

Zac’s body was a bottomless hole, and his cells happily accepted more Divine Energy than he thought possible. The overload of Life left his body in an extremely agitated state. All that excess energy had nowhere to go, causing countless microscopic tremors. The vibrations were agonizing, and they made controlling his limbs through the precise movements almost impossible.

Stopping midway was not an option. It would waste the opportunity, and seeing the difference in his cells after every session was addictive. Zac’s palms eventually met in a closing sutra, and he remained unmoving in the glade. Surrounding him were countless shackles that were clearer than yesterday. The fine golden weave faded after some time.

Zac turned to the elders, lightly shaking his head.

“Still nothing?” Sasoi lamented. “I’m afraid we’ve reached our limits.”

Zac had performed one search a day since agreeing to help the investigation, hoping to find the sinister shackle that differed from the rest. Each time, he’d inspected dozens of spots with the help of the two elders who moved him around while he practiced his Body Tempering Method.

Practicing the fifth layer of the [Void Vajra Sublimation] prolonged the time he could observe the Shackles of Earth, but only if he was in an enlightened state. The method couldn’t draw out the shackles on its own. Worse, Zac was building up a resistance to the Joyful Garden’s supportive techniques.

Reaching enlightenment so many times in a row was only possible because of the Joyful Garden’s significant investment. The personal performances were held by increasingly powerful cultivators. They’d also provided priceless Life-attuned treasures to ensure the sessions would have the intended effect, enough to directly raise an Inner Disciple to the level of a Core Disciple.

Today’s session was held by a Middle Monarch whose Dao of Music was well beyond Zac’s scope of understanding. He was a Reserve Elder of the sect, having the highest authority during the Grand Matron’s absence. Before playing his flute, he spent an hour patiently answering any question Zac had about cultivation to pave the way for another enlightenment.

The tutoring session proved incredibly valuable. Cultivating by himself left Zac unburdened by convention and the limitations of any teacher. In return, it created some blind spots in Zac’s understanding. He’d noticed that while learning the basics of Techniques from Pavina inside the Orom World, and today’s discussion was a reminder.

Litheweave, as the elderly flutist was called, confirmed Zac’s notion about instilling his drive and motivations into his Earthly Daos. It was a conventional approach that didn’t require the involvement of the Peak of Impetus, and a concept the Joyful Gardens heavily relied on. It was even the origin of the term Dao Heart, though its meaning had broadened over the years.

Imparting purpose into Dao wasn’t strictly necessary. In broad strokes, it boiled down to the difference in perspective between the Boundless and Heavenly Paths. Those who followed the Boundless Path, whose ultimate goal was breaking through the Terminus, were more likely to have Daos influenced by their motivations and indomitable will.

The Joyful Gardens took this concept to its limit, to the point excessive sentiment occasionally caused deviations and self-made bottlenecks. On the other end of the spectrum, you had Buddhists who gave up on the self to become one with the Cosmos. There were also the fanatics who severed their emotions and desires to face the Dao without distraction.

Neither side was better than the other. Both had merits and downsides. Zac leaned toward the Boundless Path, something that didn’t need to be settled right away. It wouldn’t be too late to infuse his Earthly Daos with sentiment in a few centuries. By then, he should have settled and stabilized his mind.

The treatment was generous enough to make the elites of the Freydrift Province green with envy. The generosity was a desperate attempt to stop the murders, which had already risen to twelve. Their target was growing more audacious by the day, exponentially increasing its number of hunts. The tension was so palpable you could touch it. Ventus had warned that they were approaching a tipping point. History would soon repeat itself.

Zac hadn’t made any promises, though having nothing to show for his efforts was both frustrating and embarrassing. He’d benefited tremendously from the situation, perhaps more than the culprit. The fifth layer of the [Void Vajra Sublimation] reached a serviceable completion on the third day, only requiring some fine-tuning to be perfected.

Absorbing such extraordinary treasures also saved Zac years of cultivation. He was now more than halfway through the fifth layer. The excess even pushed his cultivation forward, awarding him three more levels.

A top-tier C-grade faction like the Joyful Gardens could easily bear such expenses. The real problem was how the situation was causing friction. Their assistance came with expectations. Ogras’s contact warned that some elders and Core Disciples were expressing growing concern about Zac and his claims. Mei’Er’s steadfast support couldn’t stop Zac from eventually going from investigator to suspect.

Seeing Sasoi’s cold expression, Zac looked toward the forest depths in thought. Swallowing his fear and reluctance, Zac turned back to the elder.

“There’s one thing left I can try,” Zac said. “It won’t burden your sect’s resources any further, but it means you’ll have to trust me one final time.”
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“Don’t forget,” Sasoi said.

“I know. Half a day,” Zac promised, glancing at Ogras and Ventus before leaving through a private exit in the sect’s wall.

Liu’An stood by their side, not to mention the powerful perceptions that oversaw Zac’s exodus. As expected, there was no way to cut and run. Zac would really have to go through with his plan if he wanted to bring his companions away from the Joyful Gardens. He let one of his misgivings show as he forged into the golden haze surrounding the sect’s outer wall. Soon enough, Zac reached the domain’s edge. The necessary ingredient waited just outside.

Different from the treasures he’d consumed over the past week, it seemed impossible to build up a resistance to Ultom’s insight. The only thing limiting the pure comprehension was Zac’s foundations. The distilled enlightenment was unable to impart new knowledge. It could only digest what Zac already knew and connect the dots in ways that perfectly aligned with the Cosmos.

Zac had accumulated both personal insights and general knowledge since he last relied on the Lost Plane’s energies. He believed that was enough to trigger another epiphany without the Joyful Garden’s assistance, allowing him to finalize [Void Vajra Sublimation]’s fifth layer. Attaining perfection should give him a final opportunity to investigate the Shackles of Earth and hopefully break the stalemate.

It would have been easier to have his other half visit a dead zone and provide a steady stream of refined insights. Unfortunately, the corrupted zones were nowhere in sight when Zac needed them the most. Esmeralda and his Draugr side were much closer to their destination, and the ambient Imperial Faith was significantly stronger.

Zac briefly stopped outside the memory domain to go through the transmission of shared memories. [Love’s Bond] still hadn’t finished its transformation, but it was smoothly progressing in the right direction. The breastplate was already looking more refined, and hints of esoteric patterns started to appear on it.

Secondly, they’d encountered a wild memory lantern with a hint of the Mercurial Court’s aura. Unfortunately, the connection was tenuous, even weaker than the Elemental’s seal. The discovery still brought a marked improvement to Esmeralda’s mood. There was an additional spring in her steps as they rushed toward the pillar.

He’d been given half a day, so Zac wasn’t in a hurry to gather the corruption and return. He walked through the vibrant forest surrounding the memory domain, looking for clues now that he understood the situation inside. Just as he recalled, the Dao of Life wasn’t exactly like the one filling the Joyful Gardens. The ancient sect’s mark remained only as a shallow addition, like a cheap paint pasted over the region’s true spirituality.

The picture was growing clearer, though knowing didn’t solve Zac’s immediate predicament. He passed through the forest until reaching the battlefront where Life and corruption clashed. It didn’t take long to fill [Purity of the Void] with as much corruption as it could hold. Zac still waited a few more hours before returning, giving his Hidden Node time to purify most of the taint.

“Where did you go? Our attendants reported that you never appeared. We couldn’t find you anywhere,” Sasoi asked with suspicion when Zac calmly stepped back through the gates.

“I never left the golden curtain. I needed the privacy to perform a secret procedure related to my cultivation,” Zac said, indicating he was unwilling to explain any further.

“Fine…” Sasoi said. “The elders just hope there will be no more surprises. The situation is tense enough as is.”

“Everything is ready. I can start whenever,” Zac said. “I do have to say this again. It’s a chance, not a guarantee.”

“We’ll take whatever we can get,” Liu’Er said as she walked over. “Come, we’ve arranged everything on our end.”

Zac sent a short message to Ogras before he was whisked away to the Forest of Unbounded Spirits. The energy grew denser the deeper they delved, as did the number of ethereal critters. From past days’ experiences, a train of innocent spirits would have formed behind him if Zac let his Dao spread out. The effect would be even more exaggerated if the elders did the same. The Garden Spirits were curious about everything, especially regarding all things Life.

It didn’t take long to reach the forest depths, a region not accessible even to Inner Disciples. And yet, they found a dozen cultivators waiting ahead. Zac only recognized Litheweave among them. The rest were a mix of elders and Core Disciples. Judging by their tight expressions, most of belonged to the faction that wasn’t too enthralled by Zac’s contributions.

Standing by Litheweave’s side was a ravishing woman clad in a red palatial robe. She barely showed any skin, and her expression wasn’t the least inviting. Just looking at her made Zac’s blood churn, and he had to enter his Void State to avoid embarrassing himself. Seeing her position, she was likely a Middle Monarch and the pavilion’s Grand Elder.

“So, this is the boy? Well, his talent is acceptable,” she said, her crystalline voice causing tremors in Zac’s mental state.

“Greetings, senior,” Zac said with a bow.

“Tell us, what is this plan of yours? Why does it require access to the nexus?”

“My plan is the same as before. I will practice my Body Tempering Manual and rely on Life’s resonance to look for the culprit. Doing so next to the nexus has the greatest chance of success.”

“The same thing again?” another elder asked with a scowl. “What’s the point? The nexus needs to remain pure like the spirits.”

The alluring woman nodded in agreement. “We cause harm every time we expose the nexus to the outside, and it’s already been sullied too many times over the past days. What’s different, and what were you up to on the outside?”

“I cannot say exactly what I did. Suffice to say, I’ve prepared to unlock my Cultivation Manual’s true potential, which should drastically increase my sensitivity to Life,” Zac said.

“If you had something that, why did you wait until now?” the red-robed woman asked with steel in her voice. Zac’s danger sense was going off, telling him that her fury wasn’t feigned. And somehow, it made her seem all the more tempting. “I suppose young master saw no reason when the Joyful Garden kept its coffers open. What’s the deaths of a few strangers to you?”

“Your care over these past days is precisely why I’m doing this. I only have one chance to cross that threshold. Even that is mostly thanks to the insights Senior Litheweave imparted,” Zac said, glancing at the forest behind the group of elders. “Frankly, I’d rather not expose myself to that thing again, and what I’m about to do doesn’t come without a cost. I’m willing to give it a try in hopes of balancing the scales and reciprocating your grace.”

Few elders were convinced by Zac’s spiel. Thankfully, Litheweave ended the interrogation with a wave of his hand.

“Enough. This matter has already been discussed. With all of us here, nothing will happen to the nexus. As for everything else, it can wait until the dust has settled,” Litheweave said. “Go ahead. I will accompany you once more.”

“Thank you,” Zac said, bowing at the other elders, then heading deeper. Only Litheweave followed him, with the others spreading out in different directions.

‘Please don’t blame Lady Maseya for her cold reception,’ Litheweave said in a telepathic message as they continued. ‘Little Alteya was her descendant, only four generations removed. She can’t help but obsess whether things would have ended differently if you had accepted Alteya’s invitation.’

‘I see,’ Zac sighed. ‘I keep wondering myself if there was something else I could have done.’

‘Such is Life’s rise and fall. Your assistance is only necessary because the Joyful Gardens have grown complacent. We’ve forgotten the pain of loss during our generations of peace. Our sorrow shall remind us that joy is a gift that needs to be protected and cherished,’ Litheweave said, looking at Zac with a slight smile. ‘Don’t feel pressured or indebted. Master Atwood isn’t the only one who’s benefited over the past few days. Your primal Life has been a refreshing breeze through our gardens.’

The mist of Life-attuned energy was almost liquid at that point. And yet, streaks of a golden glow started piercing through the haze. It looked like a setting sun was hiding ahead, one that surprisingly didn’t add a speck of additional spirituality. That meant they’d arrived. Litheweave stopped and pushed away the mist with his aura.

“I will assist from here. Remember, contain your Life as much as possible. Remember your path and your purpose, or the Unbounded Pastures will pull you in.”

Zac disrobed down to a pair of shorts and expertly applied the medicinal paste. The complex patterns were still necessary to properly draw Life-attuned energy into his body, though the paste’s medicinal effect had become negligible. The requirements for practicing the [Void Vajra Sublimation]’s fifth layer were extremely demanding, both in practice location and resources used.

The Joyful Gardens had supplied what he needed so far, but Zac knew his progress would drastically slow down after he left. His voracious bloodline and the synergistic benefits of [Void Emperor Apotheosis] couldn’t produce the necessary energy out of thin air. Zac was painfully aware why so few accomplished much in terms of body tempering on the frontier.

You could force your way through the early stages through grit and self-torture. The practice would eventually become a money-burning pit that easily eclipsed the cost of normal cultivation. Furthermore, having a big enough wallet wasn’t enough. You needed a source for the necessary Natural Treasures and holy grounds. Not even the sector’s peak factions would be willing to throw such massive resources on a single cultivator’s side path.

Zac discarded all distracting thoughts. He’d get his hands on the necessary materials one way or another. He always did. Zac discussed his plan, the official one, with Litheweave a few minutes before heading toward the light.

The final perimeter of trees was an invisible threshold. An almost physical pressure kept the mist away, exposing a large, cleared field. A large radiant sphere floated in its center. It looked like a twenty-meter ball of molten gold that shifted and rippled from unseen stimulus. It was the Joyful Garden’s nexus, or rather, the realmgate leading to the Sixth Garden—the Unbounded Pastures.

Taking another step fully exposed Zac to the sphere’s majestic aura. It was boisterous and unfettered, whimsically changing its nature without rhyme or reason. Just as Zac entered, the sphere shed a golden drop. It fell to the ground, triggering a ripple of blinding Life before the drop was absorbed by the earth.

With the ground being nourished by such rich energy, one would have expected the field to be a veritable paradise. And yet, the ground was barren, its soil inferior to what you’d find outside. It was possible that new life struggled to take hold within the realmgate’s sphere of influence, much like a plant withering when subjected to excessive levels of sunlight.

Zac was infinitely more resilient than a sapling, and even he struggled with the light. The gate’s influence was inescapable. Part of Zac wanted to shed the weight of his responsibilities. The only way to truly appreciate Life was to live in the moment, unburdened by the past and unshackled by the future.

A wooden flute’s calming aria cut through the noise, reminding Zac that unrestrained indulgence would lead to debauchery. A shaky breath brought Zac back into his Void State, this time holding onto it with Litheweave’s assistance. It was enough to keep his head above water, albeit barely. At least it was better than the last time.

Investigating the realmgate was one of the first things Zac tried. Rather than looking for shackles at random locations, Zac figured he’d start at their source. He hoped the corrupted chain would extend from the gate, leading straight to its owner. The visit would also let him get a look at the Lower Plane, shedding light on some of his personal questions.

Zac ended up empty-handed from the first attempt, and with a mind so addled he had to listen to Mei’Er’s zither for eighteen straight hours to regain his wits. He wasn’t even able to perform a proper sweep before he was forced to back down. Since then, Zac had been reluctant to return. He’d seen his fair share of spatial gates, and the golden sphere clearly wasn’t normal.

The realmgate was actively and intentionally influencing its surroundings, and the Garden Spirits were its little worker bees. The Hollow Court was actively realigning—possibly fusing—the region’s Life-attuned Nexus Vein with the Unbounded Pastures. While the Joyful Gardens’ role remained unclear, Zac had enough information to roughly guess the plan.

The Nexus Vein stretched countless miles into the soil. If realigned, it would act like an anchor, keeping the Garden securely fastened to the Left Imperial Expanse. The plan failed, and it was somehow connected to the murders. Zac prayed he’d figure out why, and not just because it’d award a chunk of Imperial Destiny. The alternative would force Zac to do something he’d rather avoid.

Zac conjured [Warbringer Dharma]’s hatchet to stabilize his Heart before stepping into the first stance of the [Void Vajra Sublimation]’s fifth layer. The movement ensconced him in the Void, readying himself for the next step. A gentle stream of refined light poured into Zac’s Soul Aperture the moment he completed the first stance.

Zac’s mind expanded until he was able to take in the Body Tempering Method in its entirety. A few dozen spots across the complex tapestry stuck out like a sore thumb when illuminated, representing the few remaining imperfections. One by one, they were buffed and smoothed with the help of Ultom’s enlightenment. Throughout, Zac never stopped moving.

An outsider wouldn’t spot any differences compared to the last days, yet the streams of Divine Energy and Dao dragged into his body eclipsed Zac’s previous records. Even the golden sphere seemed to beat in tune with his steps. A subtle alteration could have a huge impact, and an inch could be the difference between heaven and earth.

The fifth layer was reborn as it moved toward perfection, and Zac’s understanding of the Shackles of Earth grew deeper. The final imperfection was remedied halfway through his cycle, and Zac’s mind buzzed. He opened his eyes and was greeted by countless shackles. They looked so real that Zac wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d been dragged into the open. The flute’s stable melody proved the scene was limited to his eyes only.

The shackle directly connecting Zac and the realmgate was far thicker than the intermediary bonds he shared with the Garden Spirits. It was also filled with something Zac couldn’t explain. For lack of a better word, it felt like proximity. Despite his current location only being a few miles from his previous performance, Zac felt infinitely closer to the Authority’s source.

The shackle ignoring him provided little comfort. Zac felt as though he stood directly outside someone’s window. The owner only needed to look his way to spot him.

Careful not to disrupt his practice, Zac focused on another thread. It led out of the field, and Zac could vaguely sense a spirit on the other end. Its appearance and exact position outside remained unknown. Sensing that much was already better than before, and the huge number of shackles meant his range had greatly increased. And still, the culprit eluded his senses.

Zac inwardly cursed as he transitioned into [Void Vajra Sublimation]’s finishing set of stances. How could the murderer be this good at hiding his trail? Zac still had time to relocate and investigate a few more spots. His gut told him there was no point. Leaving also meant giving up on his fallback plan. Zac’s mind churned as he grasped for better solutions, even burning the last of his stockpiled insights. It only confirmed what Zac already knew.

They’d looked everywhere for another way out. The Sect-protecting array was even sturdier than they feared, to the point it had to have come from the Hollow Courts. Relying on the Nameless Blades to sneak out was also a dead end. That left two options. Give up and pray they’d survive the reckoning when history repeated itself, which seemed increasingly unlikely according to Ventus’s calculations.

The other was to forcibly close the memory domain early. Defeat turned into acceptance, and Zac’s gaze returned to the thick shackle pointing directly toward the realmgate. His steps shifted, and he veered toward the golden sphere where his helper waited.

What Zac initially considered a worst-case scenario turned into his fallback plan as the days went by. Pervata Wendimar had proven that the best way to swiftly drain a domain of its Imperial Faith was to attract a powerhouse not slated to appear.

There was also a chance of being pulled into the ocean if the fish you caught was too big. Calling on the Unbounded Pasture’s Realmlord could very well backfire. The Threaded Hell’s ruler proved capable of holding back the Fifth Pillar while keeping his memory stable. Zac had no idea what to expect from a Supremacy with such an unstable path of Life, and he wasn’t eager to find out. Zac didn’t even know if he’d get the chance. The maddening whispers were becoming deafening as he drew closer to the realmgate. Stepping inside would be exponentially worse.

A slight sharpness introduced to the flute’s calming melody meant Zac had run out of time. The elders outside noticed his approach and warned him against going any further. Zac said a silent prayer for his companions as he shot forward. The Joyful Gardens would not be happy about what came next.

“Stop, you lunatic!”

Multiple figures shot into the clearing, urgently trying to bar his path. Thankfully, Zac was close enough to the impressionable nexus that the Grand Elders were unable or unwilling to deploy their full might. Songs and illusions crashed into Zac’s mind as golden barriers rose before him. It was precisely at that moment Zac released his hidden card.

The Void swept through his mind and expanded from his body, creating a ten-meter buffer that silenced Life’s joys and generous offers. [Void Mountain] had already descended to infuse his own body, and [Spiritual Void] provided the Void of Death necessary to complete his Evolutionary Stance. Zac moved like a phantom, narrowly avoiding both hidden and open attempts to capture him.

The group of Peak Hegemons and Monarchs could never have imagined that a Late Hegemon would be able to overcome their combined efforts, and their shock turned into confused horror as Zac passed through their hastily erected barriers. There was no time for anything else. Zac was already next to the trembling sphere, and he jumped inside without looking back.

[Void Zone] wasn’t enough to isolate Zac from the unchecked Life raging all around him. It overwhelmed his senses and drowned out his thoughts. Zac’s stockpile of Void Energy was swiftly depleting to protect his sanity. Facing such suppression while still on the threshold was beyond Zac’s expectation. He hadn’t even entered the Unbounded Pastures yet.

Would he even last long enough to enact his plan when the Sixth Garden was this overbearing? He had to. Wolves were circling outside, so he pushed deeper in search of the actual realmgate. Finding the Shackle of Earth was like being thrown a lifebuoy. It was inert, and the Imperial Faith remained strong, so Zac followed it deeper into the madness.

The shackle led him to a large crystal whose surfaces reflected unfamiliar sceneries. Its appearance was surprisingly similar to the fractured dimension he and Ogras had previously fallen into. Zac had found the right place. The shackle trembled, and the memory domain was already losing Imperial Faith. Now, he just needed to accelerate the process.

A rank odor stopped Zac in his tracks just as he was about squeeze into the crystal and loudly announce his visit. He followed it to an almost invisible seam in the crystal. Zac face lit up and [Void Mountain]’s destructive seal holding the power to annihilate Dao appeared on his palm.

No wonder this bastard had been so difficult to pin down.
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Maseya, the Pavilion Grand Elder, mentioned having repeatedly searched the realmgate for clues. It should have been impossible for the culprit’s putrid aura to elude the scan of a Middle Monarch. It stood out like a sore thumb when placed against the crystal’s homogenous Dao of Life. The explanation lay in the unusual seam that was no thicker than a strand of hair.

The crystal emitted no spatial fluctuations. It was a realmgate purely reliant on the Dao of Life, connecting the Joyful Gardens’ Life-attuned Nexus Vein with the Unbounded Pastures. However, the Peak of Chaos was incomplete, and its imperfections became weaknesses in the link between dimensions.

The seam was such a gap, and it was glaringly obvious for a Life cultivator from the modern era. Zac noticed the same thing during his brief encounter with the Threaded Lord. Zac guessed the garden’s elders couldn’t see the seam, just as Zac couldn’t grasp the pieces of Life that remained missing in the present.

With a new option presented, Zac decisively returned to his original plan. He’d already seen enough of the Unbounded Pastures to know it was no paradise. It held dangers equal to the inescapable lines of the Threaded Hell. The unfettered freedom Zac felt from the crystal was even worse than the golden sphere’s, and there was no other Daos to temper its influence. It was for good reason the Threaded Lord warned him of returning to the Lower Planes too soon.

Zac emptied his Void of Life stockpile, and the blinding radiance surrounding him faded. Together with [Void Zone], he’d created a true buffer. The respite only lasted a moment against the ceaseless Life pouring out of the crystal—just long enough to clear his head and punch the seam with [Void Mountain]’s Dao-annihilating seal.

The blemish tore open without a sound, exposing a pitch-black vista starkly different from the crystal’s otherworldly views. Zac snuck inside before the opening could close, his mind screaming with peril as the world beyond the crystal twisted. The trembling Shackle of Earth faded as the seam closed behind him. Zac’s danger sense calmed to a low roar, and his gut told him he’d just avoided a calamity.

Darkness and tremendous pressure waited on the other side. The pressure felt just like some of Zac’s riskier teleportations over the years, this time the result of two dimensions pressing against each other. Even Zac would have trouble enduring too long. Thankfully, he wouldn’t have to. The hidden pocket was no larger than a few hundred meters across, and his target was the only other thing inside.

A distorted, twisting figure made from golden light floated in the middle of the space. It flickered like the image on a TV with a bad signal, and it took Zac a moment to understand what he was looking at. It was actually a Garden Spirit; at least, he thought so. Its shape was eerily similar to a human’s, while its spirituality was too identical to a Garden Spirit’s to be something else. It was even connected to the relevant shackle, though with a dark undercurrent.

Its shape wasn’t the only thing off. The spirit was the largest one he’d ever seen. The largest he’d encountered until now was the size of a cat, while this miscreation stood almost three meters tall. It wasn’t hard to see how it had ballooned out of proportion. Its insides were a mess of chaotic, heterogenous energy from over a dozen devoured spirits.

The captured energies held trace spirituality that constantly struggled to break out, like living prey trying to burrow their way out of a predator’s stomach. Some would most likely have succeeded if not for the intense dimensional pressure. Zac guessed the creature didn’t just pick this spot to hide. It was necessary to digest its prey.

The spirit was slow to react to Zac’s arrival. Zac didn’t launch an ambush, using the breather to recover from his approach and analyze the situation. He’d expected to find a warlock, not a mutated Garden Spirit. Nevertheless, it was clearly nothing like its innocent cousins. It reeked of malice, and had already killed more than a dozen Late and Peak Hegemons in the blink of an eye. Zac also didn’t know if it was acting alone or if there was a hidden controller.

A second wasn’t enough to discover much. The spirit turned around, and a chaotic wave of mental anguish made Zac see double. He shook his head to clear his thoughts, stunned to realize the spirit possessed Mental Energy—something that should be impossible. Garden Spirits were energy incarnations made from Pure Life. They lacked a true soul, a fundamental requirement to generate Mental Energy.

The spirit’s face looked vaguely marsupial, if the critter had been grafted with a few other races before being left to bloat in a stagnant pond. It was clearly losing its sense of self, taking on features of its prey. Dark threads spread through its body like a second set of pathways. Their evil aura was distinct from the Garden Spirit’s. They made Zac think of the Kan’Tanu who’d succumbed to their Heart Curses. Were the threads the real enemy?

Zac’s suspicion turned into disgust when the spirit’s chest wriggled to manifest a human face. The woman’s skin wriggled like worms were buried inside, and her twisted features were locked in a soundless scream. There was no spark of sapience in her eyes, only hunger and chaos. The inhuman display was so macabre that it took Zac a moment to realize he actually recognized her.

Remove the distortions and madness, and she’d look a lot like the second victim. Her name was Ching’Ru, a descendant of a former elder and the first Inner Disciple to die. The victim before her was an Outer Disciple and generally considered a trial run.

“Ching’Ru? I’m working with the Joyful Gardens. Let me bring you back to the elders. They can free you from your curse,” Zac shouted while rotating his Soul Cores.

Not expecting an actual response, Zac was gauging the creature’s response to specific names. The monster had swallowed both souls and spirits and agitating the trapped resentment would weaken it from within. The creature’s answer came in the form of violence. Another wave of madness battered Zac’s mind as the spirit turned into a streak of twisted Life.

Whatever caution usually kept it safe was absent, replaced by an all-consuming hunger that made Zac’s hair stand on end. It clearly wanted to add another soul to the heretical brew stewing in its stomach. A probing fractal blade tore right through it without causing damage. If anything, it had the opposite effect.

The fractal blade dimmed as it passed through the spirit’s body, and Zac grunted from a light backlash when the skill’s Dao of Life and Life-attuned Energy were robbed. Zac frowned as his instincts warned of greater danger. Not taking any chances, he used his prepared items the moment the spirit came within range.

Four sapphire eyes created an azure net that enclosed its prey. Zac threw out a lutestring next, another spirit-sealing treasure borrowed from the Joyful Gardens. The string emitted a tune holding none of the sect’s signature joy, only reproach and subjugation. It wound itself around the trapped spirit’s throat, acting like a collar.

The combination was supposedly enough to trap a Half-step C-grade spirit, and they held no Dao of Life to be absorbed. The fallen spirit’s oversized aura remained within the bounds of Hegemony, so it should have been enough. Still, Zac’s unease grew stronger, prompting him to throw out two more talismans.

The talismans erupted in flashes of light imbued with his Earthly Dao of Defiant War. They were something like spiritual concussion grenades. The talismans were strong enough to directly shatter the souls of most Peak E-grade cultivators, and Hegemons without sufficient defenses would have their minds rattled. The talismans were only Early D-grade, but an unstable spirit should be highly susceptible.

Zac had more follow-ups prepared, most notably ensconcing the spirit in [Void Zone]. The spirit made his plans irrelevant by suddenly disappearing, dodging the shockwaves while effortlessly escaping its bondage. Zac felt a small drain on his Void Energy before his head erupted with agony. The spirit had somehow bypassed his Soul Defenses and [Void Zone] to sneak into his Soul Aperture. Worse, it managed to appear in the depths of his Life-attuned core.

Soul-wrenching pain wracked Zac as the parasite began siphoning his Evolutionary Core. Like a mosquito, it injected something while it fed. Zac was flooded with a storm of images and impressions. The spirit turned its insanity into a weapon. At the heart of it was a hunger so intense, so painful, it overwhelmed all else.

It twisted all memories, framing all thoughts to think of ways to satiate the cravings. The soul-wrenching hunger was more cutting than most mental attacks, and Zac wasn’t surprised the combination led to so many deaths. Unfortunately for the attacker, they’d picked the wrong target.

Zac knew hunger more overbearing than this, hunger capable of devouring the Heavens. This shallow, mindless hunger wasn’t enough to breach the bastion of his mind. He was also different than the previous victims in one critical aspect. This devourer of Life had targeted his Evolutionary Core like a starving beast, not realizing there was another Soul Core nearby.

He was already rallying his forces of Death while stuffing the spirit full of replaceable Mental Energy to stop it from consuming his soul. The beast was initially content mindlessly devouring whatever it was presented, but the streaks of darkness within its body flickered before Zac could strike. The sinister energy injected something into the storm of foreign memories.

The memories gained a tangible shape, forming a tight belt around Zac’s Evolutionary Core. Only the outer rim was legible, generally depicting scenes of tranquil cultivation in the Forest of Unbounded Spirits. Most memories came from Ching’Ru, with a few from the vantage of her contracted spirit. The inner memories were too twisted and jagged to read, ruined by whatever led to the birth of this monstrosity.

The spirit had sacrificed the outer memories to block Zac’s assault while it hid behind a memory larger than the other ones combined. The pitch-black sphere felt like a tumor, or worse, a parasitical egg. It emitted a mysterious attraction, and Zac found his mind drawn into its depths. Instead of a memory, Zac found himself looking at an extremely sinister book.

Its pages opened without prompting, and Zac grimaced with disgust. Its pages were made from the skinned faces of both beasts and humanoid races. Dense runes of a foreign script were drawn with pitch-black ink, following the natural contours of the faces. With so many races with differing features and orifices, no pages looked alike. The haphazard notation created a controlled disorder that screamed of evil.

Only the mouths of the skinned faces were aligned, all locked in a silent scream like Ching’Ru’s. The arrangement created a hole in the middle of the book in which black energy swirled. The energy was exactly like the spirit’s dark streaks reeking of rot, only purer and unmarked by the Dao of Life. His mind screaming of danger, Zac forcibly yanked his mind out of the black sphere.

Zac’s instincts proved right once more. He was alarmed to find his Duplicity Core running red-hot, a sign it was desperately resisting an imposed Karmic Link. Knowing he’d encountered something exceedingly dangerous, Zac opted for speed over finesse. The threads of Death gave up their assault on the wall of memories to let through the main artillery—his Inexorable Core.

The two Soul Cores collided, causing a familiar apocalyptic scene. Life and Death intermixed, triggering the next round of their eternal war. The collision dislodged the spirit, and the horrifying sphere faded by half. A second collision expelled the parasite and shattered the sphere entirely.

The broken egg reverted into black threads. An inverted mountain teeming with antiquity descended before they could return to their host. Void and evil clashed, and evil was routed. The Duplicity Core calmed down while it still had energy to spare, confirming the crisis had been averted. The book failed to leave a Karmic mark.

Losing the black threads roused the spirit from its feeding frenzy. Realizing the dangers, it ran for its life. Zac’s pursued with a storm of Death. His soul had been wounded, and he refused to leave empty-handed after letting this thing use his aperture as a playground. Dozens of tendrils infused with Sealing Death wrapped around the malevolent spirit before it could escape, and an outer barrier of Void Energy isolated it from the universe.

The spirit fiercely struggled against its bondage. Each collision rocked Zac’s Soul Aperture, but his containment held. It wasn’t solely thanks to his inherent advantage over a Life-attuned creature. Losing the black threads left the spirit weakened.

Zac also knew he’d failed to eradicate the threat. He’d destroyed some of the threads by ramming [Void Mountain] straight into them, while most had slipped away. They’d escaped just as inexplicably as the spirit had appeared inside his aperture.

The spirit’s motley composition was growing more unstable by the second without the inner framework and dimensional pressure to keep it in check. It shed pieces of its body every time it railed against its cage, and it didn’t seem to care. Zac was soon working as hard to keep it together as to keep it trapped.

There were no signs of the dark streaks in the hidden space. Zac suspected they were long gone. That sinister book was connected to someone or something extremely powerful. It had lent some of its power to the Garden Spirit to usher its transformation. The entity then abandoned its minion after it failed to deal with Zac.

Zac shook his head and returned to the dimensional wall’s weak spot. He’d accomplished what he set out to do. The sooner he could rid himself of his unwelcome passenger, the better. There was a gaggle of angry elders waiting outside who could deal with the mystery surrounding the dark threads.

He escaped the way he entered, relying on [Void Mountain] to open a temporary path. He’d only been gone for a moment, yet Zac no longer felt a looming threat when next to the crystal. Was the entity on the other side so fickle they’d lost interest after a few seconds? Zac wasn’t planning on finding out if sticking around would expose him again.

The journey out of the realmgate was worse than the way in. He had no guiding shackles to follow, and his soul was both drained and damaged. Thankfully, Zac received timely assistance from the memory domain. Capturing the Garden Spirit significantly changed the timeline, causing another drain to the memory domain’s Imperial Faith.

The memory lost some of its vigor, weakening Life’s unrestrained influence. It was just enough for Zac to escape with his sanity intact. He kept the nullification sphere going as he stumbled out of the golden sphere. He would have preferred keeping his Bloodline Talent hidden from the infuriated elites waiting for him, except deactivating it would expose him to the sphere’s mental corruption.

“I caught it! I caught the culprit,” Zac croaked before anyone could speak or resume their attacks.

To prove his words, Zac yanked the struggling spirit out of his Soul Aperture. He kept it contained within [Void Zone], afraid it would slip away if it were allowed to reconnect to the Dao of Life. He couldn’t be sure which abilities belonged to the dark threads and which came from the spirit itself.

“That’s not possible!” Liu’An wheezed upon seeing the struggling monstrosity.

“Is that Ching’Ru? What’s—” one of the Core Disciples said, his face pale with horror.

“We have to distance it from the gate!” Zac urged with anxiety. His adrenaline was wearing off, and he was running low on Void Energy. [Void Zone] was already losing its ability to resist the call of the Unbounded Pastures.

“Come,” Litheweave said, once more breaking the stalemate.

Zac rushed out of the field, surrounded by the elite squad. Two elders stayed behind, likely tasked with cleansing the nexus. They didn’t need to go far before reaching a secluded spot away from the golden glare. Lui’An approached to take the captive spirit, only to jolt away from [Void Zone] like she’d been burned.

“What, how?” she gasped.

“The how doesn’t matter. You need to figure out a way to keep it trapped after I deactivate my domain. I think it can move unhindered through the Dao of Life,” Zac said.

Litheweave gravely nodded. “Give us a moment. We’ll erect a containment.”

Zac warily looked on as the elder took out a frayed rope. It gave Zac an uncomfortable feeling, though different from the sinister book. The rope emitted a strong sense of helplessness. Litheweave carefully tied a series of complex knots while another elder installed poles in a circle around him.

Seeing their actions, the spirit began to struggle more fiercely; it was in an even worse state than Zac. It helplessly watched as Litheweave hung the rope through loops in the knots, creating a flimsy fence. Litheweave and two other Monarchs sat down outside, chanting something that didn’t reach the sealed area.

Standing in the middle of a magic circle would normally make alarms go off in Zac’s head. This time, he didn’t care. Why bother resisting? Nothing mattered. Existence was futile, only a delay of the⁠—

Zac drew a sharp breath, realizing he was leaning against a tree with a small monkey in his lap. The spirit and the weird rope were nowhere in sight. Instead, Mei’Er was sitting next to him, playing a soothing melody based on their joint harmony. Zac opened his mouth to ask what was going on and what happened to the spirit. No words came out.

Mei’Er’s smile said the situation was under control. Zac exhaled and closed his eyes. His mind was in an extremely fragile state, and everything else would have to wait. The song continued to nourish his soul as he drifted to a restorative slumber. Instead of futility, his heart was full of hope.
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Mei’Er’s soothing melody brought much-needed stability to Zac’s overtaxed mind, and he spent half an hour in blissful emptiness before inspecting his state. Thankfully, his soul wasn’t much worse than after most intense battles. His cores were left with some surface cracks, and there was some additional scarring in his Life-attuned core’s depths. He’d also lost some progress on his Evolutionary Soul Core, though not enough to leave lasting problems.

It wasn’t his Soul which faced the greatest ordeal, it was his Dao Heart. He’d gone from almost being overwhelmed by the Unbounded Pastures’ unrestrained exuberance to being pushed into a pit of despair. The two canceled each other out to some degree, but such intense fluctuations were enough to give anyone emotional whiplash. It was this kind of invisible wound Mei’Er was healing with her Dao of Music.

Zac’s thoughts shifted to Litheweave’s odd rope, which triggered a pang of anxiety. Mei’Er’s music intensified, and Zac conjured his Warbringer Idol to assist in regulating his mental state. Nevertheless, no amount of music could hide the truth. He’d been utterly helpless before the rope’s magic. Using [Void Zone] when it was activated made no difference.

It wasn’t the end of the world when dealing with a friendly faction. Next time, he might not be so lucky. Zac needed to up his vigilance. The day had come with repeated reminders that the Void Emperor Bloodline wasn’t a perfect counter to all threats. Before the rope, it failed to stop the spirit from entering his Soul Aperture.

Thinking back, Zac believed the spirit had stolen the Dao of Life from his probing attack to use it as a backdoor. It traveled through the Tapestry of Life, skirting around Zac’s Void in a perfect reversion of how he used his Void-empowered Techniques. While this wasn’t something normal cultivators could pull off, his enemies were only getting more skilled and knowledgeable.

Zac dropped the matter, focusing on recuperation. He’d stabilized enough to move about freely after another hour, at which point he stirred. The inner forest held powerful seals that prevented outside communication. His companions were probably anxious for an update by now.

“Thank you,” Zac said.

“It is the least we could do after our shameful display,” Mei’Er said, moving her zither to kneel deep enough that her forehead touched the ground. “Mei’Er wishes to apologize on behalf of the Joyful Gardens. Lord Atwood risked his life to save our sect, even when we met Lord’s kind intentions with hostility.”

“There’s no need for all this. It was all a misunderstanding, and I could have explained my intentions better,” Zac quickly said. “Besides, catching evildoers is my duty. I was simply lucky to find it first.”

Having said that, Zac knew he wouldn’t have taken such risks without his hand being forced. If possible, he would’ve returned to the golden sphere for a final sweep. But he would never have risked his life by stepping into the realmgate. Mei’Er and the Joyful Gardens being long-gone memories didn’t factor in as much as Zac’s understanding of balance.

Zac didn’t regret Rava having opened his eyes to the importance of balance, it was just undeniably constricting. He’d asked Esmeralda how a thief dealt with the issue, considering they took and gave nothing back. It turned out she didn’t have to. In her mind, all cultivators were thieves robbing the Heavens of providence and longevity. All treasures were illegal contraband, so having them change owners didn’t impact the Law of Balance.

Esmeralda’s explanation made sense in a twisted sort of way. Unfortunately, Zac couldn’t copy her answer. The Four Laws might be strict, but how cultivators followed them was open to interpretation—to a degree. Zac would only see results by basing his actions on his worldview, aligning actions with beliefs. That way, he’d walk in tune with the Cosmos and face less resistance during his journey.

“Lord’s noble heart is a rare treasure. It’s no wonder that little Nut is so attached to you,” Mei’Er praised as she sat back up.

Zac caught a hint of confusion when she glanced at her spirit, and he realized there was more to her compliment. Mei’Er had the same look when Zac awoke after her first performance. Zac furtively inspected the monkey snuggling in his lap, finally noticing something new. There were hints of Imperial Faith mixed into its Pure Life.

It was extremely weak, to the point he would not have noticed if the memory domain’s ambient faith hadn’t been weakened. Another piece was added to the puzzle, and Zac finally understood why the Joyful Gardens was needed for the Hollow Court’s plan. The regional realignment wasn’t one-sided. It was an equal exchange. The Joyful Gardens was spreading the Limitless Empire’s influence through the spirits.

Zac could picture generations of elites entering the gardens, allowing some of their Imperial Faith to rub off on the curious critters during private performances. It would become part of their nature over time, turning them into willing followers of the Empire. Perhaps it was the only way to secure a stable partnership, considering the Unbounded Pastures embodied unrestrained Life and impulsivity.

Mei’Er seemed to notice something. A nearby rustle left any words unspoken. The two looked over and saw Litheweave and Maseya walking over.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better,” Litheweave said. “If possible, we’d like to impose on Master Atwood again. If you’re up to it.”

“That’s, uh,” Zac drawled, hesitant to flatly refuse two Middle Monarchs, and equally reluctant to return to the realmgate.

“We’re not throwing you back into the nexus,” Maseya said, her animosity mostly gone. There was still a solemnity in her eyes. “We have some questions about Ching’Ru.”

“Oh, ok,” Zac said and got to his feet. Mei’Er remained in the glade when the elders led Zac away.

“As Mei’Er said, we’re immensely grateful for Master Atwood’s contribution,” Litheweave said.

“It’s nothing. I’m sure you or the other elders would have exposed it soon enough even without my help.”

“Master Atwood is too modest. We both know we would never have discovered Ching’Ru’s lair on our own. Even the Grand Matron would have been helpless.”

Zac felt his stomach turn at Maseya’s comment. The elders had obviously managed to gather some information about what happened. Did it come by extracting memories from the crumbling spirit, or did it come from him while knocked out? If so, what else did they know?

“Cultivating the Void is exceedingly rare. Doing so successfully, even more. Where else would we have found someone able to exploit a weakness in the Dao?” the Pavilion elder said.

Litheweave followed up after throwing his alluring colleague an exasperated look, “We understand it’s a sensitive issue. We have no intentions of digging into Master Atwood’s fated encounters. Everyone involved in today’s events shall take an Imperial Oath before our ancestral relic.”

The term Imperial Oath was new to Zac. It sounded like a binding agreement enforced by the Imperial Destiny, similar to contracts witnessed by the System. Zac appreciated the gesture, though it wouldn’t change much. At most, it would reduce the risk of complications when visiting future memories.

More importantly, they’d misunderstood how Zac caught the spirit. Rather than relying on his modern Dao of Life, they thought he’d found the hidden seam using the Void. It was a weight off his shoulders, since it meant the information didn’t come from him.

Shortly after, the fenced barrier came into view. The elders had erected traditional barriers as a secondary perimeter. The captured spirit quietly floated in the middle. It still looked like the dead disciple after leaving [Void Zone]. Her twisted expression filled with hunger and malice had slackened into a vacant stare, and she made no attempts to escape.

The unstable fluctuations within her body were quelled by the oppressive domain. Even so, Ching’Ru wasn’t long for the world. Her deterioration had only accelerated. Less than a third of her spiritual body remained, and pieces were falling off without outside prompting.

The rope still emitted an intense hopelessness that made Zac shudder. Echoes of that nihilistic surrender lingered in his mind, and seeing the barrier brought it to the surface.

Litheweave noticed Zac’s pale expression. “I apologize. Using the [Fugue of Lea] was the only way I could ensure Ching’Ru wouldn’t escape.”

“It was the right call.” While inwardly shaken, Zac focused on the important parts. “You called her Ching’Ru. Is it actually her?”

“We’ve extracted enough memories to confirm she’s the central consciousness. From what we’ve been able to tell, Ching’Ru practiced a heretical method that promised spirit contractors swift progress,” Litheweave sighed before narrating the rest of their discoveries.

The elders had gathered more information than the glimpses Zac caught during the battle. It was clear they’d managed to decipher some of the distorted memories afflicted by madness. Ching’Ru was not a victim but the main perpetrator. Stressed over stagnating progress, she’d succumbed to temptation by gradually manipulating her main spirit while the others were off playing.

Ching’Ru was under the impression that the cannibalizing technique would advance both her and the spirit’s cultivation. The Garden Spirits would never willingly hurt each other, except Ching’Ru did something to induce malice and hunger. The Outer Court disciple became their test subject when everything was in place.

The hunt was a success, only Ching’Ru didn’t expect her modified spirit’s nature to change as much as it did. Its malice grew too strong, and her other contracted spirits noticed something was wrong. Seeing no other option, Ching’Ru turned them into a second meal. Remembering the hunger, Zac wasn’t surprised what came next.

The corrupted spirit capitalized on Ching’Ru’s backlash from losing four contracted spirits. It tried to devour her soul, except a Peak Hegemon was no easy prey. Ching’Ru fought back with her life on the line, and neither side came out ahead. When the dust settled, Ching’Ru found her soul fused with the malevolent spirit, floating above her cold dead body. Panicked, she escaped before she was exposed.

Being neither spirit nor ghost had its upsides. Ching’Ru possessed both a Garden Spirit’s innate abilities and a cultivator’s Mental Energy. She also retained a semblance of her old self, so she had moments of clarity. Unfortunately, she was still a prisoner to the boundless hunger. Ching’Ru soon resumed her hunts. Only now, she was also consuming the souls of the disciples, leading to her extremely unstable mental state.

“You’ve already discovered this much. What do you need from me?” Zac asked after Litheweave was done.

“There are troubling gaps in her memories. We haven’t found any information about the actual method or where she got it from. We’ve turned her whole clan upside down searching for the taboo manual,” Maseya said. “It’ll be a disaster if someone else finds it. Next time, we might not have someone like you helping us out.”

“Could the book have burned away any memories of itself?” Zac mused.

“Book? Did you discover something?” Litheweave asked.

Zac narrated his battle with the spirit. Since they already knew about the Void, there wasn’t much he needed to hide. The Grand Elders occasionally interjected to ask clarifications, mainly focusing on the dark threads. The discussion was calm until Zac described the sinister book.

“Mox’s Wailing Grimoire!” Maseya grabbed Zac by his cuff with horror on her face. “Are you sure? There’s no mistake?”

“I saw it clearly in Ching’Ru’s memories.” Zac was startled by her powerful reaction.

Maseya’s expression crumpled, and Zac warily stepped back as the whole forest began shaking from her burgeoning fury. Zac could barely breathe under the monstrous pressure. He was saved by a wave of a graceful hand that created an invisible harmony that smoothed the smothering pressure.

Maseya soon got her energy under control, her fury burning hotter than ever. Her ire was solely placed on Ching’Ru. The Grand Elder looked ready to forcibly stabilize the crumbling spirit just so she could torture it. Zac remained silent until she calmed down, afraid to have the hatred redirected to him.

“I’m sorry, I just—Alteya deserved better. They all did. There are far worse things than death,” Maseya sighed. “I fear the situation is worse than we feared.”

Zac glanced at Litheweave. He didn’t seem to understand the situation, either. The two elders held a silent conversation before turning back to Zac.

“You’ve become a victim of our ineptitude, so you deserve to understand the whole picture. Truth be told, the Joyful Gardens is a distant division of the Hollow Court,” Maseya said. Zac’s surprised expression failed to fool the discerning Monarch. “So you knew? As expected, there’s more to you. Well, it makes things easier.

“The Margrave granted the factions working under his banner an opportunity when he took office. The Joyful Gardens were awarded three slots to visit the headquarters, and I was among the chosen. It’s thanks to that visit I know what we’re dealing with.”

“You’ve been to the Hollow Court?” Zac asked.

“Only its outer regions. It’s… something else. I wonder how my life would have looked if the visit wasn’t limited to ten years.” A distant expression came over Maseya before she shook her head. “I spent much time in their library. They’ve gathered writings from every corner of the Empire, knowledge that can’t be found anywhere else. Among other things, I stumbled onto a book called [Ancients].

“The book was written by a Grand Scholar from the Imperial Capital called Imberius. He spent countless years visiting integrated species with a deep history, then even longer scouring the Empire’s records for clues. Imberius was looking for mentions of powerful existences who’d escaped the cycle of reincarnation to live in perpetuity.

“You can imagine what kind of beings we’re talking about. Heaven-defying monsters. Thankfully, most of them are recluses unwilling to get entangled by Karma. They won’t bother you so long as you don’t bother them. A few are surprisingly benign. Meeting them is a fate-defining encounter,” Maseya’s face crumbled.

“Ancients like the Plaguebringer, Jalach, and Mox are the complete opposite. They’re walking calamities with no redeeming qualities. Empire and Heavens alike are trying to hunt them down.”

Zac failed to hide his shock upon hearing the familiar name. Jalach was the [Epiclesis Bell]’s evil entity. He and Vilari had little to go on until now, relying almost entirely on guesswork to analyze their foe. The book called [Ancients] was his first tangible lead into the creature’s origins and how to deal with it.

Maseya misunderstood Zac’s reaction, taking it as fear from having encountered an item related to Mox. “Mox is an ancient denizen of the Lower Planes, believed to sustain her longevity by stealing it from others. Hundreds of planes have gone dark to sustain her. The Seven Aperture Grimoires are her harbingers.”

Zac gathered his thoughts. He could tell Maseya’s explanation was the core of the memory domain’s thread of Fate and highly relevant to the Hollow Court’s undertaking. Having a lead on Jalach was enough for now.

“A few Garden Spirits shouldn’t be enough for someone like that,” Zac said.

“Her exact methods are unclear. The Grimoires might be part of a ritual where the victims are turned into bridges.” Maseya’s expression told Zac all he needed to know about what kind of fate awaited Ching’Ru and her victims. “Mox uses the Grimoires to sneak past defenses unnoticed and devour countless souls. She’s gone by the time someone notices. The Unbounded Pastures or the Freydrift Province would have suffered catastrophic losses. Perhaps both.”

“Did the book cover their—I mean her—weaknesses?” Zac asked.

“I’m afraid not. Only the Empire’s generals can deal with the Ancients, and they would have to tread carefully. The Ancients have survived this long for a reason. [Ancients] is only meant to teach its readers to recognize the signs so they can report to their superiors,” Maseya said. “In that sense, you’ve already gone above and beyond. You exposed and routed Mox’s Wailing Grimoire before it could gather enough sustenance.

“We’re still in danger, but her plans have been delayed. We’ll report this matter to the Margrave. He’ll know what to do.”

Maseya’s words made the whole memory domain shudder, and it rapidly leaked Imperial Faith. Exposing Mox had a much greater effect on the domain than capturing Ching’Ru. The domain wouldn’t last more than a few minutes before collapsing. Zac barely had time to make the estimate before shimmering Faith seeped from the ground, replacing the lost faith and stabilizing the realm. None of this was noticed by the Grand Elders.

“You have to be careful. You’ve interfered with Mox’s plans. She might seek you out,” Maseya continued.

Litheweave spoke up, “You should head to the Hollow Court. That beast won’t dare have any ideas with the Margrave presiding.”

Maseya looked at Litheweave with a pained expression, nodding in agreement. “You’re right. Anything less would make us ingrates.”

Noticing Zac’s confusion, Litheweave explained, “The courts never admit outsiders, even those possessing great power or unusual abilities. However, the Joyful Gardens still has some accumulated merit. Together with your own contribution, it should be enough to grant a temporary stay and an audience. You can ask the Margrave to resolve any hidden dangers. If you’re lucky, he’ll take an interest in your unusual abilities and provide further guidance.”

Zac’s eyes lit up at the unexpected pie falling from the sky. His Fate with the Hollow Court was already slated to improve after successfully solving the domain. Now, it looked like he was about to double-up on the fate-affirming rewards.

Everything would have been perfect if he hadn’t gotten mixed up with another old monster.
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TRIUMPHANT EXIT


Dark clouds of uncertainty surrounded Zac and the Grand Elders as they individually grappled with the idea of being targeted by an ancient evil like Mox. Having avoided being marked by Mox’s Karma provided some comfort, although Zac understood there were no guarantees with beings like Jalach and Mox. He felt like she could pop out at any moment.

The sooner he could leave the memory domain, the better.

The elders were equally anxious to make arrangements, knowing the murders were part of a larger plot. Zac tried and failed to gather any further information from Maseya before she rushed off. She was unwilling to share anything else about her time in the Hollow Courts or transcribe [Ancients]. She said he could see for himself after going there.

Litheweave invited Zac to stay for another month to meet the Grand Matron when she returned. Zac rejected the offer without hesitation, using Mox’s looming threat as an excuse to get going sooner rather than later. Unfortunately, the elder was unwilling to see Zac go right away. The situation with Ching’Ru was wrapped up, but there could be lingering threats that only he could solve.

The Grand Elder relented after some back and forth, agreeing to send Zac and his companions on their way first thing the next morning. The other guests would have to stay a while longer to give the Nameless Blades time to look for traces of Mox. Zac had Mei’Er lead him out of the forest, where Ogras and Ventus waited.

Zac didn’t comment on their slightly unstable auras. Something must have happened when he leaped into the realmgate. It was safer covering all the sensitive topics outside the domain. “It’s done. We’re leaving tomorrow.”

The three had a short discussion through telepathy, deciding to split up and look for benefits. Zac didn’t mention anything about what happened or Mox, afraid that excessively mentioning her name would put him at greater risk. Ogras gave Zac a suggestive look before leaving with Ventus, leaving Zac alone with Mei’Er.

“Mei’Er would be honored to host Lord Atwood once more,” Mei’Er said.

“Then I’ll be in Miss Mei’Er’s care,” Zac agreed.

The night passed like a hazy dream. Mei’Er played the zither while a Culinary Core Disciple brought in a feast. Zac had never enjoyed such delectable dishes, and he became so engrossed by the experience that he briefly forgot all about his troubles.

Litheweave must have given the chef specific instructions. The dishes were full of ingredients that worked wonders on Zac’s soul. The D-grade dishes exceeded normal Soul-nourishing Pills and held almost no impurities. That wasn’t to say the Dao of Cooking surpassed the Dao of Alchemy. An alchemist could have made dozens of pills with the ingredients that went into Zac’s stomach.

Speaking of the Grand Elder, he appeared to bring Zac away in the middle of the night. Initially worried, Zac relaxed upon seeing they weren’t heading toward the forest. He’d been afraid Litheweave wanted to see the hidden spatial pocket with his own eyes, and Zac was definitely not up for another plunge into that golden sphere.

Litheweave brought Zac to a dignified pavilion to make good on his promises. Both elders and Core Disciples were sworn to secrecy while holding a lacquered token emblazoned with a red pavilion surrounded by a golden haze. Its Imperial Destiny exceeded his Wendimar Token’s, and Zac noticed that it flickered every time someone made their oath.

With that out of the way, Litheweave borrowed Zac’s veteran token. The elder performed a complex series of gestures to transfer a good chunk of the sect relic’s Imperial Destiny. The scene was very familiar to what happened to the identity seal on Zac’s left hand, and a few leading questions confirmed Zac’s hunch. The Imperial Destiny wasn’t transferred along with the promised sect contribution; it was the contribution.

The elder took Zac’s questions in stride, showing no surprise at Zac’s ignorance as he patiently explained. The Limitless Empire had three levels of merit. Basic merit was similar to the arrangement Zac had back in the Atwood Empire and the type of contribution he accumulated when assisting the Limitless Army in repelling the beast tide.

Such merit lacked intrinsic value. Atwood Empire Contribution Points would become worthless if his empire collapsed or went bankrupt. The Limitless Empire’s currency fared no better. The amount of unsettled merit that vanished when the Empire fell was probably enough to raise multiple Supremacies. The only merit points that somewhat guaranteed value were those doled out by the System.

While basic merit was useful even for the Empire’s high-grade subjects, it wasn’t something that could provide access to the Hollow Court or its ruler. Zac was being bestowed the Limitless Empire’s second level of contribution—Imperial Merit, essentially stored Imperial Destiny. This wasn’t something commonly known or used, even among decorated veterans like Tam Brooks.

The Limitless Empire clearly had unique ways to accelerate the growth of their Imperial Destiny, and generating Destiny remained a matter requiring great time and effort even for them. Not to mention, only a fraction would stay to become Imperial Merit. Most would be absorbed by the Empire. The small amount of Imperial Destiny held in the Wendimar Seal was the result of generations of effort and sacrifice, and the same was true for Litheweave’s seal.

Imperial Merit’s value didn’t solely come from its scarcity and the doors it could open. One didn’t have to exchange Imperial Merit to benefit from it. The more Destiny you wielded, the greater your fortunes. Maseya had looked so pained because they were literally transferring their sect’s prospects. It would take them generations of effort to replenish what they lost. Although, reporting the Mox sighting should recoup some of that loss.

In other words, the trial used the Limitless Empire’s established contribution system. Zac and the other trial takers were contributing to the cause and were awarded Imperial Destiny. They were essentially accumulating enough merit to provide passage to the real opportunities waiting in the Outer Courts and Left Imperial Palace.

That wasn’t to say the trial takers were playing by the same rules as the cultivators of old. The memory domains held specific events directly connected to the Fifth Pillar. They represented the greatest instances of missed potential, where the right actions could generate astounding levels of Imperial Destiny. Autarchs would struggle to accumulate as much Imperial Merit as he had.

While illuminating, it put Zac in a spot. He was targeting two Outer Courts, three if he had time to head to the Anima Courts after helping Esmeralda. There was also the Left Imperial Palace and the Flameseeking Trial within. He’d have to accumulate a fortune if each court required an offering of Imperial Merit.

Finally, the Limitless Empire had an exceedingly rare form of merit. It was the Limitless Merit stored in the Wendimar Token. It required extraordinary contribution, and it could be bestowed by fewer than a hundred people across the whole Empire. Generations of Wendimar Clan Heads had held onto their sole Limitless Merit to ensure it wasn’t wasted.

Litheweave waved his hand over the veteran token, prompting its aura to return to before. “A veteran token with such a great amount of merit would raise questions. This way, you can continue your journey to the Hollow Courts unencumbered. The seal will automatically break when inspected by a Celestial.”

Zac nodded in thanks. Litheweave was right. He’d mainly used his veteran persona for covert operations, and having his token glow with Imperial Destiny would make it impossible to use. Zac spent the next thirty minutes answering follow-up questions before Litheweave led him back to Mei’Er’s bamboo forest.

The domain was noticeably more washed out by the time Zac returned to Mei’Er’s side. The Imperial Faith seeping out of the ground was likely traces left from the real Joyful Gardens, and it wasn’t unlimited.

Zac spent the last hours discussing the Dao of Life with Mei’Er on her veranda. Seeing the beautiful garden gradually fade was like waking up from a dream. Time marched on relentlessly, and the agreed-upon time was almost there. Mei’Er opened and closed her mouth a few times before broaching the subject they’d consciously avoided.

“Has Lord Atwood ever considered ending his pilgrimage and settling down?”

Zac sighed and shook his head. He respected Mei’Er too much to give her empty promises or half-truths. “I’m afraid that’s not in my cards. I didn’t pick the Dao of Conflict—it picked me. It will follow me wherever I go, and there are still matters I have to accomplish. Hopefully, I’ll meet someone like Mei’Er in my next life.”

Mei’Er’s eyes briefly dimmed before her gentle smile returned. “Mei’Er will bring you back.”

Zac gently nodded, taking a last look at the secluded pavilion before disappearing among the swaying shoots. Their light conversation wasn’t enough to stave off the air of melancholy. Zac was surprised at how close he’d gotten to Mei’Er over the past week. Their complementary Daos had created a natural affinity that was deepened through Mei’Er’s musical talent. It was truly regrettable he’d never see her again.

His despondency didn’t just come from parting with the beautiful courtesan. Zac was mourning the loss of a life he never had. His earlier comment wasn’t just perfunctory. Zac would have loved settling down in a place like the Joyful Gardens if circumstances were different. His progress would probably ground to a halt, but so what?

A Late Hegemon could live for dozens of millennia so long as their foundations weren’t damaged. That was more than enough to live a rich, fulfilling life. Enough to watch generations of descendants grow and flourish, to experience more ups and downs than Zac could comprehend at his current age. Somewhere, in the back of his mind, Zac knew he’d never know such peace before reaching the top. At best, he could hope for moments of respite before he was dragged into the storm.

No, that wasn’t entirely true. As much as the winds of fate were pulling him forward, he was a willing participant in the war over Heaven’s Providence. This was the path he’d chosen, gambling everything in hopes of overturning fate and seizing the power to accomplish his goals.

Zac felt his Heart going through a final round of cleansing. It was like polished jade by the time they met up with Litheweave and a few other elders in the public area. Zac felt refreshed and focused on the future. Ogras and a rosy-cheeked Ventus arrived shortly after, accompanied by a group of Pavilion courtesans wearing the fine robes of Inner Disciples.

“Just basking in your glory,” Ogras grinned at Zac’s raised brow.

Seeing the trio personally being led toward the exit by multiple elders and high-ranking disciples caused a stir among the other patrons. The most surprised was the young man standing at the front. It was Patroso, who struggled to reconcile his temporary drinking buddies with esteemed guests deserving such treatment. On a spur, Zac approached him.

“Thank you for your hospitality over these past days. We’ll make sure to visit the next time we’re in the Freydrift Province,” Zac said with a smile. “Though it might be a while. It’s not often we’re able to travel in a personal capacity.”

Patroso’s eyes lit up, and he quickly bowed. “I’ll hold brother to his promise. It was an honor making your acquaintance.”

Zac nodded and continued toward the gate. It didn’t take long before curious guests surrounded Patroso. Ogras had mentioned that Patroso encountered setbacks in his plan to find influential supporters. Zac had a feeling Patroso’s fortunes were about to turn for the better. A few words from the right person was all it took to change destiny.

“I’ll see you in the next life, Lord Atwood,” Mei’Er said after stopping outside their gates.

“I’m looking forward to it.” Zac smiled and stepped into the present. The domain had served its purpose, and the lingering intent relinquished its hold on the past. The Joyful Gardens would live on as a blissful dream.

Zac watched as the memory domain shattered into golden starlight, his breath quickening when its glimmering motes gained an otherworldly aura. They grew stronger and stronger as they fell like snowflakes. The amount of Imperial Destiny was astounding, and the Left Imperial Expanse welcomed it like summer’s rain.

A handful of motes veered off from the others, entering the seal on Zac’s left hand. The amount far exceeded Litheweave’s gift and surpassed Dipper Seven’s boost by a significant margin. Altogether, his accumulated Fate had more than doubled. Zac wasn’t the only one benefitting, either. Ogras was awarded two motes and Ventus one despite playing minor roles.

Both were observing their seals with interest when the ground began to shake. The Numerologist looked down in thought and brought out his abacus.

“The veins are realigning to bolster the Nexus Vein. The corruption will probably be routed.”

“Sounds messy. Should we make a break for it?” Ogras suggested.

Zac looked to the elf for suggestions.

“We’ll be safer if we wait a day. Things should calm down after the Nexus Vein has absorbed the domain’s residuals.”

“Then let’s wait for a day. I could use the break,” Zac readily agreed.

“I guess we’re all spent after our triumphant exit,” Ogras grinned.

‘Is everything okay?’ the demon asked in a telepathic message, his tone a complete opposite.

‘Some damage to my soul, and my Dao Heart took a beating. It’s nothing serious. Still, I wouldn’t mind another day of rest before pushing through the corruption.’

“I’ll arrange a place to rest,” Ventus offered and walked away, clearly understanding the two had matters to discuss. He never asked for clarification of what happened inside the Forest of Unbounded Spirits, adhering to their unspoken agreement. The elf’s goal was to survive the trial, not dig into its secrets. The less he knew, the safer he’d be.

“Did anything happen on your end?” Zac said after they were isolated.

“Not nothing much. We saw the signs when the domain weakened. The Nameless Blades managed to capture us all the same. Luckily, they stopped at a thrashing before new orders came down.” Ogras shrugged.

“I ended up getting a promotion a few hours later. I’m no longer a lowly Copper Blade. My new status might become handy down the road. With you leading the way, I might become a Golden Blade before we’ve reached the Hollow Courts,” the demon said. “But forget that, catch me up to speed. I’m guessing the situation wasn’t as simple as it seemed?”

“When is it ever?” Zac wryly said before recounting what happened.

“I guess a creature like that would have to be involved for the rewards to be so generous,” Ogras sighed, looking at where the domain stood with a conflicted expression. “The Heavens have no eyes. It’s an injustice for such a paradise to become a sacrificial offering.”

“I’m not sure that’s what happened,” Zac said. He’d had the whole night to mull things over. “Remember, Ventus never calculated any signs of impending mass casualties like in Dipper Seven. I think Mox was playing a long game, setting the stage for a massive play when the moment was right.”

“The activation,” Ogras said in realization.

“Exactly. Neither the Nine Gardens nor the Limitless Empire are easy targets. They don’t seem like her usual prey. However, they must’ve had their hands full when activating the pillar. I think Mox planned on using Ching’Ru to open a back door in the Dao of Life’s blind spot. Then, she just needed to wait. She’d pop in when the Realmlord had its hands full with keeping the bridge stable.”

“I doubt she was the only one with such a plan. Few are as stupid as Antuka,” Ogras sneered. “The clever vultures waited for the wounded barghest to topple over.”

Zac was thinking the same thing. Jalach was probably already lurking somewhere on the Left Imperial Expanse when the Beseechment Pavilion tried to call on their God. Whether getting summoned was part of a plan to snatch the [Epiclesis Bell] or an accident was hard to say. Jalach may have won that battle, but it had been a pyrrhic victory that cost him most of his body.

“Either case, this Mox is bad news. Simply exposing her early caused such a significant boost,” Ogras continued.

“I think we’ve caught onto one of the Hollow Court’s central threads,” Zac said.

History didn’t care what dangers Zac faced or what benefits he reaped. The production of Imperial Destiny was based on impact and how much their actions benefited the Empire’s undertaking. Hidden Earth’s inheritance was a niche method with limited application. While the experience was valuable to Zac, what he accomplished in the Joyful Gardens was far more impactful for the Hollow Court.

“I wonder if that creature’s still hanging on. Perhaps she’s lurking above the continent with the other old things,” the demon muttered. “Would such an existence notice if we meddled with memories related to her? Could she have sent something out like the Threaded Lord?”

“I don’t think so. I only encountered a weak sliver of her power. The memory domain never generated her true self,” Zac said. “Besides, the Threaded Lord should have been an exception. We stumbled onto his memory through a back door. I think any entity appearing as intended is bound by the Fifth Pillar and the trial’s rules.”

“Taking things for granted is a recipe for disaster when ancient monsters are involved. Even if you’re right, through the trial’s memory, Mox should be aware of you by now. We still don’t understand the extent and nature of her power. What if she can curse you to death with a thought?”

“I’d be dead already if that were the case,” Zac said.

“Still, those elders might be onto something. We could skip the rest of the memory domains until we reach the Hollow Court, just to be safe,” the demon said. “We’ve already accomplished a lot on the outside. A good gambler quits while they’re ahead.”

Zac looked at his half-filled seal in thought. Ogras was certainly right. They’d accomplished a lot, and his gains already exceeded his expectations. Their haul was more than satisfactory for the first stage of the trial. However, the generous rewards made him all the more reluctant to stop halfway. They were still months from the Hollow Court, and the memory domains would get better and better.

Factoring in the Imperial Destiny, could they even afford to stop? Unsure what to do, Zac decided to turn to his elders for their wisdom.

“Let me see what Esmeralda thinks. She might be an old enemy of Mox, or at least know how to avoid her.”
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PAST LIFE’S DREAM


“Mox? It sounds vaguely familiar, but I can’t place it. I’ve sealed away most of my more dangerous memories as a precaution,” the toad said after Zac finished narrating what happened in the Joyful Gardens. “The demon’s right. It doesn’t hurt to be careful. A good thief quits while they’re ahead. Even if the odds of running into that thing are low, why take the risk?”

“So we’ll have to avoid memory domains until I’ve met with the Margrave?” Zac grimaced, picturing irreplaceable opportunities slipping through his fingers.

The toad shrugged. “Beats being a wealthy corpse. No need to look so glum. For one, you and I are safe. Secondly, your other half won’t have to keep his fingers in check until you reach the Hollow Court. You’ll be safe by the time your other team has covered as much ground as us.”

“Huh?”

“For one, Primal Heavens are supermassive balls of interference. Spotting you is easier said than done, even if Mox has something to go on. She’ll have to pierce through eons of complex Karma, terrifying energy currents, and the lingering wills of generations of Supremacies,” the toad said. “Most importantly, we’re inside the Limitless Empire. One wrong step, and she’ll become the next Antuka.”

“Mox is obviously good at hiding,” Zac said. “She probably succeeded with her plan in the original timeline.”

“Sure, by being careful and lingering at the outskirts,” Esmeralda said. “That sect shouldn’t have been positioned inside the continent’s core regions, right?”

“The Freydrift Province was a Peak C-grade region overseen by a Divine Monarch,” Zac said. “I’m not sure if that’s enough to be considered a core region.”

“It’s not. Only B-grade kingdoms and their surroundings count,” Esmeralda said. “Like Terren’s Loom.”

“Terren’s Loom was inside a B-grade kingdom?” Zac said with surprise. Its environment was undeniably superior to anything Zac had seen in the frontier, but they didn’t match his impression of a place fit for Autarchs.

“Look at the Left Imperial Expanse as hundreds of continents squeezed together. Most are C-grade, some are B-grade, and there’ll be a handful of A-grade. Even the B-grade chunks will have shallows, though they’ll be far superior to places like Black Zenith,” Esmeralda said. “They would look just like a decent C-grade cultivation ground to most Hegemons.”

“So what’s the difference?”

“An Autarch erects their Heavenly Ladder to connect their Dao with the Heavens. B-grade continents have done the same. They’re connected to the Heavens. An Autarch could stay permanently in Terren’s Loom without harming their cultivation,” Esmeralda said.

“So Mox would have to be careful about Autarchs popping out of the woodwork if she appeared in a core region,” Zac concluded. “She’d have to bring out her real body to deal with them, risking exposure.”

“Sure, though that’s not why she’d stay away. What Autarch would waste their time in a C-grade environment? They won’t get weaker, but they also won’t get any stronger. At most, you’ll find Autarchs tempering their mortal hearts in a safe environment or troublemakers in hiding. Mox wouldn’t visit Terren’s Loom because it’s guarded by an Imperial’s Authority.”

“Authority as in Supremacies?”

“Yep. B-grade cultivation grounds can bear the weight of a Supremacy’s Heavenly Territory, allowing a fusion of the two.”

“What do you mean fusion? Aren’t territories intangible parts of the Grand Dao?” Zac asked.

“Most Supremacies choose to have it descend onto the physical plane. It comes with all kinds of benefits, like facilitating the capture of Faith Energy. The biggest reason is to offset some of the immense pressure all Supremacies face.” Esmeralda sighed with obvious envy. “Too bad it leaves you tied down. You’ll be even stronger on your home turf, if noticeably weaker when leaving your domain. Not a viable option for a thief.”

“Can a Supremacy can see anything happening within their realm?” Zac asked with alarm. “Are you saying that a Supremacy was spying on us back in Terren’s Loom?”

Esmeralda scoffed. “Why would they bother? What does a Supremacy care about the ants living in their shadow? They’ll all be replaced between each cultivation session. Besides, their domains don’t quite work that way. Their sphere of influence is a projection of their Authority, and they’ll only really take notice if a competing Authority encroaches on their kingdom.

“Infiltrators lacking Authority is beneath a Supremacy’s notice. However, anyone with Authority is both a threat and an opportunity for advancement. Pillaging the Authority of others is much faster than incorporating unclaimed pockets of the Heavenly Dao. That’s why the Limitless Empire loved hunting down those ‘Ancients’ as much as waging war. Each one they took down meant another spot in the pantheon opening up.”

“The alarm can’t be perfect since you’ve robbed multiple Supremacies,” Zac commented.

“It’s not like I could come and go as I pleased. I needed to make significant preparations to sneak in unnoticed. Mox would only take the risk if it was critical to her plans, and an infiltration could take millennia. You’d be long gone before it became an issue.” Esmeralda poked Zac’s head. “Frankly, you’re not worth the hassle.”

“Maybe not… How many places are like Terren’s Loom? There can’t be too many Supremacies around, even in a place like the Left Imperial Expanse,” Zac said.

“I’d say between ten to fifteen at normal times, depending on the generation. Some epochs have better luck than others,” Esmeralda said, rolling her eyes upon seeing Zac’s surprise. “Don’t forget, the remains of a single Primal Heaven can sustain multiple A-grade factions in the Multiverse Heartlands. We’re also visiting an age where the resources were more concentrated.

“In fact, you can probably add a few Supremacies to the tally since the Limitless Empire seized the continent—anything they touched turned to gold,” Esmeralda continued. “Even more have been sent over from the capital to deal with the Fifth Pillar. Like the Margrave and that scary spear wielder. The Left Imperial Expanse was a deathtrap leading up to the System’s awakening.”

“A Primal Heaven is still a lot of ground to cover for two dozen Supremacies,” Zac argued. “There has to be a limit to the size of a Supremacy’s physical territory.”

“You’re right. They won’t be able to cover all of it. They don’t have to. Terren’s Loom wasn’t actually part of a Supremacy’s Heavenly Territory. The city was simply within the bounds of a Kingdom-spanning array imprinted with Authority. They’re not as good as the real thing, but they are more than enough for your purposes. The Imperials will be keeping an eye out for Mox, so a hasty entry would spell her doom.”

Zac felt a lot better after asking a few clarifying questions. She was right; even Supremacies would have to tread carefully while the Limitless Empire still stood tall. They’d kill with extreme prejudice anything that could be perceived as a threat to their undertaking. Learning more about the abilities and limits of Supremacies might also help him avoid certain pitfalls after the trial ended.

The only problem was that Zac had no way of telling whether a memory domain was shielded by someone’s Authority. Esmeralda noticed because she’d once wielded Authority herself.

“That shouldn’t be a problem. The elf might be able to calculate something like that. If not, we’ll ask around while you wait outside. If we can’t confirm the domain’s position and status, we’ll skip it,” Ogras said after Zac shared the solution.

Zac and Ogras went over the issue for another half hour before returning to Ventus’s side. The tremors had grown even more intense by that time, and Zac felt the powerful currents of Life through his feet. They may as well have been standing atop an active volcano. Thankfully, the Lost Plane’s corrupted Dao attracted the immense energies seeping out of the ground.

The stalemate between Life and corruption had shattered, with the battle gradually moving farther away. The corruption wasn’t going down without a fight, and Zac didn’t feel confident bringing two people through that mess. In contrast, the spot where the memory domain stood was perfectly safe. For him, at least. Ogras and Ventus had to use isolating arrays to keep the intense Life at bay.

Zac chose to sit outside the temporary camp to enjoy the refreshing waves of Life. Leaning against a tree, he watched the rain of memory lanterns working to rebuild the Joyful Gardens. After a while, he stood and walked over to a D-grade tree. Its jade-like trunk was a perfect match to the color of Mei’Er’s bamboo forest. A swing of [Verun’s Bite] felled the tree, and a few more extracted a dozen blocks from its center.

Minutes later, one of the blocks stood on a workbench. Zac faced it with artisanal axe in hand, only moving after he’d made a detailed plan in his mind. Each cut was slow and deliberate, ensuring it aligned with his memory. Occasionally, Zac would stop to immerse himself in the ambient Life and the lingering motes of ancient faith. Other times, he would take out the engraved leaf and listen to its recording.

A vague outline of a seated figure gradually emerged from the block. From there, Zac began adding detail. Part of the foot turned into an exquisite zither, where everything from decorations to the natural lines of the original was faithfully replicated. Flowing robes were carved with such care they created an illusion of flowing in the wind. The three-tailed monkey came next, grabbing onto the silken robes as it curiously stared at the instrument.

Piece by piece, Mei’Er was reborn from the wood, looking just as she did during her first performance. Zac was fully engrossed with his work. His only thoughts were on how to give his memories justice. The artisanal axe followed the violent dance of Reborn Life, unearthing the Unbounded Life waiting within the spiritual wood. They joined in perfect harmony, following the blueprint left inside Hope.

Zac only woke up from his state of complete focus when a stream of Imperial Faith, Dao, and Divine Energy rose from the ground to eagerly pour into the figurine. Zac didn’t interfere, allowing the continent to bless his creation and usher in a final rebirth. The statue’s aura soon diverged from the spiritual wood, inching closer to Zac’s memories.

The familiar aura made Mei’Er seem all the more lifelike. It was as though her closed eyes could open at any moment or that her graceful fingers would begin plucking the wooden strings—strings that were fast turning golden from the anointment. Zac infused his will when the phenomenon ended, and a faint melody appeared in his mind.

The song didn’t capture the otherworldly quality in Mei’Er’s performances, the emotions and depth of Dao she instilled with every pluck of the strings. The statue’s song was primal, a melody of summer strung together with the sounds of nature. Even so, it captured many aspects of Mei’Er’s path while introducing some of Zac’s and the region’s natural spirituality.

A second block appeared next to the finished statue. By the time the Nexus Vein stabilized, there were five figures on the bench—one for each master who’d guided him toward enlightenment. Only Mei’Er received the world’s blessing to gain unique spirituality, though Litheweave’s figurine held more meaning than the others. When placed together, they looked like a traveling troupe. Zac contently looked at the ensemble before carefully storing them in boxes that would keep their spirituality.

“Thank you,” Zac said to Mei’Er’s statue.

He carved ‘Past Life’s Dream’ on the statue’s base before storing it in a jade box. It was like Mei’Er had reached across time to give him a final gift: a glimpse of a higher artisanal state. Zac understood there was no way he’d be able to replicate the feat. The sculpture had gained true spirituality, putting it closer to a Natural Treasure than a craft.

Zac felt some anticipation for the future, hoping one day he’d be able to instill such meaning into his creation without outside assistance. That way, he’d better capture the people he met and his experiences. For all the suffering it held, the Cosmos was a magical place. Zac didn’t want to forget the moments of beauty Mei’Er helped him remember, the reasons why he fought so hard.

High-grade carvings could even sell for a pretty penny. With strong enough spirituality, they could fill the same function as the Big Axe Coliseum’s Big Boss’s Big Wall. Lower-grade cultivators could use Past Life’s Dream to glean insights into the Dao of Life. Of course, there was no way Zac would use his personal carvings for that purpose. Each use would drain some of its energy until it was reduced to a common decoration.

“Things have calmed down,” Zac said as he stepped into the campsite. “Let’s go.”

Zac led the two out of the corrupted zone, entering a marshland filled with poisonous plants on Ventus’s recommendation. It was the best of three bad options. Or maybe the Numerologist felt the need to remind his companions of his value. The streams and small islands created a maze formation that required Ventus’s calculations to progress. Flying was out of the question because of the huge insect swarms that occasionally passed overhead.

Esmeralda had never stopped to rest during Zac’s time in the Joyful Gardens. With over a week having passed since Terren’s Loom, Zac wasn’t surprised to see another memory domain in the distance. They skipped it after a short discussion, not because of Mox. Neither expected the miracle in Terren’s Loom to repeat itself. They’d confirmed they had no fated connection with the route they followed, and the odds of having another trial taker trigger the scenario weren’t worth mentioning.

More importantly, they were getting very close to their destination. Upon reaching Dipper Seven, Zac estimated his Draugr side would reach the Mercurial Court in two months. More than a month had passed since then, and they could tell they were about to reach some form of threshold. There was something in the air, in the ground, in the Dao itself. It was rapidly gaining depth in a way Zac couldn’t put into words.

One week later, Zac was suddenly roused from his silent meditation inside Esmeralda’s pouch. “It’s here!”

Zac had been expecting her call and appeared on her shoulder. A spare axe appeared in his right hand while his other held onto Esmeralda’s massive head for stability. It was one of the few times the Bloodline Talent he borrowed through the [Shrine of Kanba] came in handy—the retractable webs between his fingers let him stick to most surfaces like he’d used super glue.

Esmeralda floated in the shadows of a crystal the size of a mountain when he appeared. They’d seen hundreds of them over the past day. They held little energy, and shattering them released such a loud sound it would kill the unprepared. Esmeralda believed they were crystallized sounds of a natural disaster.

Beyond was more of the same, and it took Zac a moment to realize what Esmeralda discovered. “It’s an illusion?”

Zac couldn’t feel anything starting at fifty feet ahead—no energy, no Imperial Faith, nothing. It was like the world stopped at that point.

“It’s real, it’s just not here. Space has been severed. It’s impossible to say what’s on the other side,” Esmeralda said. “Or if we can return after crossing the event horizon.”

Traveling half a day made no difference. The invisible barrier stretched into the neighboring zones.

“If you can’t make heads or tails of it, it’s probably part of the trial or the Mercurial Court. We’ll have to risk it,” Zac said.

They carefully stepped through, and their surroundings were completely redrawn. They found themselves in the middle of a mountain range whose peaks held blinding energy. The energy density jumped several notches, which made Zac more fearful than anything. The environment was far beyond what they’d seen of the Left Imperial Expanse.

Until now, the strongest beasts they’d discovered were the occasional Late C-grade Beast Emperor. Those existences were few and far between, and they’d all been in seclusion because of the lacking ambient energy. They wouldn’t have such issues here. The mountains were so flush with energy, Zac wouldn’t be surprised if an Ancestral Beast lurked somewhere nearby.

With such a high-grade environment, the dangers from Natural Formations and taboo zones had skyrocketed. The good news was that the Imperial Faith had more than tripled, proving they’d come to the right place. The Mercurial Courts pillar was still there, looking the same, now also exuding a superlative aura.

“Well, there’s lanterns everywhere, so we shouldn’t have entered a memory domain,” Zac muttered as he took in the scene. “It’s no wonder we haven’t found a good one. Any lantern with a strong connection to the Mercurial Court must have been pulled here.”

“I can’t figure out what this is. It shouldn’t be an attached realm. Primal Heavens are too heavy for them to exist naturally. Besides, I can’t feel a whiff of spatial fluctuations. I’m not even sure if it’s a real space,” Esmeralda said. “Whatever it is, it should be part of the Mercurial Court.”

“The bend in space is gone. Looks like we’re stuck,” Zac said, pointing behind them, where the mountain range continued.

“I guess it doesn’t matter. We’re in the right place, so let’s keep going,” Esmeralda said, her excitement returning. She eagerly dragged Zac toward her pouch. “Can you smell it?”

Zac dutifully sniffed the air. “Oh Great Esmeralda, is that the smell of treasure?”

“You’re right, my bumbling apprentice,” Esmeralda giggled as she turned into a streak of light. “Treasure!”
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“They’re afraid to even extend their perceptions,” Esmeralda sneered.

They were observing an extraordinary mountain covered in natural Dao markings related to Gravity and Space. He may as well have been staring directly into a black hole. It exuded an immense spiritual pressure that would knock Zac unconscious if they went any closer. His body would fare no better since the mountain was surrounded by an invisible gravity well strong enough to threaten Monarchs.

Not that Zac had any plans of venturing closer. The mountain’s natural endowment wasn’t the most dangerous thing about it. Its gravitational pull wasn’t strong enough to contain the brutal aura of the deadly predator within. It was, at the very least, a Peak Beast Emperor with an ancient bloodline—the kind of rare specimen that could put up a fight against a Divine Monarch.

It wasn’t the first strong beast they’d noticed; half the mountains had something powerful lurking inside. They were only able to travel in the open because of an unusual phenomenon. They hadn’t seen a single beast in the open. They all cowered underground, even the powerful ones. While it made Esmeralda’s life easier, it left them on edge. Was there an even greater threat lurking in the mountains?

“Let’s keep going. We’re almost through the mountains,” Esmeralda said, casting a final look at the memory lantern just inside the mountain’s gravity domain. “It’s better than the others, but there’s no need to go for the first decent one. I’d rather focus on leaving these mountains behind. I don’t want to meet whoever left these pups shivering.”

“Let’s hope they’re just hiding from the Mercurial Court. I would’ve also gone underground if that pillar suddenly appeared in my backyard,” Zac said. “We won’t have to deal with any big problems if the court’s aura keeps the locals in check.”

An hour later, Esmeralda flicked Zac’s head with annoyance. “You just had to jinx it, didn’t you?”

Zac helplessly smiled as he climbed out of Esmeralda’s pouch. They’d reached the final mountain ridge only to discover an impassable roadblock—a vast ocean filled the horizon. Zac grimaced as he looked at the pillar touching ground far away in the silver waters. Could the Mercurial Court be placed on an island? A few weeks at sea was nothing to a Hegemon, let alone a fleetfooted expert like Esmeralda.

Except, what were you supposed to do when the ocean held the aura of a Peak Autarch—one superior to any other B-grade entity Zac had encountered?

“There’s no beast lurking in the depths. The aura comes from the ocean itself,” Esmeralda muttered. “It doesn’t feel like an ability. We’re most likely looking at their body—what’s left of it.”

“A Peak Autarch’s body was turned into an ocean?”

As crazy as it sounded, Esmeralda’s theory likely wasn’t far from the truth. The waters were imbued with an undying, monstrous aura as vast as the ocean itself. In fact, Zac vaguely recalled a matching mark in a distant memory—his very first vision of the Left Imperial Palace. He’d seen stalwart walls scarred by the attacks of countless masters and the Heavens.

The ocean’s forbidding aura matched one of those scars, though it had been transformed somehow. Could he have misunderstood the vision? Didn’t those attacks come from invaders trying to stop the System’s awakening and revert its drain on the Cosmos? Or had the Limitless Empire slaughtered one of the attackers and turned their body into a moat for their base?

“There’s a strong aura of death. They should be long gone, right?” Zac said.

“Probably, but that doesn’t help us. We’re dealing with an Autarch who’s managed to seize a small piece of Authority, someone getting ready to make the final leap. There’s nothing we can do to circumvent their domain. The waters hold the power of spatial decay. We’ll disintegrate the second we touch it.”

“What about⁠—”

Esmeralda shook her head. “Flying over or digging beneath won’t work. It’s an absolute domain. We’re only able to stand here because something keeps the power contained to the ocean.”

“There has to be a method of crossing,” Zac said.

“Maybe we can go around it,” Esmeralda offered and sped off along the shore.

As the days passed, circumventing the ocean seemed less and less possible. It was massive, and the coast showed no indication of veering in the court’s direction. They were either dealing with a gargantuan river, or the Mercurial Court was indeed situated on an island. Finally, the mountain range ended, and they spotted something promising.

“Damn,” Zac whistled. “That’s a lot of faith.”

Four hours later, they arrived within a few miles of an awe-inspiring memory domain. Only the sprawling battlefield where he met Joanna surpassed it in size. Nothing they’d seen came even close to its intense radiance of faith. It was orders of magnitudes greater, fierce enough that it suppressed the deadly waters for over a mile.

There was no way memory lanterns were enough to fuel such a domain. Collecting every single lantern he’d seen wouldn’t be enough. Most of it was supplied by the Left Imperial Expanse. Underground rivers so powerful that even Zac could sense them poured in from below. It was like the countless streams of providence across the Left Imperial Expanse had converged on one spot.

And it still wasn’t enough.

The memory domain hadn’t come into being. Only the vague, flickering outline of a coastal city was visible. The finished thing would be even more terrifying. Conjuring Autarchs and B-grade materials wouldn’t be a problem. Apart from the courts themselves, the city before them should hold the trial’s greatest opportunities.

“It might take a while before it’s accumulated enough Imperial Faith,” Zac said. “What do you think?”

“This thing is sitting right on the waters. It has to hold the path to the court,” Esmeralda said with a scowl. “Is the System really punishing us for making good time? Does it want us to sit idly by and let the competition catch up? Is it manufacturing conflict by having you brats gather outside?”

Zac recalled Rava’s description of the Seed of the Apocalypse. “What if it’s not an issue of accumulated Faith? Let’s say this is the doorway to the Mercurial Court. We might need to meet certain conditions for it to come into being. We’re rewriting history in the domains. Maybe the courts won’t open until the timeline has changed enough to meet their needs?”

“You’re saying we’ve accomplished nothing by rushing here?” Esmeralda said with growing anger. “This stupid trial! How am I supposed to rob an unformed memory? Fate, my foot!”

“Taking detours to visit every memory domain on the way wouldn’t have changed anything. We tried to force fate,” Zac said. “Besides, we’re not ready to head inside even if the domain is activated right now. We need an identity.”

Esmeralda calmed at that. “You’re right. It’s too early to be worried. This domain is clearly special. Maybe it’s just saving energy, waiting for a qualified participant to appear before coming alive. Seizing a proper identity could be enough.”

“See? It’s not all bad being early. We’ve already spotted eight decent lanterns since entering. There’s probably some even better than the one you saw back in the river,” Zac agreed, noticing how Esmeralda’s mental state had temporarily worsened. He was afraid she’d lose control over the temporal curse or do something crazy out of desperation.

“Capitals have satellite cities. If something else is preventing the city from appearing, we might find answers there,” Esmeralda said, her anxiety replaced by purpose.

They decided to focus their search on the regions closest to the yet-formed coastal city. Zac was just about to return to Esmeralda’s pouch when he noticed something peculiar. He flashed over to stand before a flickering gate. The domain’s overbearing aura allowed no competition, and it had exterminated the wild grass that otherwise surrounded the city.

Zac moved a layer of dry soil, exposing more of the rock he’d noticed. It was weathered and broken into dozens of pieces. One could still make out it was once a symmetrical block five meters long and half a meter thick. A few sections that’d endured time and wind erosion held the remnants of engraved runes.

“Huh,” Esmeralda said. Half a mile of topsoil was moved aside with a wave of her hand, exposing a trail of similar blocks. Not one was intact, and more than two-thirds had completely crumbled. Still, the similarities were undeniable. “It’s the tiles they used in the Imperial Road. So, this hidden region isn’t completely scrubbed like the rest of the continent. It must have been sealed deep enough to escape Heaven’s judgment.”

“If such traces remain…” Zac said, glancing at the pillar.

“Parts of the courts should remain in the present. Maybe all of it,” Esmeralda agreed. “Good, I’ve been worried it only existed as a memory. The item I’m after isn’t some bauble that can be copied or brought out of the past. Plundering ruins is also a simpler matter than robbing Supremacies.”

Expanding their search failed to turn up anything except more damaged roads. There were no signs of the countless manors and outer battlements that one would expect around the harbor. The city itself shouldn’t be limited to the memory domain, even if it was the size of some pre-integration countries.

“I don’t think the buildings have vanished like the rest of the continent. See how the ridges lean away?” Esmeralda pointed at the mountain range they came from. “They were probably formed by the attack that destroyed this city.”

“I wouldn’t have expected some supersized pavement tiles to be the only thing surviving in a city inhabited by the Empire’s elites. The Fifth Pillar must have reinforced the road network,” Zac said. “Have you noticed how the roads are almost perfectly aligned with the underground currents? Should we follow one to see where it leads?”

“It beats running at random,” Esmeralda agreed.

It only took three days for their idea to bear fruit, though not in the form of a surviving ruin. It was a memory domain holding an extraordinary geyser that reached dozens of miles into the sky. The stream was also a few miles wide with a powerful current, releasing more than enough water to create a lake in seconds. Yet the land at its base was bone dry, and there was no rain falling toward the ground. The stream ended in a dense golden cloud filled with Faith Energy that wasn’t formed by the memory lanterns.

The scene was extraordinary, only eclipsed by the nine-layered city built on the rising stream. Floating cities were nothing special; this was something different. The city districts stood directly on streams branching out of the geyser. Even the buildings were constructed from flowing water that resisted being categorized either as solid or liquid. With branches and a sprawling cloud at the top, the geyser looked a lot like an aquatic tree.

“Is that the same water…?” Zac hesitated.

“It looks like it,” Esmeralda said. “It doesn’t give me a dangerous feeling like the ocean, though that could be because we haven’t entered yet.”

“What do you think? Head inside or look for an identity first?”

“Let’s take a quick look. We need information,” Esmeralda said. “If need be, we can return later with the proper credentials.”

Less than an hour later, Zac found himself sampling a local wine on Dawndeep Bastille’s fourth layer. He was sitting in a remote corner of a tavern’s open terrace. It supposedly overlooked a great vista, one that Zac couldn’t see because of the memory domain’s limited reach. Zac still leaned on the railing with a distant expression in a valiant effort to convey his disinterest in casual conversations.

Those efforts failed.

“Isn’t it a shame drinking alone on such a beautiful day? How about we share a glass?”

Zac looked up with a slight frown. Standing before him was a young man dressed in flowing white robes. His vigorous aura indicated he wasn’t much older than Zac, at most two or three hundred years old. The estimate clashed with the profound wisdom hiding behind his carefree smile. There was something about him that made Zac certain he was a powerful character.

Then again, Zac didn’t need to look for hidden wisdom or the quality of his clothes to know that. The stranger was a Late Hegemon at the limit of the stage. Reaching that level without the System’s assistance was far more difficult, and his cultivation wasn’t rushed. His foundations were stable and deep, giving Zac the impression he was looking at a vast ocean.

‘Is this the guy?’ Zac asked.

‘It’s him. He’s been following us since the previous level,’ Esmeralda said, then added after a slight pause, ‘I never noticed his Dao Guardian. He’s very strong.’

It was only at that moment Zac noticed an elderly man draped in a simple hemp robe. It was like he’d returned to simplicity to become one with the world, which completely masked his presence. Zac inwardly swore when the old man’s gaze sharpened. Zac had only scanned his surroundings like any wary traveler would, and the Dao Guardian still realized he’d been exposed.

“I fear young master would grow bored with my company,” Zac said, still trying to understand why he’d been singled out.

Zac’s appearance and behavior shouldn’t have raised any flags during their short visit. Late Hegemons were a dime a dozen on the streets. They weren’t even qualified to fly between the city’s layers. Only Monarchs and those holding special status held that privilege—still, Zac had already seen dozens of cultivators whizzing through the air. The rest had to pass security checks and use lifts.

The information they’d gathered was limited, the foremost being the memory domain held a genuine Autarch. With powerful formations and guardians present, Esmeralda couldn’t zip away and perform her customary investigations. Still, they’d seen enough to know traveling cultivators were both welcome and common.

Some form of grand event was taking place on the highest level, and the festivities had spread to the lower floors. Esmeralda noticed the tail before they could look into the details. They’d entered a bar to see if they were dealing with a pickpocket, thinking they’d found an easy mark. The tavern was also situated on the edge of the fourth level’s “branch,” and the memory domain’s border was only half a mile away.

It gave Zac some comfort, though the stony-faced elder left him wondering if that was enough. An Early Monarch wouldn’t be enough to protect a Late D-grade Heaven’s Chosen. Seeing the young man’s extraordinary status, he might be a B-grade Dao Guardian like the ones following Iz Tayn around. Best-case scenario, his hidden presence was the work of a powerful treasure, but no common warrior would own such a thing.

Thankfully, there was no need to hide his wariness. Anyone would be suspicious if approached by a duo like this. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll⁠—”

“Bored? On the contrary, I feel you have some interesting stories to share,” the young man ignored Zac’s excuse and sat down. “What’s your name?”

Zac hesitated, reluctantly taking out his veteran’s token. “I’m Zac. Zac Atwood.”

“A three-star veteran?” The youth whistled. “So that’s why the smell of death surrounds you. Did you become an enforcer after retiring? Which order are you working for?”

“I’m sorry, what do you mean?” Zac asked.

The youth clearly just realized something. He took out a golden disk radiating an almost blinding amount of Imperial Faith. It was an identity token of the Order of the Empyrean Chalice, one of exceedingly high status. Zac felt like he was once more facing the true Empyrean Chalice hiding at the universe’s edge, and something deep within him stirred.

Zac both wanted to kneel in supplication and seize the disk for himself. He settled for a vacant look.

“I’m sorry. I should have introduced myself. I’m Xiphos Valtron, this generation’s Enkindling Sage,” the man said. “Well, one of them.”

“Apologies, Sage!” Zac said, quickly getting to his feet to bow. As he did, Zac noted that none of the patrons reacted to the token. Their table had been isolated without his notice.

“There’s no need for that,” Xiphos said, grabbing Zac’s elbow. “I’m not here in an official capacity. Even if I was, we’re both protectors of the Faith. I simply sensed the great merit on your person and became curious. I can even feel my order’s flame in the mix. Did you fight alongside my disciple-nephews during your service?”

“Oh, uh, no,” Zac said, appearing to relax slightly.

In reality, Zac was more nervous than ever. He’d never heard of Enkindling Sages under Rava’s tutelage. It couldn’t be a simple title. If the token and powerful guardian weren’t enough, calling ordained Templars nephews could only mean one thing. This young man had the same status as a Grand Deacon—the rank just beneath Cardinals. In other words, he was a Late Hegemon that outranked most of the order’s Monarchs.

If it were a secular faction, Zac would have assumed Xiphos was the direct descendant of a Grand Elder or sect leader. Things worked differently in the Templar orders. While Templars didn’t practice celibacy, there were no hereditary ranks. The only way for someone at Xiphos’s level to have such status was by earning it.

This consummate chosen of the Empyrean Chalice was still waiting for an answer. Zac couldn’t very well say he was the order’s Terminal Son. Thankfully, Zac had already crafted a backstory to explain the mark of Imperial Faith on himself or Tam’s identity. Although, he’d hoped to test it in safer conditions.

“I have some connection to the Order of Fertile Earth,” Zac explained while Esmeralda prepared for a desperate escape. “I encountered a small party of priests during my travels. They were mortally wounded, and heretics were on their heels. They sacrificed themselves to delay the pursuit while I delivered an important item to their seniors.”

Xiphos listened with interest as Zac recounted a modified version of Tam Brooks’ final days. Zac stayed as close as possible to the real thing without mentioning any explicit dates or places, hiding critical aspects behind the excuse of secrecy.

“Since I completed the mission, I’ve been performing some random tasks for the order. However, I’m not an official member.”

Zac had kept constant watch on the elder’s reaction to his tale, and there was nothing to go on. He may as well have slept through the story. The Enkindling Sage was more receptive, almost acting like a child being told a fairy tale.

“So, you helped deliver an item?” Xiphos nodded as a knowing smile formed on his lips. “I wonder what the Earth Saint would think if he knew you were comparing him to him an inanimate object?”

Zac quickly adapted. “I meant no disrespect. There are things best left unsaid, even in the presence of the Young Sage.”

“It’s fine. It’ll be our little secret,” Xiphos snickered. “Who would have thought that stuffy guy would have such a backstory?”

“Manners.”

The gravelly voice almost made Zac jump out of his seat. Thankfully, the elder appeared content with chiding his ward. The Dao Guardian showed no inclination of commenting further on Zac’s story, so he took the opportunity to change subject.

“May I ask what brings Young Sage to Dawndeep Bastille?”

“Just call me Xiphos.” The Templar smiled. “And what else could it be? We’re here for the Mercurial Court.”

“Master Xiphos is visiting the court?” Zac exclaimed while Esmeralda perked up inside the shrine.

“You must have heard that the Mercurial Court is going to hold its first selection?” Xiphos said with surprise.

“I’ve only heard some rumors. Since I was in the area, I came here to find out more,” Zac said. “I’m not one for crowds, but it would be a shame not to witness such a grand event.”

Xiphos grinned. “You can say that again. It’s not every day you get the opportunity to see a member of the continent’s ruling family. When did a member of the Theomore Dynasty last emerge from seclusion?”

“The Theomore Dynasty?” Zac gasped, his shock very real.

Zac was still in the dark about most of the founding families. There were simply too many of them, and most had no presence on the Left Imperial Expanse. Nevertheless, the nine names representing the height of the Empire’s nobility were known to all. They were the ruling clans in possession of the Imperial Bloodlines.

The Theomore Dynasty was one of them.


60
THEOMORE DYNASTY


The names of the Nine Imperial Clans were known in every corner of the Empire. The dissemination of information was so absolute that it had to be intentional. If Emperor Limitless was the ultimate focus of the Empire’s Faith, then the Nine Kings were subordinate Gods of a wider pantheon. With their names glorified across the Multiverse, they’d naturally accumulate a great deal of personal Faith to aid their cultivation.

“What’s wrong?” Xiphos asked.

“I’m ashamed to admit, I wasn’t aware the Left Imperial Expanse was governed by the Theomore Dynasty. Or that it had a ruling family, for that matter,” Zac admitted.

Zac wasn’t afraid the confession would expose him as a fraud. The Theomore Dynasty’s name might be known by all, but there was no impression of their activities in Tam or Terea’s memories. Zac hadn’t heard a single mention of an Imperial bloodline ruling the Left Imperial Expanse. Someone like Patroso, who enjoyed flaunting his knowledge of the political scene, would have mentioned it.

It wasn’t limited to the Theomore Dynasty. Beyond their name and some historical feats, the nine were shrouded in mystery. Zac didn’t even know the names of the current kings. He guessed their movements were considered national secrets and kept under the lid. Still, Zac should have expected one of them to appear.

The Indomitable Court was controlled by Indra Eyler, a Godking known as the Emperor’s Spear, while the Hollow Court had Margrave Wartorius. It was a fair assumption the other courts were overseen by above-average Supremacies. Such a stunning lineup needed an extraordinary leader to take charge.

Xiphos took Zac’s surprise with stride. “I suppose it’s not common knowledge. They’re the low-key kind, and they only rule in name. All administration is dealt with by the twenty-three departments while they focus on more important matters.”

Zac made sure to look suitably impressed. It wasn’t difficult. The more Zac saw of the Limitless Empire, the scarier they became. The Undead Empire was considered a very powerful force able to wage war against multiple A-grade factions. They had somewhere between fifteen to eighteen Supremacies, including the Primo and hidden reserves. That number was only exceeded by a handful of factions, like the Buddhist Sangha and the combined might of the Seven Heavens.

The Limitless Empire had more Supremacies stationed on the Left Imperial Expanse alone, and there were at least two Primo-level figures with Godking Eyler and the Theomore King. There were likely seven more continents like the Left Imperial Expanse, one for each pillar. Add the Empire heartlands, the armies keeping the Selvari in check, and all other domains and resources that needed the protection of A-grade guardians.

Just how many Supremacies did Emperor Limitless have under his banner during the height of their glory? Two hundred had to be a conservative estimate. They would have been able to run rampant in the present age, with or without the System’s help.

“Is Master Xiphos saying that a representative from the Theomore Dynasty will arrive in Dawndeep Bastille?” Zac asked after gathering his wits.

“I doubt it. You’ll have to find a way into the Transformation Docks during the opening ceremony if you want to catch a glimpse. I assume the high number of visitors is because of the river-defying event. Well, only a handful are eligible to participate. The rest are here for the festivities, or perhaps to look for other opportunities,” Xiphos said. “Perhaps you were planning on participating?”

“I’m just here to broaden my horizons. I didn’t even know there was such an event,” Zac said, pretending not to notice the intensity in the sage’s stare. “It sounds like the river-defying event is related to the Mercurial Court. Is Master Xiphos willing to explain?”

“Your mouth says one thing while the fire in your eyes says another. My friend, I approve. It’s too soon to give up on your dreams.” Xiphos gave Zac an encouraging look. “You shared such an interesting story, so clearing your confusion is the least I can do. Though I should warn you, the path is narrow.”

Having said that, Xiphos took out a token. It looked identical to Zac’s [Nine Courts Token], except it only had repeated engravings matching the Mercurial Court. It held nearly as much Imperial Destiny as the sum of Zac’s accumulations during the trial. Zac could see Esmeralda’s fingers twitching inside the shrine, and Zac had to suppress his impulse to snatch the token and run.

‘This guy has a lot of good stuff. It’s a shame he has an elder guarding him like a hawk,’ Zac commiserated, gaining Esmeralda’s wholehearted agreement.

Xiphos, unaware his riches had made him a target, continued to explain, “You need one of these Mercurial Seals. I hear a few can be traded for military credit, except⁠—”

“I understand,” Zac said upon seeing Xiphos’s embarrassed expression. A Mercurial Seal clearly wasn’t something a random three-star veteran could afford. He probably wouldn’t be able to enter whichever exchange had them listed. “Can I ask why Master Xiphos is interested in joining the Mercurial Court? Wouldn’t the Order of the Empyrean Chalice take offense?”

“It’s not what you think,” Xiphos smiled. “The courts will accept a few true disciples, but becoming a permanent member is impossible for me. Most of us are here to temper ourselves and fight for the rewards.”

Zac expected as much. Xiphos had gained an opportunity similar to Maseya of the Joyful Gardens, though this event appeared grander in scale. “The Nine Royal Courts are willing to provide their resources to outsiders with no intention of joining?”

“We’re all part of the Empire. Helping each other is what we should do,” Xiphos solemnly said before his mischievous expression returned. “Well, I hear they’re only doing this because of an Imperial Decree. It’s a celebration of the imminent completion of the Imperial Road. There’s no chance they would have put up their Dao Reserve and greatest inheritances otherwise.”

“No wonder the streets are filled with heroes,” Zac sad.

He’d known there would be opportunities to seize the Outer Courts’ ultimate treasures, it was just, what kind of lunatics would put up A-grade inheritances and Eternal Treasures for an open event? Zac assumed they would need to unearth those relics from the ruins or nab them in a memory during the chaos of the pillar’s activation.

“Master Xiphos is right. I retired long ago and have little military credit left,” Zac said with a longing expression. “Will the Mercurial Court hold trials where one can earn passage?”

“I’m sorry, not that I know of. There are only three ways to gain entry. The first is directly exchanging a token for Imperial Merit. The price depends on the buyer’s cultivation. I’ve also heard that very few are expected to enter this way.”

Zac was happy to have another suspicion confirmed, since it meant he already fulfilled one condition. Between his seals and tokens, he was carrying around a significant amount of Imperial Destiny. Of course, not having to spend his hard-earned resources would be preferable. If possible, Zac wanted to take the Imperial Destiny with him when he left the trial. He believed it was the perfect nourishment for his Void Road.

“Most participants belong to factions who have received an allotment. All orders and major families were invited, as were the twenty-three departments,” Xiphos continued. “Empyrean Chalice was given three tokens that I know of. I was sent to the Mercurial Court while my fellow disciples are headed for the Farsee and Starfall Courts.”

Zac was getting increasingly suspicious why Xiphos would share such intimate knowledge with a stranger. Their vague connection through the Templar orders definitely wasn’t enough to explain it. Even so, Zac couldn’t stop now. He’d learned more in a few minutes than he would from days of listening in on random conversations, and Zac was afraid of making a move before figuring out their purpose.

“And the final method?”

“By Heavenly Decree,” Xiphos said, pointing at his left hand. “You’ll know them by the brands on their hands. That’s a method that can’t be sought.”

Zac resisted bringing attention to his left hand. Turns out the trial takers had already been given the entry ticket. Well, the Realmsingers of Ultom, at least.

“What happens if a chosen goes to another court?” Zac said, figuring he might as well go for broke and milk the sage for all he was worth.

“Ah? Why’d someone do that?” Xiphos asked with a confused look.

“The distances involved are daunting, even with the Imperial Road,” Zac coughed. “Fate can lead you to unexpected places.”

“I’ve no idea,” Xiphos admitted.

“Right of challenge.”

Zac turned to the stoic Dao Guardian, who’d mostly ignored the conversation until now. “Sir?”

The elder didn’t bother elaborating, and Xiphos didn’t seem to know the answer. At least it looked like there was some way to force your way into another trial.

“Oh, that reminds me. There’s one group that can visit whichever court they please! I’ve heard there’ll be a few monsters from the Imperial Capital participating through the authority of the Left Imperial Palace. That’s why the Theomore Dynasty was forced to come out of hiding,” Xiphos said and leaned forward conspiratorially.

“Where would the Theomore Dynasty put their face if their guests overshadowed the local talents and stole their divine opportunities? Her Royal Highness was forced to send out some descendants to keep these outsiders in check,” the sage grinned. “Can you guess who’s coming to the Mercurial Court?”

“I have a feeling Master Xiphos will tell me,” Zac said, his pointed comment falling on deaf ears. Xiphos simply nodded and kept going.

“Princess Astora Theomore, the Fourth Princess of the Dynasty,” Xiphos said, slapping his hand onto the table with excitement. “Five princes and four princesses were chosen among the clan’s descendants three centuries ago. Astora Theomore is the second youngest, only twenty years old at the time. I should have been born a little earlier. My master was there for the ceremony, and he ended up taking my senior sister.”

The sage leaned back. “What a shame. Looking back at it, Her Royal Highness must have chosen her successors in anticipation of the upcoming event.”

“The river-defying trial…” Zac pivoted, not wanting to appear too invested in the comings and goings of the Imperial Dynasties. Xiphos seemed to be fishing for his reactions.

“Some seniors have chosen to celebrate the road’s completion by holding challenges. The river-defying event is arranged by Marquis Vithor. Those who manage to swim from Dawndeep Bastille’s crown to the base will have their Fate with the Mercurial Court augmented,” Xiphos said with a wry smile. “Gaining access is only the beginning, and holding a token doesn’t guarantee a Fate-changing opportunity. I’ll have to work hard to improve my odds. I’m heading to the Solartide Sanctum after trying my hand at the river.”

The discussion went on for another half hour, and Zac learned a lot. He’d been given a rough understanding of the powerful candidates he might end up facing in the Transformation Docks. In addition, Xiphos unknowingly shared the leads for two promising memory lanterns. The original owners had disappeared on the way to the court.

Zac also confirmed Xiphos knew the Limitless Emperor was known as Laondio Evrodok. Zac had done the same in most memories, always turning up the same answer. He was still deliberating whether it contradicted Leandra’s story about the “Void Emperor’s” origins. Zac wasn’t sure if being removed from the River of Destiny would affect the past, including these memories.

Xiphos was Zac’s best chance of getting a direct answer as to whether there was a person matching Karz’s description among the Emperor’s confidantes. Ultimately, Zac held his tongue and shared some of his experiences to satiate the young sage’s curiosity. Esmeralda was listening in, and Karz’s mystery wasn’t that pressing. More than anything, Zac was afraid mentioning Karz inside a memory would draw attention from the Emperor himself.

“If fate wills it, we’ll meet again,” Xiphos said with a smile when Zac finally clasped his hands to say goodbye. “Don’t give up hope. Even an attendant’s spot will provide immense benefits.”

Xiphos said he wanted to help a ‘fellow guardian of the Faith’ by explaining a way to enter through the back door. Those who passed the preliminary screening would be able to bring a handful of followers into the Mercurial Court. It was no different from how Karz became Laondio’s Sword Attendant to follow him to the Limitless Expanse.

An attendant wouldn’t receive any direct rewards, but they would be able to access some parts of the court. That alone could be considered a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the vast majority of the Empire’s subjects, even descendants of powerful clans. Some perceptive cultivators had arrived for this exact purpose.

Dawndeep Bastille only allowed sealbearers to challenge, though one could still try to strike up a connection with those who participated. A few of the other trial grounds were open for all, providing the opportunity to showcase their worth as a follower. Zac didn’t hold much hope for those people. Xiphos repeatedly lamented that his slots were all taken by fellow Templars. Wouldn’t that be the case with most participants?

It had provided Zac with the perfect excuse to extricate himself from the conversation. He set out into the Dawndeep Bastille with renewed purpose.

‘The little sage is no longer observing us. I wouldn’t know if the Dao Guardian is still keeping an eye,’ Esmeralda said after a while.

Zac spent another hour listening to gossip and inquiring about participants to play his role. Every minute felt like an eternity. Zac exhaled when he stepped through the memory domain’s border, finally free of that somber elder’s invisible pressure. They decided to stay in the area and erected a campsite in a secluded spot overlooking the domain.

“What do you think?” Zac asked, the light of Dawndeep Bastille’s glistening waters dancing on his face.

As they’d expected, the silver waters held none of the ocean’s lingering will or spatial decay. It did hold a mysterious aura. The common belief was that it reflected alternate realities, while some thought it was connected to the dream world.

“Creepy.”

“You too? I felt like the sage was talking with me, not Zac the three-starred veteran. Maybe I’m being paranoid after my run-ins with the Earth Child.”

“The Left Imperial Expanse didn’t just sink into the River of Time on its own, and the ritual I saw had to be prepared by someone. It certainly didn’t look like something cobbled together last minute after the Empire’s collapse.” Esmeralda shrugged. “Those two are high-ranked Templars. Fanatics.”

“You’re saying they’re agents working on the ritual?” Zac asked.

“Maybe? They could also be helping out without knowing. The Outer Courts opening their gates is a significant event. The Empire would have to send out loyal subordinates to screen suspicious visitors for malicious intent. Intentionally or not, the investigators might end up catching a couple of trial takers,” Esmeralda said with a gloating grin.

“Let’s hope you’re right and we passed the investigation. Because we’ll probably run into him again,” Zac said. “Do you think his information can be trusted?”

“I think so, for the most part,” Esmeralda said. “Maybe he intentionally threw out false bait to gauge your reaction. Luckily, we’re really clueless enough to perfectly play the role of ignorant hicks.”

“That means we already have two ways of entering the Mercurial Court, though I might have to fill out my Flamebearer seal to use it that way.” Zac glanced at Esmeralda. “Do we need to adjust our plan?”

“I don’t think so. We should avoid paying for passage if possible. It seems Imperial Destiny will be useful on the inside. Your seal would provide the best starting point; that means being put in the spotlight. We should avoid getting mixed up with the Theomore Dynasty—I don’t have the faintest what their abilities are.

“I think getting a Mercurial Seal is our best option,” Esmeralda concluded. “And you should try to become a court disciple.”

“I get not using my Flamebearer seal, but why become an actual disciple?” Zac asked.

“We want the credentials!”

“Even if⁠—”

“Especially if the courts are left as ruins. The Mercurial Court’s treasures should still be there, so they must have endured the assault when the Empire fell. That means some of its defenses are intact. The Empire’s things are built to last; you’ve experienced that first-hand,” Esmeralda said. “That token you used in the Centurion Base might work, we just can’t put all our hopes on it. Having the credentials of an actual disciple is far more convenient.”

Zac recalled what Esmeralda said after their visit to Black Zenith about installing a backdoor. “So we’d use the credentials to pass the arrays if you’re unable to find a way to sneak into the vaults.”

“It’s a common technique when raiding tombs or ruins,” Esmeralda said. “You’ll save a lot of time and effort if you can trick the defenses that you’re a descendant. I often spent more time looking for identity tokens or items holding remnant aura matching my needs than in the ruins themselves.”

“You’re right. If that’s our goal, we might as well aim for a Mercurial Seal. Someone invited through the Left Imperial Palace wouldn’t be interested in becoming an Outer Court disciple,” Zac said, a plan forming in his mind.

“Dawndeep Bastille seemed different than the memory domains outside. The opportunity is there in the open, not as a hidden thread of Fate. You just need to be a sealbearer to join. According to Xiphos, there are at least six more challenges in the area. I’m willing to bet they’re all here. It’s just…” Zac grew worried. “Hitting them all will take at least a month. How are you doing with the curse?”

“I can hold on for a few years if need be, and there are a few things I can do to buy more time if I have to. Ultimately, the sooner I get the item, the higher my chance of fixing my problem,” Esmeralda said.

“We’ll keep watch of the Transformation Docks. We can go as soon as the domain comes online,” Zac said. “Until then, we’ll sweep this place of its opportunities. How hard can it be to swim down a geyser or find a rock with hidden Imperial Destiny?”

Esmeralda stretched her long legs with a satisfied expression. “That’s the spirit. I’ve been running myself ragged for months while you enjoyed the comforts of my pouch. It’s about time I got a break.”

“I still have to rely on you for transportation.” Zac doused the fire with a smile. “I think we’re in for a hectic couple of weeks.”
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“He’s one of them,” Xiphos said while fiddling with his insignia—a habit that came out whenever he felt troubled. It’d become an almost daily occurrence as of late. “A specter wearing human skin.”

“Your heart is unsettled. Keep the Faith and follow orders.”

“I try, but none of this makes sense. How could these pretenders hope to ignite the Flame? Why would it even need to be reignited? What am I missing?” Xiphos grimaced with frustration. “Grandpa, what are you hiding from me?”

“Discard the superfluous. His Majesty is omniscient. Nothing will go wrong under His watch,” the Cardinal said. “Focus on the Holy Decree.”

“How am I supposed to find the right one when they’re able to create such perfect disguises?” Xiphos said with frustration. “I can’t tell if this Zac is the one. What if I end up being wrong?”

“Then we shall resume our search. The specters are necessary agents of change, and finding the kindling takes precedence,” the Cardinal said, complex emotions briefly flickering in his eyes. “Do not rush your decision. Observe the truth in the chalice. We have all the time in the world.”


61
DAWN OF THE TRUE SUN


Emily had to admit it was astonishing how quickly and effortlessly things could spiral out of control. Before she knew what hit her, she found herself clad in an embarrassingly cliché hooded robe with thousands of other compatriots. Emily had nothing against the witchy aesthetic, she’d just undeniably taken things too far by participating in a ritual meant to summon an ancient deity.

To be fair, there were some signs things were moving in the wrong direction.

It all started with a gamble—picking a memory lantern at the last minute, solely based on its vague connection to the Radiant Court. After figuring out the ins and outs of the trial, Emily was disappointed to realize she’d gained an identity not much better than her own. Glothine Peyna was a trainee of the Order of Dawn, still a ways from becoming a full-fledged Templar.

Sure, Glothine’s potential was enough to garner the attention of a mysterious Cardinal. Glothine should have known a man like that spelled trouble. The Cardinal led a covert mission, one not suitable for anointed Templars filled with Imperial Faith. The order had discovered a cult called the Children of the True Sun.

The Cardinal needed infiltrators talented enough that they could rise through their ranks and gather information on its elusive deity. The cult would reemerge if they didn’t deal with the root of the problem. Glothine jumped at the opportunity despite its evident dangers. The reward was too good to pass up. Exposing the deity’s true identity would directly qualify Glothine to take the oath. Not only that, she’d become a Templar stationed in the Radiant Court among the other handpicked elites of the Faith.

Emily inwardly scoffed. The memory lantern began during the cult’s initial screening. That silly girl hadn’t even made it past the first hurdle before being exposed. Emily graciously took over and solved the issue through some good old Atwood Diplomacy. Dead cultists wouldn’t reveal any secrets. Emily successfully became a Daughter of the True Sun by taking the proctor’s token from her cold, dead fingers.

It was all fun and games in the beginning. Emily’s status among the other ‘children’ increased with every memory domain she visited while her rewards went from mouthwatering to mind-boggling.

‘That’s how they get you, isn’t it? They show you a good time, then you’re trapped before you know it.’

The party was over. The cult did as cults do, and Emily had no way out. She was literally stuck inside a volcano, forced to chant scriptures with her fervent siblings. Emily had no way to contact the Order of Dawn. If she did, why would they believe her? At least a million years had passed between Glothine’s name being struck from the Templar records and today. How could a Middle Hegemon possibly have survived that long?

Besides, Emily’s track record made her look more like a turncoat than an infiltrator. This was her fourth connected memory domain, and she’d done nothing to turn the situation around. If anything, she’d been instrumental in setting things up for this stupid ritual—something she only realized a few hours ago.

Emily glared at the throbbing sun floating in the center of the ritualistic circle, wishing she could test its structural integrity with one of her toys. The thousands of D-grade cultists would probably take offense, as would the four leaders standing around the altar placed beneath the sun. All of them Monarchs, with the Emissary of the True Sun being especially scary.

There was nothing to do other than stay the course. It wasn’t like she could do anything to the primordial aura stirring in the depths of the sun. Something surpassing Emily’s understanding had appeared in its depths, something ancient and powerful. A presence already twisting the Dao and obscuring the Heavens.

Emily shook her head. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as she thought. Her seal had clearly encouraged her greed-induced treason. If the Radiant Court didn’t want her to take out the cult’s competition while embezzling their treasuries, it shouldn’t have buffed her seal after every misadventure. So what if she summoned an evil god? It was just a memory, and why would the god kill its devout followers? It might even have some good stuff⁠—

A pained scream crushed Emily’s fantasy. It came from a cultist on the magic circle’s opposite end. Dark smoke poured out his hood and sleeves. Emily could feel the intense heat gathering within the twitching cultist. He was unable to hold it in, spontaneously combusting into a fiery pillar matching the True Sun’s aura. Sealed in the center of the flame, there was a stubborn ball of Imperial Faith.

“There are nonbelievers in our ranks, rats with ill intent,” one of the main cultists said as another cultist screamed. “The True Sun’s flames shall cleanse them of their confusion.”

‘I just had to jinx it, didn’t I?’ Emily inwardly groaned when a third infiltrator was exposed.

It was just the beginning. Fiery pillars erupted one after another, each adding to the dormant volcano’s sweltering heat. Worse, the Sun God’s aura deepened with every sacrifice. The Children of the True Sun had clearly allowed itself to be infiltrated, needing the Templars for the ritual. Emily endlessly complained in her mind. What’s wrong with these brain-dead cultists?

Life in the Limitless Empire was obviously pretty good, so why go around messing with ancient gods? Are you that bored? And do you think you’ll have a good end after killing so many Imperials? Speaking of, how can these Templars be so unreliable? What kind of idiot is running things at the Order of Dawn? Why send dozens of infiltrators? You’re obviously going to get exposed.

More than anything, Emily needed to figure out just how the True Sun cult was able to identify the infiltrators. Did they already have a black book of names? If not, there had to be a problem with the spell meant to hide their Imperial Faith. The deaths started shortly after that vast aura appeared within the sun.

Emily had never bothered using that magic, mostly because Glothine’s fractured memories didn’t contain the whole thing—which was likely the reason for her premature exposure. It hadn’t caused any problems thus far. Emily figured it wasn’t a problem, considering she had no faith to speak of. Every conflagration chipped away at her certainty.

What was she supposed to do? There was no escape. The volcano was sealed with incredible arrays, and she’d surely become the next pillar if she left her post. She furtively looked around, desperately praying for someone else to make the first move. It would trigger a domino effect, perhaps creating an opportunity to escape.

‘Muscle-brained lunatics! Why are none of you running? Dozens have died already! If you’re going to sacrifice yourselves, do it in a way that’s of help to your colleagues!’

The sacrifices became a clock counting toward her final departure. Emily wasn’t one to give up without a fight. Since everyone else was unwilling to make a move, she would have to get the ball rolling herself. There was a chance of survival so long as she could figure out a way to survive the initial attention.

The opportunity Emily had been waiting for arrived before she could come up with a plan that didn’t guarantee painful and immediate death. The floating sun flickered, prompting the sealed Imperial Faith inside the fiery pillars to erupt with incredible intensity. Golden flames had ignited from within, overpowering and consuming the True Sun’s fire.

The pillars collapsed, turning into miniature suns radiating rays of unbending conviction. They surrounded the True Sun like a pack of hungry lions eying a wounded elephant. The Sun God didn’t like what it saw, and its vast presence began pulling back. The sacrificial suns wouldn’t let their prey escape, and they released dozens of radiant chains.

Silver harpoons with cruel barbs were fastened at the tip of the chains. They dug into the fading sun and forcibly prolonged its stay. Four of the chains targeted the leaders presiding over the ritual. Two stabbed into the Emissary of the True Sun with such speed, he failed to react. They didn’t punch a hole in his chest as Emily had hoped. The chains were spiritual in nature, unable to do anything beyond sealing its targets.

The other two chains targeted one vice leader each, leaving the last one unencumbered. The reversal happened in the blink of an eye, and it was only the beginning. The third vice-master’s hand gained a stony coating with such a brutal aura that Emily’s thoughts were briefly scattered. The vice leader had already stabbed his hand through his colleague’s head when Emily came to, confirming his status as another infiltrator.

He didn’t get the chance to finish off the others. While chained down, they retained part of their cultivation. The spy had his hands full stopping the Emissary and his helper from saving their god. They fought in a separate space so their surroundings weren’t impacted. The traitor didn’t want to damage the chains, while the cultists desperately kept the altar safe.

“Protect the True Sun! Break the chains!” the Emissary roared, startling the shocked cultists awake.

The true believers acted without hesitation, targeting the golden suns scattered across the volcano. Some had other ideas. Over two hundred cultists fearlessly intercepted the believers despite being outnumbered three to one. Emily gaped in shock when she realized a full quarter of the cultists had been spies.

A quarter of the hooded cultists took a cautious approach by retreating from the mayhem. They were no doubt opportunists like Emily, who’d joined the cult for its surprisingly ample resources. The true believers didn’t bother with this group. The volcano’s arrays were still intact, so there’d be time to deal with them later.

Awash with relief, Emily tabled any plans of making a heroic stance. Instead, she joined the neutral group, carefully inching away from her spot in the inner circle. The Order of Dawn had made its move, so the outer barrier should be knocked down soon enough.

Or would it?

Emily’s steps slowed until coming to a standstill. Memory domains only appeared where things had gone tits up, and the situation certainly didn’t look optimistic. The Templars mounted a valiant resistance, whereas the followers of the sun had numbers on their side. Templars were dying left and right. The first two dozen turned into sacrificial suns, at which point the True Sun roared. From thereon out, no new suns emerged.

Worse, The True Sun had imparted its followers with some of its power, making them fight without care for their lives. Even some of the opportunists entered the fray when they saw how badly the Templars were faltering. With fewer and few defenders, the cultists started attacking the chains. Directly destroying them was impossible, but each attack exhausted a small amount of its radiance. It wouldn’t take long before the first ones would snap.

The C-grade spy was powerless to turn things around. The Emissary was the biggest beneficiary of the True Sun’s blessing, and the infiltrator was about to be overwhelmed. Just as Emily hesitated about what to do, she felt a vibration from the Cosmos Sack she used to keep her local products. It came from a simple memento Emily vaguely recalled being Glothine’s.

Emily didn’t need to see its glowing Imperial Faith to realize there was something off about it. She’d completely glossed over its existence since acquiring her identity, yet always kept it on her person. Emily’s back was slick with sweat, now realizing how the True Sun found the infiltrators.

Emily wasn’t given the chance to curse her callous bosses before receiving an order that allowed no questioning.

‘Ignite the flame!’

Emily’s gaze was involuntarily drawn to the altar. A small bundle of golden sticks had replaced the ornamental relics. She wasn’t the only one to have received the message. Eight Templars shot toward the altar. Two of them even sacrificed their lives to open a path for a third. It was all for naught. Only someone like Zac could cut a path through a swarm of cultivators at the same grade.

And yet, that was exactly what she had to do. The chains were snapping, the spies were dying, and there were no signs of reinforcements. Whatever happened next would be too little, too late. She needed to put her finger on the scale.

“God-damn-it!” Emily spat as a stream of axes poured out of her sleeves.

The flying tomahawks kicked up a literal storm that obscured even Dao-empowered sight, yet unable to hide the massive totem pole rising in its center. Using the memento as a medium, Emily threw two buffing axes into the pillar. The effect was immediate.

There were still a hundred Templars left standing, all of them showcasing valor and strength above the norm. Even they struggled against the relentless tide of cultists, and most had used their hidden cards. A pulse holding the vigor of spring and the fierceness of the summer sun swept through the volcano, imbuing the faltering warriors with newfound strength.

Dozens of cultists died in a single breath from the Templars’ sudden burst of strength. A few more were cut apart from finding themselves within range of [Dance of the Five Seasons]. The axe array reaped six lives before they knew what hit them. To their credit, the cultists displayed a semblance of cohesion even in their rage-addled state. They worked together to create a perimeter before moving toward the buffing pillar. Emily couldn’t have that.

“Suzy!”

A massive salamander came barreling through the dense storm, its incorporeal form allowing the flying axes to pass right through. It crashed into the most organized group of cultists nearby, completely disrupting their formation. The cultists fought against the beast and Emily’s assault by unleashing swathes of the True Sun’s wrath.

The flames held a mysterious power that damaged the flying axes with shocking ease. Emily had to give it to the Templars; it was a miracle that so many still stood. The flames left Suzy cautious, unwilling to make direct contact. Instead, her burning form darkened before turning translucent, like she fused with the obscuring storm. From radiating the scorching heat of summer, the salamander creature became an avatar of fall’s decay.

Suzy opened her maw wide, releasing a gale that suffocated the flames, and two cultists crumpled to the ground. Another cultist died to a tomahawk flashing by in the gale’s shadow, and a brutal stomp from the huge salamander turned the rest into a paste. A massive hand of flames picked that moment to target the totem pole from the storm’s opposite end.

It was the combined efforts of eight Early Hegemons who hoped to overcome quality with quantity. The ambush wasn’t fast enough to stump the ferocious salamander. Suzy turned into a gust of wind, appearing before the buffing pillar. The salamander was acting without Emily providing guidance or Cosmic Energy—something only possible now that she’d transcended from being a skill.

Emily had gained a lot from her dealings with the Children of the True Sun, and the [Ardent Sunseed] was undoubtedly the best. The powerful Natural Treasure imparted Suzy with a true spirit, turning her into a summoned companion like Verun. [Apostle of Autumn] was already one of Emily’s deadliest skills, and becoming a true spirit had made Suzy even stronger.

The salamander even adapted to embody Emily’s seasonal Dao, not just the heat of summer’s end. Suzy’s unbelievable transformation wasn’t even the best part. The sunseed created a spiritual space in the heart of Emily’s Cosmic Core, and both Suzy and her home would be nurtured when Emily cultivated.

The addition increased the amount of energy needed for each level, and the benefits more than made up for it. The sunseed would provide significant assistance when assaulting Monarchy. Its space would fuse with her Inner World, stabilizing it while expanding its borders. It was also this treasure that made Emily fall to temptation and enter the volcano’s memory domain for “one final score.”

Suzy successfully stopping the ambush was only a delay of the inevitable. The zealots had realized the totem pole was a major factor behind the Templars’ sudden burst of strength. More and more shifted their attention from the sacrificial suns to dealing with the new threat. Suzy could stall a handful of cultists, but a whole army was asking too much of her newborn pet.

It wasn’t like protecting the totem pole with her life would change anything. Emily had always known her buffs wouldn’t be enough to turn the situation around. What mattered was how she used the attention it garnered. The salamander’s rampage had taken focus from the six massive cannons silently appearing within the storm. Even Emily’s modified [Godslayer Cannons] needed a moment to arm.

That moment had passed, which meant it was time to create a few suns of her own.

A deafening roar heralded an enormous shockwave of fire and smoke. It would have been easy to mistake the eruption with the volcano coming alive with Emily’s totem pole as the epicenter. Six streaks of condensed destruction moved much faster than the expanding cloud. They smashed directly into the tightest clumps of cultists who’d advanced on Emily’s position.

The zealots were woefully ill-prepared to deal with the Atwood Empire’s bloody gift and were consumed by ephemeral suns. The explosions rapidly disappeared, leaving behind utter devastation. Three dozen cultists died, only leaving scraps behind. An even greater number were maimed by the hidden shrapnel or knocked silly by the shockwave.

Those who’d narrowly avoided calamity mutely stared at the smoldering remains of their so-called siblings. As one, they stepped away from the menacing weapons that had appeared around the buffing pillar. Not even the True Sun’s blessing could make them stare down the oversized barrels of the [Godslayer Cannons].

Smoke poured out of the War Machines, and they were covered in cracks. They still exuded a palpable fighting spirit, like dying warriors ready to drag their foes down to hell. Their runes sputtered and flickered as they released a low roar, and cultists began running for their lives.

A burning mace radiating horrifying power descended before the cannons could go any further. It held the weight of a collapsing star, far surpassing what a Hegemon could withstand. The totem pole shattered, and the [Godslayer Cannons] were turned into flattened scrap by a resounding slam. Suzy would have shared their fate if she hadn’t returned to her spiritual space the second the cannons fired.

Emily hadn’t expected the Emissary of the True Sun to interfere, allowing his vice-captain to get mortally wounded to deal with the unexpected variable. Thankfully, she’d never planned on sticking around. She was already miles away, hiding inside the shockwave she’d created. The Emissary kept his ambush contained to avoid birthing new suns, but the ripples still reached her position.

Holding back a pained groan as bleeding cracks appeared across her body, Emily kept making her way toward the altar. The message had told her to ignite the flame, so that was what she was going to do. Not because of a belated sense of duty, because it was the only way Emily saw herself getting out in one piece.

Emily moved with supernatural grace, a perfect integration between purpose and Dao. She’d become the storm, making her aura almost indistinguishable from the rippling clouds. Her placement in the ritual was close to the innermost circle, and she successfully slipped past a protective perimeter erected around the True Sun.

Success was so close Emily could taste it. Only, the clouds couldn’t withstand the sweltering sun’s glare. Despite Emily’s best attempts to keep them going, they dissipated while Emily was still crossing the no-man’s land.

Behind were dozens of powerful cultists who realized their deity was in danger. Ahead was a Peak Middle Monarch who’d already tried taking her life once. Caught between a rock and a hard place, Emily kept going. She threw a massive ball covered in sinister runes at the cultists as she rushed toward the altar, her body crackling with invigorating lightning.

The bomb erupted in a blinding light. That was it. Emily snickered at the cultists scrambling out of the way of her disco ball. Sure, she would have happily presented them with the real thing if her stockpiles weren’t running low. This wasn’t the first time she’d been forced to rely on external help. Emily had used them while traversing the Left Imperial Expanse with increased frequency, and the previous memory domains had required incendiary intervention.

Emily feared she would arrive at the Radiant Court with empty pockets at this rate. The decoy bought her the window she needed, but it wasn’t over yet. While the Emissary of the True Sun wouldn’t fall for a cheap trick like that, he’d underestimated the determination of his enemies. The C-grade infiltrator exploded, unleashing a conflagration of Imperial Faith that threw the Emissary out of the way.

The golden flames fueled by the Monarch’s life force swept over the altar, exposing a hidden protective array. The detonation of a Monarch’s Inner World only managed to open a small crack, and it was already closing. It was now or never.

“No!” the Emissary roared, desperately unleashing another attack through the curtain of golden flames. Even weakened, it wasn’t something Emily could deal with. Suppressing the pain in her heart, Emily threw out the only thing strong enough to buy time. A massive cube of refined alloy thumped on the ground, creating a durable blockade.

From its shadow, Emily hurled her tomahawk imbued with the raging flames of summer at the altar. The weapon turned into a flaming comet and successfully squeezed through the crack. It was at that time the bulwark exploded. The Middle D-grade ship would have been able to withstand a hit or two with its shielding active. The same couldn’t be said in its furled state.

The Emissary’s desperate wave of flames descended, yet all Emily could see was the small, golden fire burning atop the altar. How dare that ball of burning gas above call itself the True Sun? What an impostor. Only that flame was worthy of such a grand name. Emily calmly looked up, knowing she’d stumbled onto such a fundamental, inviolable truth that reality could only comply.

The True Sun’s ancient presence was torn asunder, triggering a complete collapse of the Emissary’s cultivation. The sky darkened, and the volcano froze over from the chill of immense, cosmic loss. The whole memory domain quaked, and the Imperial Faith froze from the utter absence of sunlight. Even the Dao in Emily’s mind trembled, threatening to wink out like a dying flame.

The fighting ceased while the Cosmos forced them to witness the end of all things. Just when Emily feared the world would fade into eternal darkness, the True Sun reignited with majestic power. Shifting from angry red to the small fire’s Imperial gold, the sun released a pulse of unquestionable authority. The cultists became shadows under direct sunlight, fading into nothingness.

“Butchers! Thieves!” a decrepit-looking Emissary wailed, giving Emily a final hate-filled stare before joining his subjects in annihilation.

Emily barely heard him. She gawked at the True Sun as its aura surpassed its previous heights and reached unfathomable levels. The memory domain should have shattered ten times over, but the sun’s rays kept the reality aloft. A single drop fell from the sun, turning into what had to be an angel without wings.

The featureless entity looked at the destruction, gently waving his hand. The chains faded, leaving only the sacrificial suns. They were joined by hundreds more that rose from the bodies of the fallen Templars. Emily marveled at the scene until even the few surviving infiltrators joined their brethren, leaving her behind with this bloody angel.

“What—You—” Emily stuttered before she found her mettle. If she were going to die, she wouldn’t go out with a whimper. “Dammit! I’ll haunt you if you dare repay my hard work by turning me into a bonfire. I’ll curse you with impotence, you fire-starting lunatic!”

“Some mouth on you. I suppose your lack of discipline is how you successfully infiltrated the cult,” a decidedly female voice scoffed, then her tone softened, “You did well. Countless years of work would have faltered if not for your timely intervention.”

Emily wanted to ask what the hell took the order so long, reining her temper now that she might survive. Still, the angel seemed able to read her thoughts.

“Caution is paramount when hunting Gods. It took us over a million years to make the True Sun accept our Faith Offerings, and it never truly trusted us. It would never have entered our trap if it sensed any High-grade Templars lurking nearby.”

“Wait, what?” Emily blurted. Did the angel just admit the Order of Dawn had not just infiltrated, but actually founded the Children of the True Sun?

“Your contribution will be remembered,” the angel said, and a streak of flames poured into her left hand.

Emily didn’t have time to investigate the mysterious power it held. The angel left, and the Imperial Flame released its grip on the memory domain. The volcano’s towering walls faded, exposing the vast jungle beyond. Emily gave the shrinking sacrificial suns a pitying look, suddenly realizing they looked quite familiar.

A parting message entered Emily’s mind as the domain’s last vestiges faded.

“Their service is their reward. Their faith shall burn forever, guiding those lost in the dark.”

Only two hundred freshly made memory lanterns remained.


62
LIGHT AND DARK


The hundreds of threads made from Imperial Qi were augmented by the Ancient Arcana before entering the memory lantern. It struggled against the invasion, its link to the Left Imperial Expanse essentially cut after being covered in the ancient cloth and dragged into the Lost Era’s twisted domain. Isolated and weak, the once powerful lantern flickered at the precipice of collapse.

Yselio knew precisely how far he could push the little embers. He repeatedly pushed its ego beyond the breaking point, and each plunge brought it further from its original path. Light turned into darkness, and the dream became a nightmare of Yselio’s making. The delicate manipulation would never have been possible without his third brother’s deep understanding of Imperial Qi and the Lost Era. Yzum’s sealed consciousness had even been harnessed into a dutiful helper who managed the complex arrays.

A sudden flicker undid hours of effort. Yselio mutely watched as a golden glow subdued the Lost Era and simultaneously instilled the lantern with newfound power. It threw off the relic Yselio seized in the Centurion Base, but a flash of darkness consumed the light before it could escape. Since the memory lantern wasn’t fated to be part of his arrangement, it need not exist.

The lazy sword strike created a beam of darkness that carved a widening chasm intent on swallowing the whole world. The cone of destruction was stopped by an enormous Bagua. The eight trigrams transformed into an enormous staff upon impact, and it imposed a cosmic order that scattered the darkness and subdued the Lost Era’s disorderly Dao.

“It’s quite rude to sneak up on others unannounced,” Yselio commented when the vajra emerged from a seam in reality.

The Bagua had formed a halo behind his back, and it slowly rotated to create a pocket of Dharmic purity. The warrior himself had become a representative of orthodoxy, standing at the center of the Cosmic Order. Any lingering energies that came close were reduced to their elementary nature and swallowed by the Bagua. Yselio easily matched the Dharmic Warrior’s face to the reports, and curiosity made him stay his hand.

“I meant no disrespect, Your Majesty. The sudden realignment forced me out ahead of schedule,” the monk, Amanthi, said with a wry smile, pointing his staff at a nearby boulder. It flickered, exposing the two corpses beneath. “When I saw the company Your Majesty kept, I chose not to announce my presence at first. It was my oversight.”

Yselio wasn’t didn’t mind having his actions exposed. He’d only sealed the mangled Daoists to avoid any unpleasant surprises while working on the lantern. “The Daoist Sects are too calculative, announcing their neutrality while buying passage from the Black Heart Cult. How can they expect to achieve greatness when they’re afraid to seize fate by the horns?”

“Is that what Your Majesty was doing?” Amanthi asked.

“Just a small experiment. It would be a shame not to have a taste before the seniors descend on this place,” Yselio laughed.

Amanthi smiled. “Is that so? I thought I saw something enter the Imperial Road, causing a great River of Fate to be rerouted. I must have been mistaken. After all, the Farsee Court wouldn’t let outsiders manipulate their masterpiece.”

Naturally, Yselio didn’t care about the warning, even if it was given out of goodwill. He was more surprised at the monk’s accurate deduction. The Sangha clearly had their means of utilizing the continent’s hidden layer.

“You should be practicing the [Sutra of Cosmic Order]. I didn’t know you were a Dharmic Warrior of the First Mountain.” Yselio looked at Amanthi’s ability with interest, reflecting on the implications. “Who are you representing today?”

“All is one when we descend the mountain. There is no need for division.”

“Is that so? You Buddhist ascetics are truly impressive, willing to give up on the self to pursue greater truths,” Yselio said with a light laugh as he pointedly looked at Amanthi’s seal. “Reignender of Ultom. For a moment, I thought you were here to invite me to a crusade against your Flamebearer. Or are you toiling away in hopes of purchasing a ticket to Eternity?”

The Buddhist Sangha maintained a mysterious façade, but not even they could scrub the knowledge left inside the Eternal Heritages. The Seven Heavens were among those who had some understanding of the Era-surpassing force. The Four Oceans would retreat into Buddha’s dream when an Era came to an end. The Nine Mountains and Eight Temples didn’t have that luxury.

The Sangha’s outer divisions were arranged according to an Era’s Daos. When the Dao came to an end, the divisions would enter the Samsara. Essentially, they shielded the Sangha’s core from the Heavens. When the protection was no longer needed, they’d become the fuel necessary to carry the undying things into the next age. And then the cycle started anew.

Yselio pursed his mouth in thought. No one was completely selfless, and his Royal Father had mentioned signs of discord. The First Mountain stood at the forefront of the outer divisions, and some believed they wanted to break free from their Destiny. Except, you never knew with these baldies. It could be part of a greater plot.

“My Dao is not in pursuit of Eternity. My journey is precious because it’s brief.”

“Admirable, indeed.” Yselio noted he didn’t reject the other claim. It didn’t matter. The best way to deal with these monks was to stick to your principles. Changing topic, Yselio pointed at the Radiant Court’s pillar far in the distance. “Was that your doing?”

The pillar had gained a ring of fire whose radiance reached every corner of the Left Imperial Expanse. It was triggering a change in the memory lanterns, stabilizing and intensifying their flame. Their production of Imperial Faith should have improved as a result, though the court would have to add a few more rings to make a significant difference. It was this sudden influx that had disrupted his plans.

“My scope is limited, I cannot say,” Amanthi said. “My instincts tell me it’s unrelated to us.”

“It must be frustrating. The Radiant Court should be the seat of the Templar Council,” Yselio said with a smile. “It’s quite the formidable foe safeguarding the Peak of Faith’s Authority.”

Amanthi shrugged, unwilling or uninterested in discussing the topic. “I won’t waste Your Majesty’s time with idle chatter. The Pesvati Rift has been confirmed as a remnant of the Limitless Empire. They’re working with agents inside the memories to subvert Karma and interfere with the natural order.”

“And you don’t like the competition?” Yselio glanced at the Daedalian Court’s pillar far in the distance. “It’s a shame I’m on the opposite side of the continent.”

The Daedalian Court’s pillar was the first to form a ring, and its Authority of Karma introduced subtle changes to the continent that Yselio still hadn’t deciphered. In the four weeks that followed, similar halos had sprung up one after another as the fated trial takers fulfilled their duties.

The Farsee Court was the second, only falling behind the Daedalian Court by three days. Its fiery halo was a true elemental flame compared to the Radiant Court’s flame of Faith. Now, only three courts remained unfulfilled, including his Starfall Court. Of course, that was by design. He’d worked hard on suppressing its awakening until everything was in place.

The halos held a grand reversal of Destiny, and each brought the Left Imperial Expanse closer to its great rebirth. Yselio didn’t know how many halos were necessary for the Ultom Courts to finally emerge. He very much looked forward to the unveiling. When not even the past was set in stone, who could say what the future would hold?

Each halo represented an opportunity for Yselio and his contemporaries to reframe history, and the Daedalian Court had seen the greatest collisions of wills. The court had already added two more bands, one of them connected to the Peak of the Grand Tapestry. Yselio assumed it was the work of the Imperial loyalist. They were no doubt working hard to stop whatever the Sangha plotted.

“The Limitless Empire’s Imperial Destiny culminated in the System’s birth. Any further disruption risks harming the Cosmos and ushering in a premature decline. I assume the Seven Heavens would agree that some things should remain in the past,” Amanthi argued.

“I’m sure they would.”

“The Sangha is sincerely extending an invitation to Your Highness. You should already be aware of the inner layer. With the latest awakening, its borders should only be a few days from here. There are spirits inside that should be freed and returned to the Samsara,” Amanthi said, and he presented a small bronze vajra. Yselio could tell with a glance it was formed from a very powerful Heart Technique. “This Karmic Relic will identify the memories that unduly interfere with the cosmic⁠—”

“Huh? When did I say I would help?” Yselio blinked.

“Emperor Tobrial⁠—”

“It’s not my place to predict my Royal Father’s desires,” Yselio laughed. “I’m under no specific orders until I reach the Ultom Courts. Until then, I’m free to do as I wish. I see no reason to distract myself with the Pesvati Rift. Enough seniors are waiting outside to deal with whatever comes next. And if not, isn’t that fate?”

Amanthi’s smile slipped, knowing his mission was a failure.

“Is there anything else?” Yselio asked. “If not, I’ll send you on your way.”

“WAIT!”

The sea light bursting from the dark chasm didn’t listen. It swallowed everything in a cleansing wave of disintegration, including the monk. When the light faded, there were no signs of the monk or his Bagua.

“How lamentable, toiling for a master who wants you dead.” Yselio shook his head as he sheathed his sword. “But why should I play along?”

Yselio didn’t need the System’s hints to know the Dharmic Guardian managed to slip away. If the Sangha’s elites were that easy to kill, their temples would have been plundered long ago. It was more interesting this way. Yselio looked forward to seeing if his actions could leave a shadow on Amanthi’s heart or if he’d taken a risk for nothing.

“The rest of us will have to work hard adding to the spectacle,” Yselio muttered.

The Radiant Court’s awakening disrupted Yselio’s work, although, it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Each reversal brought something new, and this latest addition was quite useful for his plan. The more resilient the memory lanterns were, the more manipulation they could endure. So long as the Starfall Court remained dormant until he finished his preparations, he’d be fine.

If Yselio’s plan succeeded, the Limitless Empire’s sin would become his providence, and he would become an Emperor in his own right. If the plan failed, the Starfall Court would place the Tobrial Dynasty’s Imperial Qi on its sacrificial altar. If the backlash didn’t kill him, someone else surely would. Why wouldn’t he give it a try?

Yselio laughed, wondering if his Royal Father noticed the anomaly yet. Would he feel pride or fury? Probably both. Yselio stepped into the light and disappeared. Light and dark, truth and falsehoods. The Left Imperial Expanse was in constant flux. Only those who could walk the line would come out alive.
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CRIME AND PUNISHMENT


Hundreds of soldiers had gathered in the central square of the 24th Battalion, or the Intrepid Battalion, as it was named. Unofficially, the unit was simply known as the Tartys Division, sharing the name with the enormous legion to which it belonged. It was where the Tartys Clan sent the direct descendants of its local branch for the past fifty generations, using it as a test and training ground.

The Tartys Clan was one of the most powerful founding families beneath the Imperial Bloodlines, with a strong presence on multiple continents. Accordingly, the rich and powerful did everything in their power to have their sons and daughters sent to the 24th Battalion. When else would you have such a good opportunity to get to know a future pillar of the Left Imperial Expanse’s military branch?

There were close to a thousand factions represented in the 800-thousand-man-strong battalion. The rest were seasoned veterans and skilled recruits who’d essentially turned into bodyguards. That wasn’t to say the noblemen were weak. What they lacked in military experience, they made up for in personal foundations and equipment. In raw power, the Intrepid Battalion could take on a whole regiment.

This time, the gathering wasn’t to hold the Dao Debates which Aywin Tartys seemed to enjoy. Two noblemen, a brother and sister, were made to kneel in the central square. Their uniforms were dirty and ripped—an exceedingly rare scene in the Intrepid Battalion—and the man had taken a serious beating before being brought over. With their Cosmic Energy sealed, they looked like filthy vagrants surrounded by immortals.

“To think something like this would happen in the Intrepid Battalion. And from descendants of Clan Burlai, no less,” Aywin Tartys lamented. “The army law is strict. I cannot promise anything beyond a fair trial. Your best chance of survival is by cooperating with the investigation. How long has this been going on?”

“Lord, I swear it was only for a few months. And my actions were in service of the Tar—of the Empire! I was trying to contribute by exposing the ring leaders. I was going to report my findings the moment I found something tangible.”

Joanna watched the farce play out with a neutral expression, her thoughts drifting elsewhere.

‘The Burlai Tribe is one of the strongest locals in the Tartys faction. They’ve been trying to tie the knot between the little flower and the Young Lord,’ Kruta explained, hinting at the beautiful woman kneeling next to the traitor. ‘Well, she’ll be lucky if she can become a concubine after today.’

Joanna nodded in understanding. It would have been impossible for her to untangle the Intrepid Battalion’s complex web of relationships by herself. She neither had the skill nor the patience. Despite the orc’s best efforts, they still didn’t understand what the memory domain expected of them. As far as Joanna could tell, the disaster had already struck before they arrived.

Mervin Burlai consorted with a rebel army; that much was clear. Worse, he’d inadvertently exposed the movements of the Cessina Legion that operated in the same region as them. By all accounts, the leak was unintentional. Mervin didn’t understand the implications of the seemingly random information he’d divulged; the rebel leaders had connected the dots. They used the intelligence to mount a deadly ambush that ruined General Cessina’s plans and left thousands of elite soldiers dead.

By the time she and Kruta arrived, the Intrepid Battalion was dealing with the aftermath. Kruta’s identity as an army inspector made it easy to join the investigation, not that anyone would dare say no to Indra Eyler’s disciple. It only took three days to figure out what happened and intercept the suspects before they could escape.

Joanna had little patience for Aywin Tartys, with his refined manners and scholarly appearance. Frankly, she felt his presence in the army was doing more harm than good. That didn’t change the fact that the Peak Hegemon was exceptionally competent. He’d swiftly unearthed the plot when word came down that the ambush might be related to an information leak.

Mervin left behind enough clues to make an ironclad case. Aywin would be the next one facing inquiry if he looked the other way on account of the Burlai Clan’s close relationship with his family. What was Joanna supposed to do? What were they missing? Their presence hadn’t changed the timeline at all.

Mervin couldn’t have exposed any new information after the ambush. He’d been too busy planning his escape. The sister was only brought into the mess after the fact, reluctantly choosing to help protect her clan’s image. There was no chance in hell the rebels would mount a rescue for an exposed asset. Their hands were full running from the squads Aywin sent to assist the Cessina Legion.

Joanna frowned with annoyance as the interrogation dragged on, once more considering if she should give up on the memory and move on. She’d come to hate convoluted messes like this. Why would the System send her such a trial after she’d claimed her spot through a series of death matches?

The stuffy feeling partly came from the Intrepid Battalion itself. Military discipline had gotten worse with every memory domain she’d visited. Joanna still remembered how bravely the common soldiers fought to fend off the beast tide. They’d displayed courage and valor against an overwhelming threat, all to protect the surviving civilians.

Joanna couldn’t imagine the Intrepid Battalion doing anything of the sort. The camp looked more like a Daoist sect than a military base. Captains debated valor instead of practicing it. They sought the Dao in silent meditation rather than on the battlefield. There was no camaraderie or shared values. Joanna even seen witnessed noblemen covertly celebrating the Cessina Legion’s loss, seeing it as a setback for their “competition.”

She’d kept her opinions to herself and tried to reserve judgment. The Intrepid Battalion might be worse than average, but the different forms of management could be the optimal approach for high-grade elite units. It was a cultivator army. The higher one reached, the more one needed to look inward for answers. Military drills could only take you so far on the path to immortality.

Joanna shook her head, reminding herself she was inside an illusion. The only thing she needed to focus on was gathering more Imperial Destiny for her empty seal.

‘Wait, what did he say?’ Joanna asked, having tuned out Aywin for the past minutes.

‘The leader just announced that the rebels have suffered a catastrophic defeat just minutes ago. He’d anticipated their escape route and sent a unit to block their path. This smooth talker will walk out of this mess looking like a hero,’ Kruta said, his outward appearance perfectly masking the deep disdain in his voice. ‘Quite the coincidence he knew exactly where they’d go, wouldn’t you say? The numbers on the burned note I restored, maybe they were coordinates?’

‘Could it really have been a setup? Would he dare go so far?’ Joanna asked.

Kruta had discovered indications that Aywin knew about Mervin’s unsavory connections for a while. The Tartys scion was keeping tabs on most of the battalion’s important descendants, collecting misdeeds and scandalous secrets for future use. Mervin was a fool, and also a direct descendant of Clan Burlai. He would become a valuable tool in the future.

Mervin still believed overhearing the innocuous supply request that exposed the Cessina Legion’s position was an accident. Could there be more to it? What if Mervin’s bumbling incompetence hadn’t cost Aywin a valuable pawn before he could be utilized? Was this a setup designed to make Aywin look like a hero?

‘Try to confirm the details about the rebel army’s defeat. See if you can match the numbers with something tangible now that it’s over,’ Joanna asked.

The orc nodded, blending with the growing crowd. Joanna stayed by Aywin’s side, trying to decide if this young scholar really was audacious enough to pull off such a scheme.

Aywin loved talking about his ideas and visions and how he would update the Imperial War Machine to suit the modern age. He had grand ambitions, dreams that couldn’t be achieved by a battalion commander. Cultivators were incredibly long-lived, and there were generations of descendants ahead in line for promotion. Jumping ahead needed contribution.

Would knowing change anything? Their only evidence of a potential plot had been incinerated, and Kruta only managed to glean a few numbers by analyzing the echoes of fire. They still had a copy of Aywin’s black book, which wasn’t enough when the direct descendant of a founding family was involved. It had been kept by Aywin’s assistant, and it only touched on Mervin’s association with suspected rebels.

If Aywin was guilty of something more, he’d played his hand almost perfectly. Joanna looked at the scions gathered around the kneeling captives. Did they know? They should at least suspect something, not that they’d let it show on their faces. There was nothing to gain in getting involved with these budding politicians. The risks of making an enemy of the Tartys Clan far outweighed the potential gain.

Tassil Burlai’s defeated expression as she knelt next to her brother gained new meaning. Tassil remained silent, perhaps knowing that exposing any dirty laundry at this stage would backfire. Their only chance of survival was by playing along with their accuser. It was becoming increasingly clear that Aywin was leaving them a way out, practically spoon-feeding Mervin excuses through leading questions.

The two couldn’t avoid being sent to prison or a sinner’s legion, where they could be extracted as soon as the world forgot about their misdeeds. The expanding Clan Burlai would have to curtail their ambitions after Tartys reinforced their position as the top dog.

Joanna looked at the rugged veterans observing the interrogation from a distance. Their expressions weren’t indecipherable like the noblemen’s. They might not understand exactly what happened, but they’d been assigned to the Intrepid Battalion long enough to know how this story goes. Their resignation was palpable. Who knew? Next time it might be them that were discarded.

Kruta returned shortly after. He’d failed to find the smoking gun they needed. Joanna took a deep breath as she looked up at the falling memory lanterns. Each represented a life that had burned for a common purpose—the glory of the Empire and the betterment of its people. Maybe these lanterns belonged to the veterans gathered here today. Would someone like Aywin Tartys manage to leave a lantern behind?

Was this how it would end? Sixty thousand loyal soldiers had fallen.

“I give up.”

“Miss Thompson?” Aywin said, turning to Joanna with confusion.

“There is ironclad evidence to confirm that Mervin Burlai divulged information that led to the attack on the Ceccina Legion,” Joanna said as she walked toward the kneeling traitor. “Kruta Redleaf, what is the punishment for divulging military secrets to the Empire’s enemies?”

‘Girl, you know I don’t know all those—’ Kruta’s complaint was cut short by a murderous stare.

“Uh, death?” Kruta said, and when no one jumped out to correct him, he repeated himself with more conviction, “Death.”

“Miss, the world is not black and white,” Aywin smoothly interjected. “Brother Burlai’s mistakes are deep and undeniable, but there are still points that need to be thoroughly investigated. For instance, Brother Burlai’s claim that he’s been working undercover to⁠—”

Aywin’s expression grew dark as he watched Mervin topple. A wet gurgle escaped the traitor’s throat from a hole Joanna opened with her spear. Her stab had been so smooth that even Aywin failed to react in time. There was no killing intent to provide a warning, and Joanna hadn’t bothered to even look at Mervin when she executed him. She may as well have been taking out the garbage.

“What are you doing!” Aywin wheezed, his aura surging. “We are not mad butchers! There are checks and balances in place! Punishments are only meted out when the facts have been established. How am I supposed to face Marquis Burlai? Or General Tartys?”

Joanna had already tuned out Aywin’s complaints. Her focus was on the veterans, elite soldiers much like the ones who’d died because of some nobleman’s selfish scheme. Just like her soldiers back home. They’d bravely fought far from home, never knowing if they’d ever see Earth again. Most didn’t. They met their end on some ruined planet at the sector’s edge.

For what? The Atwood Empire had desperately fought, not once backing down against the Kan’Tanu’s relentless advance. They exchanged their blood for time, hoping for a miracle. And Zac actually delivered one. They overcame all odds to slay the Kan’Tanu pope and release the Eternal Guardians. The goal was left open when they passed the ball to the Zecia Alliance.

They didn’t even try to score.

Weeks of growing irritation boiled over into smoldering fury as Joanna recalled the update she got from the Zecian sealbearer. About Zecia’s great exodus. How the strongest factions didn’t even try to deal with the disorganized Kan’Tanu Cult refugees pouring into the sector.

Joanna couldn’t do anything about the injustices back home, but she refused to back down when seeing the same thing right before her eyes. She’d been caught up in the tangle, tainted by the same corruption plaguing the Intrepid Battalion. There was only one remedy to deal with this kind of sickness.

“Tassil Burlai. You failed to report your brother’s treason. Worse, you destroyed evidence to hide his misdeeds, hindering the investigation,” Joanna continued. “What is the punishment?”

Kruta, seeing Joanna had no intention of stopping, no longer held back: “Death!”

The orc’s roar was imbued with the flames of war. His voice spread through the Intrepid Battalion, shaking the camp awake from its decadent stupor. Thousands of hardened warriors poured out of their secluded cultivation. They rose into the air to find the source of the commotion, and Joanna could almost hear how countless transmissions caught the veterans up to speed.

“Enough!” Aywin yelled. “You are not the law. You’re a visitor acting as judge and executioner. I have already reported your actions to General Tartys. He shall⁠—”

The threat meant nothing to Joanna at this point. Another stab ended Tassil’s life, and there was finally a reaction among the noblemen: fear. Fear of the cold, gleaming truth at the tip of Joanna’s spear, of the unbending conviction it represented. Aywin looked truly aghast, and yet, Joanna could tell he still hadn’t woken up. She could see the calculations behind the façade, the weighing of pros and cons to decide his response.

While some cowered from the bloodshed, others welcomed it. Joanna’s actions clearly resonated with the veterans. The clear lines and swift executions reminded them of the real face of the Limitless Army, of why they were feared across the Cosmos. They’d reached the top by being ruthless against both themselves and their enemies.

“Tassil’s involvement was limited, and she is a fourth-generation descendant of Ebenos Burlai! Clan Burlai has provided the Imperial Army with both financial support and critical intelligence, greatly assisting the cause. Your wanton actions will cool the hearts of those supporting the Empire’s great undertaking.”

Joanna turned to directly face the infuriated commander. Why had she worried about some tribunal and evidence? It didn’t even matter if Aywin set Mervin up. Knowing about a subordinate’s connection to rebels was bad enough. If he’d done his job, those sixty thousand soldiers would still be alive.

“The Empire’s enemies are everywhere, and they’ll exploit any weakness they find. Your leadership has undeniably created results. The Intrepid Battalion’s battle record surpasses that of the past generations,” Joanna conceded, only for her tone to harden. “However, there are lines that must never be crossed! Military dogma is written with the blood of our predecessors! Our doctrine exists to protect the citizens. It’s there to safeguard the flame of our conviction!

“We are not politicians. We are not philosophers. We are the Empire’s blades. Our world is black and white!” Joanna boomed, each word gaining power until her voice shook the base like claps of thunder. “Aywin Tartys, you ignored the reports of Mervin Burlai’s crimes, along with many others. The 24th has become a den of corruption under your watch, and your inaction caused the death of sixty thousand of the Empire’s subjects.”

“Absurd, you’re defaming Clan Tartys with your⁠—”

“24TH BATALLION! WHAT IS THE PUNISHMENT?” Joanna roared as her murderous intent exploded.

It condensed into a massive avatar of slaughter that perfectly represented the Limitless Empire’s judgment. It was almost as if the Emperor’s Spear had descended in person. The apparition embodied the immutable law that was the Imperial rule, and the whole world responded. Imperial Faith rushed into the apparition, pouring out of the ground and from the memory domain itself.

Most came from the faithful soldiers who saw clearly after years of blurred lines and hollow glory. The Empire was calling on them, and they would answer. Thousands upon thousands of streams of killing intent poured into the avatar as the battalion responded in one voice that shook the Heavens.

“DEATH!”

The fury and indignity of a million soldiers fused into the apparition’s spear, and it descended on Aywin Tartys for ultimate judgment. When his abilities failed to stop its descent, a powerful barrier sprung up in their stead. It was a protective mark left by General Tartys himself, and the illusory silhouette of a middle-aged man appeared. Just his summoned form was no weaker than the Kan’Tanu pope, and the real thing was no doubt already making his way over.

The projection briefly looked at the suspended spear before turning to Joanna. She calmly met his gaze. Aywin was smart enough not to say anything in his ancestor’s presence, but his look of superiority said everything. Even so, his refined appearance crumbled when the projection sighed and shook his head. The world resumed and the law was enforced.

The avatar of slaughter had been empowered by Aywin’s own subordinates and ratified by Imperial Faith. Going against it was no different than going against the will of the Empire. The ancestor was clearly cut from the same cloth as Aywin, and he’d swiftly concluded that a single descendant wasn’t worth it.

The memory domain was already collapsing from offering its faith to power the attack. Joanna looked at the horrified scions running for their lives. There was no absolution in her actions. Joanna felt hollow. Her own issues remained, and she hadn’t even solved the root of the memory domain’s problem. She’d only treated the symptoms. At best, her actions would serve as a warning to others following a crooked path.

“I guess that’s one way to deal with things,” Kruta coughed as he walked over. “What’s next?”

Joanna merely watched as the last pieces of the domain condensed into a streak of light that flew into her chest. A voice echoed in her mind as a bloody halo was born around the Indomitable Court’s pillar.

‘Child, come see me. It’s time to see if you’re qualified to wield my spear.’


64
OMNIPRESENCE


Kadel paused his work to wipe away the beading sweat on his forehead. A wayward drop could introduce heterodoxy to the fragile components, ruining hours of work. He couldn’t afford any more mistakes, whether personal or professional. He’d staked everything—his and his family’s reputation, his endowment, and his future in the Seat of Truth—to silence the overwhelming opposition.

It was time.

The world fractured into countless threads that stretched into the mist. Kadel fought the nausea as he searched the stable lines until picking one. The next moment, he was back in the shared workshop, sitting at a workbench that had been his home for months. He smiled, having successfully memorized two stable runes for the curved metallic band before him. Everything was coming together.

They’d accused him of abusing his ancestor’s contributions to ruin the Seat of Truth’s foundation. They didn’t understand. How could they? Even the Canonized Explorers remained trapped by three-dimensional thinking. Kadel would have been the same if he hadn’t stumbled into the gap left by his grandfather’s experiment. If he hadn’t fused with a sliver of the Ancient Arcana, which gave him a glimpse of the most ancient of truths.

Temporal Omnipresence was possible, and mortals could wield it! It wasn’t the exclusive power of an Eternal.

The clamor of countless parallel worlds filled Kadel’s mind, and a series of spasms made him drop his engraving chisel. He hugged himself, humming the nursery rhyme his wetnurse used to sing to calm him during the summer storms. The thousand voices—most filled with ridicule and contempt—stilled.

The backlashes were getting worse. Kadel slowly reopened his eyes, finding most of his neighbors warily looking at him. One even stowed her project and moved to a workbench farther away. Kadel didn’t mind, partly because he’d already seen it happen. Besides, a scholar cracking under pressure could be a deadly affair. You never knew how an experiment tainted by madness would act.

Kadel knew how he looked, and he didn’t care. He picked up his chisel and continued his work. He would prove all of them wrong tomorrow, and the backlashes would stop. He just needed to visit the crossroad a few more times to discover the final patterns.

“It will not work.”

It took a moment before Kadel realized the taunt came from his prime timeline. The shock made him lose control and infuse too much Spatial Energy into the component. He always picked trajectories free of disruptions, so hearing a voice meant he’d either gone insane or was losing control over his ability. He’d also ruined the component.

Kadel swiveled toward the culprit with a bellyful of anger. It was the nondescript man seated at the workbench to Kadel’s left, a stranger who’d spent the past two weeks working on a metallic sphere. Kadel had already noticed it incorporated extremely novel concepts related to the Peak of Fantasy. A few years ago, Kadel would have loved getting to know a researcher of such caliber.

Now, Kadel mostly liked the man because he’d minded his business, not once interfering with Kadel’s important work. He hadn’t so much as looked up when Kadel fought against the backlashes.

“Bastard, couldn’t help yourself any longer? You had to speak up at a critical moment?” Kadel spat, his eyes stinging from held-back tears of betrayal and pent-up frustration. “Who the hell are you?”

Seeing who’d interrupted his work was surprisingly painful. Kadel had deluded himself into thinking there was at least one person in this Heaven-forsaken academy who believed in his work. Or at least possessed the decency to give him the benefit of the doubt instead of citing antiquated rules. Someone with an unconstrained heart and willingness for exploration.

Kadel’s outburst had no effect on his neighbor. There was no derision on his face, only a slightly vacant expression as he slowly drawled an answer, “I… I am Anson.”

“Anson? Never heard of you. Did someone put you up to this? Was it Kon’Lo? Did she pay you to interrupt my work at a critical moment?” Kadel growled.

Despite his tough front, Kadel started to worry his antics had attracted an actual lunatic. Those lost in the truths often sought out like-minded.

“Can you see it? The disorder brought by your search?” Anson asked, pointing toward a clump of workbenches nearby.

“What disorder?” Kadel’s eyes were wide with shock upon seeing the scholars’ horrifying state. Some looked like they’d fused with countless of themselves, while others flickered in and out of existence. Like the timelines had been merged in a forced state of omnipresence.

“It’s you!” Kadel wheezed, believing this illusionist had used his tricks to mess with him. “What do you want?”

The man shook his head and stood up. “I’ll show you the truth if you dare wake from the dream.”

“What are you—HEY!” Kadel shouted, his eyes darting back and forth.

None of his tricks worked on the illusion. How was this possible? The Seat of Truth had extremely powerful protections in place. If this was a mental attack or illusory domain, the workshop’s arrays should have dealt with it already. Anson was already leaving through the main door on the opposite side of the enormous hall. Gritting his teeth, Kadel rushed after him.

If nothing else, he needed to know how this mysterious observer could replicate such a realistic illusion, perfectly matching his theories of a temporal collapse.

“Hey, where are you going? How did you do that? What’s the truth you speak of?”

“Wait.”

Kadel followed his desk-mate to the middle of the Inquiry Square. As usual, there were hundreds of scholars around. Some moved between departments or the grand library. Most listened in on the Seat of Truth’s time-honored tradition—the public defense where scholars expounded on their insights while the audience poked holes in their ideas.

“Wh—”

“It’s time to wake up,” Anson said, and his sphere ignited with golden splendor.

The world froze, and the Inquiry Square was cast in a golden sheen that filled Kadel with warmth. He’d never seen pure Imperial Faith once before. Only… a pervasive decay hid behind the Empire’s warm embrace. The frozen scholars had become faded paintings covered in dust, both real and unreal.

Kadel was no different. He was hollow, yet his mind felt unprecedentedly clear. It was like he’d finally shaken off the blinders that kept him from the truth. As the observer said, he’d woken up. And it was in that state Kadel realized only this mysterious observer was solid in this world of fading lights.

“I cannot maintain this state for long. You need to move us forward,” Anson said, and Kadel saw how his tool was rapidly draining energy.

“I can only peer into potential futures. I can’t actually move through time,” Kadel said, somewhat understanding what Anson wanted.

“Here, you can,” the man urged. “Hurry.”

“You don’t understand. Even if I grab the trajectory—” Kadel choked on his explanation as the world around them sped up.

A day passed in the blink of an eye; they could travel no further. The countless futures fused into a singular river that severed his connection. Kadel had never seen anything like it during his many experiments. A single possible future? Had they encountered inevitable Fate? The academic in him tried to dissect the fantastical experience, but the theories went out his mind when he saw something just as shocking.

Kadel saw himself standing atop a workbench. Truthfully, Kadel might not have realized he was looking at a copy of himself if not for the prototype in his alter ego’s hand. Kadel could barely recognize the scruffy creature once lauded as a generational genius, the candidate most likely to pick up his grandfather’s mantle and become the first Headmaster in two generations.

Hundreds of scholars and more than a dozen lecturers surrounded him, their faces a gallery of emotions. There were even two elders at the front, including Professor Emision. Time was flowing erratically, and a bubble around Anson’s tool blocked all sound. Still, it was clear his old advisor was urging him to stop and reconsider.

Standing within the illusory bubble, Kadel knew it wouldn’t work. His other self activated the prototype, and Kadel immediately realized the observer—and everyone else—had been right. It wouldn’t work. The Omnipresence Chamber was only supposed to create a domain the size of a walnut, yet a small fissure made it draw everything. Future and past converged on the present, and the prototype shattered under their weight.

A pulse of total annihilation swept through the academy, completely erasing the present and, thus, the future. The people, the buildings, everything, was mowed down by buckling time and space.

“No!” Kadel wailed, consumed by horror and guilt.

A primal rejection of what he witnessed allowed Kadel to seize the temporal threads, and he fled into the past. The Seat of Truth reappeared as it was before. Kadel was once more standing in the middle of the square with the mysterious stranger a day before his ill-fated experiment. The Imperial Faith, the discrepancies, they were all gone. Gone everywhere, save for his memories.

Kadel was covered in sweat like he’d woken up from a bad dream, and his mind feverishly went over the experience. Nothing was as scary as the unknown.

“An illusion successfully mimicking limited Omnipresence? No. We moved in time, yet not. It’s as if we—” Kadel gasped, his eyes wide with dawning, gut-wrenching realization. He looked at the observer, sensing his waning solidity. Yet Anson wasn’t the oddity—the world was. “…As if we were already standing in both points of time. Like we were observing time from within a true Omnipresence Chamber.”

“I first tried to help you discover and remedy your mistake. I’ve come to realize there might not be one. Your vision demands perfection in an imperfect world,” Anson said.

“You…”

“Destroying your prototype would have stopped the tragedy, as would killing you. I believe saving your records is enough.” The observer shook his head. “But they have their goals, and I have mine. I think you can accomplish more, so I figured out a way to temporarily wake you up.”

Kadel took a deep breath, surprised at how calm he felt. “How long has it been?”

“Very, very long.”

“The Empire used my theories to create a dream with Temporal Omnipresence. Why?”

Anson answered after some thought, “I think they needed to observe everything to find the answer. You’re part of it.”

“And what are you looking for, ghost of the future?”

“The same thing as they. A path forward. Hope,” the observer said as he began to fade. “Be patient. Give up on the demonstration, just don’t give up on your dream. If you wish to repay me, expand on your theories.”

“I’ll be expelled and—Huh, I guess that doesn’t matter,” Kadel lightly laughed before looking at the man from the future. “Why?”

“Because it’s incomplete,” the man said, looking deep into Kadel’s eyes. “What will happen when the dreamers step out of the dream?”

“Step out? You’d have to—” Kadel’s brows furrowed upon realizing he didn’t know the answer, and a new road of inquiry opened up in his mind. By the time he looked up, the mysterious stranger was gone.

Anson—no, Janos!—watched as the deranged scholar scurried back to his workshop while the memory domain collapsed around them. Kadel’s mysterious power had somewhat calmed, though he still left small fractures in the dream in his wake. The ability to fuse with the River of Time was amazing, but Time was a Dao fraught with taboos.

It was also this ability that made the experiment possible. Janos understood it was impossible to bring out anyone else. It was only possible with Kadel because he already had one foot outside reality. Still, it was a step in the right direction. Hopefully, Kadel would retain the memory of his experience when he returned to the dream.

Janos shook his head and turned away. The Seat of Truth had been his home for months, yet he felt nothing at seeing its end. It was only a reflection of the academy that was fading. The true academy was still in the dream, having gained a completely new future. His only regret was failing to learn more about the ‘Ancient Arcana’ that Kadel based his theories on.

The Realmkeeper Orb thrummed, using the last of its accumulated energy to stabilize Janos’s surroundings. The experiment had drained most of his resources, leaving only a small reserve for the final piece of his plan. Janos rushed to the teleportation room, shocking its controller with his appearance.

Months of mental conditioning allowed his illusion to activate without a hitch, and the Array Master’s expression shifted from wariness to deep respect. “Greetings, Lord Explorer!”

“Hm,” Janos nodded. “The Mercurial Court has summoned me. Send me to the closest node.”

“Of course!” the guard readily agreed and swiftly made the necessary adjustments to the Teleportation Array.

Janos stepped onto the disk and the world twisted. The Realmkeeper Orb ran out of energy, and the backlash directly knocked Janos unconscious. He was pleasantly surprised to wake up in one piece with no threats lurking nearby. He was stuck inside a tree, and some wiggling allowed him to squeeze out. The Mercurial Court’s pillar was much closer than yesterday, and two rings had appeared around it. Just like the other ones who’d suddenly changed over the past weeks.

This jump was much better than the previous, saving Janos more than a month’s travel. It wasn’t enough to fully recoup the time spent in the Seat of Truth, but the delay was more than worth it. His Realmsinger Seal had nearly tripled in strength, which should mean his solution led to an improved future.

The Mercurial Court’s pillar was now less than two months away. If Janos could find another piece of the communal dream, he might be able to jump directly to the court. It was there he’d find out whether his efforts had borne fruit. Even if Kadel failed or ignored his parting comment, he should have advanced the technique. Someone in the Mercurial Court would have picked up the mantle, taking Janos closer to the solution he sought.

Janos gently looked at the drained Realmkeeper Orb. Its core, thankfully, remained intact. Its alterations also followed him out of the dream, and the orb was already drawing on the continent’s Imperial Faith to replenish its reserves.

His goal had never changed. The only difference was that Janos finally saw a glimmer of hope. Janos’s mind retreated to the countryside cottage and the woman who waited within.

“Um’ha, be patient for a little longer. I will bring you out, no matter what.”

Defiance of the Fall will continue in Book Seventeen!

[image: ]


Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/aethon)

so you never miss a release!


THANK YOU FOR READING DEFIANCE OF THE FALL 16


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Defiance of the Fall 16 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

[image: ]


ALSO IN SERIES:

DEFIANCE OF THE FALL

Book One

Book Two

Book Three

Book Four

Book Five

Book Six

Book Seven

Book Eight

Book Nine

Book Ten

Book Eleven

Book Twelve

Book Thirteen

Book Fourteen

Book Fifteen

Book Sixteen

Book Seventeen

[image: ]


Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting LitRPG Books: https://aethonbooks.com/litrpg-newsletter/ and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive up to five full books completely free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

[image: ]


Looking for more great LitRPG and Progression Fantasy?

[image: ]
Break the Baseline. Break the Limits. Once upon a time, a mageblade-in-training lost his best friend. His soul refused to let her go, and his unformed soulspell developed the ability to revert the timeline to the week before her death. It wasn't enough. No matter what he did, said, or tried, her death was set in stone. He was too poor, too weak, too powerless. Some things even perfection cannot accomplish. So he moved forward, over and over again. Saved the world a few times. Refined himself into a power few could match. Yet the moment he reverted, he'd be trapped in the same powerless, ineffective body he'd started out with. Never enough. Nothing ever changed. Until now. Experience this fast-paced, time-loop LitRPG Adventure featuring a detailed system, loads of skills, time loop regression, an overpowered Magic Sword as the catalyst for change, slow-build power progression, and so much more!


Get Time Breaker Now!

[image: ]


[image: ]
The remastered and definitive edition of this beloved Xianxia Progression Fantasy adventure! Even a mortal can walk the path to ascension. In the Celestial Empire, a land ruled by Immortals and stalked by Spirits and Beasts, a young girl from the slums of an unimportant city is found to have the Talent that may allow her to become an Immortal herself. Sent to the storied Argent Peak Sect to harness her talent, she must work desperately to catch up to peers who have been preparing to walk the Way for years. The Sect grants new students only three months to prepare and grow before the true challenges begin and the disciples are freed to battle each other for resources and strength. Contending with tests, strange teachers, unfriendly peers and her own ignorance, Ling Qi must not only defeat many obstacles, but find those willing to stand at her side when the truce ends. Can she learn to not only survive, but thrive on that journey? Join the start of a Cultivation Progression Fantasy series blending ancient folklore, martial arts, and Xianxia into a fantastical tale. With over 31 million views as a hit web-serial, experience this revised and re-edited definitive edition of Volume One of the Destiny Cycle: Forge of Destiny. Now in Kindle Unlimited for the first time ever, it's perfect for fans of Cradle, Beneath the Dragoneye Moons, and The Beginning After the End!


Get Forge of Destiny Now!

[image: ]


[image: ]
Fight. Win. Fill the skies with flame. El has trained all her life to do two things – to fly on wings of roaring flames and to burn her enemies to the ground. Now, having graduated the academy, she’s ready to do both those things. Until she’s dispatched in the opposite direction of the war effort, to a city named after vegetables of all things. But, despite it being a routine mission, El and her unit find a new enemy waiting for them. One who isn’t afraid of a little fire. With the war now on two fronts, El and her friends must use every spark of magic they have in a high-flying gambit against an enemy bearing a truth that threatens her faith – and a choice that threatens her nation. And, if she’s lucky, maybe she’ll even find a good sandwich along the way. That’d be a real win. Don't miss this action-packed, battle-filled Progression Fantasy Epic by CJ Thompson, the bestselling author of Rune Seeker.


Get Spark of War Now!

[image: ]


[image: ]
An action-packed isekai LitRPG perfect for fans of Azarinth Healer, The Primal Hunter, and Earthen Contenders! A new realm. A new System. No more holding back. Valens is the youngest Life Archmagus the Empire has ever seen. His mastery over Resonance allows him to hear the frequencies of the world and correct them, healing even the deepest wounds. Yet he could do so much more, if only it weren't forbidden—the little he can practice must be done away from prying eyes. So when an ancient ritual promises to reveal the truth behind it all, he leaps at the chance. It leaves him alone in an unfamiliar world, deep in a dungeon crawling with rotten skeletons and towering beasts... and a System. One that grants him the secrets of Warmagic as easily as breathing. And Valens no longer needs to hold back. Don't miss the start of this archmage isekai LitRPG Adventure, featuring a detailed and unique magic system, an overpowered MC, stats, levels, numbers going brrrr!, and everything else you love about progression fantasy!


Get Arcanist in Another World Now!

[image: ]


[image: ]
An action-packed LitRPG Apocalypse perfect for fans of The Primal Hunter, 1% Lifesteal, and Hell Difficulty Tutorial. Unlock his Bloodline. Survive the System. Master the New World. All Michael can do is watch as a System descends upon Earth, sending the first wave of living beings to a deadly Tutorial Zone where survival seems impossible. Facing an inhospitable landscape filled with monstrous enemies, Michael must adapt quickly if he hopes to make it through. All while trying to find and protect his Mom. Beyond that, he must grapple with one more important fact thrown at him. The key to surviving the new world is in his blood. [Single drop of a different bloodline identified.] [Race changed from Human (F) to Unawakened Human (F).] Follow Michael as he unravels the mysteries of his bloodline in this action-packed LitRPG Apocalypse perfect for fans of The Primal Hunter, 1% Lifesteal, and Hell Difficulty Tutorial!


Get Draconic Ascension Now!

[image: ]


For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.

[image: ]


[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc5TX.jpg





OEBPS/font_rsrc5TU.ttf


OEBPS/cover.jpg
. BOOK SIXTEE





OEBPS/image_rsrc5U0.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5TW.jpg
JF BRINK

AKA THE First DEFIER

DEFIANCE
—ALL

OF THE

BOOK SIXTEEN

W

aethonbooks.com





nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Defiance of the Fall 16


    		Copyright


    		Also by JF Brink


    		Contents


    		Previously in Defiance of the Fall…


    		1. Guided by History and Fate


    		2. Under a Fading Sky


    		3. Changing History


    		4. Cosmic Entity


    		5. Young Hero of the Empire


    		6. Ironblooded Wendimars


    		7. Zenith Elixir


    		8. Glimpse of History


    		9. When it Rains


    		10. Tide


    		11. Warbringer Dharma


    		12. Acting the Part


    		13. Hidden Treasures


    		14. Pursuing Destiny


    		15. Janitorial Extracurriculars


    		16. Alone in the Darkness


    		17. A Blessing or a Curse


    		18. Fertile Earth


    		19. Faith and Heretics


    		20. The Earth Remembers


    		21. Lightning Rod


    		22. A Son of the Empire


    		23. From the Ashes


    		24. Conscripted


    		25. Blast Fishing


    		26. Shadows and Chaos


    		27. The Seeping Dusk


    		28. Loot


    		29. Dipper Seven


    		30. The Mountain’s Secret


    		31. Serpico Guild


    		32. Hidden Earth


    		33. Overturning Fate


    		34. Going Crazy


    		35. Faded Glory


    		36. Tides of Fate


    		37. Twin Eclipse


    		38. Escape Route


    		39. Between Realities


    		40. A Distant Dream’s Gift


    		41. Catch and Release


    		42. Hidden Past


    		43. Infectious Anger


    		44. Truth Laid Bare


    		45. Vestiges


    		46. Natural Curse


    		47. A Life Well Lived


    		48. Cursed Flame


    		49. Leap of Faith


    		50. Joyful Gardens


    		51. Mei’Er


    		52. Hope


    		53. Murder


    		54. Hidden


    		55. Led Astray


    		56. Mox


    		57. Triumphant Exit


    		58. Past Life’s Dream


    		59. Dawndeep Bastille


    		60. Theomore Dynasty


    		61. Dawn of the True Sun


    		62. Light and Dark


    		63. Crime and Punishment


    		64. Omnipresence


    		Thank you for reading Defiance of the Fall 16


  




  
    		1


    		2


    		3


    		4


    		5


    		6


    		7


    		8


    		9


    		10


    		11


    		12


    		13


    		14


    		15


    		16


    		17


    		18


    		19


    		20


    		21


    		22


    		23


    		24


    		25


    		26


    		27


    		28


    		29


    		30


    		31


    		32


    		33


    		34


    		35


    		36


    		37


    		38


    		39


    		40


    		41


    		42


    		43


    		44


    		45


    		46


    		47


    		48


    		49


    		50


    		51


    		52


    		53


    		54


    		55


    		56


    		57


    		58


    		59


    		60


    		61


    		62


    		63


    		64


    		65


    		66


    		67


    		68


    		69


    		70


    		71


    		72


    		73


    		74


    		75


    		76


    		77


    		78


    		79


    		80


    		81


    		82


    		83


    		84


    		85


    		86


    		87


    		88


    		89


    		90


    		91


    		92


    		93


    		94


    		95


    		96


    		97


    		98


    		99


    		100


    		101


    		102


    		103


    		104


    		105


    		106


    		107


    		108


    		109


    		110


    		111


    		112


    		113


    		114


    		115


    		116


    		117


    		118


    		119


    		120


    		121


    		122


    		123


    		124


    		125


    		126


    		127


    		128


    		129


    		130


    		131


    		132


    		133


    		134


    		135


    		136


    		137


    		138


    		139


    		140


    		141


    		142


    		143


    		144


    		145


    		146


    		147


    		148


    		149


    		150


    		151


    		152


    		153


    		154


    		155


    		156


    		157


    		158


    		159


    		160


    		161


    		162


    		163


    		164


    		165


    		166


    		167


    		168


    		169


    		170


    		171


    		172


    		173


    		174


    		175


    		176


    		177


    		178


    		179


    		180


    		181


    		182


    		183


    		184


    		185


    		186


    		187


    		188


    		189


    		190


    		191


    		192


    		193


    		194


    		195


    		196


    		197


    		198


    		199


    		200


    		201


    		202


    		203


    		204


    		205


    		206


    		207


    		208


    		209


    		210


    		211


    		212


    		213


    		214


    		215


    		216


    		217


    		218


    		219


    		220


    		221


    		222


    		223


    		224


    		225


    		226


    		227


    		228


    		229


    		230


    		231


    		232


    		233


    		234


    		235


    		236


    		237


    		238


    		239


    		240


    		241


    		242


    		243


    		244


    		245


    		246


    		247


    		248


    		249


    		250


    		251


    		252


    		253


    		254


    		255


    		256


    		257


    		258


    		259


    		260


    		261


    		262


    		263


    		264


    		265


    		266


    		267


    		268


    		269


    		270


    		271


    		272


    		273


    		274


    		275


    		276


    		277


    		278


    		279


    		280


    		281


    		282


    		283


    		284


    		285


    		286


    		287


    		288


    		289


    		290


    		291


    		292


    		293


    		294


    		295


    		296


    		297


    		298


    		299


    		300


    		301


    		302


    		303


    		304


    		305


    		306


    		307


    		308


    		309


    		310


    		311


    		312


    		313


    		314


    		315


    		316


    		317


    		318


    		319


    		320


    		321


    		322


    		323


    		324


    		325


    		326


    		327


    		328


    		329


    		330


    		331


    		332


    		333


    		334


    		335


    		336


    		337


    		338


    		339


    		340


    		341


    		342


    		343


    		344


    		345


    		346


    		347


    		348


    		349


    		350


    		351


    		352


    		353


    		354


    		355


    		356


    		357


    		358


    		359


    		360


    		361


    		362


    		363


    		364


    		365


    		366


    		367


    		368


    		369


    		370


    		371


    		372


    		373


    		374


    		375


    		376


    		377


    		378


    		379


    		380


    		381


    		382


    		383


    		384


    		385


    		386


    		387


    		388


    		389


    		390


    		391


    		392


    		393


    		394


    		395


    		396


    		397


    		398


    		399


    		400


    		401


    		402


    		403


    		404


    		405


    		406


    		407


    		408


    		409


    		410


    		411


    		412


    		413


    		414


    		415


    		416


    		417


    		418


    		419


    		420


    		421


    		422


    		423


    		424


    		425


    		426


    		427


    		428


    		429


    		430


    		431


    		432


    		433


    		434


    		435


    		436


    		437


    		438


    		439


    		440


    		441


    		442


    		443


    		444


    		445


    		446


    		447


    		448


    		449


    		450


    		451


    		452


    		453


    		454


    		455


    		456


    		457


    		458


    		459


    		460


    		461


    		462


    		463


    		464


    		465


    		466


    		467


    		468


    		469


    		470


    		471


    		472


    		473


    		474


    		475


    		476


    		477


    		478


    		479


    		480


    		481


    		482


    		483


    		484


    		485


    		486


    		487


    		488


    		489


    		490


    		491


    		492


    		493


    		494


    		495


    		496


    		497


    		498


    		499


    		500


    		501


    		502


    		503


    		504


    		505


    		506


    		507


    		508


    		509


    		510


    		511


    		512


    		513


    		514


    		515


    		516


    		517


    		518


    		519


    		520


    		521


    		522


    		523


    		524


    		525


    		526


    		527


    		528


    		529


    		530


    		531


    		532


    		533


    		534


    		535


    		536


    		537


    		538


    		539


    		540


    		541


    		542


    		543


    		544


    		545


    		546


    		547


    		548


    		549


    		550


    		551


    		552


    		553


    		554


    		555


    		556


    		557


    		558


    		559


    		560


    		561


    		562


    		563


    		564


    		565


    		566


    		567


    		568


    		569


    		570


    		571


    		572


    		573


    		574


    		575


    		576


    		577


    		578


    		579


    		580


    		581


    		582


    		583


    		584


    		585


    		586


    		587


    		588


    		589


    		590


    		591


    		592


    		593


    		594


    		595


    		596


    		597


    		598


    		599


    		600


    		601


    		602


    		603


    		604


    		605


    		606


    		607


    		608


    		609


    		610


    		611


    		612


    		613


    		614


    		615


    		616


    		617


    		618


    		619


    		620


    		621


    		622


    		623


    		624


    		625


    		626


    		627


    		628


    		629


    		630


    		631


    		632


    		633


    		634


    		635


    		636


    		637


    		638


    		639


    		640


    		641


    		642


    		643


    		644


    		645


    		646


    		647


    		648


    		649


    		650


    		651


    		652


    		653


    		654


    		655


    		656


    		657


    		658


    		659


    		660


    		661


    		662


    		663


    		664


    		665


    		666


    		667


    		668


    		669


    		670


    		671


    		672


    		673


    		674


    		675


    		676


    		677


    		678


    		679


    		680


    		681


    		682


    		683


    		684


    		685


    		686


    		687


    		688


    		689


    		690


    		691


    		692


    		693


    		694


    		695


    		696


    		697


    		698


    		699


    		700


    		701


    		702


    		703


    		704


    		705


    		706


    		707


    		708


    		709


    		710


    		711


    		712


    		713


    		714


    		715


    		716


    		717


    		718


    		719


    		720


    		721


    		722


    		723


    		724


    		725


    		726


    		727


  




OEBPS/image_rsrc5U1.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5TZ.jpg
EVEN A MORTAL:
CAN ASCEND..






OEBPS/image_rsrc5TY.jpg
BREAK THE BASELI
BREAK THE LIMIT!






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc5U2.jpg
DRACONIC™
JRUEASION,

=





OEBPS/image_rsrc5U4.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5U3.jpg





