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Chapter 1

“ZANDER, I WANT MORE!” Althea Lin burst into our tent like a green whirlwind. Her eyes sparkled with anticipation, no longer carrying any trace of the dull and indifferent expression I had gotten used to as of late. Althea had come fully alive, clinging to her newfound vivacious state like a limpet to a rock. She was so eager for more that she didn’t hesitate to intrude on our tent, demanding another dose of entertainment.

She placed a book on the table — one that had once been part of Dero Drole’s library. I never imagined anyone in their right mind would read the poems and adventure novels that made up most of that collection. Even my wife with her hoarding tendencies considered those books useless junk, moving them to a special section where we stored items to be sold at the first opportunity. Much of this “treasure” consisted of the mundane possessions of a certain mimic named Yeezy, who’d pretended to be a Seeker. Vyllea had carefully sorted through the huge pile we’d inherited from the demon. Some of the golden contracts would certainly interest Clyed Feng — judging by them, not only were Houses Soth and Drole involved in the shady affairs transpiring in the First Tier of the human world, but also several families from House Meese. However, it wasn’t the documents that had benefited us the most. Among the vast heap of useless junk, we’d found several spatial pouches filled with herbs from Tiers Zero and One, a mountain of spirit coins, dozens of scrolls with alchemical recipes (likely a hint that we should take up alchemy), a few ancient knives capable of piercing Warrior-stage spirit armor (which we had already tested), and, to my delight, three red Warrior-stage anomaly hearts. While useless to us, they would make excellent cartridges for the regeneration capsule. If someone’s condition became critical, and healing failed, we now had a way to fix it. On that note, I wondered if the regeneration capsule could help mentor Ærinn. Theoretically it could, but approaching the deputy headmistress and offering to cure her disfigurement would be anything but easy.

“Zander, she’s being noisy! Again!” Vyllea grumbled sleepily. “Make her stop. Because if I do it, no one will like it!”

Three new books appeared on the table next to Althea. I reckoned this would keep her occupied for at least two days. She grabbed the books and turned into a green whirlwind once again, nearly ripping the tent flap off its hinges. Who would have thought the prince’s daughter would become so engrossed in second-rate human fiction? Five days ago, when we were teleported to this Heavens-forsaken place, Althea had come to me with a proposal. She was interested in everything related to the human world and was willing to pay for it — with knowledge, skills, techniques, and basically anything she could offer. She was probably hoping for textbooks from the School of Silver Heron. However, I had my own plans. I’d already made a grave mistake by showing the prince's daughter too much. So, I handed her a tome from Dero Drole’s library in exchange for information on how to shield oneself from energy vampires. Althea hesitantly accepted the book, promising to think about it, but within six hours, she had stormed into our tent, almost forcing Vyllea to defend our territory. What stopped my wife was the crazed look in Althea’s eyes — none of us had ever seen her so excited. Thus began her immersion into the imaginary worlds of human writers. And it wasn’t for free — I received several books in return, and much more useful ones, too. For example, I’d finally managed to understand the principle of blocking energy absorption, although I still needed a worthy opponent to test it on. Most importantly, this principle worked both ways. As an energy vampire, I could easily bypass standard protection. Therefore, I needed a worthy opponent to test everything empirically.

The situation we’d found ourselves in was roughly as follows. The interschool competition would be held somewhere in the depths of the second circle of the demon world, with participants transported there via portals. Before us lay vast red woodland, somewhat reminiscent of the Forest of Dandoor — impenetrable, gloomy, and filled with all kinds of dangerous beasts. Many valuable herbs grew there, too — my spirit vision identified several interesting plant specimens scattered at the edge of my six-mile range. The school teams had been separated at the very start, so we had no idea where our opponents might be. The Blue Lotus School team stood at the edge of the woods, surrounded by a protective formation, presumably to prevent anyone from fleeing, although the portals operated around the clock. Competitors lived in tents provided by the school, but when Vyllea and I saw our temporary dwelling, we instantly lost any wish to stay there. We set up our own tent, already well-familiar and ever so cozy. Before long, Althea Lin had erected her luxurious red pavilion-like structure next to ours, which made my wife grit her teeth. She’d even muttered, “I want one, too,” through her teeth once, but somehow managed to restrain herself from further displays of covetousness.

Then began the tedious wait. The draw divided the teams into pairs and determined the sequence of matches. We were up against the School of Celestial Concord — a name new to us, but well-known to everyone else. Apparently, it wasn’t the best school, judging by the general rejoicing. Underestimating the opponent worried me, so I studied the competition rules. They were quite amusing — four years were represented, but only the performance of the two main teams representing the entire school counted. The reason for everybody’s joy also became apparent very soon — the School of Celestial Concord was considered non-aggressive. Even if they won, they wouldn’t kill their opponents.

The competition was organized in a peculiar manner that was quite unlike anything I had encountered before. There were five fortifications in the forest. One was chosen randomly to house the first team. The task of the second team was to determine which fortification was the correct one, then attack it, seize the flag located in the central room, and bring it back to their starting point. The teams switched roles after the first round — if indeed anyone survived the first round, since both attackers and defenders were allowed to use lethal techniques. Everything available to Warrior-stage students was permitted, including all kinds of artifacts. The enemy would not balk at using everything at their disposal in a real battle, after all. Each attack had a six-hour time limit. If the attackers failed to complete their mission within that time, they were considered defeated, even if they had killed all the defenders by then.

According to the draw, our school was to compete last. Each pair of teams was given two days — one for individual years, and the other for the combined team. The School of Wrath had crushed their opponents, leaving only two out of five alive. The School of Silence had also advanced. The artifact makers had chosen not to kill anyone, acting with maximum efficiency and winning their matches in just a few hours. Today, the Boisterous Bull and Calm Waters schools were finishing their performances. Yesterday, Boisterous Bull won all four of their matches, so they were likely to advance to the next stage today as well.

“My sleep is ruined!” A furious Vyllea sat up and glared at the entrance. “Should I just kill her, I wonder? She’s so infuriating! Husband, what’s for breakfast?”

One of my recent habits was cooking our meals using recipes from Clyed Feng’s book. I enjoyed cooking; it allowed me to disconnect from the tedious waiting. Plus, while the food in the Blue Lotus School cafeteria was decent, what they offered you here on the road was slop, and that would be putting it mildly. One look at what they called a “tasty and nutritious porridge” was enough for me to realize I wouldn’t be touching it with a barge pole. I did, however, try it out of sheer morbid curiosity — also, one shouldn’t judge a book by its cover and all that — but the tasting session made me firmly convinced that we should cook for ourselves. On the first day, Vyllea and I ate alone. On the second morning, Althea approached us, casually asking what smelled so good. I had to explain and even share. Perhaps that was a mistake because, by the time I started preparing lunch, Althea had already been present, jotting down all the minutiae of the culinary process. She was interested in everything related to human life — household routines, lifestyle, ascension principles, and even how the humans cooked their food.

The prince’s daughter eventually began to visit us regularly. Vyllea didn't mind — she and Althea found common ground on a topic dear to all women. On the second day, Vyllea showed Althea the creations of Master Maseel, which had impressed the green-haired girl enormously. In return, Althea took Vyllea to her tent to show her a collection of outfits worn by noble ladies from the central region of the demon world. After some discussion, they concluded that Master Maseel was a genius, and that all of his creations were true masterpieces.

“Oh, crap… they’ve found out,” Althea muttered all of a sudden. She was sitting near me, absorbed in reading but keeping an eye on the camp activities. I glanced at the portal — a respectable delegation was emerging. Led by a Nascent God, who appeared as a dark spot, were several unfamiliar Overlords, a vaguely familiar Apprentice-stage demon, and the deputy headmistress of our school. Instead of heading to one of the tents occupied by the senior instructors assigned to us as observers, the whole group was resolutely moving towards us.

“Is there going to be trouble?”

“Unlikely. My father was probably informed that I’d made some new acquaintances, so he’s sent his assistant here. Don’t be fooled by his kind face and affable manner. He’s one fearsome demon.”

I could only sigh and continue with my task. It was important not to get distracted while cooking, even if high-ranking clan representatives were paying us a visit. The entire group stopped about three feet away from us. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that the students had dispersed to their tents, which had been orchestrated by one of the arriving Overlords who’d managed the situation with great efficiency. No one disturbed me — today, I had decided to roast a few choice cuts from the boar we had hunted the previous evening. It was uncertain whether we’d get a chance for any lunch, and growing bodies always needed protein. I used Vylrean herbs as seasoning, which gave the dish an utterly sublime and unforgettable flavor. They not only preserved the meat’s energy, but also infused it with a rich spicy aroma. I had plenty of food, so I materialized several plates without hesitation. Setting aside two for myself and Vyllea, I handed one to Althea Lin and placed the rest on the table before me.

“Please help yourselves. I understand it’s not every day you start with Gold Warrior-stage wild boar tenderloin seasoned with Vylrean herbs, but, unfortunately, I have nothing else to offer today. The only issue is that I don’t have enough tableware for everyone.”

“That’s not a problem, we’ve brought our own,” said the Nascent God demon. He did look affable and sweet, resembling a soft cinnamon bun a little with his kind face, bright yellow eyes, a gentle smile, neatly tied black hair, and a rather bushy beard just covering his neck. Expensive incense completed the image, showing that the arriving demon paid close attention to his appearance. He had a kind and trustworthy avuncular look, appearing to be around sixty, with only a few wrinkles touching his face. The Nascent God sat down in his chair, took out his knife and fork, pulled a plate towards him, and inhaled the aroma. He cut off a slice, put it in his mouth, chewed, and closed his eyes in visible delight.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve had human food, especially so well-prepared. Please, colleagues, help yourselves. It’s not polite to insult such a gracious host.”

No one dared to contradict the Nascent God. Vyllea, whom I had warned about our guests, had stepped out of the tent. Having grabbed her portion, she pondered for a moment on where to sit, and decided the best spot was the only one available — next to Althea.

“Tea?” Vyllea offered as she noticed the guest had finished his meal.

“I wouldn’t say no,” the Nascent God smiled. It was amusing; no one introduced themselves, yet everyone behaved as if they’d known each other for years. I found it rather unnerving. Vyllea fetched the teacups and began pouring tea. We always had a teapot filled in the anomaly. It wasn’t just for such occasions — I enjoyed how Vyllea took care of me, and waiting for water to boil and tea to brew was often inconvenient. So, we always had several ready, kept fresh in the spatial anomaly where time stood still.

“Well, you’ve sure made an old man happy,” the Nascent God leaned back contentedly and glanced at Althea, who had put her book away. “Girl, will you introduce us to your new friends?”

“Acquaintances. Just acquaintances,” Althea replied, frowning.

“Of course, acquaintances,” the guest smiled warmly. “Acquaintances who feed you so well three times a day and don’t ask for any money. And that book you hid — it definitely doesn’t come from our library. I doubt the Blue Lotus School’s library is missing anything, either. So, you must have gotten it from somewhere else. Let me guess, you got that from your acquaintances as well, am I right?”

“What do you want from me?” Althea snapped. “Why are you even here? To check if I’m alive? Well, I am, so you can beat it now!”

“No, girl, your father insisted we don’t interfere in anything you get involved in, even if it’s the interschool competition where true demons leave only two out of five participants alive. This is your path, and you must walk it alone. We’re actually here because of your new acquaintances, so skilled at cooking. Will you introduce them, or should I ask them myself?”

“These are first-year students of the twentieth class of the Blue Lotus School, Zander and Vyllea,” Althea frowned. “Seekers, if that means anything to you.”

“It means a lot, actually,” the guest smiled. “Tell me, girl, are you aware that Seekers are exclusively a human guild? The amulets Zander and Vyllea wear can easily destroy anyone present in this clearing — probably even me. Isn’t that strange? I had to do some digging to find out who these two are. Zander and Vyllea. Tell me, Seekers, which clan do you belong to?”

“A Seeker has neither clan nor house. By accepting the right to bear this plaque, Seekers forever renounce their past,” I replied. I understood perfectly where the Nascent God was heading. I had also recognized the Apprentice-stage demon who’d accompanied him. It was amusing, since I’d only seen him once in my life, and very briefly at that. He had been bound and lying on the ground while I struggled to control the forces of absorbed demons as we fought at the wormhole. The bungler who made all sorts of trinkets for the demons of my world known as “Carros the great artificer.”

“And yet, I’d like to hear an answer,” the Nascent God’s disarming smile made it difficult to resist. If Althea hadn’t warned me about his real nature, I might have been swayed.

“Forgive me, Elder, but it’s impossible. One cannot call oneself a Seeker and follow the rules selectively. The Heavens would not approve.”

“The Heavens,” the demon smiled. “You know, Seeker, no one in this world speaks like that?”

“Seekers do, Elder. I cannot fully explain what it means, but the Heavens see everything and everyone. They control a Seeker’s every action and word, and often their very thoughts themselves. For me, the Heavens are the Primordial Soul, guiding my path from Circle Zero to the highest peaks of ascension. What you’re asking for is a deviation. If we reveal our past, there’s no guarantee the path will accept us back.”

“You have a smooth tongue, Seeker. And you, girl? Can you say anything about your family?”

“Of course I can,” Vyllea stated. “My family is right in front of you. All I have is my male. He’s all I need.”

“Now you sound more like a demon,” the guest’s kind face spread into another smile. “Proud, stubborn, confident, and acting as if you had a house behind you. A true female. Unlike you, Seeker Zander.”

“What are you implying, Uncle Phasor?” Althea flared up again.

“Implying? My dear girl, I’m too old to imply anything. Knowledgeable demons say Seeker Zander isn’t who he claims to be. Ditto Seeker Vyllea. Isn’t that right, esteemed artificer?”

“Absolutely!” Carros’s voice croaked like a raven’s. He looked shriveled as if he’d spent years under the scorching sun of Earis. “These two attacked me and my team when we were looting the mechanism of the ancient humans. It’s them! I’d recognize them anywhere, even in this form! They can’t fool the great artificer Carros!”

“You see who you’re dealing with, girl? Humans pretending to be demons. That’s why I want to know which clan they belong to. It’s dangerous to have such creatures around.”

“Does he look human to you?” Althea leaped to her feet, pointing a finger at me.

“No, but you know very well what good artifacts can do.”

“Uncle Phasor, I’ve known you too long! Stop this charade! You would never sit at the same table with a human, let alone accept food from one! Tell me, does he have artifacts that alter his essence?”

“No, girl. There are no artifacts on him.”

“Then I don’t understand the point of this conversation. Why did you bring this useless old man here? Who is this so-called ‘great artificer’ Carros I’ve never heard of?”

“This? A demon who lived in the human world for twenty years,” explained Uncle Phasor — apparently Phasor Lin. “We came across him while gathering information about your new friends. You won’t deny being students of Seeker Guerlon, will you?”

“Mentor Guerlon has indeed taught us a great deal,” I confirmed. “It’s thanks to him that Vyllea and I decided to become Seekers. That Taoist had showed us what the Heavens are. He defended our right to be called Seekers before the head of the Phoenix Clan and the Emperor himself. The plaques we carry contain a part of the emperor’s essence, making them powerful without harming us — despite our origins. There’s no secret in the fact that the Copper Nascent God, Seeker Guerlon, is our mentor. I assume you’ve been to Zou-Lemawn and know who the founders of the tournament are?”

“Indeed, I’ve been to Zou-Lemawn. And I picked up a few fascinating tidbits there. Sometimes a human and a demon would show up, apparently, while other times it would be two humans — or two demons. It was so strange that I’d been forced to take appropriate measures. Since when do Taoists freely enter a demon city and establish a tournament? Not only did Seeker Guerlon feel at home in Zou-Lemawn, but he’d also managed to kill a Nascent God! If it weren’t for the greatness of Overlord Shang Li, there would have been disaster. It’s a shame the residents of the border city forgot their primary purpose and allowed humans in. Don’t you think someone needs to be made an example of? Humans are primarily food. Then servants. Slaves. But never partners. Are we on the same page so far, girl?”

“Humans are food,” Althea Lin affirmed. “But this food creates interesting things, Uncle Phasor! Books! Artifacts! And you should see their clothing! We don’t have anything like it!”

“Clothing is good. I do love clothing.” Phasor Lin stroked his golden robe. “However, it’s crucial to determine everyone’s true identity. What you see isn’t always what it seems. Seeker Zander, I’d like to verify something. Come closer.”

A sense of foreboding shot through me, but I approached the Nascent God. Without any ceremony, he placed his hand on my shoulder. A surge of energy hit me, almost flattening me — he employed every investigative technique and sigil he knew. Many of these were unfamiliar to me, but I couldn’t discern the details — they were too swift. The demon operated on a completely different level. Nevertheless, I found something positive in this encounter. While the plump relative of Althea was examining me, I’d managed to study the Nascent God’s energy structure. The differences between him and an Overlord were minimal — primarily in the spirit core. It was so massive that it dwarfed all the other formations. I couldn’t see any further details, for Phasor Lin had removed his hand.

“What’s the metal thing in your brain?”

“It enhances spirit vision. It’s installed through an ancient human healing capsule.”

“Althea, I have a task for you.” Phasor Lin turned to his frowning niece. “You need to find out everything about the device in Seeker Zander’s head. What it does, how it works, and where to get one. Any details. Seeker Zander will cooperate, won’t he? This is a question, Seeker! I know how Seekers regard their word. I will receive the information, won’t I?”

“Althea will learn everything I know about the device in my head,” I responded after a pause. I had no other choice. Phasor Lin sat back, savoring my words, then nodded and smiled again.

“Seeker Vyllea, I’d like to check you as well. Come closer.”

Vyllea wanted to make another snide comment, but I managed to stop her. This wasn’t the time for her to show her temper. With a heavy sigh, my wife approached the hefty demon and allowed him to place his hand on her shoulder.

“What can I say — you’re an ideal demon! Hardly any intellect worth mentioning, but what a body! If not for a slight barrier, you could have been a remarkable physical absolute. Well, I’ve learned everything I wanted. Tell me, o great artificer Carros, do you still think they’re humans?”

“But… they… I saw it with my own eyes!” Carros stammered — which was the last thing he ever did. Some flakes of black ash fell to the ground — that was all that remained of the inept artificer.

“So your suspicions weren’t confirmed? These are demons?” mentor Ærinn asked unexpectedly.

“From what I can see and sense, they are indeed!” Phasor Lin reassured her. “Thank you for your assistance, deputy headmistress of the Blue Lotus School! I understand students need to prepare for tomorrow’s fight, but we’ve received some astonishing information about this peculiar pair. I would appreciate a report on their progress, both annual and overall. The prince will never allow his youngest daughter to traffic with just any riffraff.”

“As you wish,” mentor Ærinn nodded. “Seeker Zander, come to my tent in the evening. We need to discuss the strategy for the upcoming battle.”


Chapter 2

“FIRST-YEAR STUDENTS, follow me!” The commanding voice of the organizer echoed through our protective formation. Habitually taking Vyllea’s hand, I headed toward the portal. The other three “gifted” individuals, who had earned the honor of representing the first-year class of the Blue Lotus School, turned out to be our classmates. Unsurprisingly, this included Amli Nor, the class monitor. Despite his decidedly unpleasant personality, one couldn’t deny his cunning, education, and strength. One didn’t become a Silver Warrior at his age by chance. Our relationship definitely classified as strained. Even though no one bothered us or set traps for us anymore, communication was strictly business-like, with a visible air of disdain for us lowborn Seekers. Even after we’d won the qualifying competitions and joined the team, it didn’t lead to any thaw in our relations. We were still seen as unworthy upstarts taking the rightful place of scions of the illustrious Nor tribe. I decided they could all jump in a lake.

First-year students were the last to be transported — three senior classes had already gone to their respective competitions. Each class had its own forest, where dangerous beasts from all over the Second Circle had been brought in advance. Simply capturing a base was too trivial a task to determine a winner. You had to fight not only against demons from other schools, but also against wild beasts. This was deemed the only right way to get into its spirit of the competition.

As I approached the portal, I couldn’t resist glancing at the deputy headmistress’ tent. Spirit vision revealed that mentor Ærinn was inside, sitting in front of a mirror, brushing her hair methodically, and lost in thought. She had been sitting there since last evening. Apparently, our conversation had left a deep impression on her…

"You’re a smart boy, Zander, so you surely understand why I called you here,” mentor Ærinn began when I’d met her that evening. After setting up a protective barrier to prevent eavesdropping, the deputy head even removed her blindfold to dazzle me with her “beauty.”

I had the whole day to prepare for this conversation, so I decided to clarify my position right away.

“Senior instructor Othar must have informed you that I was human. During the inspection, you remained silent, letting Phasor Lin decide for himself whether it was true or not. He confirmed that I was a demon and killed the slanderer. However, you still believe that senior instructor Othar was not mistaken. So, you’ve decided to meet with me to turn me into your obedient pet. After all, if you report my human nature to the right people, they’ll capture and torture me immediately. Or you could easily kill me yourself and present my corpse as evidence. In exchange for your silence, I would have to do whatever you say. Jumping, running, and even breathing would all require your permission. Did I understand the reason for your invitation correctly, mentor Ærinn?”

“As I’ve said, you’re a smart boy.” A nasty grin twisted the already frightening face of the deputy head.

“There’s only one problem — I’ve been personally examined by the right hand of one of the princes. Do you really think I wouldn’t pass any other inspection, mentor? I’m no different from demons. Any word you say would contradict the decision of a Nascent God of a sufficiently high rank. Are you ready to tell Phasor Lin that he’d made a mistake? Ready to stake everything on that, like the demon Carros, who fancied himself such a great artifact creator? I’m a Seeker. My task is to graduate from the Blue Lotus School and then continue on my travels, exploring this world — or the human world, should we decide return there. I aim to be as useful as possible to the school and will try to win the current competition, but I won’t let myself be turned into a pet. You might as well kill me right now and then explain to Phasor Lin why the prince’s daughter’s only friend had suddenly died or vanished. I’m sure that question would definitely come up. Or do you think that by dying I would suddenly turn back into a human? I’ll have to disappoint you there, too — I won’t. I’ll remain a demon. At first, I was going to offer you the same deal I’d made with my group — you leave us alone, and we work hard for you — but that would be foolish. After all, you’re the deputy headmistress. So, the proposal should match your status. Tell me, do you enjoy walking around with those hideous scars?”

Mentor Ærinn clearly wasn’t expecting this turn of events. Her hand instinctively touched her right cheek.

“There’s a way to fix that. I can help.”

“Don’t joke about such things, student!” Ærinn’s expression darkened. Her one good eye began to fill with madness, and her aura pressed down on me. No matter how you looked at it, Ærinn was an Overlord, and not a weak one, either — probably at Gold or even Diamond rank.

“This isn’t a joke!” I rasped, barely managing to stay on my feet.

“You think I haven’t tried every method? Even the healing techniques of a Nascent God couldn’t remove this mark! No mimicry technique can repair my face. The blood technique used by those cultists will stay with me forever as a reminder of my own foolishness and trust in demons!”

“I’m a Seeker, mentor. We don’t make empty claims. If I say there’s a way, it means I’m sure of it. However, I have conditions, too. Vyllea and I need to progress — we’re stuck at Bronze. We need an Overlord-stage source of energy, but we can’t get it in the Second Circle. I propose a mutually beneficial exchange. We help you get rid of the effects of that cultists’ technique, and you give us four opportunities to drain the energy from your elemental core and meridians. Unfortunately, this is the only method of ascension available to Vyllea and me. And it doesn’t have to be you — any Overlord will do, as long as they don’t try to kill us in the process.”

“I need your involvement in the school’s affairs, Seeker,” mentor Ærinn said after a pause. “For the past twenty years, the head of the School of Wrath has been mocking our students, offering various wagers to determine the best. His students always win. This doesn’t sit well with me. The school’s honor is not something I take lightly.”

“One wager — one extraction of energy from any Overlord’s core,” I suggested. “And my involvement should only be where I’m truly skilled. If you need someone defeated in a jian match, you’d better use Vyllea.”

“Well… This isn’t how I’d imagined our conversation would go. Let’s sum it up. You guarantee to rid me of my scar in exchange for my loyalty and four drains from an Overlord. You’re willing to participate in bets between schools, with your price being one Overlord drain per participation. I understand you, Seeker Zander. Go back to your tent. I need to think…”

Mentor Ærinn pondered all night, and I suspected she was still lost in thought, running a comb through her hair for the thousandth time and occasionally touching the dreadful scar. My source of information was Althea Lin — when she was sent to study in the second circle, she was given comprehensive dossiers on all the instructors. This included details about how long the deputy head had been bearing that hideous scar and what she had tried to do about it, so preparing for our conversation was not difficult. The funny thing is, we both knew my proposal would be accepted. It wouldn’t require Ærinn to betray her world or pay me enormous bonuses, nor would it mean giving me or Vyllea special treatment among the students. Just four opportunities to drain energy from the meridians and the energy core. Vyllea and I had indeed been stuck at Bronze rank for too long. It was time to go for Gold.

“Move along!” The organizer didn’t seem to like our delay much. We had to quicken our pace to catch up with the other participants. When the shimmering stopped, we found ourselves inside a small stone building in the middle of a vast red forest. Though calling it a building was a stretch — the entire structure comprised nothing but four walls surrounding a small hut where the red flag was located.

“According to the draw, you’re the first to defend the flag. The trial starts in ten minutes. Your task is to prevent the enemy from capturing the flag for six hours! Get ready!”

My three classmates used movement techniques to get onto the walls of our little fortress. It was small — no more than thirty feet long. Given that the walls were wide enough to walk on freely — about three feet wide — I couldn’t see much from below. Unlike our partners, Vyllea and I didn’t follow suit. Instead, we conjured chairs and a table, sitting down for a cup of tea. Exactly ten minutes later, as the organizer had warned, a loud gong resonated through the forest.

The first stage of our competition had begun.

“What are you doing sitting down? Get on the wall!” Class monitor Amli was nervous. As a member of House Nor, he simply couldn’t afford losing in the first round. His kin wouldn’t understand. Besides, this was his first competition as a Warrior, despite his already having attained the Silver rank. Heavens almighty, even the class monitor had a Silver rank while Vyllea and I were still stuck at Bronze!

“I wouldn’t stand out on the walls if I were you,” I remarked in a calm voice, not even thinking of putting down my cup of tea. “There are five such fortresses in the forest. They have to find them and figure out which one is real. If they spot a fortress with such outstanding demons on its walls, our opponents will probably guess where the flag is.”

“But we’ll see them from a distance, so we’ll be able to attack them as they approach!” Amli wasn’t about to give up. “Get on the wall! That’s an order! I’m the leader of our group, so I won’t tolerate disobedience!”

“I didn’t vote for you as a leader. Vyllea, did you participate in the vote?”

“Fancy a punch in the nose? I have better things to do!”

“Three against two! It’s fair! The rest of the group voted for me!”

“Standing on the walls is unproductive and stupid.” I could only sigh. Class monitor Amli clearly didn’t take kindly to differing opinions, demonstrating a most infuriating propensity for following rules and procedure with no reflection whatsoever.

“Are you refusing to obey your commander?” One of Amli’s aides decided to speak up. I hadn’t even learned his name in the two months we’d been in the same class — simply because I wasn’t interested. In class, Vyllea and I sat at the front, near the instructors’ table, and didn’t turn around when names were called to answer questions. I genuinely didn’t care. Maybe I could figure out who it was by voice, but I didn’t feel like it. I wasn’t at the Blue Lotus School to establish any useful connections among the Fourth-Circle clans. I was here for the knowledge exclusively.

“I don’t have a commander,” I noted in as measured a voice as I could muster. “If you want to be someone’s servant, that’s your business. Don’t project your fetishes onto everyone else.”

“Why, you…” our classmate began, but Amli stopped him.

“Don’t mess with this filth — it won’t stink up your shoes. Arguing with such is just embarrassing. Don’t forget, we’re from the Nor tribe! These rootless nobodies should be kissing our feet for the sheer privilege of being noticed. Since they aren’t, we won’t lower our heads to see them groveling in the dirt, either.”

“Try not to kill them,” I requested as Vyllea silently stood up from her chair. Her body disappeared, only to reappear next to Amli. He likely intended to defend himself, but how could he when he no longer had a drop of energy? Vyllea’s fight on the arena had revealed new talents in me. As soon as my wife approached an opponent, I instantly drained not only their meridians, but also all artifacts and sigils — just in case. So the direct punch to Amli’s nose wasn’t stopped by any spirit armor, and he couldn’t dodge, having turned into a statue. The class leader’s body fell off the ten-foot-high wall, but my spirit vision showed he was still alive.

“Do you need a special invitation?” Vyllea glared at the two “aides.” “Get off the wall now, or I’ll drag you down myself!”

There were no more objections or attempts at protest. Our classmates jumped down and, since Vyllea didn’t object, they began tending to the class leader. Healing fixed the bones and stopped the bleeding, but couldn’t restore the drained energy. Vyllea approached me and sat on my lap as if nothing had happened. Yet I could see the energy whirlwinds raging inside her, so I immediately initiated the conjunction. A Silver warrior was still overwhelming for her. Even the renewed heart through which I acted wasn’t entirely coping — or, perhaps, I was doing something wrong. Once Mentor Ærinn realized she had no other choice but to agree to be our source of ascension, I’d have a chance to test all the ways of transferring energy from Vyllea to myself.

A heap of spirit stones was required for the class leader’s recovery. After a while, a very angry Amli took his “assistants” and retreated to the far side of the wall. They’d even set up a protective formation around themselves, thinking it would keep them from being overheard. They didn’t know that my spirit vision revealed absolutely everything happening under their dome. The hostile looks our classmates cast at us clearly indicated they were planning some special trick. Amli obviously wouldn’t forgive the beating, and I suspected Vyllea might soon get a chance to snack on the essence of one very unbalanced demon — or I would, despite my attempts to avoid it. A brief influx of energy would surely help me overcome one of the barriers.

Time flew by quickly with me engrossed in reading, even though it was but a textbook on architecture, a subject I previously knew nothing about. The volume of theoretical knowledge given to students at the School of Spirit Power far exceeded the Blue Lotus School curriculum. Demons focused on practical applications and usefulness in life, while Taoists emphasized broadening one’s vision and knowing how to behave in high society. We had such things in our world, too. Second Tier remained uninvolved due to being a zone of active combat. But starting from the Third Tier and onwards, the great Houses wouldn’t tolerate anyone doubting their greatness. Perhaps that was why Mentor Guerlon had fled to Tier Zero — bowing down to pompous toads whose only merit was being born into the right family wasn’t worthy of a Seeker. The Heavens certainly wouldn’t approve. The more I read about my world, the more its resemblance to the demon world amazed me. Essentially, it was the same — just without barriers.

“They’re approaching,” I said quietly when five new energy structures appeared on the edge of my six-mile spirit vision range. All warriors, as expected — and none of them Gold-ranked. The group moved quickly, but without using techniques. Our opponents ran as one unit, not thinking to split up. Judging by their direction, they knew exactly where to go, which was odd, since the fortress locations were supposed to be secret. Or maybe it was only a secret for our school, while the others knew exactly where to run. A good question to ask our supervisor, if I remembered to.

“Thoughts, Zander?” Vyllea turned to me, clearly expecting her illustrious husband to have come up with a plan already.

“No point in delaying. You three — stay in charge! Don’t leave the fortress, and don’t touch the flag. I’ll check when I return. Vyllea, come along. Let’s see what kind of freshmen the School of Celestial Concord has.”

After four hours of running, our opponents were thoroughly exhausted. It was evident in everything: their energy levels, their stiff movements, and their breathing. I couldn’t say it was a fair or honorable fight. They simply didn’t stand a chance. We didn’t even use any techniques — Vyllea handled the five of them on her own. All I did was drain energy from a couple of artifacts I didn’t like and from their leader, a nearly Gold-ranked warrior. We tied them up with chains (we had recently stocked up at our school’s shop) and dragged them to the portal. Our opponents still had to recover and prepare to defend against our attack.

But the observers didn’t declare victory yet: the School of Celestial Concord still had two hours to escape with the flag and win the match. We had to wait. Only after the gong sounded, signaling the Blue Lotus School’s first-year team had won the first round, did we remove the chains from our captives.

We were transported to a new location through the portal — the edge of the forest. The observer who had been with us all along took the floor at once.

“Students of the Blue Lotus School, your attention, please! The five fortresses are located at the vertices of a large pentagon. Find two fortresses, and you’ll find all the others. The competition starts in ten minutes. Recover quickly!”

I glanced at Amli and his team, who were whispering among themselves again. To the Heavens with them. They would only slow Vyllea and me down. I closed my eyes and extended the boundaries of my spirit vision as far as possible. Ten kilometers of forest unfolded before my eyes, instantly revealing the locations of three of the five fortresses. Our opponents weren’t in them — the fortresses were empty. That left just two points, and I now knew exactly where to go. It would take maybe three minutes to reach them, a few seconds to grab the flag, and another three minutes to return. That was the whole competition. We weren’t planning to engage in any hand-to-hand combat. The tournament conditions didn’t require physically defeating the opponent — just delivering the flag.

When the gong sounded, Vyllea and I took off, leaping across the treetops. I had misjudged the time — it took us just one minute. Knowing exactly where to go and being able to leap half a kilometer in a single technique made everything straightforward. Our opponents were clearly unprepared for our sudden appearance. They were gathered in a circle, discussing something — likely their defense strategy. A very prudent activity. I approved. Vyllea and I flew up onto the wall, jumped to the booth, grabbed the flag, and escaped before any techniques could be launched at us. That was it! The entire tournament won as easily as that!

When we returned, Amli and his group hadn’t even disappeared into the forest yet. They were probably discussing their grand strategy as well. As soon as we landed in the clearing, the gong sounded, signaling the unconditional victory of the Blue Lotus School’s first-year team. If only things were always this easy…

However, our expectations didn’t always align with what the Heavens held in store. I frowned upon returning to the camp, since Ærinn was nowhere to be seen. Moreover, many students seemed quite agitated. They whispered among themselves and gave Vyllea and me strange looks. Explanations were needed, and they came in the form of a green whirlwind bursting into our tent without knocking.

“Zander, Vyllea!” Althea Lin was more than just agitated — she was positively bursting with emotion. “The fourth-year team… they’re all dead! The School of Celestial Concord didn’t leave anyone alive! Tomorrow, it’ll just be the three of us representing our school in the main team!”

(Demon World. Central Palace. Inner Courtyard)

“So, what’s your take?”

The prince looked at his brother. The events at the front were disheartening — two barrier expanders between the second and third tiers had been destroyed. Moreover, two Nascent Gods tasked with guarding them were as good as dead. They wouldn’t survive the inquisitors of the Phoenix Clan. He cursed inwardly. And just as everything was going so well! Agreements with the Tiger Clan in the human world were being executed perfectly, demon spies were being trained in human educational institutions, food for ascension kept arriving steadily, and invasion strongholds were being established. Soon, the entire south of the human world was supposed to fall at the demons’ feet, but something went wrong. And it wasn’t just something — there was a specific name for the disaster that had befallen the demons — the Copper-ranked Nascent God Seeker Guerlon. This Seeker had emerged from nowhere and, unlike most human Nascent Gods, who absorbed the energy of the Primordial Soul and dreamed of ascension, he had plunged straight into the frontlines. He attacked only Overlords and Nascent Gods, sparing Warriors and even Masters. In just four months, he had become a considerable thorn in the demons’ side. A veritable manhunt was launched against him, resulting in the loss of a top-tier assassin. No one knew how, but the Copper-ranked Nascent God had managed to kill a Silver-ranked one! Given the difference in ascension, this was unimaginable, yet it was a fact.

“She’s changed. There’s life in her eyes again. Before meeting the Seekers in person, I observed them by interacting with Althea for several days. They don’t see her as the prince’s daughter. They treat her as an equal. Not friends yet, but far from mere acquaintances.”

“Are they truly students of Seeker Guerlon?”

“Confirmed. The boy is a human from the backwaters of Tier Zero. The girl is a demon from the Second-Circle Urbangos Clan. Their ability to transform into humans or demons is granted through full conjunction. We often use this to send spies into the human world. Currently, not all Nascent Gods can determine their true nature. When they reach the Master stage, I believe only the king will be able to tell. The full report is on your desk — there’s a lot of interesting information there.”

“A human in a demon ascension school…” The prince, long since having lost his name, rolled the phrase on his tongue like fine wine. “Before making any decisions, I want to hear your recommendations.”

“Don’t touch them, brother,” Phasor Lin said. “As wild as it sounds coming from someone who hates humans with all his soul, I strongly suggest that you don’t touch them. What if this is what the queen referred to when she deigned to address your problem? Demons couldn’t overcome your daughter’s barrier — but maybe a human can?”


Chapter 3

“COMBINED TEAM OF the Blue Lotus School, follow me!”

“Don’t you dare not to come back!” It had come to the point where even the deputy headmistress of the school was seeing us off. Mentor Ærinn had argued with the organizers all of yesterday evening and probably throughout the night as well, but the rules were immutable. The combined team’s composition was determined and agreed upon in advance. This requirement in the rules was set by none other than the Blue Lotus School to prevent the School of Wrath from making unexpected substitutions. But who could have predicted that these substitutions would occur before the tournament started? Two months ago, five fourth-year students had been expelled from the School of Wrath and transferred to the School of Celestial Concord. As Mentor Ærinn had found out, this was the second combat team of the school, failing to make the main list. The sly fox had pulled a trick, giving the modest School of Celestial Concord a chance to feel represented among the greats. Our senior students simply weren’t prepared to face true demons instead of the regular kind — creatures that invaded your mind and turned your brains to mush before you could use a single defensive technique. And there were no techniques against mind invasion — only one’s own willpower.

The portal brought us to the forest’s edge — it would be our turn to attack first.

“Blue Lotus School students, please pay attention! Standard rules apply — five fortresses located at the vertices of a giant pentagon. The competition begins in ten minutes. Prepare yourselves!”

Althea’s sullen expression didn’t sit well with me. Yesterday, after she’d barged into our tent, she tried to dissuade us from participating. She had nothing to fear — artifact earrings made by her father would protect her. Additionally, true demons knew who was on our team and what would happen if anything befell Althea. But Vyllea and I wouldn’t be spared. We hadn’t laughed so much in ages, feeling a bit awkward before Althea, who was upset that we didn’t take her seriously. She had come to warn us, after all, disregarding her pride. We had to sit the adventure novel enthusiast down and explain that we had everything under control. The only thing making me nervous was not understanding Althea’s capabilities fully. I’d seen her as an artificer, and she stood out in joint training, but training and real tests were entirely different. Plus, our opponents would likely include a brain-twister. I could protect myself and Vyllea — conjunction would help. But what about Althea? Could she shield her mind? If a creature like that invaded her mind, no artifact would save her, nor would her status as the prince’s daughter. Her body might survive, but turning into a vegetable would be a side effect. I was sincerely glad that the draw had been in our favor and we were attacking first.

“What are you doing?” Althea asked, astonished as we set up three chairs and sat down. A table appeared, and my industrious wife began pouring tea.

“Preparing, as we were told,” I replied calmly. “Join us. Why stand when you can sit? We won’t be moving for the next five hours.”

“Would you explain already?” Althea was clearly on edge.

“When we competed for the first-year team, we reached the target point within a minute,” I explained, sipping tea. “Considering we didn’t kill any of our opponents, true demons surely know our speed. They will prepare for that. They’ll activate all their artifacts, set up defenses, and strain to spot us in the forest. But we won’t show up. Not in a minute, not in an hour, not in four. True demons are quick, impatient, and cocky. Do you think they can maintain focus for that long? I don’t. When the fifth hour of idleness comes, someone will start getting bored. And as Mentor Guerlon taught us, if the enemy is nervous, they’ve already lost. So, I suggest you find the strength to relax. Take a cup and make yourself comfortable. We have time, so I can finally finish recounting the first volume of your clan’s history.”

Spirit vision, as before, showed only three out of five fortresses, but today we were lucky — we’d spotted our opponents immediately. Judging by their formation, they were indeed preparing to repel an attack. When the gong sounded, signaling the start of the competition, defensive techniques, domes, and a few nasty sigils that would explode if stepped on were immediately employed. Those weren’t the kind that just slowed you down — these would obliterate you. They were well-prepared. But what I’d liked most about the scenario was that the whole team had been more beast than demon. They lacked cores — they had beast essences instead.

“So you really mean it?” Althea interrupted me when we didn’t even flinch after the gong. Vyllea closed her eyes; she didn’t care to hear about the Lin clan’s history.

“Althea, what do you think of the demonic ascension path?”I asked instead of answering. We were under a protective formation, so our escort couldn’t eavesdrop. He’d be able to see us, but unlikely to hear anything. Good thing I’d renewed our defense, I mused.

“That’s… too personal a question!” Althea blushed unexpectedly.

“What do you mean, personal? Either you consume someone else for their strength, or you don’t!” Vyllea opened her eyes. She always enjoyed talking about food — especially delicacies.

“Why do you need this information?” Althea decided to mimic me, answering my question with one of her own.

“It determines what we’ll do with you. If someone naively thinks they can kill five of our fourth-years, they’re sorely mistaken. I may not be a big fan of the Blue Lotus School, but it has decent teachers and an amusing library, as well as a wealth of knowledge that I’d like to add to my collection. So I’ll have to defend the school’s honor. The only way to do that is to kill those in the forest. But simple killing is wasteful. Energy needs to be absorbed to channel it properly. One could say these creatures will atone for their sins against our school this way. If you follow the demonic path, you’ll come with us. If not, stay here, and we’ll consume these creatures ourselves.”

“You plan to handle a prepared team of five, unrestricted in artifacts and techniques? Just the two of you?” Althea clearly didn’t believe me. “And not only handle them, but also absorb their cores?”

“Beast essences,” I corrected her. “Our opponents aren’t pure demons. They’re more like heavily mutated beasts that had somehow acquired human form. And yes, we plan on doing exactly that. Are you with us or staying?”

“I… Why, sure, I’m with you!” Althea said with fake confidence that didn’t fool me for a moment.

“Have you ever consumed a beast core?”

“Not just beasts, but humans, too, and even demons!” Althea replied with a strange intonation again. “When we tried to break the barrier, I had to do all sorts of things!”

“But did you feel so bad afterward that just recalling it makes you dizzy and nauseous?” I described my symptoms from the first minutes after regaining consciousness. Absorbing cores certainly gave one a powerful surge of strength, but the process itself… Judging by Althea’s heavy breathing, I’d hit the nail on the head. We clearly shared the capacity for absorbing energy.

“Understood. Show me your control over energy vortices in the body. This should have been done yesterday, but I didn’t know what draw we’d get. If we’d ended up defending, we’d just kill everyone without absorption.”

“I don’t like your requests and questions, Seeker Zander!” Althea said with a scowl. “You act like an Elder, yet you’re younger and physically weaker than me! Winning against me in artifact crafting means nothing!”

“Really? That’s what you're proud of?” Vyllea scoffed. “The entire Second Circle is physically stronger than my husband! Probably half of the First Circle, too. But I still recognize his authority without question. Because he’s earned that right not with words, but with deeds. If Zander says red is green, you don’t argue — you agree and don’t waste your time wondering why. I’m fine with consuming the essences of the five true demons myself — it will benefit me. But you don’t irritate me too much, so Zander’s right — the team should share.”

“Why does he need to know how I control energy?”

“No idea,” Vyllea replied innocently. “I’ve already explained it to you. If he says red is green, you agree without asking. Still, it’s your decision.”

“Why do you need this information?” Althea turned towards me, clearly unsatisfied with Vyllea’s answer.

“Consuming energy causes a temporary surge of power within the body. If you can’t control your flows, channel them through all the meridians, stabilize and calm them, you could die. Or burn out. I don’t have the ability to tame vortices in another demon’s body. In that regard, I’m a far cry from the head of the School of Wrath, for example. Vyllea and I work through conjunction, so absorbing such power doesn’t affect us. But I don’t even want to imagine what will happen to you if you absorb the essence of a Gold-ranked warrior without knowing how to stabilize the vortices within you. It’s dangerous, and could lead to serious problems. I promised Mentor Ærinn that we’d win this competition. We’re already down two participants. I don’t want to lose another over something as trivial as reluctance to share information.”

“Fine, watch!” Althea said after a pause, initiating her body’s energy circulation. “What?”

“Why did you only activate one of the energies? There are three.”

“What do you mean, three? And how do you know what I did without using spirit vision?!”

“That’s why I say he’s an Elder,” Vyllea chimed in. “There are indeed three flows. Body, mind, and energy. The body and mind merge into a braid, stabilizing each other, while the energy flows separately.”

I couldn’t help but smile — my wife did remember things, after all! I wanted to hug Vyllea and hold her close, but Althea’s presence held me back.

“Mind energy? That’s the biggest nonsense I’ve ever heard. I was only taught about the energy created by the body. It’s the foundation. And it’s what prepares us for ascension. There was never any mention of additional energies!”

“Zander, show her!” Vyllea suggested, but I had to decline such a generous offer.

“She’s a pure absolute — and a Gold Warrior to boot. Remember what happened in the Forest of Dandoor when we first activated conjunction? How I trembled from the urge to stabilize our levels through conjunction? I don’t want to become a whimpering ball chasing after my mistress again. Besides, Althea could seize control and accidentally turn me into her loyal dog forever. Conjunction doesn’t only give you power — it may also cause significant problems for those who don’t fully trust their partner. Sorry, Althea, but I don’t trust you that far yet. As for the energies — there are indeed three, but as I now understand, they’re used in conjunction. A regular demon only needs one — the one that governs the body. Your flows are powerful, but the power absorbed from other beings’ essences will ignore them. They operate on different levels. So, we’ve decided what to do. You’ll have to stay here and wait for our return. No, I misspoke… You’ll have to carry the flag — we won’t be able to do it ourselves after we consume our opponents.”

I took a stick and I began to draw a diagram of our mission on the ground.

“We’re here, and our opponents are over here. A straight line running in that direction.” I pointed for emphasis. “Half an hour after we leave, you need to head to the fortress, grab the flag, and bring it back here. Vyllea and I will be unconscious. Five Gold Warriors are too much for us — we’ll need a few hours to stabilize the energy.”

“How do you know where our opponents are?” Althea asked, looking stunned.

“Just do what I told you,” I said with a sigh. Althea was so unlike Vyllea. While my wife didn’t ask unnecessary questions, communication with the prince’s daughter followed the question and answer format. Her curiosity and thirst for knowledge were astonishing and, honestly, a bit intimidating. Over the week we’d been talking, it felt like Althea would sell anything for a new book.

The green-haired girl remained silent for a long time, trying to pierce me with her gaze. Apparently, it wasn’t every day someone had the nerve to demand something from a prince’s daughter. I believed I understood her main problem. Even now, she was fully convinced that she faced no real threat in this competition. She might get hit with a few techniques, and maybe even punched in the jaw, but no one would maim or kill her. The prince’s wrath would be terrifying. Demons may not have believed in the Heavens, but the Heavens certainly wouldn’t approve of someone walking the path to ascension in that manner. Where there were no problems, there was no growth. After effortlessly becoming an Apprentice, and then a Warrior, Althea encountered a massive barrier. Being a pure absolute didn’t mean having no obstacles. Absolutes simply overcame them much faster. The only way to advance Althea to the next stage was to let her go off on her own. But not like now, with the prince’s aide coming running to see who’d gotten into his precious child’s inner circle. True freedom that would help Althea become a Master involves hardships and turmoil. Ideally, she should escape from everyone and live alone for a while. Somewhere on the edge of the world, surrounded by powerful beasts. Fat chance of that ever happening…

“Fine. Thirty minutes. Continue with the story…”

I managed to wrap up in four hours. As I’d expected, Vyllea had been openly bored at first, but once I got into the juicy details of betrayals within the Lin clan, she opened her eyes. After finishing, I stood up and stretched — procrastination couldn’t delay the inevitable. Besides, our observer was clearly getting anxious, having paced around our protective formation multiple times, hinting that the trials wouldn’t wait. Our opponents were also growing bored. In the first hour, they seemed ready to repel any attack, but gradually began to tire. Keeping the sigils active required energy, so two demons had to use spirit stones constantly. Once, maybe twice more, and their meridians would be drained. They couldn’t keep restoring with stones forever — they needed rest.

“Ready?” I extended my hand to Vyllea.

“I was ready when you were still in your diapers!” My wife retorted as we left the forest clearing behind. The fortress we needed to reach was just four miles away as the crow flies. It took us only a few seconds to get there. The energy in the sigils had just run out, and our opponents were debating whether to maintain them. What if we didn’t show up at all?

Surprise!

True demons couldn’t use spirit vision like we could, so they’d missed our arrival. They were conveniently gathered in one spot, engrossed in their discussion, and even stood in a semicircle, making things so much easier for us! I leaped into their midst as soon as I’d reached the top of the wall. Everything else was a matter of technique — unlike my opponents, I had prepared in advance. The energy of the five Gold-ranked warriors surged into Vyllea’s heart, turning our enemies into statues. Well, perhaps, not exactly statues — three of the stronger ones managed to maintain composure, likely used to fighting energy vampires. The team composition was interesting — two brutes, who couldn’t handle the loss of strength, a succubus who’d remained unfazed, and two brain-twisters, who’d launched spectral claws at our minds. Or tried to, since my invisible hands were still in play. Despite losing energy, the undergraduates resisted.

But who would let them resist effectively? The knife flashed as Vyllea began feeding. Both brain-twisters gasped and fell as I heard a guttural growl right next to me. My ravenous wife was shoving two essences into herself at once. The succubus tried to escape but collapsed next to us — her essence ended up in my mouth. The borrowed strength seared through me, making me feel sick, my mind yearning to wander off, so I had to act quickly. Vyllea, now a pure beast, turned to me, her eyes devoid of reason. We needed to synchronize, but it was too soon — the two remaining opponents were regaining consciousness. The dagger flashed again. I extracted one essence and shoved it into Vyllea's open mouth, and the other into mine, before the revulsion could overwhelm me. My brain felt like it exploded — colors danced before my eyes like never before! Understanding I was running out of time, I grabbed Vyllea and pulled her close, initiating the conjunction. The first part of the plan was done.

The world around us vanished — I couldn’t keep any part of myself grounded in reality. The power surging between Vyllea and me was terrifying — even the ancient device seemed to sympathize with our madness and didn’t interfere. But now that worked in my favor as nothing distracted me from forming the two barriers of my ascension. Mind and body. Yet something had clearly gone wrong today. The space before me rippled, and instead of materializing as needed, formed four barriers! Although I wasn’t describing it right — two new dams had appeared text to my already-familiar two. One looked small and fragile, blocking a vast lake of red water stretching to the horizon. It seemed like a few well-placed blows would demolish it. But as for the other… I’d never seen such a construction as mighty and sturdy before. Massive walls soared into the sky, with numerous supports, reinforcements, and even chains holding back the lake’s pressure. Jumping up, I managed to see its color — blue. The most astonishing thing was that opposite these two dams stood a giantess who looked exactly like Vyllea. She gazed at her red-flaming hands and grimaced. Noticing me jumping nearby, the giantess turned, her eyebrows shooting up,

“Zander? Where are we? Damn, it hurts! My hands are on fire! What should I do?”

I couldn’t speak during the conjunction, so instead, I raised my flaming fists and began wreaking havoc on my mind dam.

“Got it!” Vyllea’s voice echoed. But what she did next nearly made me scream. Instead of jumping to her dams, Vyllea appeared next to me. “Together! Shoulder to shoulder! I count — you follow! The blows must be synchronized! Strike!”

Vyllea operated on a different level. She had somehow infused the borrowed energy with her physical strength. Each devastating blow she landed caused huge cracks in my dam. Our fists were reduced to bones, but we kept hammering away, pouring all the borrowed power into my barrier. Together. That was something I couldn’t even imagine! The once smooth wall of the dam was now a web of cracks, and with the next strike, I heard a terrible crackling sound. My head throbbed painfully — it felt like a mind flayer was probing my brain. But there were no claws — just the pain.

“More! Not enough!” Vyllea continued to shout. “Use your body! Imagine you’re training with Mentor Guerlon! What would he say about your feeble punches? Use your body! On the count of three! One! Two! Strike!”

The punch I delivered to the cracked wall was the strongest of my life. My knuckles shattered, and a sharp pain shot up my arm, but the result was astonishing: a hole formed where we struck, and through it, blue water gushed out with tremendous force, sweeping us away. The last thing I remembered before my imagined space disappeared was the dam of my mind breaking completely, unleashing torrents of blue cold to quell the fire within our bodies…

As I opened my eyes, I saw Vyllea’s bright yellow ones opposite me. We regained consciousness simultaneously. The conjunction had ended, and there seemed to be no adverse effects. A check was necessary. Leaning toward Vyllea and touching our foreheads, I initiated the conjunction again, and almost choked from the intense cold — a powerful stream of blue mental energy surged out of my head, nearly freezing me solid. It flowed into Vyllea, immediately stabilized by her red warmth. Gasping for breath, we stood there, struggling to inhale — handling such inner power was a new experience for me! It took effort to stabilize it, and just as I was about to end the conjunction, something unusual happened: the energies instantly dissolved into our bodies, as if they had never been there. I felt an extraordinary lightness, strength, and power. It seemed like anything was possible!

“You said you’d be unconscious for several hours!” Althea’s astonished voice came from behind. Jumping down from the wall, she approached us. “Did you really devour all of them?”

I probably should have said something, but I couldn’t. My spirit vision had changed again. The flood of blue mental energy had thoroughly cleansed everything, granting me a new ability. Three living demons were beside me: Vyllea, Althea, and our observer, who still looked quite shocked by the sudden demise of the five true demons. Previously, I could only see the energy structure composed of nodes, meridians, cores, and essences, but now something new had been added — barriers. Those very dams I had imagined in my mind. Vyllea had three barriers. A mighty one in her mind that looked near-unbreakable, a fragile one ready to collapse at the slightest touch in her body, and a third one I hadn’t seen before. It resembled the dam that once blocked my mind and seemed to govern the spirit. The observer also had his barriers, but for some reason, they were marked with a padlock on a chain. He was an Overlord, and I deduced that the padlock symbolized his tier or circle barriers. This demon would never become a Nascent God. As for Althea, I could only sigh. The barrier that blocked Vyllea’s mind looked like paper compared to Althea’s. The construction my spirit vision painted seemed impenetrable and monolithic! It would be impossible to break through the mind first, then the body, and finish with the spirit. It had to be all at once. On closer inspection, I noticed a few scratches and even a crack — remnants of previous “unlockers’” efforts, most likely — but they looked so trivial that they hardly warranted any discussion. The Heavens had clearly turned against Althea, creating such an obstacle in her ascension.

“Zander, are you okay?” Vyllea asked, noticing my strange look. “Did we succeed?”

“Yes, everything’s fine. And it seems I’ve truly become an absolute of the mind today.”


Chapter 4

“ZANDER, WE NEED TO RETURN to the human world. The heart insists that only there can we find what we need to understand the nature of true demons’ energy.”

“I don’t want to leave the Blue Lotus School just yet,” I admitted. “There’s still so much stuff in the library…”

“The heart isn’t rushing us — it’s just stating what needs to be done. It’s frustrated that true demons use energy it cannot even perceive. The three essences I’ve absorbed didn’t clarify anything. It’s a different type altogether. We need more updates. Zander, I don’t understand what it wants! This damn talking implant is infuriating!”

“That implant keeps you alive.” I pulled the grumbling Vyllea into a hug. “Stop sulking — looks like we’re about to have visitors. I think Mentor Ærinn wants to hear an account of what transpired today herself.”

“Another person I can’t stand,” Vyllea grumbled. “I hate anyone trying to push my husband around. Only I get to do that!”

Before our departure for the tournament, Mentor Ærinn had simply looked grim. Now she was darker than a storm cloud. Bursting into our tent uninvited, the deputy headmistress set up a table and collapsed into a chair, pouring herself a deep red drink and downing it in one gulp. Her one good eye stared at us, devoid of any friendliness. Considering she had just stepped out of a portal moments ago, it didn’t take a genius to figure out what had happened. So I stated the obvious by saying,

“The organizers didn’t like that we devoured the true demons’ essences. Some penalty has been imposed on our school. Not just on the school — on the participants. Reduced time? No, that wouldn’t matter. One of us must have gotten disqualified. Most likely, it was Vyllea — she started the consumption and ate three out of five.”

“Althea Lin has also been removed. The organizers decided that students who don’t enter the forest after the competition begins are disqualified. In the next battle, both Althea and Vyllea are excluded from the team. You cannot substitute, so the Blue Lotus School will only be represented by you, Zander. You will face the School of Silence. The match is tomorrow — the organizers have decided to forgo the year competitions. Too many needless deaths. Only the combined teams remain.”

“Mentor, what is the relationship between the Blue Lotus School and the School of Silence? Are we rivals? Partners? Just two neutral schools with no significant interaction? My question is, can I kill them?”

“Aren’t you listening to me? Tomorrow, you’ll go into the challenge alone! Without Vyllea!” Mentor Ærinn’s outburst suggested she’d had quite a difficult time, given that she usually refrained from displaying emotions.

“Mentor Ærinn, I understand things are looking serious, and the next fight will be tough for me. But you still haven’t answered — should I leave my opponents alive or not? And why was it forbidden to consume the true demons who transferred to the School of Wrath? Killing is allowed, but consumption isn’t? What kind of arbitrary rules are these?”

Mentor Ærinn stared at me for a moment, unblinking, and then seemed to deflate. Pouring herself another drink from the decanter, she downed it in one gulp and put the table away. The time for weakness had ended.

“No one quarrels with the School of Silence unnecessarily — their new developments are too interesting and too important to let foolish competitions affect our relations. If possible, leave them alive. Regarding consumption, it’s considered wrong. Animalistic. Demons don’t eat demons. Our food is humans, occasionally beasts, but not demons. What you did shocked all the organizers. The head of the School of Wrath has already sent an angry letter demanding the two madmen who acted like beasts be handed over.”

“So, frying brains and turning demons into vegetables is allowed, killing by any means is permissible, but consuming essences is forbidden? That’s nonsense! Fine, we won't consume any more. If the organizers are so squeamish about it, we’ll exercise restraint.”

“What do you need to prepare for tomorrow's battle? Resources? Artifacts? Spirit stones?”

“Honestly, draining an Overlord would help a lot,” I admitted. “I need nodes — the more, the better. The only problem is I have no idea how long the energy transfer will take. We might not finish by morning. No, it would be too risky. You wouldn’t happen to have an Overlord-level anomaly heart? That would come in handy.”

“Hearts of anomalies are rare in our world. There are training ground essences, but those would be unsuitable for you — the energy isn’t structured like in an anomaly heart. It would burn you out.”

“Then I have everything I need. Don’t worry, I will uphold the school’s honor. I’ve faced tougher opponents before.”

The statement was certainly bold, but Seekers didn’t speak otherwise. Either you succeeded — or you didn’t. “I’ll try” was never an option. Watching Mentor Ærinn leave, I sighed. She would never become a Nascent God. Nor would any of our other mentors — their pathways to ascension were blocked by enormous padlocks on unbreakable chains. Honestly, I didn’t fully understand what that meant. All tests confirmed I was a mental absolute, yet I had a similar barrier on my mind. Meanwhile, Vyllea was considered nearly an absolute of the body, and her barrier wouldn’t withstand more than ten good strikes. It was even scarier to think about the barriers of Althea Lin, a pure absolute. I needed information on this, but I had no idea who could provide it. Probably someone who didn’t have any barriers whatsoever.

Soon, Althea arrived, practically bursting with indignation.

“Who do they think they are?! How dare they disqualify the daughter of a prince?! I’ll tell my father!”

We had been at the Blue Lotus School for almost three months, often crossing paths with Althea. I always thought of this green-haired beauty as detached from worldly concerns, caring only about her books. I never imagined that was a mask. In reality, Althea was like a child suddenly thrust into the harsh world of adults, despite her age. The longer we interacted with the prince’s daughter, the more she revealed her true self. Naïve, accustomed to constant protection, and utterly unprepared for serious life. And her thirst for knowledge! Even now, she should have continued ranting about the injustice, but as soon as she saw a new book, everything else faded. Althea grabbed the latest offering, plopped down in a corner, and immersed herself in reading, not even bothering to leave the tent.

“Does she bother you?” I asked Vyllea, who was watching the intruding girl strangely. We didn’t like speaking aloud around others, but we could discuss anyone in the anomaly without them being any wiser, which we did constantly.

“She doesn’t, actually,” came the rather unexpected response. “I can’t even fathom why. She behaves provocatively, lacks tact, and knows next to nothing about traditions, but I’m still not mad at her in the least. Maybe it’s because she's a prince's daughter. Demons are taught from birth to treat the Lins with respect. Any slight against them can have dire consequences for you and your entire clan. As long as she keeps her distance and doesn’t make any claims — let her come. It won’t harm us.”

“At least you aren’t suggesting making her my second wife.”

“A prince’s daughter as a second wife? I may have issues with mental energy, but I still have my senses! The prince would personally kill you if that happened. So no — she won’t be the second wife, and I won’t give up my title as the first.”

The remainder of the evening passed relatively peacefully. Althea decided to stay in our tent for the night instead of returning to her own. We had three rooms — two bedrooms and a common area — so there was no issue with where to put her. But the fact remained… Then again, why not? It didn’t bother me, and as long as Vyllea wasn’t upset, I was fine with Althea staying.

“Blue Lotus School’s combined team, follow me!”

No one was seeing me off. Vyllea slept soundly — she always got sleepy after restoring her meridians. Althea was engrossed in another book. Mentor Ærinn had disappeared somewhere. Only our escort, one of the school’s martial arts instructors, seemed to want to say something but, seeing my face, just nodded toward the portal.

“You’re on the attack,” the observer informed me curtly. “The competition begins in ten minutes!”

Judging by his tone, the tournament organizers’ attitude toward me had turned negative. Maybe I should have cared, but I decided not to. Mentor Ærinn had asked me not to kill anyone from the School of Silence. A rather difficult request since I was rather limited in resources without Vyllea. I was a simple Bronze Warrior with a hundred and ten meridians. My available abilities were Spirit Armor, Spirit Arrow, Enhanced Steps, and a couple of basic techniques. I could use them nearly a hundred, or maybe even a hundred and fifty times, but recharging was not an option. Unfortunately, I didn’t have an Overlord-level anomaly heart. Spirit stones were useless to me. I grinned as I scanned the surroundings with spirit vision — my perception of demons and everything else had improved. Plants, animals, and ordinary objects — everything was now depicted more accurately, with spirit vision extending up to twelve miles. An insane distance! My head no longer hurt, but the abundance of information was overwhelming. I even saw the adjacent “forests,” where other competitions were taking place. The School of Wrath was up against the School of the Boisterous Bull. True demons were on the offensive. My enhanced spirit vision revealed my future opponents in detail, and I grinned again. Now I not only saw structures and barriers, but also clearly understood who I was dealing with. All energy structures were unique, but now I could precisely determine the energy core level. My memory helpfully provided the details. The School of Wrath fielded a familiar group. The quartet I had fought in the arena — a brute, succubus, brain-twister, and energy vampire — along with a shrouded demon. The shrouded demon had taken their dual form again, enjoying the chaos. So, the five participants representing the School of the Boisterous Bull faced six opponents from the School of Wrath. Unfair, in my opinion. One shrouded demon would suffice, but the cunning fox knew Vyllea and I would reach the finals, and took precautions. Techniques didn’t work against that creature, and energy absorption didn’t faze it much, making it a formidable opponent. By the way, I would have liked to have a good talk with the energy vampire. He turned out to be an absolute of the spirit — the first demon I’d met whose white lake had no barrier. What if energy manipulation was tied to spirit rather than the mind as I initially thought? I desperately needed information. But that was enough musing. First, I needed to deal with the artifact crafters.

The students devoted to developing various sigils were in the far fortress, about nine miles away. It would take a minute of enhanced step jumps to cover that distance, but I’d be drained of energy. That couldn’t happen, so as soon as the gong sounded, I ran into the forest. Nine miles over rough terrain teeming with dangerous beasts would provide a perfect warm-up for the fight ahead!

I was attacked three times — twice by spiders and once by a snake. I didn’t kill them, just drained their energy and let them go. Deprived of power, the spiders could only scurry feebly, and the snake irritably whipped its tail at the nearest trees, turning thick trunks into splinters. It would make sense to extract their essences or stash them — Gold Warrior-level essences were rare — but I didn’t. No need to unnecessarily provoke the organizers and give them a reason to disqualify me, too. They’d do it in a heartbeat if they found a suitable excuse. They’d say a Blue Lotus student had devoured the last snake of this world or some such for sure.

I had to keep running, occasionally using Ramming Strike to clear my path. Despite my haste, it took two hours to traverse the nine miles. The artifact crafters had prepared thoroughly — about six hundred feet from the fortress, I encountered several search artifacts. They generated energy spheres that created breaches on contact with living beings. There were several artifacts, operating continuously. Timing a run during a recharge wasn’t an option — one sphere or another would catch me. So, I decided to walk toward the fortress openly.

As soon as the first energy sphere detected me, an unpleasant noise hit my ears, causing a toothache. The artifacts had a surprise feature. After running a bit, I reached the screeching device and drained it of all energy. The range for working with inanimate objects was now sixty-five feet — if they were on par with my ascension stage. Had there been a Master-level object, I doubted I could drain it as easily. What about living beings? I figured it was the same range for now.

The fortress walls became visible through the trees shortly. My opponents had taken strategic positions atop the ten-foot walls, ready to attack. I saw many unfamiliar artifacts in their hands — even as a mental absolute, I couldn’t see the sigils on artifacts through spirit vision. Unfortunately, that required regular vision. I took a few steps and stopped. The defenders had activated a powerful protective formation and scattered a multitude of sigils on the ground before the fortress. Both freezing and combat sigils. Artifacts that instantly created sigils… I wanted some of those! I’d already read all the books of the Silver Heron School for the Candidate, Apprentice, and Warrior stages, but none mentioned anything like this. Sure, there was a sigil-forming artifact — I’d been eyeing it to create something similar to Althea’s identifying artifact — but it required recharging and could form only one sigil. Here, one artifact had created at least twenty energy structures on the ground in seconds, and they were all different structures. Being able to create such an artifact would be a huge step in my development. Maybe Vyllea and I had chosen the wrong school? I wondered if it was possible to transfer to the School of Silence.

I had to get closer. Stopping about thirty feet from the fortress, I raised my head and waved at my opponents. The sigil-forming artifacts went into action again, but this time I didn’t let them complete their task, intercepting the energy structures mid-flight. The energy flowed into me like a mighty river, but this river quickly calmed upon contact with the cold of my mind. I didn’t even need to strike at the barriers — the blue energy handled everything perfectly. The students of the School of Silence tried using several more artifacts, but the result was the same: I absorbed the energy before it could become anything lethal. The fortress defenders couldn’t attack with techniques without dropping the protective formation, which they clearly didn’t want to do. Breaking such a defense would take a long time for a regular demon, and I was sure my opponents had many formations. Also, reaching the flags that formed the protective formation wasn’t an option. The designer of the dome had accounted for the possibility of an energy vampire. So, I had to do it the old-fashioned way — using ancient knives that could pierce Warrior-level spirit armor.

To break the protective formation, I either had to pierce the dome, draining all its energy, or destroy one of the anchor flags. So, I set to work. The students had a reliable defense, but it was only at the Warrior stage. I was surprised the mentors of the School of Silence hadn’t provided their fighters with something more serious, like a Master-level defense — none of the participants could break through that. Regular participants, anyway. So, I acted efficiently — I drew a knife, approached the part of the dome where the flag had been hidden, and struck. In theory, I shouldn’t have been able to see anything inside the dome, let alone predict where the anchor flag was, but with only four hours left until victory, I needed to hurry. The defense popped like a soap bubble — bursting with a clap and scattering energy around. Simultaneously destroying the outer defense, I used the Steps technique to land on the wall and absorbed all the available energy within twenty feet. I didn’t care about its source — artifacts, energy cores, meridians. Anything with energy threads flowed towards me. Three artifact users froze, but two managed to block my vampire attack, using the familiar technique Althea had taught me. I couldn’t directly drain energy from their bodies. So I’d go around it — it was time to test this process. However, the workaround I had imagined didn’t work either. Moreover, several techniques had hit my spirit armor, almost knocking me off the wall. The students of the School of Silence proved to be surprisingly strong despite their suddenly-drained artifacts (served them right for bringing unprotected Warrior-stage artifacts against me!). Additionally, the three who’d lost their energy began to recover — these artifact users clearly had plenty of spirit stones. Glancing at the hut where the flag glowed, I turned away and used flying daggers. I wasn’t allowed to kill my opponents, but who said I couldn’t freeze them?

The three who’d lost their energy were paralyzed instantly — the knives just had to scratch them. The observer flinched in our direction but stayed put, realizing the artifact users’ lives weren’t threatened. Dealing with the remaining two was easy — when a whirlwind of six blades comes at you, there’s no room for anything but defense. At least, that was what I’d thought. But the students of the School of Silence had their own ideas. While I was busy with one opponent, the other used a movement technique towards the hut and, moments before his protection vanished, threw another artifact. Six flags of the protective formation planted into the ground around the hut and, before I could react, formed a protective barrier. A powerful, mighty, and impenetrable one. And there I was wondering why the opponents didn’t use Master-level artifacts! Here was one!

The flying daggers finally broke through my opponents’ defenses, and while I had time, I approached the new barrier. The ancient knife bounced off the protection, unable to penetrate. Same with any other techniques.

“You can file a complaint about the use of an Overlord-level artifact,” the observer suddenly said. “The maximum allowed for students are Master-level artifacts. Everything else must be pre-approved by the tournament organizers. You won’t be able to break the barrier, and we’ll have to count it as your defeat. However, during the complaint review, your position will be strong. Can I count this as your loss?”

“Why would you?” I replied sincerely, and six knives hovered in the air before me again. “An Overlord-level protective formation? Let’s see how much energy it has.”

Six green blades flew forward, bombarding the dome with a flurry of strikes. What did Mentor Guerlon say about his knives? To break a Warrior-stage spirit armor, it takes thirty hits. For a Master, a hundred. For an Overlord-level artifact like the one I faced, probably a thousand. But what are a thousand hits when six blades strike twice per second? Child’s play!

Naive Zander. It turned out that working with flying blades required an enormous amount of energy! The meridians controlling the knives were depleted by the second minute of operation. Having become accustomed to working with the conjunction of meridians, where new channels could be used at any moment, I had completely forgotten that such a trick didn’t work with real connections. After renewing the paralysis on my opponents, I recalled the knives. The result was already visible: I had managed to drain almost a third of the available energy from the barrier. The flying knives merged into one, and I struck the shield with it. My blades didn’t have to fly — they could be used by hand. It would take longer, but it would work!

To simplify things, I piled my opponents together and, to make their lives less sweet, stripped them of all the artifacts they wore, including their spatial pouches. These were quality pouches, and I couldn’t access them immediately. Either they were bound or had some additional protection. No matter — I’d deal with this loot later. What mattered was that my opponents would go into the second round empty-handed. What could artifact crafters do without their artifacts? Absolutely nothing! I know this from experience!

It took nearly two hours to completely break the barrier! I struck as quickly as I could. After renewing the paralysis on my opponents, I grabbed the flag and, after a moment’s thought, stashed away the six Overlord-level flags in my inventory. My conscience wouldn’t let me leave such valuable items with the students. The artifact had burned me severely, of course — I even had to use healing several times. Unbound artifacts of the Overlord rank were still too dangerous for me. I wouldn’t die from it, but it would still hurn. After looking at my opponents, I decided not to conserve energy — I used enhanced steps to return to the starting point. They required a lot of energy, but it was worth it — thirty technique uses later, the sound of a gong resounded through the area. The Blue Lotus School won the first round of the competition.

There was no second round. I sat alone for six hours, watching with interest as my opponents crowded around the observer, trying to prove something to him. Was it really against the rules to take items from the bodies of prisoners or defeated opponents? The Heavens take them — what was mine was mine! No one could take away a Seeker’s rightful spoils. Even if the Seeker ended up in another world.

My opponents didn’t dare enter the forest, and when the timer ran out, a gong sounded, signifying the undeniable victory of the Blue Lotus School. Now, the main thing was not to get disqualified. No one knew what those organizers might do…


Chapter 5

“STUDENT ZANDER! Come out of the tent!”

The strict voice of our school’s deputy headmistress brooked no refusal. Given the stage of Ascension of the two demons who came with her, appropriating items during the competition was clearly wrong, and now they were going to punish me publicly. It was bad, of course. I had plans for tomorrow — School of Wrath had been the competition champion for many years, and it was time for them to yield the podium to the young and spry. But all this would be in vain if I got disqualified. I wouldn’t leave Vyllea alone, even if we were threatened with expulsion from the school. Althea… I felt sorry for her too, but the first five of the School of Wrath wouldn’t harm the daughter of a prince.

“You wanted to see me, Deputy Headmistress?” I stepped out of the tent and bowed politely to those present. Strangely, there was only one representative of the organizers, and he stood aside, pretending not to be interested in what was happening. Next to Ærinn stood a rather distinguished demon with the emblem of the School of Silence on his chest. I’d seen enough of that emblem while dealing with my captives. In some ways, the demon resembled Senior Instructor Othar — the same confidently arrogant look, and roughly the same age. Without even trying to hide it, he cast a probing sigil at me. Blocking it didn’t work — I had no chance against an Overlord of far more than Copper rank. In essence, he was a classic demon in his energy structure, with one exception: he had only two padlocks on his barriers. The third, which should have guarded the spirit, wasn’t there. Nor was there a dam. What a revelation! So, if you destroyed your barriers in advance — all three of them — there wouldn’t be any obstacles to Ascension! Maybe this demon could enlighten me on the blockades? By the way, who was he and what was he doing here?

“This is the deputy headmaster of the School of Silence, Senior Instructor Thanard Raghi,” Ærinn introduced her companion. “He wished to meet you.”

“I need the belongings of my students that you stole during the competition!” Thanard Raghi declared immediately. His voice matched his image — low, rumbling, commanding, and clearly unaccustomed to taking no as an answer. The deputy head of the School of Celestial Concord was used to seeing obedience. I glanced at Ærinn to understand the policy of the Blue Lotus School, but the instructor demonstratively looked away. She left this decision to me. The good news was I wasn’t getting expelled. That was already something. However, they wanted to take my rightful spoils. That was bad. Should I say no? That would give the Overlord a reason to attack me — he was clearly used to getting his way. Hand them over? Why should I? The stuff was mine. The only workable option now was to play dumb and behave like an ordinary Taoist or demon, I thought — before I checked myself. Heavens, again?! Was I a Seeker or just a weakling in a spotted uniform trying to wriggle out of every predicament? Mentor Guerlon would’ve whacked me for that — and likely more than once!

“Everything obtained during the fight is the rightful spoils of the victor,” I responded, ready to face the consequences. “Your students are too weak if five of them couldn’t handle one opponent significantly inferior in Ascension. Losing their items is the price they paid for their mistake. Next time, they’ll start thinking.”

“Dare to contradict me?” Thanard Raghi released his aura, pinning me to the ground. I had expected this, so I was mentally prepared for such a turn of events. What I didn’t expect was company as I fell to the ground. Althea Lin, who had come out of the tent with me, fell nearby, wheezing horribly. Thanard Raghi had expertly directed his aura solely at me, but at the last moment, Althea had stepped close, practically hugging me, and thus got caught in the attack as well.

The pressure vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and I hadn’t even had time to lose consciousness. The immense weight that had crushed my shoulders and twisted my insides was gone. Vyllea had used several healing techniques on me, allowing me to get up. Althea rose next, with no trace of friendliness on her face. Turning to the deputy head of the School of Silence, I even swallowed hard: he stood stiffly, a blue-glowing knife at his throat. The knife was held by a demon covered so completely that even his eyes were indistinguishable. His attire resembled that worn by the Tiger Clan ninjas, except his was peculiar in that it blended with the surroundings. The lower half was red, matching the grass, while the upper half turned beige, like our tent. The most unsettling part was that this demon didn’t appear in my enhanced spirit vision. He simply didn’t exist! The knife he held was visible, but the hand holding it wasn’t. So Althea Lin was supposed to break through barriers by herself? Some independence, that! I had seen such a thing once before — during my first competition, when I met the son of the head of the Tiger Clan. He had also acted independently — and been followed everywhere by an invisible ninja.

“How dare you attack a prince’s daughter?!” Althea wasn’t speaking — she was growling. She was completely unlike herself, yet Thanard Raghi’s composure was commendable. Despite the knife at his throat, he said,

“Children of the prince are required to wear distinctive signs, clearly identifying them among other demons. You have no such signs, so my actions were justified. I came here from a position of strength. Those who disagree must demonstrate their own strength or submit. There is no other option. Call off your guardian, daughter of the prince. My aura could not affect someone born in the center. Next time you play, be more convincing.”

“Here to show your strength, old man? Zander, I need all the items you took from those useless students of the School of Silence during the competition!”

“They’re yours,” I agreed, manifesting my loot, including the formation flags, next to Althea Lin. She stared at my offering for a moment before storing it all in her spatial pouch.

“Release him,” Althea ordered her guardian. He complied and disappeared into the surroundings in an instant, as if he had never been there. I could only mentally growl, acknowledging my own helplessness. Nothing revealed the constant presence of such a watcher around us. Perhaps I should talk to Althea about Ascension. I wondered if she understood that this method would never get her anywhere. A protector who came to aid at any moment had a disastrous effect on her progress. I wondered if he followed her to competitions as well.

“I need my students’ items, prince’s daughter!” The deputy head of the School of Celestial Concord wasn’t fazed by the change of ownership, merely adding, “I’m willing to buy them back according to the rules.”

“So, you want to buy them from me, but you intended to take them by force from my friend?” Althea had stopped growling, but I didn’t like her tone. I’d never heard so much arrogance and grandeur in her voice during our acquaintance.

“He is a simple warrior with no powerful clan backing him,” Thanard Raghi had clearly trained at the same place as mentor Guerlon, who would have answered the same way. “Those who think too highly of themselves must be prepared to answer for their behavior and words. If I hadn’t gotten my students’ items from a living student, I would have taken them from his corpse. You have a strong clan behind you, so you must be respected, prince’s daughter. But that doesn’t give you the right to speak to me in a condescending tone.”

“I’m not going to trade with you, Thanard Raghi. From now on, these are my items, and the only demon I will give them to is standing next to me. Negotiate with Zander. If he agrees on the price for your students’ items, I might give them back. If not, my things will remain with me. I’m tired; I want to rest. Zander, I expect a report from you. Vyllea, come with me.”

Althea grabbed Vyllea and practically dragged her into the tent, leaving me alone with three Overlords.

“I would like the tournament organizers to comment on what happened,” Ærinn’s voice rang out. “I was assured that the colleague from the School of Silence merely wanted to talk to a member of our school’s team and that my student wouldn’t be in danger. But I see the opposite — an attack by the losing side on a student of the Blue Lotus School, with the organizers’ full indulgence. I’m disappointed, colleague. While I had ordered my student not to harm yours, limiting his means and methods of victory, you come to my territory and behave as if you own the place? As deputy head of the Blue Lotus School, I find such behavior unacceptable. In my presence, you declared yourself the strongest under the dome of my school. You have insulted me and the school I represent, which can only be washed away with blood. I ask the tournament organizer to witness that I did not start the conflict. Thanard Raghi, you’ve forced me to challenge you to a duel of honor! Tomorrow morning, in one of the forests kindly provided by the tournament organizers. You and me. One on one. Prove your right to speak from a position of strength in my presence, worm! Or shut up and leave my territory, drowning in shame!”

“I accept your challenge, deputy headmistress of the Blue Lotus School. Tomorrow morning. For now, I want to speak with your student. I came here for the items and I won’t leave without them, even if I have to duel all the schools and organizers!”

Thanard Raghi was determined to stand his ground until the end, which, I must admit, I respected. He was a prime example of how one striving for immortality should act — with strength and the understanding of how to apply it.

“You will speak with him after I hear something from our esteemed organizers.” Mentor Ærinn turned toward the organizer who was desperately trying to blend into the shadows. Who were these organizers, anyway? Clearly not just a random clan found by chance. They had to have significant connections and power to speak to Mentor Ærinn from a position of strength before. Now, however, that strength seemed absent.

“This incident will be reviewed by the council and a verdict will be issued,” finally said the representative of the organizers. “As for the duel between the two deputy heads of schools, it was not anticipated. We cannot guarantee safety…”

“Safety?” Mentor Ærinn nearly exploded. “You speak of safety guaranteed to my fourth-year students, who were slaughtered in front of your representative without a chance to defend themselves? We don’t need that kind of safety! We’ll discuss the organization of this tournament elsewhere — and with a different group. For now, leave the territory of my school. You are not welcome here. Thanard Raghi, you have two hours to negotiate with my student. After that, I don’t want to see you.”

Mentor Ærinn spun around and headed to her tent. The representative of the School of Silence watched her go, then turned to me. A fire ignited between my shoulder blades, as if several torches had been thrust there simultaneously. He wanted not just to kill me, but to do so in the most excruciating way possible, ensuring I suffered thoroughly before death.

“What do you want?”

“The students of the School of Celestial Concord used interesting artifacts during the competition, capable of forming multiple sigils. I need the recipe for creating such artifacts. I want to understand how they work. Secondly, I need a full recipe for creating spatial pouches with explanations. Third, the recipe for creating amulets that block energy hunger. Fourth, the recipe for creating amulets that block high-level energy. Thus… there were five students on your side, so there should be five recipes. As the fifth, I want the recipe for the scanning sphere. They used it quite actively. That’s all I need. No spirit stones, mountains of spirit coins, or incredibly powerful artifacts. Five recipes in exchange for five spatial pouches. The flags from the Overlord Tier formation are a bonus. A gift.”

“I don’t need handouts!” Tanard Ragi snapped. “You can keep the flags — I don’t need them. I’m only interested in the spatial pouches. Have you opened them?”

“No. I knew you’d come to reclaim them.”

“There will be two recipes, not five,” the deputy head of the School of Celestial Concord stated flatly. “Three are deducted for disrespecting your elders. Choose what you need the most.”

“There were originally twenty-seven recipes, but twenty-two had to be deducted,” I replied in the same tone. “If the deputy head of the School of Silence had explained why he so fervently wanted to reclaim his students’ storage items, I might have given them back for free. But instead of stating your position, you began to pressure. So there will be five recipes.”

A sharp pain stabbed my back, more intense this time. Thanard Raghi despised the very concept of negotiation. He preferred to act from a position of strength in everything. The School of Silence held a special place in the center, and with such powerful backers, their position was much more substantial.

“Fine, five. The recipes you requested will be delivered by the end of the day. Prince’s daughter! I need my students’ items!”

Althea and Vyllea, who had been behind the tent’s curtain all this time, came out into the open air. Althea once again donned the mask of an arrogant noblewoman from the central region, deigning to interact with the commoners.

“Zander, do you confirm the agreement?”

“Yes. Please return the five spatial pouches to Deputy Headmaster Thanard Raghi.”

“They don’t interest me. Such useless trinkets,” the girl scoffed, materializing the pouches on the table. Thanard Raghi swept them into his storage with one move. He didn’t even bother to check them, though I noticed he held onto one of the spatial pouches. The string tying the pouch loosened, allowing the demon’s spirit to probe inside. After a few moments, the pouch disappeared, and Thanard Raghi turned and strode towards the portal. He considered it unnecessary to say anything more to us.

“How long have you had a Nascent God personally watching over you, hiding in the shadows?” I turned to Althea, who had instantly lost her air of arrogance. She blushed as if caught doing something illegal.

“Since birth…”

“So you always act with the assurance that you’ll be saved from any trouble?”

“I do everything myself! He only intervenes in critical situations! Like this one — against a Gold-ranked Overlord, you could do nothing! The deputy headmaster of the School of Celestial Concord had every right to turn you into dust if he wanted! And no one would have stopped him!”

“Althea, I’m not blaming you for anything! And there’s no need to justify yourself. Let’s stick to a ‘question and answer’ principle, okay? Right now, for example, I’m grateful to you and your guardian for the help. It was very timely. Otherwise, I would indeed have had to give up the items for a lower price. My question concerned your Ascension. More precisely, the problems you have with ascending. I suspect I know what’s wrong with you. But how to change it if an invisible shadow follows you everywhere, I have no idea.”

“You’re saying that without a guardian, I’ll become a Master?”

“No, without a guardian, real troubles will eventually begin to appear in your path. And when you start dealing with them yourself, even if they’re troubles like the Overlord who just showed up, your barriers will start to waver a little. Otherwise, nothing will work. Even if you’re told the guardian is gone, you’ll still believe you’re being deceived and that he’s nearby. But never mind, none of it is any of my business — you’re a grown woman, so you understand everything perfectly well without me having to chew it out for you. I’m going to wash up.”

“But I do accomplish everything by myself! And I’m not relying on the guardian!” Althea muttered after me, but I wasn’t listening anymore. I wanted to rest.

Five recipes arrived within two hours. They went straight into the spatial anomaly after a thorough examination — it would be foolish to postpone familiarization for later. Resources were still a problem: centenarian plants were required to make the artifacts, and I had a very limited supply. Actually, I had used the last of them to create the Overlord-level protective formation. The old Apprentice-ranked stakes had long become useless to us. Next time I negotiated with anyone, I should demand the right plants, I decided.

No one else disturbed me. Althea disappeared into her room, having taken another book. The notion that she had a room in our tent now was, frankly, baffling — her own tent, which used to make Vyllea grind her teeth in envy, had long been packed away due to lack of use. The books from Dero Drole’s library would run out in a couple of weeks. I might have to share the textbooks from the School of Spirit Power, I decided. We had agreed that the books were not free — Althea had to provide an equivalent in return for each book, either in the form of another book, a summary, or some service. Considering I had been running back and forth constantly as of late, Althea’s debt was growing with each new book she read. Anyone who might have thought I’d forget about it was deeply mistaken.

“The Blue Lotus School’s combined team, your match will take place tomorrow! Today, there will be a battle between the two deputy heads of the schools. Senior Mentor Ærinn, please follow me. The forest for your duel is ready.”

Mentor Ærinn looked majestic, as always. She didn’t remove her bandage to avoid traumatizing simple students, but I had no doubt she would discard it in the forest. The number of artifacts on Mentor Ærinn was astonishing. And they weren’t any simple artifacts, either — to the extent that it was difficult to stand next to the deputy headmistress of our school. The portal flickered, absorbing Mentor Ærinn, and silence hung under our dome. No one wanted to discuss the battle that was about to begin any minute. Watching from the stands was one thing, but sitting inside a tent and waiting for the outcome was quite another. Althea had called Thanard Raghi a Gold-ranked Overlord. Considering the size of their spirit cores were the same, our deputy headmistress was also at a high enough rank. So, all we could do was read. At some point, the ground began to shake noticeably. Everyone rushed out of the tents — a real apocalypse was unfolding on the horizon. The protective formation blocked the sound, but it couldn’t completely dampen the ground’s vibrations. The Overlords settling their scores were clearly not holding back one bit. A column of pure flame shot up to the heavens, only to be doused by a waterfall. Someone had brought an ocean and overturned it, pouring it onto the ground. The power wielded by the combatants was frankly terrifying. It was clear that compared to the Overlords, the power Vyllea and I possessed was insignificant and petty. We were mere specks of dust beneath the feet of giants.

It all ended in about an hour. At some point, fire surged up again on the horizon, was doused by water, and the earth stopped shaking. Everyone started looking at each other — as it turned out, no one present had any idea what element Mentor Ærinn controlled. Fire? That would explain her possession of the Heart of the Volcano. But for some reason, Mentor Ærinn wasn’t associated with fire for me in the slightest. So, it must have been water, and her strike was the final one.

As if confirming my thoughts, the portal shimmered, admitting Senior Mentor Ærinn under the Blue Lotus School’s dome. Despite her tattered and burnt clothing, the deputy headmistress carried herself with dignity. Head held high, back straight, and a contemptuous gaze. Mentor Ærinn in all her glory. But that was only the outward appearance. Inside, it was much worse: all cores and meridians were completely depleted. Internal bleeding was no longer being stopped by healing techniques — blood was pouring into her internal cavities. Her charred body was visible through the holes in her clothing. I couldn’t understand how Mentor Ærinn was standing, let alone walking, but she was moving. In my direction.

Gracefully passing by me, Mentor Ærinn entered the tent. This meant only one thing: I had to follow her. Althea and Vyllea followed me, and as soon as we were inside, a protective formation set by the mentor formed around the tent. Her healthy eye looked at me, and I realized that the woman couldn’t speak. In reality, the deputy head was dying — you don’t survive long with such injuries.

“A Heart of an Overlord Tier anomaly. It will save you.”

Mentor Ærinn rasped but shook her head. There was no anomaly heart. Every second counted, so I had no choice but to set up the regeneration capsule in the middle of the tent. Opening the lid, I approached the mentor and lifted her like a child. Her mouth opened in a silent scream, but only ash came out instead of a voice. Her throat was completely burnt. Her one good eye rolled back, and she lost consciousness. Placing the mentor inside the capsule, I closed the lid and inserted a Warrior-tier anomaly heart into the emerging panel. The yellow dot blinked, but didn’t turn green. Instead, the panel emerged again — one cartridge wasn’t enough. Nor was the second — or the third. I felt a tremor inside as I inserted the fourth, which was the last one I had. If it didn’t work now, there would be no other chance to save the mentor. She would die, and the murder would surely be pinned on us. Not even Althea’s intervention would help. I had to take a few deep breaths before I proceeded. The yellow dot blinked, and the familiar green light appeared.

“Patient stabilized. Time required for reanimation procedures: two quinzains.”

It felt like a granite slab had been lifted from my chest. Despite the extensive injuries, a healing capsule wasn’t required — we’d managed with merely a regeneration capsule. The only remaining task was to explain to the Blue Lotus School why Mentor Ærinn would spend the next five weeks in this contraption. I tried not to think about the demons possibly seizing the capsule. We would deal with that problem when it arose. The important thing was that Mentor Ærinn would live. Why did we need this? The answer was simple — our ticket to Golden Warriorship was currently lying in that capsule. It was well worth the risk.


Chapter 6

“HOW LONG WILL SHE REMAIN in this state?” Senior Instructor Ezekar bent over the regeneration capsule, trying to see the body through the lid, but during treatment, the panel lost its transparency. The Blue Lotus School’s artificer circled the capsule several times, and the way he looked at it made it clear he intended to seize it for the school. A knot tightened in my chest, but shouting about the unfairness of it would be foolish. When I placed Mentor Ærinn inside the capsule, I was expecting something like this would happen.

“About a month. Her body is too damaged. It seems that before dying, Thanard Raghi had used some ultimate technique. Something forbidden. To make his demise less regrettable.”

“Demise? You think Senior Instructor Thanard Raghi of the School of Silence is dead? That’s where you’re wrong, young demon. The deputy head of the school of artificers had stopped the fight. He had delivered a fatal blow, but didn’t finish her off. Moreover, he even tried to heal her, but nothing worked. Overlord-stage healing techniques are too weak to deal with primordial fire. Honestly, when I came here, I expected to see our esteemed colleague’s corpse, but who knew such a rarity would make an appearance here? A working regeneration capsule from the ancient humans, and a demon who knows how to use it — what enormous field for research! Perhaps we should transport our colleague to the school. There’s nothing more for her to do here. Prepare for battle. Tomorrow, you must showcase your best.”

They took the regeneration capsule within ten minutes. All I could do was watch it leave with a heavy heart. Intellectually, I understood the capsule needed to be somewhere for a whole month, preferably under the supervision of knowledgeable demons, but my soul demanded to clutch the metal and scream that I wouldn’t give up my precious property to anyone. Because it was mine, and only mine!

“Want me to say it’s the property of House Lin?” Althea stood beside me and decided to help, noticing the expression on my face. “They wouldn’t dare take the capsule from a prince’s daughter.”

“If I can still get it back from the school, I wouldn’t be able to take it from you and your House. No, Althea, please don’t do that. Also, I’d advise you to use your family’s name less often. Duh, look at me, sticking my nose into other demons’ business again. We need to rest. Tomorrow will be a tough day. No books tonight.”

“But Zander!” Althea protested sincerely. “How can there ever be no books?”

The one good thing was that she didn’t argue further. Nor did she act contrary to show off her character and the power of her House. Having shut herself in her room, a very sulky Althea sat on her bed for a while, but soon fell asleep, as did Vyllea and I.

Without Mentor Ærinn, our camp felt empty. Senior Mentor Ezekar, who’d replaced her, stayed holed up in his tent, and by observing him I realized just how active the deputy headmistress had been, always going somewhere, doing something, and talking to someone. Students feared her, but they also respected her a lot. Rightfully so, as it became clear. Mentor Ærinn was an exemplary teacher, managing to immerse herself in every single area of school life. With her disappearance, the unique aura that kept the students together vanished. When I woke up and made breakfast, I realized that only four demons remained in the Blue Lotus School camp — Senior Instructor Ezekar and the three of us. Everyone else had gone home.

“The Blue Lotus School’s combined team, follow me!”

The portal transported us to one of the fortresses located in the forests of the Second Circle. We drew the defense position in the first round. As I extended my spirit vision to the maximum distance, I frowned — our opponents were somewhere outside its range. The forest edge, the portal through which they should arrive, and even the observer on the other side were all visible. But the quintet from the School of Wrath was nowhere to be found. That bode no good — none at all! If they’d learned to hide from my spirit vision like Althea’s guardian, we would have enormous problems.

The gong sounded, marking the start of the first round. I activated the protective formation just to be on the safe side and watched intently for any unmotivated movement of branches or leaves. If the enemy couldn’t be found directly, they could be detected by indirect signs. I doubted all five of them were master hunters capable of moving through the forest without leaving traces.

But nothing was found, which annoyed me greatly. An hour passed by. Then another. By the third hour, I began to suspect something. By the fourth, my suspicions turned into certainty that something extraordinary was happening. When the gong sounded, our observer announced,

“The first round has been won by the Blue Lotus School. Follow me!”

The teleport brought us to the forest edge.

“The second round will begin in ten minutes. Prepare!”

“Our opponents didn’t show up?” I asked the observer.

“In the second round, you need to find the flag and bring it to the starting point. Nothing else should concern you,” the observer replied rather briskly.

“Zander, this is ridiculous!” Althea looked at me, hoping for an answer. “The School of Wrath refused to compete? This is a devastating blow to their reputation!”

“Do true demons care about reputation? It’s the Blue Lotus School that needs to strive to be considered the best. Only then will it attract hordes of applicants. The School of Wrath couldn’t care less about reputation. True demons cannot study elsewhere. Ordinary demons cannot enter their school. I suppose the cunning fox has done everything to paint us as bloodthirsty maniacs. His students didn’t show up for the tournament? That’s because the crazed students of the Blue Lotus School are killing and robbing everyone left and right, and their deputy headmistress is outright insane. I suspect that the part of the forest where the battle took place is nothing but black ash a dozen feet deep. Having lost the second quintet, the head of the School of Wrath didn’t dare to send the first against us. Because there’s a shadow demon in it. What if we found a way to deal with this concentrated fog, too?”

“I don’t like what’s happening. There’s no honor in this victory,” Vyllea frowned.

“A victory is a victory,” Althea disagreed. “It’s still a win. Who cares how we came by it?”

“No, Althea, the way you achieve your victory is paramount,” I objected. “There’s no honor in winning the final this way. The Heavens would not approve. I propose we don’t go after the flag. Let the organizers decide who’s won. We won’t participate in any of this nonsense.”

“You don’t understand! This is a real chance for the Blue Lotus School to become the best for the first time in years! To earn the opportunity to compete with my former school!”

“Why?” I asked, finally voicing the question that had been troubling me.

“Excuse me?” Althea looked stunned. “What do you mean, why? This is a competition! The goal is to become better than your opponents!”

“Do you see any opponents? Who are you trying to best?”

“The fact that they didn’t show up is their own problem! We’re not obliged to suffer because of someone else’s weakness!”

“We’re not suffering. We’ve sat out the first round, and we’ll sit out the second. Wait! Althea, you’re right. We don’t have the right to sit idly by. Vyllea, let’s go! We need to reach the fortress with the flag!”

My wife didn’t argue, and within minutes, we arrived at the designated point. There were no students from the School of Wrath to be seen anywhere, but we didn’t need them. The important thing was that there were a portal, an observer, and a flag.

“Now we wait,” I said, setting up a chair and sitting down. "There’s no honor in just carrying the flag back and winning that way. We’ll wait for our opponents to give them a fight. Observer, do you have any idea when they will appear?”

“You shouldn’t concern yourself with why your opponents are absent. Your task is to complete your mission. The flag needs to be delivered to the starting point.”

“I’m sorry, but without opponents, we can't do that. We’ll wait. Maybe something will change. Care to join us for a meal? Or are you not allowed to be distracted?”

It turned out he could! Gradually, Lord Quilas from the illustrious Havir tribe became quite talkative. After he tried my cooking, the barriers of misunderstanding disappeared entirely. The observer shared a lot of interesting information between bites of sirloin. I was right in assuming the cunning fox was trying to make us responsible for all the troubles of this world. Killers, bloody butchers, devourers, thieves — he used every possible epithet yesterday to explain why his team wouldn’t compete. Naturally, he didn’t give a single genuine reason — truth didn’t incriminate others. The organizers, who turned out to be from the fourth circle, had no choice but to hold such a strange final. No one wanted to recognize us as winners. Perhaps they’d hoped the beasts would devour us. That possibility was considered too. But, apparently, they didn’t.

I’d also learned why the organizers disliked the Blue Lotus School. The majority of our students came from the Nor tribe, direct rivals of the Havir tribe in the fourth circle. The fact that the three of us didn’t belong to this tribe allowed us to communicate with the observer.

A few minutes before the gong, Althea looked between Vyllea and me, saying, “I don’t understand you at all. Instead of seizing a long-awaited victory and making history for the Blue Lotus School, you’re letting the Havir tribe make their own decisions. What if they decide you acted improperly and disqualify you?”

“Then it’s the will of the Heavens,” I replied. “We must fight opponents, Althea. Not ourselves. Not wild beasts. Living demons who want to destroy us and prevent us from getting the flag. If there are no such demons, there’s no point in winning. Why? To face your school? Where every team member has an invisible guardian? Our opponents wouldn’t worry about defense — why would they, if there's a specially trained demon for that? They would only attack, and any technique aimed at them would be blocked by their guardian. What kind of victory would that be? What honor is there in fighting such ‘great heroes’?”

“Only the prince’s children have guardians. There aren’t that many of us, really.”

“You don't need many. Five Warrior-stage demons would be enough. Or are they all Masters over there?”

“No, there are plenty of Warriors, too… Okay, let’s say there’s no point in fighting my former school because they’ll have an unfair advantage. But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t win the earlier stages!”

“We did win them. When there were opponents. Do you see any true demons anywhere now?”

“Sometimes you’re impossible!” Althea rolled her eyes. “True demons don’t matter right now! There’s just you, the task of retrieving the flag, and the point to bring it to. True demons are just a variable, and today it equals zero. You still have a task! The flag must be returned!”

“Only if you look at the task from the perspective of the result, ignoring everything else. But Vyllea and I cannot afford to ignore everything else. We are Seekers — it’s not just the result that matters, but how it’s achieved. If you plunge forward crushing everything in your path just because you can, the Heavens will put a barrier before you that you’ll bang your head against for the rest of your life. Don’t smirk — the barrier will always be there. You are a prime example. And your way of thinking is the reason. Does the end justify the means? No, Althea. It doesn’t.”

The prince’s daughter clearly wanted to respond, but at that moment, the gong sounded. The second stage of the competition was over. All she could do was sigh heavily and shake her head. She didn’t understand Seekers. But her concerns about the organizers’ bias didn’t come true — when we approached the portal, the observer said, “The Blue Lotus School’s combined team has won the final competitions of the second circle schools. This information has been sent to all parties. In two months, there will be an exhibition match between the Blue Lotus School and House Lin. Thank you for the most excellent meal.”

Returning to the school caused quite a stir — they were waiting for us! Well, not us specifically, but Althea Lin. The prince’s daughter was practically carried around! Everyone wanted to touch the greatness of a House from the center. Somehow, we were pushed away from Althea — the crowd of students, school staff, and even a few teachers — all congratulated her on the victory. I couldn’t help but snigger; judging by Althea’s look, she only liked what was happening at a very deep level. She had pulled on an impressive mask of indifference, merely nodding at the congratulations and searching for us with her eyes. But we were no longer near that crowd. We didn’t need the recognition.

Upon returning home, Vyllea unexpectedly asked, “Zander, I’ve asked you this before, but I’ll ask again: do we really need to stay in this school? Today, while we were waiting for the true demons to appear, I thought about my future and the fact that I’ll have to open wormholes to connect two worlds. I don’t want to. And I won’t. Sure, creating the seeds would be amazing, but they won’t teach me that for another two years, at least. What are we going to do here all that time?”

“Are you tired of staying in one place?” I smiled.

“Yes!” Vyllea replied passionately. “I’m a Seeker! I love traveling the world, defeating monsters, humans, demons, solving mysteries, and conquering anomalies or training grounds — that’s what I enjoy! But staying in one place for four years just to be able to open holes between worlds, which we’re supposed to be closing upon their discovery, is too much for me. I don’t want to!”

“Can you endure for two months?”

“Why? What will change in that time? Will you read a few more books? Tell me, husband, are these books really that important? Why do you need the history of House Lin?”

“First, in a month, Ærinn will wake up, and she owes us at least four full drains of her meridians. We urgently need to become Gold Warriors, both individually and in conjunction. It’s time to move on to the next stage of Ascension, and we’re still stuck at Bronze. Second, in two months, there will be a competition with the Lin Tribe School. Their best Warrior-ranked students will participate, equipped with numerous fascinating secret techniques. Remember the lunatic I’d devoured? He was one of the top fourth-year students from that school, and he gave us the Infernal Sphere technique. Where will we get another chance to learn the secret techniques from the center of this world. The Lin Clan certainly won’t want to lose. They’ll try to kill us and we’ll have to defend ourselves, becoming stronger as a result. But all this will happen in two months. Can we wait?”

“You sure know how to be annoying!” Vyllea sighed in frustration. “Alright, but what happens after?”

“Well, first of all we’ll pay a call on your mother.”

“If she’s alive.”

“She is. No one can kill Almyrda Urbangos or her new husband, Shang Li, that easily. So we’ll visit them and inquire about the healing capsule. I have a hunch we might not get our regeneration capsule back.”

“And you’re so calm about it?! Are they going to humiliate us again? Take it just because they’re stronger?”

“That’s the law of the jungle, by which we live. Right now, we can’t do anything against the Overlords. We could yell for a few seconds before they killed us. No, Vyllea, we’ll handle it differently. We’ll demand our item back without any humiliation. If they don’t return it, we’ll forget about it for a while and come back later. Mentor Guerlon postponed his revenge on the Wormhole Coordinators for years, but didn’t forget about them. Why should we be any different? Once we become Golden Overlords or Nascent Gods, we’ll come back for our item. Then, we won’t just demand the capsule, but also compensation for the damage.”

“And how many years will that take us? A hundred? Two hundred?”

“What difference does it make? The important thing is we have a goal, and we’ll pursue it as we see fit. We’ll stay with your mother for a short while, and then return to the human world. If your heart says it needs the ancient devices, we should listen. Ignoring the obvious is foolish. Besides, the anomalies are out there waiting for us. Our stock of millenarian plants isn’t depleted yet, but we need to replenish it. I don’t mind leaving this world. The question is where and how. We’ll have to return to the First Tier and move to the Second the standard way. If two Seekers suddenly appear in the Second Tier, there’ll be a few raised eyebrows.”

“Don’t dump a pile of useless information on me. I get the main point — we’re leaving this school. If they take the capsule, we’ll come back for it later. If not, we’ll forget about the Blue Lotus School. Honestly, this school is a disappointment. I thought it was the best in both worlds, but I even liked the School of Spirit Power more than this. The humans have things organized better.”

The next few weeks flew by quickly — barely noticeable. In reality, not much changed: we still had our classes, Vyllea still had her additional training sessions, and Althea and I continued going to the library. However, some changes did take place. After returning to the Blue Lotus School, Althea became more withdrawn, barely reacting to conversations, and even showing indifference to new books. Something was bothering the daughter of the prince, but she didn’t want to talk about it. I thought it was inappropriate to pry. We weren’t close enough to discuss personal issues. She had her guardian for that. The only thing rubbing me the wrong way was that Althea was not fulfilling her obligations properly. She stuttered, sometimes repeating the same sentences multiple times. I had to refuse such “offerings.” Once, I tried to stir Althea with a story about the device in my head, but even that didn’t work. She wrote something on a piece of paper, crossed it out, looked at me blankly, and asked me to repeat. Repeat. A pure absolute! I’d never heard anything more absurd, so I decided to limit all contact with the green-haired beauty for a while. I’d wait for the old Althea to return; then we’d talk.

Three weeks after our triumphant return from the competition, Vyllea and I collapsed at home with only one desire — to get some sleep. Today, we were trained by Senior Instructor Othar, who specialized in conjunctions, and this crazy demon had me using techniques during physical conjunction. He was interested in maintaining the balance of circulating energies while actively using techniques or absorbing energy from an external source. Basically, he tormented us thoroughly, causing the conjunction to break frequently. However, there was no discomfort or consequences for our bodies — my dam-less mind helped us stabilize in a split second. To be honest, Senior Instructor Othar was frightening. He was such a fanatic about his work that he worked himself tirelessly and expected the same from others. Yet there was nothing new in this work for us. Everything he could teach us, we had long been using.

“Who could that be at this hour?” Vyllea grumbled when there was a knock on the door. It was so soft and hesitant that it was barely audible.

“Althea,” I said, frowning as I looked at our unexpected guest through spirit vision.

“Since when do doors stop her?” Vyllea said, rolling her eyes. “That never used to bother her before. It’s open! Come in if you’re here!”

The door opened, and Althea entered. She looked peculiar — as someone who’d finally decided to do something extremely illegal. I also didn’t like the dark circles under her eyes. It seemed she hadn’t slept a wink in all three weeks. But both Vyllea and I could notice the strange look. Setting up the table and an extra chair, Vyllea poured tea and brought out the last portion of treats we’d bought in the First Tier of the human world. Althea clutched the bowl of tea as if she hadn’t drunk anything for a week.

“Are you worried about meeting your former classmates?” I asked randomly. I had to get the conversation ball rolling somehow.

“What? Why worry about the inevitable?” Althea responded after a pause. “It’s just that…”

A protective formation formed around us — Althea clearly wanted to talk without her guardian listening. But I had no doubt he was nearby already. The formation’s radius was too large, it took her too long to set it up, and her guardian was too subtle and powerful. He was probably standing a step away from me, laughing. Althea wanted to talk alone? No problem — we’d give her that chance.

“Just don’t move,” I asked, getting up. Vyllea, with whom I had discussed everything in the anomaly, knew what to do. She approached Althea and hugged her like a sister. I joined in, hugging both girls. Althea’s eyes turned into huge saucers — she definitely didn’t expect that. So much so that she couldn’t even speak. Which worked in our favor — explaining now would be difficult. My stakes flew, embedding themselves precisely under our feet. A dome began to form, with no room inside. Even if Althea's guardian wanted to, he couldn’t penetrate it. He could destroy the shield, yes. See us through the formation, yes. Hear us, no. Tested many times in practice.

“Now no one can hear you,” I said. “If you keep staring at us with that expression, your guardian will think something’s threatening you. Let’s get to the point. Paraphrasing your words — what’s the point in delaying the inevitable?”

“Straight to the point?” Althea gathered herself. Glancing from me to Vyllea several times, she whispered, “I haven’t been able to sleep for three weeks. Some obsessive thoughts keep intruding, not letting me relax. When I lived with you, it wasn’t like this. Can I move in with you?”


Chapter 7

“WELCOME BACK, MENTOR ÆRINN,” I said as the lid of the regeneration capsule slid aside. The woman inside sat up, staring ahead without understanding where she was. I even had to step back — the aura she unleashed could kill. Senior Instructor Ezekar had given me an amulet to block energy from the inner circles, but my survival instincts kicked in before my brain did. Incidentally, the recipe for that amulet, which was already in my storage, was Master-level, so I wouldn’t be able to create it anytime soon. The aura vanished. Ærinn climbed out of the capsule and, ignoring the gathered crowd, conjured a large floor mirror. I barely managed to keep a neutral expression as the usually composed woman began to breathe rapidly and instinctively touched the right side of her face. Smooth, clean, perfect. Only memories hinted at the terrible scar that had once been there.

“I’ll have to retrain.” The room filled with her pleasant voice. No more wheezing or black ash. “My body has adapted to working with just one eye.”

Ærinn turned towards us. Senior Instructor Ezekar didn’t even try to hide his interest, examining her body through the numerous holes in her clothing, while the four other council members averted their eyes.

“Senior Instructor Ezekar, will you report the outcome of the duel? Unfortunately, my memories end with the use of primordial fire. Given that I’m still alive for some reason, I assume I won?”

“I’m sorry, colleague… Thanard Raghi had not only won, but also tried to heal you. Actually, that was why you’d managed to return through the portal, with all of us expecting you to die. Who knew our students not only had such rare items, but also knew how to use them?”

“So I couldn’t defeat some artifact tinkerer?” Ærinn smiled bitterly. “Well… It seems I’ll have to call Thanard Raghi senior if he decides to visit our school. As for everything else… What does the school plan to do with this device?”

“Study it.” The artificer immediately indicated they had no intention of returning the regeneration capsule. “It’s rare for us to get our hands on working items from the ancient humans.”

“If I understand correctly, this item belongs to the Seekers. Did you coordinate its study with them? Or has the Blue Lotus School decided to confiscate its students’ property? If so, on what grounds?”

“There was no coordination,” the artificer was taken aback. “But it’s hardly necessary. The knowledge we can gain…”

“So, the Blue Lotus School openly engages in stealing its students’ property now?” Ærinn cut him off. Her voice, though incredibly beautiful, carried a frightening power that made others nervous, their eyes inadvertently searching for an exit. Even if those “others” were Senior Instructor Ezekar.

“Our interest is founded on knowledge, not something mercenary.”

“Knowledge can be acquired in various ways, colleague. Who better to know this than you? The Blue Lotus School will not tarnish its reputation over some device that only one demon can operate. I fully agree that we need to study this device thoroughly, but we will do so in a civilized manner, as befits a respected school of Ascension. Student Zander, you can take your device now. We will discuss access to it later. When is the final? Are you ready to battle the School of Wrath?”

“The final was a month ago. We won,” I replied.

“I’ve been stuck in that thing for a whole month?” For a moment, she let emotions slip, but quickly regained control. “So, we hardly have any time left until the next stage. Instructor Ezekar, I need a report on what has been done during my absence. Colleagues, I assume you have no work? Should I increase your workload? I believe you should all return to your duties!”

The deputy headmistress had not only ramped up her own efforts, but also gotten everyone else moving. By the end of the day, the school was in an uproar, bustling with activity. It seemed our fighting trio stayed the busiest of all! It was all training, followed by more training, and another training session instead of rest. I didn’t understand why they had to drive us so hard. In my opinion, by the time one reached the Warrior stage, one’s core striking force consisted of techniques, and had little to do with mastering the jian or fists, but the instructors didn’t listen to us much. If they told you to train, you had to train. All I could do was look at the library with regret. Apparently, I could forget about new knowledge for the next month. The returned Ærinn would be making up for lost time.

“I’m home!” Vyllea set up a chair and collapsed into it with a sigh of relief. “Not even going to bathe. No energy. Husband, I need dinner! I want meat today.”

“You need it, you cook it,” I replied, sitting near the entrance. I didn’t even have the strength to set up a chair. Training exhausted me, and there was nothing I could do about it.

“I wouldn’t mind some meat, either,” Althea called from her room.

“See? Even guests are hungry. So, go ahead, husband, get it together! Make the girls happy!”

“Anyone who’s hungry goes to the canteen. Those who don’t want to go aren’t really hungry. I’m not cooking today. I’m going to bathe!”

“See who I have to live with, Althea!” Vyllea grimaced, pulling dried meat from the spatial anomaly. “He doesn’t appreciate me, his only and beloved wife, or you, our only guest. Completely out of control. Maybe I should box his ears? Only later. When I have the strength.”

I didn’t hear the response — I submerged myself in water, washing away the tension of the day. The arrival of an additional resident went unnoticed. The first night we had to put Althea in our bed, but the next day the school switched our house to one of the instructors’, which had several rooms. Since we had nothing to do with it, it was likely the green-haired beauty’s guardian took care of it. Althea didn’t interfere or assert her rights, and she didn’t try to intrude into our lives. She simply came to sleep. And eat. The prince’s daughter ate a lot. As did Vyllea and I — daily training required a huge amount of energy. For a while, I tried to think about how our strange cohabitation with the daughter of a prince looked from the outside, but then I gave up. Seekers never cared for the opinion of others. We did what we thought was right. Since Vyllea had granted Althea the right to live with us for whatever reason, so be it. I wouldn’t argue with my wife’s decision. Personally, I didn’t mind.

Still, I wasn’t allowed to relax in the bath — about twenty minutes later, spirit vision showed a familiar figure approaching our house. Night had fallen, so all instructors should be resting at this hour. But Ærinn had slept for a whole month, and now she was eager to act. She wasn’t near our house by chance, so I had to get out of the bath and dry off. It wouldn’t be proper to meet her wet. By the time there was a knock on the door, I was almost ready for the great deeds to come. Clothing that didn’t absorb sweat and odors was the best invention of the human world.

“Althea Lin?” Ærinn’s surprised voice came. “What are you doing here at this late hour?”

“I live here. I’m renting a room from the Seekers.”

Judging by the silence, our guest was pondering something profound. It’s not every day you hear the prince’s daughter rents a room from someone.

“Mentor Ærinn,” I greeted the guest, “I’m glad to see you in good health.”

“Renting a room?” The instructor glanced pointedly at the revived Althea. In the two weeks she had been living with us, her passion for knowledge had reawakened. Books, stories, fairy tales — everything interested her. Recently, I made the mistake of telling Althea about our travels in the human world. This gave the girl a new passion, even stronger than her love for books — she wanted to learn as much about the human world as she could.

“The Heavens sometimes create astonishing situations. Yes, Althea Lin lives with us, renting a room. In two weeks, she hasn’t paid once, but those are trifles. Mentor Ærinn, are you sure now is the best time?”

“If you’re referring to the draining, I am,” the woman nodded decisively. “We had an agreement, and I intend to fulfill it in full. You’ve already fulfilled your part. What do we need to begin?”

“Physical conjunction with Vyllea, and a bit of harmony. It’s easier to work that way. Although… today I’ll try creating harmony differently.”

“I don’t understand,” the instructor frowned.

“Don’t pay any attention — essentially, I’m just talking to myself. Although, sure, I’m perfectly open to discussing it with you. Look, I absorb energy into my energy core, and from there, it goes on to form nodes and meridians. To ensure this process doesn’t cause problems for either me or Vyllea during the formation of real structures inside our bodies, I create harmony — a special state induced with the aid of a musical instrument. I weave my energy into the strings, sending it to those around me. This is essentially how I had won in the School of Wrath’s arena — energy can not only be given, but also taken from the surroundings. However, a musical instrument is a cumbersome crutch. It’s inconvenient and imposes certain limitations. Senior Instructor Othar suggested creating harmony mentally and solely for oneself and one’s partner, but he didn’t want to be the energy source. Apparently, he didn’t like what we did with him the last time. But here’s the problem: I have no idea how to create harmony within my body.”

“Internal harmony instead of music?” Ærinn pondered. “What if you don’t need to deviate from your familiar approach? Your mastery of the pipa is almost perfect, so why reinvent techniques that already exist? Want to get rid of the crutch, as you called it? Then do so. Mentally. First, imagine you’re holding the instrument. Mentally make yourself feel its weight, its coldness, its density. Then place your hands on the strings and play the melody that evokes a sense of inner harmony in you. What makes you feel most happy, free, and strong. Transmit your feelings to Vyllea through the conjunction. Make her feel the same music. Why are you sitting there with your mouth open? Get to it!”

I blinked, staring at Ærinn in astonishment. Somehow, she had managed to penetrate my mind and almost shut it down. No, not shut it down — immerse it in a state close to absolute meditation. And she did it with just her soft, pleasant voice, without resorting to techniques.

“You’re a true demon.” I wasn’t even asking. I was stating a fact! “Do the other instructors know?”

“Only those who need to know it as part of their duties,” Ærinn didn’t deny the obvious. All she did was look at our trio. “I hope I don’t need to tell you that everything happening here is classified information? Seekers understand, but you, girl, is someone I cannot control. I hope you will be discreet.”

“But you’re definitely not a succubus, nor a brain-twister, nor a dream-walker. What are you?”

“That question will wait for later,” Ærinn could certainly be assertive when she wanted to. “Start the conjunction. Vyllea, why are you sitting so far away? Althea, are you joining them? Have you moved on to triple conjunction?”

“Triple conjunction?” It seemed we all were taken aback by the term.

“Understood, no triple conjunction. Althea is just renting a room here. Zander, listen to my voice and try playing the imaginary pipa. When you reach your state of harmony, start taking energy from me. I won’t block you.”

Ærinn started explaining again what I needed to do to play an invisible musical instrument, but for a while, I didn’t pay attention to her enchanting voice. Each time we initiated the conjunction, we first had to calm the cold of my mind to avoid turning into an icicle. Only after stabilizing it with Vyllea’s warmth could I proceed to play the imagined pipa. For a long time, nothing happened — the habit of working with real objects influenced my imagination heavily. What helped was the same enchanting and captivating voice of Ærinn. It penetrated through the tightly knit invisible hands on my head that had managed to hold back brain-twisters and dream-walkers, enveloped my mind, and made me do everything my true mistress wanted. Hold on, where did that thought come from? What mistress? Never mind, I’d figure that out later — first, the imagined pipa. It had to play!

And play it did! Music struck my ears, though my hands were still empty. Grasping my state, I didn’t let my mind take over and continued to play. My fingers moved with insane speed, as if they were truly running over strings. The music became clearer, louder, more distinct. I began to feel the familiar sensation of happiness from the emerging harmony, and, following Ærinn’s instructions that broke through even the haze of joy, I transmitted my warmth to Vyllea sitting beside me. It felt like lightning struck me — I clearly saw a new type of energy bouncing between my wife and me. The fifth already! The energy of the body, mind, spirit, our hearts, and finally, harmony. It had a bright green color, impossible to confuse with anything else. The power was neither warm, nor cold. It just was. This power enveloped us with an additional veil, making our bodies tremble with pleasure. Sensing that we had achieved the desired result, the deputy head of our school placed her hand on my shoulder, allowing me to take as much energy as I could take.

Poor naive Ærinn. Despite all her might, power, and experience, she couldn’t have imagined that two simple Warriors could take all the energy she had. A staggering torrent rushed into us, but I was prepared. Nodes and conjunction meridians were my two main goals for this first draining. Real meridians could be made from their counterparts in conjunction, but the reverse wasn’t true. Therefore, conjunction meridians were our priority. As well as the nodes — I still had seventy of them to create for Vyllea and myself, which also required a vast amount of energy. And today, it was provided!

“That's it!” I declared, ending the conjunction. Instructor Ærinn lay unconscious on the floor, her eyes rolled back and saliva dripping from her mouth, making her quite a tableau. Althea sat nearby, eyes wide open, with her guard clad in strange clothing explaining what happened on an energetic level, ready to shield her from any accidental energy surges. But who would let energy spill out into the world when we needed it as much as air?

I placed a hand on Ærinn and attempted a few healing techniques, but they had no effect — she remained unconscious.

“Absolute depletion,” came a hoarse voice suddenly. “She needs a source at the Overlord stage to gain so much as a drop of energy. There’s too little of it in the Second Circle. I’ll take her outside and revive her.”

It was a huge shock to learn that the guard could speak and wasn’t just a silent accessory to Althea after all — perhaps as huge as having pulled off what I had just done. Harmony without harmony. Ærinn clearly understood something about it. Moreover, I was convinced her knowledge of how conjunctions worked was almost on the level of Nurgal Lee. Senior Instructor Othar was playing in a sandbox, still studying conjunctions, while the deputy headmistress of the Blue Lotus School was creating true masterpieces out of sand. The fifth type of energy… How much more there was I didn’t know in this world! And how fortunate I was to have encountered a demon with a deep knowledge of such things!

The guard, invisible to spirit vision, lifted Ærinn and carried her outside, away from us. He clearly didn’t want to harm us with unstructured Overlord-level energy from some source. What types of energy sources unknown to me existed out there, I wondered? I felt a bit guilty; I couldn’t stop in time and drained too much from the instructor. She clearly wasn’t prepared for such a thing.

But it was worth it — through this mad energy extraction, I managed to open all the nodes for Vyllea and myself. We were done with them for good! From now on, our bodies had two hundred and fifty-six nodes, though only one hundred and eighty-nine were bound by conjunction meridians. The energy ran out for Ærinn at the one hundred and ninetieth, and she collapsed. We fell just eleven channels short of Silver Warriors! A bit disappointing, honestly. I hadn’t touched the real meridians today — they remained at one hundred and ten.

“Just like that?” Althea finally spoke. “You’ve drained a Golden Overlord and didn’t even flinch? How is that even possible? The guard said our deputy head had been filled with energy to the brim. Why didn’t her energy tear two Bronze Warriors apart? Where did it all go? How did your nodes form so quickly? How did you withstand their formation? I was always taught that the sheer pain of creating more than ten would kill you, but you don’t seem to be experiencing any discomfort! It’s impossible!”

“Yet you saw it with your own eyes,” I replied. “This is the power of a conjoined pair. Wait, Althea, there’s something else I need to check. Vyllea, we need to enter conjunction again. Hold me.”

The fifth type of energy was reluctant to appear, even though I had mentally played the melody three times. Persistence paid off, however, and on the fourth round, I managed to capture the state that produced the green thread of power between Vyllea and me. Harmony formed without real music. Now I understood that music wasn’t necessary, either — harmony could be created in some other, simpler and more elegant way. But that didn’t matter now — I wanted to test another theory. Fortunately, the current harmony was generated by music, which made it easier. After all, what was music? Vibrations in the air. What could vibrations do? Not to keep anyone in suspense — they could cause cracks. And I was about to test just that conjecture.

The five dams and the empty space that had recently served as a barrier to my mind appeared before my eyes. The giantess was already there, of course. Vyllea was clearly embarrassed as she peeked around curiously — she didn’t like being huge and clumsy. Nevertheless, she moved towards me, filling the space with a rumble, but I stopped her. I still couldn’t speak, so I had to use gestures. I pointed to the flimsy barrier blocking the red lake and lumbered towards it. Moving near my own dams was easy, but approaching Vyllea’s barriers was a struggle for every step. The giantess grimaced and clutched her head.

“It hurts. Zander, what should I do?”

I gestured again. Vyllea understood correctly and, stopping next to the flimsy barrier, began to shake it. No luck! Despite its appearance, it held firm. It wouldn’t tear down just like that. But we would help it. Harmony came into play in the form I understood. An enormous pipa appeared in my hands — creating harmony in this world without one didn’t work. But manifesting it in a familiar form was easy. Striking the strings, I imagined all the energy generated by my musical instrument flowing into Vyllea, turning her into a true monster. Stopping her complaints about the pain, Vyllea listened to her inner sensations, grinned, and struck the barrier. No effect — not even a crack. Too little energy. I needed to draw as much as I could! How many conjunction meridians did we have? One hundred and eighty-nine? And they were all filled? Perfect, I thought to myself, as I commanded them to give me all their power! All at once!

It felt like the strings would snap when I started playing again. My enormous imaginary pipa generated an incredibly bright green stream that hit Vyllea in the back, almost knocking her forward. Roaring like a real beast, she clenched her fists, which immediately began to glow green. The space trembled as Vyllea delivered her first blow, releasing the energy I had transferred. This time, the result was immediate — cracks appeared on the barrier. The giantess, delighted at seeing them, forgot everything else. She began hammering at her barrier, chipping away pieces and creating a network of cracks. When the last bits of borrowed energy flew from the pipa, Vyllea delivered the final blow. Her arm plunged into the barrier up to the elbow. Vyllea turned towards me with a triumphant grin. There wasn’t much water in the red lake, but it was there still, and its pressure dealt with the remnants of the barrier. There was a terrible crash, and before Vyllea could pull her arm out, she was buried by stones from the collapsed barrier and then swept away by a powerful torrent of red water. Blinking, I realized I was back in the real world. Quickly turning around, I managed to catch Vyllea, who seemed about to lose consciousness — it looked like she was as completely drained as Instructor Ærinn. But dealing with my wife was easier — I could transfer energy to her through our conjoined energy core, which I did.

Vyllea’s breathing steadied, and I think she simply fell asleep. I looked at her for a while before turning my gaze to Althea.

“You had a scanning artifact. Use it on Vyllea.”

“What? Why? Oh, right.” Althea was clearly thrown off by my request. Perhaps I should have formed the sigil myself, but I just didn’t have the energy. It seemed I had also reached my limit for working with energies. I needed a break, or I would end up hurting myself.

Althea produced a small device, and a sigil flew toward Vyllea immediately. It struck her chest and returned to its owner a moment later. Althea, who already had her eyes wide open, now looked as though she’d been struck by lightning.

“What’s the result?” I reminded her of my request.

“The result?” Althea swallowed hard and almost lunged at me to grab my collar and demand answers. “This is impossible, Zander! I’ve checked her before! What did you just do?! Vyllea has become a physical absolute!”


Chapter 8

“WELL, WELL, WELL! Isn’t that a surprise! Althea Lin, as I live and breathe! I never thought I’d see this defective brat again!” A contemptuous male voice reached our delegation, forcing us to stop. Tomorrow, we were scheduled for an exhibition match between the Blue Lotus School and the Lin Clan, and since the ruling clan members didn’t like to travel unless absolutely necessary, we had to visit the center of the demon world. To me, it looked no different from the central palace of the Phoenix Clan in the human world. The same low-rise buildings with the same structural division between inner and outer courtyards. Everything was the same, only with a red tint.

Our school’s delegation was rather substantial — thirty demons led by the head of the school. It was unclear who was in charge back in the second circle, as the entire school council and several regular instructors accompanied the three of us students. The Blue Lotus School hadn’t won the right to compete with the strongest demons in this world for a long time, so everything was as pompous and ostentatious as possible. Except, of course, for the two seeker mantles. Even here, in the demon world’s very center, we didn’t plan to give up Master Maseel’s creations.

We were met at one of the portals, and once all the school representatives had gathered, we headed majestically toward the houses assigned to us, but another delegation blocked our path. Leading it was a demon about five or six years older than us. A Master of an uncertain rank. While I had learned to determine the ranks of Overlords, it was harder with Masters — there were simply no such demons in our school. His companions didn’t look like guards or advisors. Perhaps they were friends, but what kind of friends does someone with a small golden crown on their head have? A symbol that this demon was one of the ruling princes’ offspring.

“Bohayle Lin,” our friend didn’t remain silent. “I don’t even want to think about how many days you’ve been waiting for me here. Probably didn’t sleep at night, afraid to miss my arrival? Should I spin around so you can admire me? You know, it’s a pity you became a Master, after all. I would have loved to face you one-on-one. It seems fate is protecting you.”

“Still as sharp-tongued and dull in everything else,” Bohayle Lin laughed. “Father forbade me from touching the wretched and the damaged. Although how could any of them exist in the center? Oh, but there’s you! You can’t imagine how happy I’ll be to watch my younger brother smear you and your friends across the arena. Now move along. You no longer interest me. I’ve said all I wanted.”

“Who’s this asshole?” Vyllea asked once the delegation that met us had left.

“A prince’s son. Extremely unpleasant type, ruined my childhood,” Althea grimaced. “You’re right, an asshole of the highest order. But a very talented asshole. A pure absolute, with no barriers in ascension. The best in everything.”

No barriers in ascension? A pure absolute? I frowned again — there were still three very powerful dams before my eyes. They may not have looked as scary as Althea’s or as strong as those on Vyllea’s mind, and, perhaps, they weren’t even as tall as those on my body, but they were still there! This continued to confuse me: what are these dams, for heaven’s sake? What do they indicate? Why do they exist even in absolutes?

“Blue Lotus School, don’t linger!” Our escort was eager to complete his mission and leave. He might have been a servant, but he didn’t want to deal with Second-Circle representatives any longer than necessary. We had to move on, replaying the past month’s events in my mind…

Instructor Ærinn fulfilled her promise, allowing herself to be drained three more times, once a week. This enabled us to form all the meridians — both conjoined and real — turning Vyllea and me into Golden Warriors. It seemed like the perfect situation to tackle our barriers, but another perplexing issue arose. We spent twenty attempts trying to create even the slightest crack on any of the dams, ending up with a complete nullification of our conjugated meridians each time. The green energy flowed out of us effortlessly, and the blows were powerful, but the barrier on our spirits remained impervious to our efforts. The same outcome awaited us on the barrier of my body: five attempts resulting in five failures. The dams were stronger. This raised a question: what exactly were they? What was I seeing? I desperately wanted to discuss this with someone. I knew of two demons with a similar lack of barriers: the energy vampire, a student of the School of Wrath, and the deputy headmaster of the School of Silence. They likely knew something, but access to them was impossible. Even if I could reach them, they wouldn’t talk to me. We had to halt the experiments: we had only twenty meridian drains left before we’d have to figure out how to proceed. Staying in the Second Circle with Overlord-level meridians was unproductive.

Anything else to recollect about the month? Well, there were the acquisition of standard techniques! The Blue Lotus School was generous enough to provide us with five rare Tiger Style techniques. The headmaster’s face was priceless as he handed over these gifts — it was as if he was giving away a part of himself. I enjoyed his expression even more when I opened each scroll, supposedly studying them, then returned them to the school. What they presented as a grand reward was just an excerpt from the full scroll of techniques. There were no further stages of ascension. Nonetheless, we now had an extensive arsenal of attack techniques — something we’d always lacked. The Tiger’s Strike, Step, Roar, Slash, and Leap — all techniques perfectly suited to Vyllea’s combat style. We already had the Strike, but I thought it was wrong to reject anything.

Why did I use the term “standard techniques”? The answer was simple: the preparation didn’t end with the five Tiger techniques. I didn’t know what arguments Instructor Ærinn had used, but a few days before leaving for the competition, I was invited to one of the secret rooms in the headmaster’s house. The headmaster himself didn’t honor me with his presence since he couldn’t stand Seekers. However, the delegation accompanying me to the room was impressive. Ten senior instructors, led by Mentor Ærinn, escorted me to a secret room where one of the Blue Lotus School’s treasures — a combined spirit armor technique for four hundred meridians — stood on a pedestal. The technique was divided into four blocks, each useless on its own. But when activated in the correct sequence with the other three blocks, they formed a powerful dome that could house about ten demons. Compared to protective formations, this dome was far stronger — at it also could withstand attacks from Masters while still at the Warrior stage! And they weren’t just techniques, but elemental forces, too. How was that possible? I had no idea. I was familiar with the theory of composite techniques, but only at the user level.

That was essentially all that had happened to us in a month. We three had completely forgotten what free time was. Even Althea regarded new books as useless because they couldn’t alleviate muscle pain. When our tormentors realized Vyllea and I had become Gold Warriors, the workload increased. Everyone groaned, especially those who’d thought the workload was excessive from the very start. This included me. The instructors pulled us from all activities, making us work sixteen hours a day. Cooking was out of the question — we’d return home and sometimes even forget to bathe. Personally, I didn’t understand the purpose of this. Those striving for immortality should work with techniques and brains, not fists and feet!

“It’s so good to be here!” Althea stretched out on the bed. Without the amulet blocking energy hunger, she felt great. The same couldn’t be said for Vyllea and me — the amulets blocked the central region energy’s influence on our bodies. We no longer lost energy, but we didn’t gain any, either. The organizers housed everyone in different buildings as protocol demanded, but within minutes our trio had gathered at my place. Vyllea immediately brought her bed, setting it up next to mine, and after some thought, Althea fetched hers. She refused to sleep anywhere else. Only next to the team. That was the official version. What was really going on in her head, Althea didn’t share. Though I had some guesses — the dark circles under her eyes when she first came to our house suggested that someone from the ranks of true demons had gotten into her head and was wreaking havoc there at night. For some reason, these disturbances ended in our company. Why? I didn’t understand. A few times, Althea tried sleeping at her own place but returned the next day grumpy, angry, and sleep-deprived. I wondered if her inert state when we’d first met could have been related to this. Back then, Althea didn’t seem alive. She seemed to be profoundly weary of the world itself. I couldn’t believe a twenty-five-year-old could get tired of living. As it turned out, Althea was six years older than Vyllea and me. Although sometimes she acted like as if she was no older than sixteen.

“Students of the Blue Lotus School, it’s time to go!” They came for us in the evening. As Althea explained, a joint dinner between the two teams was scheduled. Not quite a competition yet, but far from a casual get-together. Future opponents would size each other up, competing in wit and sharpness. The highest art lay in provoking your opponent to show emotion. Physical contact during the dinner was strictly prohibited — organizers would keep a close watch on that. They would also monitor any blatant rule-breaking — insulting and berating opponents was out of bounds. Given that the central realm’s inhabitants likely prepared in advance and had access to all information about their rivals, this would be a one-sided game. The center would attack, while the Blue Lotus School would silently absorb the blows, drenched in insults. The evening promised to be rather interesting.

“Are we allowed to use self-propelled carriages?” I asked when our guide seated himself on a flying disc, clearly reluctant to tire his precious legs. The game had already begun, it seemed — there was no doubt we’d have to walk for several hours. The organizers had lodged us at the very edge of the outer courtyard, while the dinner, if I understood correctly, was set to take place within the inner courtyard. My spirit vision indicated that the gates to the inner courtyard alone were more than six miles away.

“There’s no prohibition,” the demon replied after a moment of thought, and looked slightly taken aback when Molly appeared in the very heart of the demon lands, her hull gleaming with the Phoenix Clan’s emblem. The unpleasant sensation between my shoulder blades suggested that our guide seriously considered killing us on the spot — after all, the wearers of that crest had caused the demons no small amount of trouble.

“Althea, can your guardian take the controls?” I asked.

“Why?” Althea looked surprised.

“Molly incinerates anyone who tries to use her — except me, of course. By the way, she’d even burn Vyllea. We’ll have to fix that at some point. Anyway, this restriction applies to everyone except Nascent Gods. Against such demons, our carriage is powerless. When we received this transport, we were assured it could fly. We couldn’t test this in Circles Zero, One, or even Two. But here in the center, with permission…”

“Flying above the rooftops is forbidden in the center,” our guide quickly interjected. “They watch over such things closely!”

“Our opponents expect us to run after this esteemed demon to arrive on time, arriving at dinner breathless and flushed. They’ve probably prepared a whole arsenal of jokes about it. Don’t you want to spoil their appetites with a dramatic entrance? Let’s take a flight!”

“Of course we’re flying!” Althea’s eyes lit up with excitement. “So, only you and Nascent Gods can control her? No one else?”

“Molly’s got thirty-five dead idiots on her record who’d thought otherwise,” Vyllea responded proudly. “By the way, I forgot she could fly! So… only three seats… Zander, let’s do it the usual way. Althea, take the guest seat. Where’s your guardian?”

“Reveal yourself,” Althea commanded. A shadow peeled away from the wall, and once again, I was struck with a sense of inadequacy. Clearly, I need to advance my spirit vision further — this device in my head is far too weak to be relied upon seriously. Come to think of it, now that the demons knew about it, there was no point in hiding the implanted device of the ancients — but when we returned to the human world, I’d need to shield it with heart energy. No sense in unsettling the powerful Taoists. They might not be able to hold back their anger.

“Can you handle it?” Althea gestured toward Molly.

“Yes, my lady. I’ll need to test it. Any limitations? Special controls?”

His raspy voice was directed at me. I had to spend a couple of minutes explaining how to operate Molly. It was different from the usual method — our self-propelled carriage had no steering wheel. Althea’s guardian settled into the driver’s seat, pushed the levers, and… Molly took off! There were no bright flashes, no bursts of flame, or anything like that. The Nascent God-level artifact had recognized the demon at that same level as itself worthy of controlling it. With a dizzying speed, Molly shot forward — it felt like the carriage was using a motion technique! She made a sharp turn, flew back over my head, and disappeared around a corner, only to reappear from the opposite side a moment later. Althea’s guardian piloted Molly as if he’d done it his entire life, while our red carriage obeyed his every command as if it were a well-trained dog. Finally, the guardian returned to us and set Molly down.

“This is a safe carriage, my lady. There are no hidden defects. You may take your seats.”

The flight had left me speechless, and I may even have developed a new phobia — flying wasn’t my thing at all. Nor did I enjoy the speed at which Molly darted back and forth. The sensation of fluttering butterflies in my stomach was infuriating. I found Vyllea’s and Althea’s delighted laughter singularly grating. Everything was getting on my nerves! I didn’t even glance at the sights of the demon world’s central region, too busy gripping my seat and clutching Vyllea, wishing I was back on solid ground all the while. Molly flew smoothly, without jerks, yet my insides still felt like they were twisted into knots, as if I were on top of a giant mountain. I’d never had a fear of heights — we’d climbed nearly to the Heavens using techniques. But flying ten feet above the ground? That was too much. Life hadn’t prepared me for this, and I was genuinely terrified. I’d have to confront this fear in the future, or it would cause problems in my Ascension. I wondered if I’d feel the same fear if I were the one piloting Molly. Maybe the problem wasn’t being afraid of speed and flight, but rather that my mind couldn’t accept someone else in control. That was something I’d need to test before making any decisions.

Guards stopped us a number of times — the sight of an airborne red vehicle bearing the crest of the human world’s Phoenix Clan’s prompted a predictable reaction from the demons — attack and kill, and then figure out what’s going on. However, it seemed everyone here knew who Althea Lin was. As soon as they saw her, the questions vanished. Traveling in trophy flying carriages was apparently allowed. Nonetheless, we entered the inner courtyard by land — flying through the gates was forbidden. We were assigned a new escort — the previous one didn’t have access to the inner courtyard. Strange customs, but arguing with them would have been foolish. After a bit more flying, we finally arrived at an open space. My spirit vision showed that demons were already gathering there. Under a canopy stood a wide and long table, with five cushions on one side and three on the other. We had arrived at the perfect time — our opponents were just beginning to take their seats. A whole army of hangers-on stood behind them, including both their peers and other members of their House. On our side, the area wasn’t empty either: the head of our school and five senior instructors, including Ærinn, were already by the cushions. It was less of a dinner and more of a spectacle.

Perhaps we should have flown up to the entrance of the courtyard and walked the long straight path, but Althea’s guardian followed her instructions instead. Ignoring the escort’s orders, he directed Molly straight to the dinner area, flying over the bushes. Everyone present craned their necks, shocked by such audacity. Some even activated their spiritual defenses. Molly touched down on the granite-paved platform, and we jumped to the ground. The looks from some of the demons didn’t sit well with me, so I quickly stowed Molly in a spatial anomaly. No point in letting everyone gawk at my vehicle! If any Nascent God could pilot her, many of the present demons might replicate the trick Althea’s guardian had pulled off. Better not give them the chance.

The guardian melted into the surroundings, leaving us to ourselves for a moment — our escort had gone to the entrance, adhering to the rules. He was now making a grand procession, bowing to nearly every bush along the way. It seemed designed to keep us standing there as long as possible to make us keenly aware that breaking the rules wasn’t advisable. Yet, where one rule was broken, it was foolish to uphold the rest. I placed a hand on Althea’s back, gently nudging her forward, and whispered,

“Aren’t you tired of standing? If we wait for our introduction, dinner will get cold.”

“Good point,” Althea quickly caught on. Grabbing me and Vyllea by the hands, as if to show we weren’t acting on our own, the daughter of the prince pulled us toward the cushions, which served as seats here. Our guide noticed the breach of protocol and quickened his pace but was too late. It was clear that using movement techniques in the inner courtyard was prohibited.

“I am Althea Lin of the Blue Lotus School,” Althea seized the initiative, introducing herself. In the human world, this would have been a blatant breach of etiquette, but there was no stopping our friend now. “These are the Seekers Zander and Vyllea. And you must be our future opponents? The pride and hope of House Lin? Seriously? Is our situation with fighters so dire that they chose you?”

“You’re overstepping, for a failed absolute who’s hit a wall!” retorted one of our opponents. Considering he sat in the center and bore a striking resemblance to the “asshole” who’d greeted us near the portal, this must be the younger brother who was supposed to smear us across the arena. I studied his energy structure more closely — a Gold Warrior, all his meridians formed with the power of a Nascent God, and likely an absolute. However, three imposing barriers hinted that his Ascension wasn’t entirely straightforward. For instance, his energy core was smaller than ours, revealing a clear disharmony.

“So, you know exactly who I am? Excellent,” Althea Lin smiled. “Because I’m seeing this Warrior for the first time, despite leaving the palace only two years ago. Where were you hiding all this time, hope of House Lin? Were they keeping you well-hidden so you wouldn’t accidentally cross my path?”

“You’re lying, Althea Lin! We’ve met!” the opponent exclaimed gleefully. “I always knew you were expelled for a reason! Liars have no place in the central palace!”

“You’re not paying attention, Thulassus Lin. I didn’t say I didn’t know you. I said I’ve never seen this Warrior before. When we danced in your father’s palace, and you drooled on my dress while trying to sneak a peek at my neckline, you were still a snot-nosed Apprentice, unable to form any serious techniques. It seems that all the time we didn’t see each other, you were doing anything but developing your mind. Here’s some advice: think it over. Balanced development is a crucial factor in ascension. If you stop using your brain, it might shrivel up from disuse. Will you introduce your friends? Or is it that the great Thulassus Lin has no friends? Though why ask? I already know the answer: you’re surrounded only by lackeys and sycophants, hanging on your every word. There’s no one you can truly rely on.”

“You’ve gone soft, Althea Lin! Your words reek of the Second Circle!”

“Using a childish tactic, stating the fact that I’m now studying at the Blue Lotus School? Tsk, Thulassus! You might as well start pointing fingers at me and shouting that I’ve dyed my hair green. But what am I saying? Can someone who doesn’t use their brain even remember such details? Two years have passed — a lifetime for you. Esteemed opponents, since your commander couldn’t remember your names, perhaps you could introduce yourselves? I understand it’s a breach of etiquette, but better that than sitting like silent dolls, nodding in time with your commander. Let’s go from left to right. You there, the lovely young lady, who are you?”

Yes, I was right: the evening promised to be very interesting!


Chapter 9

“ENJOYING YOURSELVES?” a familiar voice came. “Move over. I want to sit next to my brother.”

Judging by the glances exchanged among the sycophants, organizers, and other members of House Lin, something extraordinary was happening. Apparently, it wasn’t just Althea who had decided that the rules didn’t apply to her tonight. Bohayle Lin, a Master-ranked demon, had chosen to join the table as if he were part of tomorrow’s battle. Being the son of a prince, he wasn’t concerned with such trivialities. He didn’t like our entrance, our calmness, our composure, or our protector, who was taking the verbal hits on our behalf. So, he decided to interfere and put us in our place. Two of our opponents dragged their cushions aside so Bohayle Lin could sit in the center.

“A defective brat in the company of two thugs. What, couldn’t your precious Blue Lotus School find any proper clothing, so you had to don… I don’t even know what to call this?”

“It’s called Seeker attire,” I offered helpfully. “And it wasn’t acquired as a trophy. You do know what Seekers are, right?”

Judging by the silence that followed, the demons were well aware of who Seekers were. Bohayle Lin stared at me, then at Vyllea, before finally declaring:

“Demon Seekers don’t exist!”

“Care to test that theory?” Vyllea removed her plaque from her neck and placed it on the table in front of her. “Go ahead, touch it. If demon Seekers don’t exist, you’ve got nothing to fear.”

An ambiguous expression crossed Bohayle Lin’s face, but he didn’t reach for the plaque.

“Coward!” Vyllea scoffed, hiding the plaque again. “Zander, I’m bored. This isn’t food; it’s an insult. They’re trying to feed us slop unfit for cattle.”

“Agreed,” Althea chimed in, pushing her untouched dish away. “Compared to what you cook, it shouldn’t be even considered food.”

“So you’re a cook too?” Bohayle Lin made another attempt to provoke me. “What else? A driver? A stable hand? A janitor?”

“All that and much more,” I replied with a smile. “I’m a Seeker. Someone who travels between two worlds, conquering anomalies and battlegrounds, slaying beasts and criminals, whether they be human or demon. Esteemed organizers, since Bohayle Lin has seated himself at this table, does this mean I’ll have the opportunity to face him tomorrow as well?”

“Face me? You?” The contempt in the demon’s voice was almost palpable. “I wouldn’t waste my time fighting a mere Warrior!”

“I propose some additional challenges.” I ignored Bohayle’s words and addressed an elderly demon, likely someone of significant rank here. “First, a game of Go or chess. Bohayle can choose which. Second, a musical performance. Any piece, any instrument of the opponent’s choice. The first two tests will measure our minds, so we should include something for the spirit. Bohayle Lin is a Master, so the third challenge will be for him to break through my defense. Only techniques or elemental attacks allowed, no artifacts or spirit stones. Bohayle Lin will have exactly one minute to shatter my defense. This will show how much stronger a Master is compared to a Warrior — if he is stronger. Lastly, for the body…”

“I want to duel him with swords!” Vyllea interjected without any prompting. “One on one, body to body, without techniques. Just the physical strength of a Master against the physical strength of a Warrior.”

“So there you have it,” I agreed. “Warriors against a Master. If we manage to win three out of four challenges, the victory goes to us. To ensure Bohayle Lin gives it his all and doesn’t hold back, let’s add some motivation. This is a Heart of the Volcano. If we lose two challenges, we forfeit the Heart. If we win three, Bohayle Lin will name the item he’ll give us. It can be anything — from a piece of dirt scraped off his shoe to his life itself. The prince’s son should determine the worth of his own power. For the judge, I propose any independent prince — neither Althea Lin’s father, nor Bohayle Lin’s, but someone who will judge fairly and impartially. The central palace wants a spectacular show? Let’s give them one! This verbal sparring during dinner is displeasing the Heavens. There’s no honor in it.”

“The additional challenges will not be as you’ve described,” a low voice suddenly announced. Everyone present bowed deeply to greet the newcomer. Even our opponents jumped up from their cushions to lower their heads before him. Althea wanted to follow suit, but Vyllea and I acted so in sync and independently of each other that we even laughed about it in the anomaly. Our hands landed on Althea’s shoulders, preventing her from getting up to greet the demon. And neither did we bow. Seekers faced fate with their backs straight, and the demon who had arrived at our dinner didn’t inspire reverence. Once again, my spirit vision proved useless — the newcomer didn’t exist as far as it was concerned. A single glance at the demon was enough to understand: this was what grandeur looked like. His bearing, his gaze, the invisible aura of superiority — all of it reminded me of the head of the Phoenix Clan. Actually, why “reminded”? This demon was exactly like him in every way! I had to struggle to keep myself from bending, to not imitate the crowd by bowing. Sweat trickled down my back from the effort. At one point, I sensed that Althea was starting to bow even while seated, so I had to remove my hand from her shoulder and catch her to keep her from collapsing onto the table. Vyllea was cursing everyone viciously in the anomaly to vent her frustration. Standing tall was difficult, but necessary. Why? I had no idea. No prince — and the newcomer could be nothing else — would accept any other behavior. Either we had to bow immediately, or stand our ground to the end. Anything else would result in death.

“What needs to be changed?” I croaked, realizing that the prince was waiting for our question. I had guessed correctly — the pressure disappeared. The prince approached the table, first looking at Bohayle Lin, then at us.

“Watching a Copper Master try to break the defense of Golden Warriors isn’t interesting. Nor is it worthwhile to watch a game of Go, a musical performance, or a sword fight without techniques. These are all spectacles for show matches, meaningless in real combat. So instead, we’ll arrange a fight between a Copper Master and two Golden Warriors. Althea Lin will observe the battle from the sidelines. Any non-lethal techniques and Master-level artifacts are permitted. Bohayle Lin may also use his element if he has mastered it. This will be the highlight of tomorrow’s competition. I accept the Blue Lotus School’s wager.”

As he finished speaking, the box containing the Heart of the Volcano, which had been on the table in front of me, rose into the air and landed in the prince’s hands, only to disappear without a trace a moment later.

“If the students of the Blue Lotus School win, they’ll be granted access to the Source. For this reason, Althea Lin won’t be participating in the additional competition — she’s already visited the Source. That’s my word. Does anyone have anything to say?”

“I do.” With nothing left to lose, I felt a sharp twinge in my back but spoke before I could be turned to ash. “Access to the Source, whatever it may be, is a reward from the prince. But that’s not a wager from our opponent. If we lose, we forfeit the Heart of the Volcano. But if the Master-level demon loses, he loses nothing but his reputation. And we couldn’t care less about Bohayle’s reputation — that’s an internal matter of House Lin. If he loses, I want a reward that Bohayle must choose himself. The entire central palace should know how our opponent values his life and honor. As I said, it could be anything, even dirt scraped from the bottom of his shoe.”

“Accepted!” The prince didn’t take long to consider. After glancing at Bohayle, he added, “The item you wager as payment for defeat must be with me before the match begins. Anything else?”

“If we win, we want Althea Lin to come to the Source with us,” Vyllea said, echoing my words. For some reason, I had a strong feeling that the same demon couldn’t make demands twice, but Vyllea hadn’t said anything yet, so she had the right to make an amendment.

“For what purpose?” The prince looked at my wife. “The Source won’t change its decision.”

“We’re a team, and Seekers don’t abandon their own. If Althea needs to be in the arena during the battle for this to happen, then she’ll fight alongside us. After all, three Golden Warriors shouldn’t be a problem for a Copper Master, should they?”

Vyllea’s ability to mirror my words had reached perfection. It was as if I were speaking through her voice.

“Accepted!” The prince took only a moment to decide. “Does anyone else wish to speak?”

No one else did. The prince turned, signaling that the dinner no longer interested him, and vanished. His form simply dissipated, like smoke blown away by the wind. I stood up, surprised to realize I was still holding onto Althea, forcing her to rise with me. Vyllea followed suit. It seemed that standard protocols no longer applied, and we no longer had to smile politely at our opponents. Tomorrow, we’d have plenty of time to glare at each other.

“Thank you for the dinner, but we must prepare for our battle against the Copper Master. Althea, summon your guardian. We’re flying back.”

Molly appeared beside the table, but no one said a word to us. As I settled into the passenger seat, holding Vyllea close, I could think of only one thing during the flight back, completely forgetting my fear of flying — what would we do next? Today, we had crossed every conceivable line. If we lost, it wouldn’t just be the loss of the Heart of the Volcano — it would be our very lives. Somehow, I had no doubt about that. And it wouldn’t just be Vyllea and me; Althea would face the same fate. Judging by the silence on the way back, everyone understood this.

“Why?” Althea asked as we entered the house.

“Seekers don’t abandon their own. Bohayle Lin has insulted you. We have to humiliate him.”

“Do you even understand that a Warrior, even a Gold-ranked one, stands no chance against a Master? He’ll crush us with his aura alone!”

“Althea, I’ve told you before to trust my husband,” Vyllea replied. “Nothing has changed since then. If he says we need to fight, then we fight. Anything else is irrelevant. I’m off to the bath. Don’t bother me!”

Althea just shook her head, clearly failing to fathom our logic. Honestly, I wasn’t entirely sure I understood it myself. I was equally curious about why Althea was so necessary for us to be near this mysterious Source. At some point, I just knew she had to be there. Maybe I should have asked what the Source was and why access to it was so valuable, but I had a feeling that wasn’t the right move. A Seeker shouldn’t be concerned with future rewards — first, we needed to deal with the immediate problems.

The instructors from the Blue Lotus School weren’t allowed to leave the inner court, which only brought a bitter smile to my face. House Lin couldn’t afford to let our mentors help us prepare for the fight, while Bohayle Lin was actively training with coaches, honing his skills. He was hurling energies and emitting flames — a terrifying opponent. After speaking with Althea, I learned that the prince who had graced our dinner with his presence was one of the three heads of the council. Yes, even among the princes, there was a hierarchy. At the top were the three council heads — the highest level. Althea’s and Bohayle’s fathers, along with five other powerful demons, were considered first-level princes. Then came the second-level princes — another seven demons. In total, seventeen princes, divided into three levels, made up the governing body of the demon world.

“Girls, breakfast!” I called out early in the morning. Today, I decided to prepare the most complex dish from my culinary repertoire. It required a mountain of ingredients and a massive array of spices and condiments, some of which I had to fetch from the kitchens in the outer courtyard — fortunately, no one stopped me. The local chefs were reluctant to give me everything I needed, so I had to share my recipe with them. In the end, we made a trade: I provided the recipe, and they supplied the ingredients and spices. They even let me use their kitchen — some of the more temperamental sauces needed special attention. Honestly, I failed the first attempt — the ovens were unfamiliar, and I had to adjust to their heat, so the initial try didn’t turn out well. But with some help on the second attempt, everything came together perfectly: tender pieces of pie soaked in dozens of different sauces. I divided the pie into four portions — three went into my spatial anomaly, and the fourth I presented to the head chef who had helped me. He took a small spoonful of our creation, sniffed it, popped it into his mouth, and… rewarded me with an entire jug of spiced elixir. It contained no alcohol, but had something else instead — the elixir had reached the Nascent God stage of Ascension, and if used incorrectly, it could burn a hole right through me or even turn me into ash. However, when diluted with ordinary water in the correct proportions, the elixir became an excellent energy source! A liquid spirit stone for any stage of Ascension!

“This is amazing! What is it?!”

“Husband, why haven’t you made this for me before?”

Althea and Vyllea asked their questions almost simultaneously after tasting their first spoonful. Their sleepiness vanished instantly — the specific ingredients not only provided nourishment, but also invigorated. I didn’t answer; my spirit vision showed our escort approaching the house.

“Behave today, and I’ll make it again. But only if there are no losers. Let’s go! Our ride’s here.”

The central courtyard’s arena was located at the boundary between the inner and outer courtyards. Two opposing entrances allowed access from both sides without crossing into forbidden territory. When we arrived at the arena, it was already packed — what was considered a routine spectacle had unexpectedly turned into a must-see event. Warrior fights didn’t impress the crowd much. Normally, neither would a match between three Warriors and a Master, but the names involved in these fights made the residents of the central palace eager to witness the disgrace of a prince with their own eyes. One of their children would definitely lose today, and the loss would likely affect the prince himself — perhaps even demoting him from the first to the second level.

The five main opponents were already in the arena, bowing to the crowd. Althea had explained that only one of them was the actual son of a prince, while the others were distant relatives. We were led into the arena, and surprisingly, there were no jeers or unpleasant murmurs. The residents of the central palace didn’t care who fought whom; they were interested in a good performance and the consequences of the battles. Everything else could be ignored, and the spectators were doing just that, preoccupied with their own matters. It was amusing indifference.

“The first challenge! Flag defense!” The herald’s voice rang out, followed by the sound of a gong.

“I’ll handle their flag; don’t let anyone near ours!” Althea declared, charging forward immediately. The first challenge was similar to the one we faced in the forest: reach the enemy’s flag, take it, and return to your team, only this time it was on an open field. The rules forbade dealing lethal damage. but didn’t prohibit the use of artifacts. The five students from House Lin clearly wanted to take us down as quickly as possible — the moment the gong sounded, they rushed toward us. The distance was short, so one teleportation technique should have been enough to get close and unleash their powerful techniques. That was likely the plan in their heads. But they had clearly never faced an opponent who could see the meridians activating for their techniques. Their synchronized leap was graceful, but four spirit walls suddenly sprang up in their path, one after the other. As I already knew, a Warrior could easily break through a spirit wall. Two would fall under their onslaught as well. The third would start to resist, and the fourth would stop them entirely. When all the walls were placed in quick succession, there wasn’t enough time to react. That’s exactly what happened — their synchronized strike smashed through the first three walls, but the fourth held firm. The sound of their impact against the barrier resembled the thud of raw meat hitting a table. I didn’t even have to move to reach their energy cores and seize their energy threads. Taking a deep breath, I turned the five of them into elongated statues. The shock of hitting the barrier left them unable to shield themselves from energy absorption, and they paid the price. The cold of my mind dealt with most of the borrowed energy, and I vented the rest on the spirit dam. Again, there was no effect, but as the saying goes, water wears away stone. Sooner or later, this wall would break. It had to!

The energy of the demon world’s center rushed into my opponents, restoring their strength and mobility. They had spent only a few moments lying on the ground, but it was enough for the quick-footed Althea to reach their flag, grab it, and reappear beside us. The first round of the exhibition match was over. Judging by the silence in the stands, the audience was impressed — scanning sigils began to fly our way, a clear sign that the crowd’s interest had been piqued. But the sigils of Nascent Gods were only terrifying up close. When you saw them, it wasn’t hard to move out of their path. Grabbing the girls, I pulled them aside, out of the barrage of sigils. Maybe I shouldn’t have done that, but I didn’t like how the demons were behaving.

Apparently, it wasn’t just me who was displeased — above the arena, a protective formation dome began to take shape. Following the energy thread, I spotted the prince from yesterday, one of the three heads of the council. He clearly didn’t like that the audience was trying to interfere with the events in the arena, so he decided to set up protection. Who would’ve thought that the threat would come not from the arena, but from the stands? Seated just below the council’s trio were seven demons of the first rank, and I easily recognized Althea’s father — she bore a striking resemblance to him. I also recognized Bohayle’s father. That prince did not appeal to me at all — he looked down on us with far too much arrogance.

“The second challenge! Individual duels! Techniques and artifacts allowed!”

“I’ll handle them. You two rest.” Althea was determined to prove to the entire central palace that she was a worthy member of House Lin. Our opponents hadn’t fully recovered from the previous defeat when they were suddenly hit with the full fury of a Gold-ranked Warrior faced with a barrier. Althea didn’t hold back — she beat her opponents much like Vyllea had once beaten Darna Feng. Blood was spilled in the arena, but there was nothing lethal — minor cuts and broken noses weren’t reason enough to stop the fight. Only unconditional surrender was acceptable. Althea forced each of her opponents to concede. Watching her move, I doubted whether Vyllea could have defeated her if they had to fight. Althea’s movements were too perfect — nothing extraneous.

Thulassus Lin was no longer smirking — his quartet was reduced to pulp within minutes, with each of them forced to admit defeat. Those who resisted had their fingers and arms broken by Althea Lin without hesitation. The year and a half that the “defective” daughter of a prince had spent in the Second Circle had changed her drastically. She had become different. Hard. Confident. Dangerous. As if she were not in an exhibition match but on a battlefield, fighting for her life. Thulassus Lin swore to himself that even if he lost, he wouldn’t surrender — because he was a prince’s son. His father would never forgive weakness…

“Maybe we should stop her? She’s not getting anywhere with this.” Vyllea winced at the scream of agony that filled the arena, which echoed right after the crunch of a broken arm. The herald looked anxiously at the princes’ box, but the demons’ faces showed no emotion. They were waiting to see how it would end. A prince’s daughter against a prince’s son. One of them had to break for the other to rise. There was no other way.

“It’s her fight,” I refused. “Althea has to defend her name.”

“He’ll scream until he’s blue in the face but won’t give in. She needs help. It’s clear she doesn’t know how to torture properly.”

“You’re saying you do?” I looked at my wife as if seeing her for the first time. What kind of strange skills had she developed? But her response shocked me even more.

“Not me — you. Remember that cultist from the first Tier? Thulassus knows they’ll heal him, even if Althea breaks every bone, so he’s holding on. And he’ll keep holding on to the bitter end. But if you approach the torture creatively…”

“Vyllea, you’re scaring me!” I said honestly. “I never would have guessed you had such a bloodthirsty side!”

“He’s just infuriating! It’s obvious he’s weak, but he’s still resisting, counting on his father. We need to show him he can only rely on himself. Althea! Drag that whimpering body over here! Time to teach you something bad!”

I’m not sure what technique the organizers used, but my voice echoed across the entire arena. Where the core energy centers begin, where the first meridians start to form, creating threads, where the energy core is located. Pulling out an ink brush, I tore the clothes from our opponent, who was trying to crawl away from the mad Seeker. After asking Althea to keep him still, I drew seven small marks on Thulassus’s chest, along with a point opposite the energy core. To reduce a prince’s son to a Candidate, forcing him to start his Ascension path all over again, you’d need to not only sever the meridian threads but also pierce the energy core. All of this could easily be restored, especially with the right resources, but Thulassus would have to spend a few days as a regular demon. And who knows what obstacles the Heavens might throw his way.

“Just don’t overdo it — the cut should be shallow. We’re not trying to kill him, just drain his energy,” I warned the now pale Althea. She, like most of those in the arena, wasn’t ready for what I had just said. But what shocked her even more was that she would have to do it herself. After all, this was her fight.

“Enough!” Thulassus screamed hysterically when the knife’s blade touched his chest. “Damn you, Althea Lin! You and your insane Seekers! Get away from me! Help! No! I surrender!”

The moment he shouted those last words, the gong sounded, and Bohayle Lin jumped into the arena. The obligatory part of the exhibition match was over, barely having begun. No one was thinking about holding the artificers’ or alchemists’ competition, the group battle, or any of the other planned events. Everyone was waiting for the resolution of what was happening in the arena.

“Brother!” Thulassus nearly sobbed at the sight of Bohayle.

“Shut up and get out of here, weakling! And you, defective brat, will regret the day you decided to cross my family! Today, you’ll learn the wrath of Bohayle Lin!”


Chapter 10

“NO LETHAL TECHNIQUES! Violators will be punished! Repeat after me!”

“No lethal techniques!” Althea’s voice trembled with nerves. For some reason, Bohayle Lin stirred up an intense, unsettling reaction in our friend, one she couldn’t shake off easily.

“Let’s get this over with already!” Bohayle Lin ignored the judge's command entirely. As the son of a prince, he was used to his father turning a blind eye to any infraction and stepping in if needed. Besides, just moments ago, that accursed “defective brat” had forced his brother to admit his own weakness. The only fitting punishment for such an affront was death. And he, Bohayle Lin, would deliver the lethal punishment to that insufferable freak and those two worthless Seekers. Three Gold Warriors daring to challenge a Copper Master? He would show them the true gulf between their levels!

“Opponents, take your positions!”

The prince’s son used a technique to transport himself to the other end of the arena, turning to face us. The distance was significant, but I had no doubt — a smug grin was probably playing on his face right now. The transportation technique he had just used drew power from a core of elemental energy and used only a few meridians. I hadn’t encountered anything like this before.

“What should we do?” Althea asked nervously, shifting from foot to foot.

“Calm down and stay put. Vyllea, on the count of three, activate our new defense. One… Two…”

“Are the participants ready? Show us a fair and honorable fight!”

“Three!” I said at the same time the gong rang. Vyllea closed her eyes, and at that very moment, Bohayle materialized next to us. Two streams of fire shot from his hands. They hit the protective dome and hissed like water on a hot skillet before sliding to the ground. No lethal force? If not for the composite defense technique, we’d have been reduced to nothing but blackened ashes just a moment ago.

Bohayle frowned — he’f clearly expected his initial strike to be much more effective. I quickly assessed the state of Vyllea’s meridians. The composite technique had absorbed the fire strike as if it were a basic move — the energy consumption was minimal. But the flames had dissipated too quickly — our opponent also knew how to adapt. Closing his eyes, he spread his arms wide, then brought them together in front of him, aiming his open palms at us. Between them, a fireball began to form, growing larger by the second. Judging by how the audience leaned forward, they expected something dangerous, but I was more interested in the energies swirling within Bohayle. It felt like he had consumed more than one Taoist or beast before the match. He was bursting with borrowed power, which he was now expelling. I reached out to Bohayle, trying to siphon some of his energy, but hit a barrier — this demon knew how to shield himself from energy vampires, at least ones as untrained as I was. The fireball forming just a step away from me was also unyielding. Elemental energy was inert to my commands — until I had the proper organ to channel it, working with it was impossible. The fireball, now as large as a bull’s head, filled with power and shot toward us.

For a moment, I was blinded — the ball flared up just an arm’s length away from me. Vyllea’s meridians dropped by two-thirds and kept draining — the fire wasn’t dissipating but instead clung to our dome, forcing us to burn through an insane amount of energy to maintain it. A triumphant grin spread across our opponent’s face: there was no way we could withstand this attack. I assessed the state of his elemental core — Bohayle had poured nearly all his strength into the ball. Unlike an energy core, elemental power regenerated slowly. The ambient energy wasn’t suitable for that. He needed an elemental source, but you couldn’t bring that into the arena.

“Zander…” Vyllea reminded me that she was almost out of energy.

“Step to the side. We need to shake the fire off the dome. I’ll take over the defense. I’ll handle Althea — she needs to move with us.”

“Why aren’t you attacking?”

“Because Bohayle just exhausted his elemental power and will now switch to techniques. Althea said he’s a genius, so his techniques should be interesting. No need to worry yet. Oh! Vyllea, I know what you need to do!”

“Althea, can you trust me?” I asked as if we weren’t racing against time.

“Yes,” the girl answered almost immediately. It seemed the ability to withstand an elemental assault had impressed even her.

“Then stay still and don’t move. Vyllea, give me your hand!”

I turned Althea and pulled her close. It must have looked quite suggestive, but such trivialities didn’t concern me. Clasping Vyllea’s hand, I used a stepping technique, leaping out of the burning dome. Bohayle had been waiting for this — he appeared right beside us in an instant, but his next strike met a new protective dome. This time, it was mine. The demon seemed to lose control at this point — he started bombarding us with every technique he knew. There were no petty moves like spirit arrows — only serious attacks requiring hundreds of meridians. Ramming strikes slammed into us. The ground exploded beneath our feet. Slabs of pure energy rained down from above. Snake-like constructs gnawed at our shield, trying to breach it. Even artifacts were brought into play — a flaming sword hacked at my dome, draining energy with each strike. Yet I stood there, smiling, carefully monitoring the meridians of my opponent as they flared up. I couldn’t do anything against elemental power — that was out of my league. But pure energy techniques, devoid of elemental influence, were a different matter entirely! I managed to snuff out most of Bohayle’s attacks before they even reached my dome, redirecting the absorbed energy back into the defense. Bohayle was a strong demon. A ridiculously strong demon, and if he were facing anyone else, he’d win a hundred times out of a hundred. But he was an inexperienced Master with a very limited elemental core. Instead of weaving fire into every technique, Bohayle acted in the manner already familiar to him — he used pure techniques, trying to overwhelm us with energy. But to overwhelm an energy vampire with energy, you needed something more than the rage of a single demon.

“Husband, your tea.” Vyllea, maintaining her composure, set up a table and filled the cups. “Althea, would you like some?”

“What?” The green-haired girl was completely at a loss. I think I finally understood what had happened to our friend. Bohayle had terrorized Althea throughout their childhood, taking advantage of being a little older. Their fathers paid no attention to the squabbles — children had to learn to stand up for themselves. But Althea hadn’t been able to, and gradually a deep, primal fear of Bohayle took root within her. In fact, that was how Althea’s barrier had formed — the Heavens never ignored such fears. They manifested them into reality.

“Would you like some tea? Zander will be busy for a while, so why stand around doing nothing? Actually, why stand at all? Sit down!”

Vyllea conjured two chairs, immediately taking one herself. Althea, utterly bewildered, sat in the other and took the cup, tasting our tea. What a duel this turned out to be! The Copper-ranked Master huffing and puffing, trying to break through the defense, while the three Gold-ranked Warriors beneath it sipped tea.

“Why don’t you just die already?!” Bohayle screamed, activating a familiar ultimate technique. To pull it off, he had to consume three spirit stones, restoring his energy. The Infernal Sphere was a particularly nasty ability — the lightning strikes hammering our dome drained energy faster than it could regenerate. Bohayle was completely spent. He fell to his knees but kept his head up, eager to witness us being torn to shreds. But something didn’t go according to his plan — at some point, the Infernal Sphere collapsed and got absorbed by yours truly. The ultimate technique vanished without a trace.

“Pathetic and wasteful,” I said in a calm voice, though I was boiling inside. The cold of my mind was working at full capacity — the giant had already shattered his fists to bloody stumps trying to break the latest barrier, but I still had plenty of strength. Bohayle had formed his meridians in the center, drawing on the most potent energy available to a Nascent God. For someone like me, with meridians infused with Overlord strength, it was overwhelming. If it weren’t for the bottomless lake of my mind, sending wave after wave of threads into my body, I would’ve burned out in five seconds. I needed to do something about the barrier in my spirit — until that dam was gone, I wouldn’t be able to absorb energy without suffering severe consequences.

“How…” Bohayle began, but he didn’t get to finish — his body seized up in paralysis. Having exhausted all his energy on the Infernal Sphere, our opponent was defenseless for a while, and I took advantage of that, scratching him with a dagger. We were guaranteed ten minutes of peace.

“Zander, mark him,” came Althea’s unexpected voice. She looked visibly agitated, not even trying to hide it. I could’ve asked if she was sure about what she wanted to do, but I fully supported her. One has to confront their fears, even if it means tormenting a helpless foe. I sliced open Bohayle’s shirt and, for the second time that day, took out the paints, drawing seven marks and two dots.

Rising, I looked Althea in the eyes.

“Do you want to kill him?”

“Yes! More than anything! That bastard ruined my entire childhood!”

“Wrong question — are you going to kill him now?”

“No.” Althea’s face contorted. “My father wouldn’t approve. My family never breaks the rules.”

“Understood. Then listen carefully. First, you need to destroy the elemental core. Be aware, it’s fire-based. It might lash out when you strike, so be prepared. Here’s the dagger — I’ve marked the spot. The blade shouldn’t go deeper than this mark. Any further, and he’ll die.”

“Got it.” Althea leaned over her enemy. Her hands were shaking noticeably. How much damage must Bohayle have done for the daughter of a prince to tremble at the sight of him? I had a lot of questions for Althea’s father, but I’d probably never get to ask them. After all, what did I know about raising children? When Vyllea and I finally decided to have a child of our own, then we could start giving advice on parenting. But right now, we had no right.

Despite the tremors in her hands, Althea moved with precision and confidence. The dagger slid into Bohayle’s body exactly to the mark. As the blade exited, a column of fire shot out of the defeated demon’s chest, rising several meters into the air. Had Althea stayed in place, she’d have been badly scorched. Bohayle’s body arched, despite the paralysis — his body resisted what Althea was doing to it. But the resistance lasted only a few moments. Once the fire vanished, his body returned to its original position, and Althea’s opponent was now merely a Warrior.

“The second strike will be slightly deeper.” I handed her the next dagger with a new mark. Althea, almost in a trance, took it and immediately struck. Pure energy burst into the air, eager to punish whoever had unleashed it, but I managed to control it, directing it into myself. Things couldn’t get any worse, after all.

“The threads are just beneath the skin.” The third dagger with another mark was in Althea’s hands. “If you go deeper, you’ll pierce the center. That will kill him. Go ahead!”

Once again, Althea demonstrated remarkable skill — she plunged the dagger exactly to the mark and cut along the first line. To an onlooker, it might have seemed that the green-haired beauty was performing familiar, routine actions, perfected to the point of automatism, but being close, I could see the immense effort each movement was costing her. Tears streamed down her face, though it was hard to tell whether they were tears of joy or rage. Her hands trembled. Her body shivered with chills. I didn’t even want to describe what was happening to her energy structure — it looked as if she had absorbed several Nascent God-stage beasts at once. The energy whirlwinds enveloping her were terrifying. But Althea’s hands worked independently of her body and mind. She made cut after cut with astonishing precision. After finishing the seventh mark, she flung the dagger away as if it were something poisonous and filthy, then sat down next to her opponent, cradling her head in her hands. I caught a glimpse of something wild in her eyes, and it seemed a reasonable idea to help her. Taking Althea’s hands in mine, I made her look into my eyes.

“You did it,” I whispered. “Bohayle won’t harm you anymore. Because you’re stronger. You’ve always been stronger than him. And it’s not just me saying this — he’s known that his whole life too. That’s why he kept tormenting you, trying to break you, and he had almost succeeded. But you were stronger. You did great, Althea of House Lin! Your Ascension will continue. That’s a Seeker’s promise!”

“No! What have you done, you defective idiot?!” Bohayle’s frantic scream cut off my heartfelt speech. The ten minutes of paralysis were up, and there was no point in extending it. A mere demon could do nothing to a Gold Warrior.

Althea pointedly turned away from the now-standing Bohayle. Her attention was focused on the prince who had arranged our duel.

“I won’t kill him, my prince! I won’t humiliate him by making him beg for mercy. My friends are right — everyone deserves a punishment befitting their actions. Bohayle Lin has received his, and he no longer interests me. I request that the duel be ended. There is no honor in fighting a mere demon!”

I never did figure out how the prince ended up right beside us. One moment he was in the stands, the next he was here.

“Bohayle Lin,” came his deep, heavy voice, “you have used an Infernal Sphere and an Infernal Orb despite the explicit prohibition against lethal techniques. Your father will decide on the punishment you deserve for disregarding the orders of one of the three heads of the council and enforce it himself. Such is my will. Does anyone wish to contest it?”

No one did. The prince then turned to face us, silently scrutinizing me first, then Vyllea, and finally Althea. No techniques were used, but it felt as though we were being taken apart piece by piece, every organ inspected, and then put back together.

“This is yours.” The prince handed me two boxes. One held my Heart of the Volcano, and the other contained something egg-shaped, according to my spirit vision. I swallowed hard. Elemental hearts were shaped like droplets, spirit stones like crystals, and beast cores like spheres. Only one known energy source resembled an egg. But how could it exist in the demon world? I was about to open the lid, but the prince’s voice stopped me,

“Inside is the essence of a Overlord-level battlefield, comparable to the Heart of the Volcano. Bohayle Lin values his life highly. Step onto the platform.”

The prince conjured a floating disc, about a meter wide, and stood at one edge. The disc didn’t budge, despite the uneven distribution of weight. I took the girls by the hands and stepped onto the metal platform first. From what I could see, this was a creation of the ancient humans — a flying mechanism capable of hovering in the air. Before we ascended to some unknown destination, the prince addressed the stands:

“The exhibition matches are concluded. This year, the Blue Lotus School of the Second Circle is recognized as the victor among Warrior-stage demons. I request that the council heads determine and present the reward due to the school for producing the winning demons. According to the terms of the additional contest, I will escort the three Gold Warriors to the source.”

The silence from the stands was the perfect soundtrack to our triumph. Even Bohayle fell silent, though he shot us a look full of hatred. It wasn’t a very prudent idea to leave such an enemy behind, but I couldn’t see any way to kill him without causing problems for us or for Althea and her father. But why trouble trouble if it didn’t trouble you? Having an implacable enemy was actually a benefit — another incentive to keep growing stronger and avoid stagnation.

The disc smoothly rose into the air, and I nearly lost my breath — the ban on flying above the buildings didn’t apply to princes. I hated flying! This realization hit me with full force as I clung to Vyllea’s and Althea’s hands. If I had a third hand, I would have grabbed onto the prince as well, ignoring any notions of propriety. So it wasn’t just about Molly. Could it be the fact that I was not in control of the flight? I needed to figure this out or this fear will manifest as an even more daunting barrier than Althea’s.

The central palace was built around a small mountain. My spirit vision failed when I tried to see what was inside — whatever energy was swirling there was beyond my comprehension. We approached a small dark cave. The prince dismissed the disc, and we landed.

“Althea Lin knows what to do.” With that, the prince considered his mission complete and vanished. Why fly when you can teleport without a portal?

“Bohayle’s father won’t forgive you for the disgrace of his sons,” Althea said.

“Does that scare you?” I asked, surprised.

“I’m worried for you. My father will protect me, but who will stand up for you?”

“First, there’s me. Second, there’s Vyllea.”

“When a Nascent God arrives, Gold Warriors die.” Althea was clearly skeptical.

“Then that’s the will of the Heavens,” I replied. “You see, sooner or later, we’re going to encounter an enemy we can’t beat. Sooner or later, we’re going to die. I understand that. Vyllea understands that. So why run from the inevitable, trying to please everyone? If the prince decides to avenge his sons, fine, let him. Maybe that will be the opponent that ends our ascension. So what’s the point of dwelling on it? We have to keep moving forward, growing stronger, so that when a Nascent God comes for us, we’ll look at him as an equal. That’s the will of the Heavens. Everything else is just trivial.”

“Wait! First, I need to explain what this is.”

“No need,” I assured Althea. “I have a feeling that the less I know about what’s inside this cave, the more beneficial the outcome will be for me. Vyllea?”

“I agree! I’m not in the mood for boring explanations. What I do want is to take a bath while Zander cooks that breakfast dish again!”

“I just don’t understand you two,” Althea said, bewildered. “Your actions defy logic. Where you should yield, you stand firm. Where you should stand firm, you yield. You refuse to kill, yet you kill easily. Do you think no one knows you’ve killed that senior student? The entire Blue Lotus School knows, but they keep quiet because they don’t know what will happen next. You’re strong, but individually you’re weak. Yet both of you can use compound techniques while sipping tea and barely focusing! It’s not normal!”

“Is that so? Then why are you with us?”

“I have no idea. Because when I’m near you… the voices in my head go away! I don’t know what exactly it was that Bohayle did, but three years ago, he pulled some nasty trick on me. I remained unconscious for a month, tormented by shadows of some sort. When it finally passed, my father made me wear these earrings. He said they would protect me. It worked for a while, but every time I saw Bohayle, something would click in my head. I felt uneasy. Scared. My father checked me, but he didn’t find anything. After the third time I went to him, he stopped listening to me. He said I was making it all up… But I wasn’t! The voices were real! Then I moved to the Second Circle and joined the Blue Lotus School, but the voices started coming back. They whispered something unintelligible, slowly driving me insane. The earrings stopped helping. One day I realized that if I shut down my emotions completely, the noise would quiet down. It didn’t go away, but I could ignore it. That’s how I lived for a year. Until the day we started competing in artifact crafting. For the first time in three years, my mind was silent. The voices were gone. At first, I didn’t understand why. I thought it was just a fluke. But when we read books to each other… even when you were just near me in the library’s private section — I was free! The voices didn’t like it — they pushed harder. Every night after we met, they attacked me, keeping me from sleeping. It was horrible, Zander. I held on as best I could. My father didn’t answer my letters… nor did my uncle… And then I made a desperate decision, fully aware of the consequences. I came to you. Since then, the voices have been gone. Even when we go our separate ways for training. Three months, Zander… These have been the happiest three months of the last three years! That’s why I’ve clung to you and don’t want to let go. Maybe I’m selfish, only thinking about myself, but… Heavens, where did these tears come from?!”

Althea wiped away the treacherous tears that had appeared in her eyes with her sleeve.

“Heavens?” Vyllea smirked. “Do demons even have Heavens?”

“Hang around with you two long enough, and you’ll start believing in anything.”

“Zander, we need to tell her now, or it’ll be too late later. I like her — she’s honest, smart, and strong. But before we go any further, she needs to know. The Heavens won’t be pleased if we keep the truth from her, especially after what she’s just shared.”

“What are you talking about?” Althea’s tears dried instantly as she looked at us, alarmed. “What do I need to know?”

Taking a deep breath to gather my strength, I asked, “Do you remember the time your uncle visited? He came to check us out to see who his niece was associating with. He must have known something since he started asking us about our families. Vyllea is from the Urbangos clan in the second circle. But me… I’m not from this world, Althea. I’m from the neighboring one. I’m human. Now that you know, it’s up to you — do you come with us into the cave, breaking barriers together despite all the laws, or do you stay here, consumed by your hatred for humans?”

“Human?” Althea mouthed the word.

“As real as they get, girl. The real deal,” Came a voice that was both unfamiliar yet strangely recognizable. The space nearby rippled, revealing a plump, smiling demon — Althea’s “sweet bun” of an uncle, Phasor Lin, in the flesh.

“Uncle?” Althea was shocked.

“Who else? Did you really think I’d let you stroll around the central palace with a human without keeping an eye on you? Now, onto more important matters — I never got your letters. And I had no idea about the creature that made its home in your head. That little bastard set everything up perfectly. I had to leave for almost six months, and by the time I returned, you were already awake and wearing those earrings. Oh, niece, if you’d come to me right away with your problem, none of this would have happened. What does your father know about the tricks of brain-twisters? His job is to rule, not to figure out who’s messing around in people’s heads. But no matter, this problem is easy to fix. The Seeker is right — you really do need to decide what to do next. My offer is simple — kill this human. I swear on my life and the honor of our clan, if you consume his core and essence, the voices in your head will disappear forever. Just say yes, and I’ll take care of everything. What will your choice be, Althea of the Lin clan?”


Chapter 11

“WHAT’S BEEN DONE to me?”

“Girl, you’re thinking about the wrong thing,” Phasor Lin smiled. “Kill the human, and it will all end. I promise.”

“What’s happening to me, Uncle? I’ve lived with something in my head for three years! I have the right to know what’s going on with me! Where did the voices come from?! What did the brain-twister do to me?”

“It wasn’t just a brain-twister. It was a whole team,” Phasor Lin replied after a pause. “I’m not sure how that little brat found out about this method — I’ll have to have a talk with him separately — but it’s quite effective. They’ve implanted an image in you. Apparently, Bohayle Lin is so obsessed with you that he decided to make you love him by force. A succubus had created his image, and a brain-twister inserted it into your head, right into the part of your brain where your emotions are. When you turned into an emotionless ice queen, the voices quieted down. Your will was significantly stronger than that of the succubus and the mind bender. Instead of constantly seeing Bohayle’s dazzling image, you only heard voices. The implant worked, but not as intended.”

“Why doesn’t it work when I’m near Zander?” Althea asked as soon as Phasor fell silent.

“That’s information I’d rather not share with you…”

“Uncle! Why doesn’t it work when I’m near Zander?!” Althea could be assertive when she needed to be.

Phasor Lin smiled smugly and then, surprisingly, gestured for me to explain. I had no choice but to play along.

“The image in your head doesn’t work for a very simple reason. The implant is supposed to make you see the great and powerful Bohayle, but your mind resists it. Something about that demon repulses you so much that even outside influence couldn’t override your will. But when you’re near me… For some reason, you see me as a male that makes you feel calm and safe. And you do this subconsciously. Everything the brain-twister and succubus implanted in you is blocked when you’re near me because, in your mind, you can’t have more than one male you’re ready to bond with for life with. It seems that if you consume the core and essence of the male who interests you so much, part of his strength will transfer to you, wiping out the implant.”

“Uncle, is this true?” Althea blushed deeply but didn’t look away.

“It’s the truth, my girl. If you consume him, you’ll cleanse yourself. He’s human, Althea, don’t romanticize him. A filthy, obnoxious, and cunning human who’s wormed his way into your trust. All these stories about the Heavens and Seekers are just fluff hiding the real Zander. The one who infiltrated the Blue Lotus School to uncover its secrets. To become stronger. To destroy demons. Make the right choice, girl. Consume him and free yourself from the voices in your head. Become free!”

Althea turned to face me, stared at me for a long moment, then looked back at Phasor Lin.

“What other ways are there to get rid of the voices?”

“There are at least two other ways. The first is painful. We have brain-twisters loyal to our family who could extract the implanted image. It’s painful, and the part of your brain that controls emotions might be damaged. The second is slow. You’d need to stay close to the person who interests you. As you correctly noted, when you moved in with the Seekers, the voices disappeared, even when you were at your lessons. The longer you spend with the human, the less the implanted image will affect you. A year, maybe two — it’s hard to say. You have a strong will, so it will eventually expel the implant from your mind. But that’s a very long road, girl. It’s easier to just consume the human here and now. Humans have no place in the demon world!”

“Is that all you wanted to say to me?” Althea asked, staring intently at her uncle. He only smiled. The image of the friendly uncle didn’t match up with the dangerous demon at all. For some reason, I didn’t even feel any discomfort between my shoulder blades.

“To talk? No, girl, I didn’t come here to talk — I came to help. Eat the human.”

“Leave, uncle. I don’t want to kill Zander. Seekers…” Althea turned to us, blushing again, but still held her head high. “You’ve heard everything yourselves. I need to stay in your company for two years. I’m not looking for a relationship, I don’t intend to become anyone’s wife, I just want to rid myself of the parasite that’s lodged in my head. I… I’m asking you for help. Two years isn’t that long.”

“Even though I’m human?”

“Right now, you’re a demon, and that knowledge is enough for me. Who else knows what you are?”

“The list is quite limited,” Phasor Lin interjected. “I made sure it’s down to just four demons. Myself, your father, and two senior instructors at the Blue Lotus School — Othar and Ærinn. Though I’m considering eliminating them too. This isn’t the kind of information you let go uncontrolled. If word gets out that the daughter of a first-circle prince is associating with a human, it’ll be fortunate if your father is merely demoted to the second circle. More likely, he’ll be disposed of entirely. So think carefully, girl — what’s more important to you — your father’s peace of mind, or the life of some worthless human?”

“No need, uncle, I’ve already made my decision. Even if the Seekers refuse to help me, they’ll still live. As will the instructors who know the truth.”

“Why would we refuse?” Vyllea frowned. “We’re the ones who brought this up in the first place. Enough, Zander, I’m tired. Since they’re not planning to kill us, how about we focus on something more productive? It’s better than just standing around arguing. Zander?”

I looked at Phasor Lin, and suddenly it dawned on me why he had shown himself. If we had gone straight to the source, the sly demon would have remained unseen. But we decided to reveal our secret to Althea, and knowing how she might react to a human, Phasor shifted the conversation entirely, playing it so that Althea had no choice but to stay with us, even if she hadn’t originally planned to. A reasonable question arose — why would Phasor Lin want to pair his niece with the Seekers? He must realize that at some point we might flee to the human world… Could Althea be in some kind of danger here, in the central palace of the demons, and Phasor Lin was trying to get her out of harm’s way? I needed more information. For now, I nodded.

“I think you’re right; the source has waited for us long enough. Althea?”

I extended my hand to the green-haired girl. She hesitated for only a moment before confidently taking my hand. The choice was made — there was no turning back now. Vyllea took my other hand, and the three of us entered the cave. I expected some sort of transition, an energy barrier, or something else, but to my surprise, nothing like that occurred. After a few twists and turns, we found ourselves in a small round chamber.

“This is the source,” Althea explained as we stood in the center, observing the floating orbs of pure elemental energy around the perimeter of the chamber. “This is where a demon has the chance to discover their affinity for a particular element. This way they can avoid experimenting with other elements and focus on the one they are naturally aligned with. My element is water.”

“And you found that out here, of course?” I asked, sensing that the prince had set us up. The path of the Seeker wasn’t about getting everything handed to you. The Heavens wouldn’t be pleased with that. The path of the Seeker was about finding solutions on your own, even if it takes a lot of time.

“You only need to…” Althea began, but she fell silent, staring at me wide-eyed. Perhaps she wasn’t used to being interrupted, especially with a finger placed against her lips. While the indignant girl was preparing a worthy retort, I took another look around. Along the perimeter of the cave were four large orbs, each containing a raging element. Fire, water, wind, earth — they were easy to distinguish. They emitted a powerful energy that didn’t cross an invisible boundary — the circle we stood on, as well as the narrow path we had come down. The elements were in perfect harmony with one another, balancing each other’s forces.

Wait, harmony?

What if we really did work through the green energy? Music wasn’t necessary… Or was it? Althea was with us, after all… Ærinn had asked about a triple conjunction, as if it was something so natural that every other demon was doing it. But I couldn’t even imagine how to approach this process — it required seven points of contact, but how did you provide them across three bodies? And did you even need to? Why was I hesitating, Heavens? Enough of this foolish pondering — it was time to act! I let go of the girls’ hands and turned to face them.

“There are probably rituals, rules, and techniques for determining your affinity. All of that is interesting and proper, but we’re going to do things a little differently. I suggest we form a conjunction. To move forward, we need to enter a special state, which I call harmony. But it’s only possible during a conjunction…”

“You said you didn’t trust me,” Althea couldn’t resist a sly smile.

“Everything changes in this world. I ask only one thing: don’t take control. Let the energy flow freely through your body. I’ll handle the rest. We’re at the same level of Ascension, so neither of us will be dependent on the other.”

“If only you don’t do something that turns me into your obedient little pet.” Althea was clearly skeptical of my proposal.

“Listen, girlfriend, let’s cut the nonsense,” Vyllea said, tired of standing around. “If Zander says we need a conjunction, then we need it. You either agree and go all the way with us, or you wait for us by the entrance. Two years together? Fine. The only question is, in what capacity will you spend those two years? As a guest watching our Ascension or as a part of it? Do you want to break barriers? Give me your hand. You refuse? The exit is that way.”

Vyllea extended her open hand to Althea. For a moment, the prince’s daughter stared at my wife with a heavy gaze, then as if deciding to jump into the deep end, she grabbed Vyllea’s hand and then mine.

“What do I need to do?”

“Trust. Feel. You’ll understand. First, form the energy of your body inside yourself and imagine that you want to pass it to me. We’ll handle the rest.”

For a brief moment, a fierce cold enveloped me again, but the warmth of Vyllea’s body quickly balanced it out. Two steady flows formed between me and my wife, but I didn’t initiate the third one. First, I needed to work with Althea. I could clearly see the energy swirling within her body, but she seemed hesitant. The energy approached her hand, but quickly retreated to her chest, like a timid creature. Detaching a thin thread from our ropes, I directed it toward her hand and pushed it into Althea. The girl visibly shuddered as the foreign energy entered her. She even tried to pull her hand away, but who would allow her that? Pushing my energy further, I reached Althea’s other hand and, with another push, returned it to Vyllea, forming an additional circuit. Althea began to tremble noticeably — she wasn’t ready for the foreign energy. Her own energy resisted the intruders, trying to block the flow. Something she absolutely shouldn’t be doing.

Gently, trying not to cause any pain, I picked up a small thread of Althea’s body energy and tossed it onto the coil that Vyllea and I had formed, letting Althea’s energy flow through Vyllea’s body first, then mine, and finally back to her. It worked: the trembling subsided significantly. Encouraged by this success, I repeated the process, this time taking in more. There was no need to rush. For Vyllea and me, difficulties had always seemed minor. Althea, being older, worried we might harm her; she didn’t like the role of a passenger, but she tried, not taking control, and slowly, it worked — the trembling stopped altogether. However, Althea’s energy was only of a single type — body energy. The cold of reason was dormant in her mind, not showing itself at all. That was fine — this would do for now. After circulating the three energies for a while, I stopped the conjunction and opened my eyes. Althea stood nearby, breathing heavily, her gaze demanding an explanation.

“This is what’s called a conjunction — an exchange of energy between living beings. What did you notice?”

“Your energy was uneven. There was something else in it! Something white. Cold!”

“That’s called mind energy. It’s created in the head. Now, we’re going to try again. Your task is to imagine the cold from your head descending into your body, enveloping your soul, trying to freeze and warm it at the same time. Just create it, and I’ll handle the rest.”

“How did you develop such skill with energy? That’s a Nascent God’s level! And you’re just a mental absolute!”

“This skill has nothing to do with being an absolute. The reason is simple: I’m an energy vampire. To absorb energy, you first need to see it and know how to work with it. Ready? This time we’ll run two circuits. One through our hands, the other through our legs. Let’s touch feet. Don’t resist and focus on the cold of reason. Find it and make it appear. This is an important step. Starting!”

The second time was much easier: a moment of cold, the saving warmth from Vyllea, and an additional circuit through Althea. This time, her energy didn’t try to resist; it immediately merged with our ropes, weaving into them naturally. For a while, nothing happened — the energy swirled within us, becoming accustomed to each other, but then I noticed a thin thread of cold. Althea had managed it! Grabbing this thread, I carefully began to pull it, weaving it into the combined flow. Gradually, the threads began to expand: Althea, seemingly understanding what was required of her, focused not on what was passing through her, but on what she was creating. The energy of her body and mind gradually increased, becoming a thick, dense rope. For a while, the flows circulated between our bodies, getting used to each other, but they, too, had to be stopped.

“It exists!” Althea’s joyful cry filled the cave. “Mind energy really exists! I was able to feel it!”

“This means you’re ready for the next step — harmony. But to initiate it, we’ll need to stand as close to each other as possible.”

Althea blushed when she saw how closely Vyllea was pressed against me. But the prince’s daughter hesitated for only a moment; she had made her decision and wasn’t going to change it. Our bodies connected, heads pressed together, and Althea’s warm breath mixed with mine and Vyllea’s.

“Create as much energy as you can,” I whispered. “Vyllea, this goes for you too. We’re working at full capacity. Either it works for us now, or it never will. Ready? Let’s go!”

“Create as much as you can”, he said. Yeah, right. How naïve and overconfident, Zander! Althea didn’t just create — she flooded us with pure energy of mind and body, nearly squashing Vyllea and myself. How I managed to tame the chaos Althea had unleashed and normalize it by turning it into thick ropes was something I’d never be able to explain. It just worked. My subconscious must have been prepared for something like this. I didn’t divide the energy into rings — instead, I sent out one large intertwined thread. It entered and exited our bodies, forming a complex long serpent made of red and white energies. The size and the thickness of this thing were terrifying — it was wider than my thigh! How the energy didn’t leak from our bodies into the surrounding space remained a mystery to me, too. But the important thing was that everything had worked!

After ensuring the system was stable and in a steady state, I moved on to the next step — activating the spirit energy. For Vyllea and me, this was managed by the conjunction meridians formed between the real nodes. But Althea didn’t have any. I intended to move on to the next step — heart energy — but I stopped, taking another look at our conjunction. The body and mind integrated our bodies harmoniously, forming a stable structure. However, the spirit introduced asymmetry — it was clearly skewed toward Vyllea and me. If I continued to activate additional energies, the system would lose balance and collapse, possibly with dire consequences. What did this indicate? That approaching a triple conjunction required more thorough preparation than I’d initially thought.

As I expanded my consciousness beyond the cave, I was momentarily blinded. The energy in the very heart of the central palace of the demon world wasn’t just abundant. It was infinite! And it didn’t seem to belong to anyone. If it weren’t for the amulets blocking its influence on our bodies, Vyllea and I would have long been reduced to black ash. But we didn’t need the influence of the Primordial Soul’s energy, located deep within this mountain, on our bodies. It was enough for it to affect our conjunction meridians! Understanding that I was doing the unforgivable, I reached out to the energy surrounding us and, burning my invisible hands, began winding this energy between the nodes. And I connected three pairs of nodes simultaneously: mine and Althea’s, Vyllea’s and Althea’s, and finally, mine and Vyllea’s. Why the latter? The answer was simple: to prevent any imbalance in the system. The energy in this mountain had the power level of a Nascent God, while the energy in our conjunction meridians was at Overlord level. If I left all our invisible channels unchanged, something would definitely break. As I said, this process required a fundamental approach, with attention to every detail, no matter how insignificant it may have seemed.

The meticulous work of forming three wraps of two hundred and fifty-six meridians took an eternity. One thing was reassuring — neither of the girls resisted, rushed, or disturbed me. It was as if they could see my actions perfectly well and patiently waited for me to finish. If there was one thing those on the path to immortality knew how to do perfectly, it was to wait. When the last pair of meridians fell into place, I felt an incredible surge of power, similar to what I felt when my mentor used healing after hours of training, restoring my strength and the will to go on. Except the current sensations were fuller and deeper. Three circuits of energy swirled within our bodies, forming a solid foundation for further work. I probably should have moved on to the next step, forming the energy of hearts, but I didn’t give in to the surge of excitement. Joy could be processed later; details were paramount!

My hands had burned away once more, but I couldn’t care less: the foundation wouldn’t be stable if it started working without energy cores. At some point I must have screamed as I spun the energy in three places. To move forward, we needed to become Conjoined Warriors. That required suffering, which is exactly what I was exposing myself to.

“I’ll help,” Althea’s voice suddenly said. She didn’t interfere, but somehow supported me. I felt my three invisible bodies, clutching three energy cores with both hands, begin to spin in place. Althea understood what needed to be done and came to help. Heavens, this was her first proper conjunction, and she was already capable of speech! Why was I so backwards in that respect, I wondered?

The spheres spun at breakneck speed, and thanks to the unusual place we found ourselves in, they filled with the necessary power rather quickly. Three bright conjunction energy cores flared brighter than Earis, and I barely managed to hold the conjunction together. The overwhelming sensation of rightness and completeness nearly swept us all away. And I could feel it wasn’t just my thoughts — Vyllea and Althea were experiencing something similar.

The fourth circuit of energy appeared almost instantly. Althea’s heart didn’t even try to resist — it accepted the power of my heart as something familiar and native. Thinking it over, I sent part of this power to my head, wrapping the ancient device. There was no need to show it off. As far as the world was concerned, it shouldn’t have existed. After confirming that everything was working as it should, I began forming the green energy — the energy of harmony. It seemed only a moment passed before the space rippled, manifesting into the familiar dams.

“Heavens, Althea, how did you ever come by such a barrier?” Vyllea’s shocked voice echoed. The giantess, who was the projection of wife in this space, saw the massive structure obscuring Althea’s dams and was horrified. Obscuring might not quite be the word — more like dwarfing them. Enormous as it was, though, I could clearly see three dams of the usual sort behind the monstrous edifice — not much different from my spirit dam.

“What is this?” The giantess who looked like Althea stared at the chain-bound wall.

“That’s your Ascension barrier,” Vyllea explained readily. “Don’t look at Zander. He can’t speak during conjunction. Just listen.”

“I’m a pure Absolute, where could these barriers have come from? And there’s more than one, too!” Althea was clearly taken aback by the sight.

“No idea,” Vyllea replied with a shrug. “Zander, are we going to break anything?”

I shook my head and extended my hands to the giantesses, suggesting we formed a conjunction within the conjunction. The moment our palms touched, the dams vanished, and we found ourselves in absolute nothingness. Darkness enveloped us, illuminated only by the four spheres of pure elemental energy. Althea closed her eyes, and immediately, a water sphere the size of a human head formed before her. The element demonstrated its affinity. Vyllea closed her eyes, too, almost mirroring her, and a fireball immediately appeared in front of her. Who would’ve doubted it! I could have named Vyllea’s element even before it had manifested in front of her so spectacularly. Now it was my turn. Following the general mood, I closed my eyes and felt something familiar a few feet away. The feeling of separation bothered me, so I mentally pulled this “familiar thing” closer, and when I opened my eyes, I saw a brown sphere in front of me. My element was earth.

What next, I wondered? Now that the elements had chosen us… or we had chosen them, depending on how you looked at it, what were we supposed to do next? Break the conjunction? No, that would be wrong. I knew it on some deep level. Hold on, I thought. Why was there so much space between our bodies? Why were the elemental spheres near us and not in the center? I focused and began to push the earth sphere away from myself mentally. Althea grasped what I was doing at once and started doing the same with her water sphere. Vyllea had the hardest time — she struggled to get the fireball to obey her will. But I didn’t interfere. For some reason, it felt like each of us had to complete our task independently. Finally, the fire did budge and slowly drifted towards the other two elements.

The spheres touched each other simultaneously. The ensuing bright flash obliterated the darkness, ejecting us from the conjunction, but in the fleeting moments of fading consciousness, I managed to cast a green thread of harmony over the spheres. My body wasn’t just convulsing — it felt as though every muscle had started living its own life. It burned, then immediately regenerated, only to harden like stone and burn again. The pain was so excruciating that a part of me slipped out of reality, unable to remain in the conjunction. In the corner of my awareness, I noted the presence of other beings in the cave, unwilling to enter the center, but none of it mattered — the only thing that did was that a small part of me somehow managed to stay in the conjunction, continuing to squeeze the spheres with harmony.

Something had to give, and it wasn’t going to be me. My green rope jerked one last time, the spheres merged into one, taking on a strange iridescent hue, and then the energy of the entire world rushed into it. I can’t even describe the sensation — it felt as though the very earth was now under my control! I felt it as a part of myself — its tension, its strength, its calmness. Reaching out to the earth sphere behind me, I felt a response — I now had the ability to interact with the element! Drawing energy from the source, I directed it into the iridescent sphere, which was still situated between the giant bodies. Next, as if waiting for my actions, the power of water struck the iridescent sphere, followed shortly by fire. The three giants opened their eyes, looked at each other, and the conjunction vanished as if it had never existed. The giants disappeared. The iridescent sphere disappeared. The dams disappeared. The three energy cores, which had become the foundation of our Ascension, went to rest. Even the thick ropes of warmth and cold disappeared.

But what didn’t disappear were the three tiny points now residing in our bodies, as well as the huge, bright, iridescent sun that had combined the three elements and was visible to no one but us.

“Diamond Warrior…” a low, unfamiliar voice echoed. “Althea, you’ve become a Diamond Warrior. I see the nascent core of an element. But how is this possible? Where did this power come from?”

For some reason, at that very moment my consciousness decided that it had suffered enough. The floor decided to take off, for some strange reason, and with arms outstretched, our entire conjoined trio rushed into the darkness. Diamond Warriors? Who cared? We had become Conjoined Masters with the strength of a Nascent God! Now that was a worthy result of our efforts. The nascent core of an element was but a side product. All we needed to do was to figure out the Master ranks. If we were to grow further, it would have to be done with a very thorough understanding of the process. But all that could wait. First, we needed to rest.


Chapter 12

“FOUR MONTHS? WE SPENT a third of a year in that cave?!”

“Yes, my dear, a very interesting result. The average time to form a nascent elemental core is two years. With an opener, that time can be reduced to six months. But four months? That’s something I’m hearing for the first time. What do you think?”

Phasor Lin addressed an unremarkable demon who was fussing over Althea. Scrawny and frail, this demon looked exactly like the brain-twister I encountered at the School of Wrath. In fact, he was a brain-twister. One of those loyal to Althea’s family, apparently.

“Clean. If there was anything here, the conjunction burned it out completely.”

“You may leave,” Phasor dismissed the brain-twister and turned his heavy gaze on the three of us. The demon who had met us at the source was also present. As it turned out, Althea’s father had organized daily monitoring to be the first to know what had happened to his daughter. It turned out that the Primordial Soul itself had formed a protective barrier around us, through which even a prince couldn’t break. Apparently, I had drawn too much power. Or perhaps it was simply the nature of the place.

Althea squeezed her eyes shut, and in a moment, a small water sphere formed above her palm, bouncing from hand to hand like a tame creature. The sphere soared into the air, circled around Althea, and landed back on her palm, ready for the next command. Vyllea, momentarily forgetting she stood opposite a dangerous demon, formed a sphere of pure fire, performed similar tricks with it, and, not thinking of anything better, tossed her sphere to Althea. It seemed like a disaster! One on the path to immortality couldn’t control a foreign element, but as it turned out, this rule didn’t apply to Conjoined Masters. Althea couldn’t make fire manifest, just as Vyllea couldn’t form anything out of water. But controlling adjacent elements was as easy for them as controlling their own! At one point, the obedient water sphere ended up in Vyllea’s hands, and the fireball in Althea’s. Neither girl was bothered by the fact that such a thing was considered impossible. If Zander said it could be done, there was no need to listen to a bunch of musty and grumpy demons. I could have added an earth sphere to their play, but Phasor Lin’s gaze made me hesitate. We had returned from the source two days ago, but only today had we been told how long we’d spent in the cave, huddled together. Four months without water or food would kill any being on the path to immortality, but for some reason, this rule didn’t apply to us. We were kept in a locked room where we trained by tossing elemental spheres at each other. To form something more serious required Master-level techniques and an understanding of what was happening, but nothing like that was being taught to us. The demon world didn’t know what to do with us.

Why?

The answer was quite interesting: standing before Phasor Lin were three humans. Not two demons and a human — three human beings. The conjunction had played a cruel joke on us, turning us into humans even in the demon world. For two days, we experimented not only with elemental spheres but also with conjunctions, trying to fix the problem. But neither a double conjunction with each girl, nor a triple, nor a conjunction between the girls, had led to any results. The latter option, in truth, was unworkable — Vyllea couldn’t initiate a conjunction, and Althea hadn’t yet learned how. Everything required practice, and two days weren’t enough.

That’s why we were kept away from the demon world. Revealing a prince’s daughter who had suddenly become human would mean sending that prince into retirement immediately. And with demons of his rank, retirement meant total annihilation to prevent the corruption from spreading throughout the world. Althea’s father and uncle had come to no clear decision — little was known about triple conjunctions at the Master level. In truth, nothing was known at all — no one in their right mind would attempt such madness, even for the sake of an experiment.

“It’s as if I knew I should have destroyed you immediately,” Phasor Lin said cheerfully, but a shiver ran down my spine, and a sense of danger filled the air. The demon who had met us twitched, sensing something was amiss, but those were his last movements in this life — black ash scattered on the floor.

“Enter!” the portly demon commanded, and three figures stepped into our room. No matter how hard I tried to keep my expression calm, I couldn’t manage it because I knew all three of them very well. The deputy head of the Blue Lotus School’s second circle — Ærinn, the deputy head of the School of Silence’s second circle — Thanard Raghi, and the head of the School of Wrath’s second circle… the fox… I didn’t know this demon’s name.

“So that’s why we swore to keep silent.” The fox grinned broadly, his smile resembling a malevolent snarl on his vulpine face. “May I? Though what’s the point in asking? We were brought here because of them, right?”

In an instant, the old fox was beside us, practically nose to nose with each of us, sniffing around. He even licked Althea’s hand, testing her taste.

“Amazing transformation. They’re human! Both outside and inside. This isn’t some artifact — this is something else. Will the esteemed Phasor Lin explain, or should we figure it out on our own?”

“There’s no need to guess, colleague.” The incredibly pleasant voice of Mentor Ærinn filled the room. “We were invited here for a specific reason. They entered a triple conjunction. Althea, demonstrate your elemental sphere.”

Althea looked at her uncle, who nodded, permitting her to show her new power.

“Diamond Warriors controlling elements?” Thanard Raghi chimed in.

“Haven’t you figured it out yet?” The fox materialized a chair and sat down, examining us with the interest one might show toward exotic animals at a market. “They didn’t just enter a triple conjunction. They became Conjoined Masters! What we couldn’t achieve in ten years of experiments, this trio accomplished in… how long were they gone?”

“Four months,” mentor Ærinn sat down beside the fox. “The tournament ended just over four months ago. They spent all this time at the source. So the source was the catalyst for the conjunction? The infinite element of the Primordial Soul?”

“Show them your abilities,” Phasor Lin demanded. It seemed they were referring to the ability to control three types of elements simultaneously. We had no choice but to comply. Vyllea sat in the center, so she was the one to manipulate the elements. Fire, water, and earth jumped from palm to palm, ignoring one another. Soon, the water was in my hands, the fire in Althea’s, and Vyllea kept the earth. For a while, we stretched the spheres, making them jump, and then we extinguished them, returning the elements to their cores.

“This is interesting,” Thanard Raghi remarked, sitting down with his colleagues. “To say anything definitive, we need to observe the conjunction. Form it.”

I had no desire to perform like jesters entertaining a crowd, but we had no choice — no matter how you looked at it, we couldn’t solve the problem on our own. Holding hands and pressing close, we immediately formed the triple conjunction, activating all types of energy simultaneously. After standing like that for a while, I broke the connection, returning us to reality, and was met with three pensive stares.

“So, that’s what we’ve overlooked…” Mentor Ærinn said in a pensive voice.

“A stable foundation wrapped in uniform energy,” the fox confirmed. “The solution, as always, was right in front of us. The only thing I don’t fully understand is the power generated by their hearts. It doesn’t participate in the conjunction. What is it, and what is its purpose?”

“There was an ancient device in Zander's head. It’s gone now, but I noticed a power channel leading in that direction,” mentor Ærinn said, her gaze shifting from me to Vyllea. “I believe that energy is meant to conceal ancient mechanisms from investigative techniques.”

“Are we talking about the heart?” The artificer joined the conversation. “There is restricted information about so-called ‘altered ones’ among the Taoists — those who replace their heart with a mechanism produced by an anomaly, thus gaining an additional unalienable source of power.”

“The heart’s energy was generated by a human,” the fox said, looking at me, then at Vyllea. “But he generated it for the girl from House Urbangos and not himself. Zander, please remove the block. Including the one your head. I want to see the ancient devices in all their glory.”

We were being cornered like never before. I understood all too well that if we started asserting our rights or tried to stand our ground, we wouldn’t get out of this alive. On the other hand, they had come to help us, and to provide that help, they needed to know as much as possible about us. Weighing the pros and cons, I removed the block from the ancient devices. Mentor Ærinn somehow materialized next to Vyllea, placed her hand on her chest, and closed her eyes for a moment.

“An anomaly heart of the Nascent God stage, yellow rank. How did you come by such a power source, and what is it doing in Vyllea’s chest?”

“Vyllea, is there something you’d like to tell me?” It was fortunate we had an anomaly. I had no idea my wife harbored such a powerful source in her chest. Before the triple conjunction, it had been at the Overlord stage, black rank.

“You channeled too much energy through the heart, so it’s managed to adapt,” Vyllea answered, blushing. “I wanted to tell you under different circumstances so that it would be a surprise. Now our conjunction has a range of eight hundred feet, and we can restore energy a hundred times through conjunction. Zander, the heart is literally urging us to return to the human world — its elevation in the stage hasn’t given it any new functions. We need to find ancient bases where something called a command module has been preserved. That’s how we’ll become stronger. That’s how we’ll be able to see the power of true demons.”

“It was initially Master-stage, red rank,” I replied. “A few years ago, we were attacked by assassins in the human world. Vyllea was mortally wounded — they ripped out her heart. I managed to kill all our attackers and place Vyllea in a regeneration capsule. The ancient device replaced my wife’s heart, and later I learned to hide it from prying eyes. The so-called “altered ones” are pariahs in the human world — to develop the heart, you must destroy anomalies entirely, leaving no chance for them to regenerate. That’s how this device has evolved.”

“Run the conjunction again,” the fox demanded. “I think I’m starting to understand the problem.”

After running all types of energy and dissolving them into our internal organs, I looked at the headmaster of the School of Wrath, who had a very smug expression on his face.

“Just as I thought. Ærinn, what do you say?”

“I say you lost the right to call me by my name thirty years ago!”

“Oh, come on! After everything we’ve just learned, you can’t tell me you don’t want to test it again. Thanard, you’re on my side, right?”

“To pull this off, we’d need access to the source. Even if we created identical meridians and energy cores, nothing would work without the source. Besides, I don’t have the right to leave the school for a year.”

“Time is definitely not on your side. You’re becoming boring and tedious. I thought your old passion had flared up when Ærinn tried to kill Thanard, but no, she almost died herself…”

“What have you figured out?” Phasor Lin clearly didn’t like the fact that the Overlords had veered off-topic.

“It’s simple, esteemed Phasor Lin,” the fox turned to the avuncular-looking demon. “During a double conjunction, the appearance of the pair is influenced by the world they’re in. However, during a triple conjunction, the determining factor is who’s leading it. In this case, as we can see, the person controlling all the energy flows is human. He turned everyone into humans, and the process is irreversible. Killing the human won’t return Althea and Vyllea to their former selves. To turn this trio back into demons, Althea must lead the conjunction. But that requires practice — a lot of it. It’s hard to control energy flows when you can’t see the energy threads. I speak from experience as an energy vampire. When we conducted triple conjunctions, I would always lead — because it was much easier for me. Over time, Ærinn and Thanard learned to do it too, even though they couldn’t see the threads as clearly as I did. Turning this trio back into demons won’t take two or three minutes. They need time.”

“Time?” Phasor Lin sighed meaningfully. “Time is exactly what we don’t have. How can we turn them into demons? Artifacts?”

“They’d need to be developed,” Thanard Raghi answered almost immediately. “Or we’d have to delve into the archives — no one has ever made such an artifact to my knowledge. Turning a demon into a human? Sure, there are many options. But the other way around — no one’s really ever bothered with that.”

“How long will it take you?”

“A month, maybe two. The working principle is clear — we need to modify the current sigils, but it requires testing. I believe if we involve colleagues from the central palace or request information from them, the timeline could be significantly reduced. Perhaps such developments already exist, and they could simply make them available to you.”

“We cannot involve the central palace in this. Nor can we involve schools from the Fourth, or even the Third Circle. No one must know that the prince’s daughter has become human. The question is: if we kill the human, can Althea return to her original form on her own?”

“She’ll need a triple conjunction,” the fox explained. “With this pair, or with another — it doesn’t matter. But if she doesn’t learn to control the energy now, with the support of an energy vampire, she could get into trouble trying it on her own. She needs a precise controller for this.”

“She could enter a conjunction with you,” Phasor Lin kept conjuring amazing ideas.

“If Althea does that, she’ll lose her mind,” mentor Ærinn calmly replied. “The difference in their ascension is too great, and from what I understand, the girl has a barrier. If we enter a conjunction with her, her body will rebel. It’ll crave the conjunction again and again. This is a bad solution, esteemed Phasor Lin. It will lead to the girl’s death.”

“Or worse,” the fox confirmed. “I have three enemies who’d thought they knew better than I how to run the school. I had to force them into a conjunction. When I’m feeling off sorts, I go to my basement and watch as once-great and proud demons drool and crawl at my feet, begging for another conjunction.”

“You sick bastard,” Ærinn muttered, eliciting a smirk from the fox.

“Conjunction is not just a fancy word, esteemed Phasor Lin. It’s a highly dangerous and terrifying weapon that can crush the will of even the strongest immortals. That’s why not everyone dares to undergo it, and any disagreement can rule out future conjunctions for good. The three of us are a prime example of this. Thirty years ago, some disputes arose between us, which resulted in us refusing to undergo conjunction. Because no one trusted anyone anymore.”

“We only didn’t trust you,” the artificer corrected, “or your experiments.”

“Experiments that had nearly led me to the correct result.” The fox nodded toward me. “Creating a unified base with uniform energy, as well as three energy cores, would have brought us so much. We could have become Masters, just like these youngsters here.”

“I don’t care about your wishes,” Phasor Lin said sweetly, but it sent a shiver down my spine, foreboding trouble. “Are you saying the only way Althea can become a demon again is through conjunction?”

“Exactly,” the fox confirmed, clearly accustomed to being the leader of this trio. “A standard conjunction wears off in three months, but this is a different case. Here, the only way is to make Althea the leader, not the follower. It requires practice under the supervision of an experienced vampire who’s willing to entrust their life to another being.”

“So, killing the human wouldn’t even solve this…” Phasor Lin’s voice carried a deep, age-old sorrow. “Can they be returned to the school?”

“As humans? No,” Ærinn shook her head. “Word of who entered the school would reach the center within minutes of their exit from the portal.”

“We’ll go to the human world,” I said. I’d had enough of sitting around, listening to these elders decide my fate. Help from this trio wasn’t forthcoming, and Phasor Lin’s anger could be managed for now. We’d deal with the rest of the problems as they arose. Judging by everyone’s expressions, no one had even considered this option. It was time to go on the offensive.

“I have the ability to see the barriers of other living beings. For instance, I know for sure that mentor Ærin has three barriers wrapped in massive chains, which cannot be broken through by conventional means. She’ll never become a Nascent God unless she finds the correct key or takes the path of blood. A similar situation exists with the two of you — barriers wrapped in chains, except there are only two. For some strange reason, your spirit has no barrier. If you manage to break the other two, you’ll be on the path to becoming a Nascent God. I can describe the details of what these barriers are and how they look, but only after you explain what’s wrong with your spirit. Why doesn’t it have a barrier? But this isn’t about the Second-Circle instructors right now. Let’s take Althea — she’s a pure absolute, but her fear of Bohayle Lin has created a barrier so formidable that I cannot even begin to figure out how to deal with it at this moment. Althea, describe what you saw. Explain the structure.”

Althea obeyed, describing in detail the horrific construction impeding her ascension.

“If Althea stays in the demon world, she’ll remain stuck at the Diamond Warrior stage, even if she reverts back. I’m not going to ask why her closest relatives allowed this to happen. I’m not interested. What matters is that I know how to fix this. Only through challenges. Trials. Problems that verge on death itself. If Althea proves herself capable of overcoming them time and time again, her barrier will fall, and she’ll become a Master. If not, she’ll be stuck at the Warrior stage forever, and Bohayle will have been right in calling her defective. The Heavens themselves have shown us the path we need to take. We’ve lingered too long in this world. And one more thing — her guardian must stay here. I realize Althea is a prince’s daughter, and by your laws, she must always have a guard watching over her, but he cannot go with us to the human world. His presence will destroy any chance of her ascension. If she relies on help from the outside rather than her own strength, the barrier will never fall. We’ll make her a Seeker’s apprentice, and she’ll spend two years in our company. During that time, we’ll either break the barrier, or we’ll return to the demon world to share Althea’s and her family’s fate. Seekers never abandon their own.”

“Do I have barriers, too?” Phasor Lin asked politely.

“Nascent Gods are beyond me. Once we become Masters, I might be able to tell you about your barriers.”

“Ærinn, will you explain to the youth where they’re wrong? After all, they’re your protégés,” the fox sneered.

“You have no right to address me that way, head of the School of Wrath,” Ærinn didn’t even turn toward him. “The barriers you speak of aren’t barriers in the traditional sense. The one blocking Althea’s ascension is a barrier that needs to be broken. My barriers with chains are circle restrictions. For some strange reason, your mind has confused ascension barriers with what we call potential — the ability of an absolute to use their power. If we apply this to dams… wait a moment, I need to think…”

“The height and power of the dam will indicate how your potential in a specific direction is utilized,” the Fox eventually offered some assistance. “Body, spirit, and mind. I have no barrier in my spirit — I can operate with energy without any hindrance. But that has nothing to do with my ascension or its limitations.”

“These barriers can be broken,” I stated, causing the smirk to vanish from the Fox’s face. “Mentor Ærinn, check Vyllea. You remember who she was.”

“Almost an absolute physically,” Phasor Lin spoke up, forming a scanning sigil. The other teachers followed suit. It was no surprise that we had already been thoroughly examined on all fronts. No one spoke the results out loud, but the absence of smiles said it all.

“The barrier was small, so we’ve managed to destroy it. But before that, we’d shattered the barrier on my mind. What I see is not just the potential of a single being striving for immortality — I also see a barrier. A barrier that can be broken. That’s why Althea needs to come with us to the human world. Only there can we deal with what’s happening with her ascension. And I repeat — we must go without her guardian. I have a question for the head of the School of Wrath and the artificer — how did you achieve maximum potential in spirit? Knowing this might help us with Althea’s barriers.”

“What an impolite question, young man,” the fox sneered, baring his teeth.

“The information on how to reach maximum potential is a secret of the School of Silence,” Thanard Raghi added, supporting his colleague. “Only the king has the right to request it. But even so, I’d think twice about entrusting that secret to a human. Someone who should be destroyed by rights.”

“You’ve already answered,” I smirked. “Since there’s a way, we’ll find it — with your help or on our own, that’s a secondary matter. Althea, are you ready to take a stroll through the human world with us?”

“Yes,” she replied without hesitation.

“This is a standard Seeker’s apprenticeship contract. Read it, enter your name, and sign it.” I produced a golden sheet and handed it to her. Althea didn’t even bother to read it. She simply took out her ink and signed her name. I’d have to teach her to use Vyllea’s preferred method, I thought to myself. The golden sheet shimmered and vanished, beginning its journey among the interested parties. I could only imagine the uproar among the Executors of Fate — the artifact had just spat out an apprentice contract with a prince’s daughter’s name on it. They’d undoubtedly start running around, trying to figure out what to do next.

No one had time to react to what had just happened when the first approved copy of the golden sheet appeared before me. It bore a bold signature and a small note that made me smile.

A prince’s daughter? I expected nothing less from you! See you in the Third Tier!

Seeker Guerlon.


Chapter 13

“HUMANS? HUMANS in the central palace! What madness is this? Where’s the guard?”

“Are you blind? Look at their hands! Don’t you see the artifact rings? These are demons who have turned into humans. But I agree, a disgusting sight! It makes me sick to see prey freely walking around the central palace. How did they get here?”

“Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten? These are the three who’ve won the Warrior-stage battles! That girl is the prince’s daughter, no less! I’ve heard in secret that this trio has been assigned a dangerous mission in the human world! They’re geniuses — there’s nothing left for them to learn in school. So, they’re being sent to the front lines. Where they can be useful to our world.”

“The prince sends his daughter to the humans? Remarkable cold-bloodedness! Someone like he should be elected to the council!”

We walked on, surrounded by the prince’s personal servants, listening to the drivel spewed by the court demons. There were so many idlers wandering around the central palace that it was impossible to take a step without bumping into a curious face. Perhaps it was the human scent that attracted everyone — unpleasant and nauseating to demons, much like the demon scent was to humans. It was amusing to watch Althea wrinkle her nose as she walked past those she’d spent her entire life with. Nevertheless, she maintained remarkable composure. If I had been forcibly turned into a demon and told that I’d have to live like that until I figured something out, I’m not sure I would have behaved as dignified.

The idea with the rings had been mine — originally, they wanted to stuff us into ancient metal containers to transport us out of the central palace. A portal keeper would never allow humans through, even if accompanied by the prince himself. We had to fight for our freedom. If the rings could turn demons into humans, then why not just wear them? To avoid arousing suspicion, it could be framed as an official covert mission. Perhaps the extermination of a red anomaly in the Second and Third Tiers. Or searching for a missing wormhole coordinator in the First Tier. There were plenty of tasks for demons in the human world. The idea was well received, and after a brief meeting, we had several official documents in our hands. The first was a directive assigning students Zander, Vyllea, and Althea to a two-year practicum in the human world to apply what they’d learned. The second, a decree from the prince granting unrestricted passage through demon lands to three demons who had taken human form. The third was a mandate to locate two Warrior-stage anomalies of at least red rank, which was our primary objective. Only after all three documents were in our possession did the prince sign the apprenticeship contract. Althea Lin was to forget about her clan for two years, becoming simply Althea. Consequently, the only one to see her off was her mother. The moment the prince’s signature graced the contract, Althea ceased to exist for him and his closest advisors. She had been entrusted to the Seekers… I wondered whether her father grimaced as he signed that document. I was sure there was plenty of emotion involved.

What else was worth mentioning? The preparations, of course — even though Althea’s kin made it seem like she was leaving the family, they couldn’t let her go empty-handed. Our mastery of Warrior-stage techniques had already been excellent, so they gave us several dozen expensive scrolls containing Master-stage techniques. To be more precise, these were upgraded Warrior-stage scrolls into which a fragment of a specific element was woven, giving the techniques entirely new properties. For example, the spirit arrow no longer just hit a shield — in relation to my element, the arrowhead was wrapped in earth, which ignored the spirit armor of those seeking immortality up to and including the Warrior stage. It pierced bodies right through, creating an enormous hole. Or take the spirit armor — now it also incorporated elemental properties while requiring significantly fewer meridians. If a Warrior-stage practitioner required thirty meridians to activate spirit armor, now it only took me two. The element handled the rest. And so it was with all the techniques! The difference between Masters and Warriors was enormous. If Bohayle had had just a bit more experience managing his fire, he would have undoubtedly defeated us in the arena. But he had only become a Master a few months ago and instead of continuing his ascension, he wasted time mocking others. You could say we had gotten lucky. Incidentally, no one knew where Bohayle Lin had disappeared to. Althea’s uncle wanted to have a chat with the young demon to tell him how wrong it was to sic succubi and brain-twisters on other demons, but he’d vanished without a trace. Apparently, the prince had devised some punishment for his offspring and sent him off somewhere. I couldn’t care less. If that privileged pervert wanted to avenge his disgrace, he’d have to catch us in the human world.

But what pleased me the most were the composite techniques. Mentor Ærinn had outdone herself, managing to justify the need to pass them on. Not even pass them on — I was simply shown the scrolls containing the composite technique once. And they did it in the most inconvenient way possible, hoping I wouldn’t accidentally remember anything extra. Naïve demons. Have they never encountered absolutes of the mind with maximum potential before? I memorized everything on the first try! The spirit armor technique that used to require three hundred meridians was child’s play compared to the composite technique known as Wasp’s Sting. It required the use of seven hundred and twenty meridians at once! An ultimate technique capable of piercing even the spirit armor of the Overlords! In standard situations, it took eight demons to perform something like that, but there were no demons among the trio of Seekers and their apprentice. And the situation was far from standard. After studying the scrolls and storing their contents in the “repository” of composite techniques, I used Wasp’s Sting right before the astonished rulers, piercing the fox’s leg right through. He had allowed me to attack him, not believing that I had mastered the composite technique in just a few moments. Our meridians had acquired a new energy base, so Wasp’s Sting consumed only ten percent of the available energy. When Vyllea and Althea followed suit, using the composite technique as well, there were no more questions about why we needed such complex techniques. We had protection, and now we had offense. They even provided us with amulets to block energy hunger. With meridians possessing the power of a Nascent God, life in the First, Second, and even Third Tiers of the human world would be extremely difficult. Everything else was given to Althea directly, bypassing us. I was sure her spatial pouch was bursting with spirit stones, artifacts, and similar items, but I didn’t want to clutter my mind with such trivialities. If the green-haired girl saw fit to share, she would. If not, may the Heavens take all demons and their resources.

Actually, there was one item I’d fought long and hard to acquire — a millenarian lotus, which served as the foundation for Althea’s newly-formed spatial anomaly. The Heavens would be displeased if we didn’t create a storage space for her that only she could access. Althea would create her anomaly separately from us, outside the conjunction we had with Vyllea, but even a ten-by-ten-feet area would help her hide valuable items and prevent their theft. Nascent Gods among the Taoists might not be numerous enough to encounter them on every corner, but I had learned to be cautious. They interrogated me for a long time about why I needed a backworld connector, to which I simply replied that it was for Althea’s use and her use only. In the end, Phasor Lin relented and gave me a box containing the required flower. I’d need to form Althea’s anomaly at the first opportunity.

The portal in one of the quiet corners of the central palace was already waiting for us. Our unwilling collaborators, the teachers from three different schools of ascension, argued for some time about the best way to send us to the human world, so I had to intervene once again and explain the registration procedure. Either we returned to the First Tier, whence we’d ascend to the Second and Third, or a hunt would be launched against us. Humans don’t just appear out of nowhere, even if they are Seekers. In the end, we agreed to use one of the wormholes in the First Circle. The one I was well familiar with, which fell under the jurisdiction of the Urbangos Tribe. This automatically settled the question of where we should teleport.

It was time to visit Almyrda, head of the Urbangos Tribe!

The space shimmered, blurred for a moment, and then solidified into a small room. We were expected — before setting out ourselves, we had to send Althea’s guardian ahead. Might as well make use of his help one last time — it was unlikely that demons of the Second Circle would bother to figure out where three humans suddenly appeared from. In such cases, the rule was simple: kill first, ask questions later. But even so, having protection in the form of a Nascent God, my back kept tingling with a burning sensation, forcing me to use spirit armor just in case. The element-infused variety.

The woman who greeted us was quite the character — an ordinary demon born in the Second Circle, with no thoughts of embarking on the path of ascension. She resembled Phasor Lin in her size, and was equally chubby, soft, and homely. But her gaze was that of a predator, a tigress eyeing her prey, ready to pounce on the accursed humans with a kitchen knife to protect her mistress. The presence of a Nascent God didn’t faze her at all. For someone devoid of even a trace of Qi, all those on the path to immortality were on the same level. If they didn’t crush you with their aura immediately, then they had to follow the rules like everyone else. I thought I’d finally found where Vyllea got her spirit from.

“Auntie Varrei?” Vyllea said in a hoarse voice. “How many years has it been since I last saw you?”

“Auntie?” The woman frowned, squinting at my wife. “Vyllea?!”

With a speed uncommon for demons of her size, the woman rushed forward, grabbing Vyllea with both hands and peering intently into her face.

“Vyllea! It really is you! You’ve grown so much! But why do you reek of those disgusting humans? What happened to you, my girl?”

“Auntie Varrei!” For perhaps the first time, I saw Vyllea cry. Burying her face in the woman’s chest, my wife sobbed uncontrollably, not caring about the witnesses. The steel resolve Vyllea had carried for seven years was pulled out and cast aside, revealing to the world that my wife had emotions, too.

“Zander, do we have to watch this?” Althea whispered softly.

“What’s wrong?” I didn’t understand the question at all.

“It’s something private that we’re seeing. Demons only show such things to those close to them. I think Vyllea wouldn’t mind if we left her alone with her aunt.”

“Don’t you dare leave!” Vyllea’s reaction was immediate. She had heard everything perfectly. Detaching herself from her aunt with some difficulty, she wiped her tears with her sleeve and even managed a smile. A few moments of weakness were forgivable.

“Auntie, this is Zander, my husband. Althea is our apprentice. Zander, this is Auntie Varrei, my second mother, though she would never call herself that. She raised me while my mother managed the clan.”

“Husband?” Varrei exclaimed, clearly not expecting such a turn of events. “A human?”

“These rings turn demons into humans,” Vyllea explained, showing the artifact we were still wearing. “We’ll have to spend some time in the human world, so it’s necessary. Where’s Mother?”

“Where she usually is — in her office.” Varrei gently pushed Vyllea aside and looked at me. “He’s rather scrawny, don’t you think, Vyllea? And your apprentice could use some food too. She’s all skin and bones. No worries, we’ll fatten you up before you head off to those filthy humans. Let’s go! We need to inform the lady that we have guests!”

“What do you mean, ‘skin and bones’?” Althea asked, bewildered, staring at Varrei’s retreating figure. After the prince signed the golden leaf, Althea became a Seeker’s apprentice, automatically granting her the right to wear our colors. Vyllea decided against overcomplicating things and gave the green-haired girl one of Master Maseel’s outfits. Althea, who had preferred loose clothing before, now found the tight-fitting Seeker’s dress rather uncomfortable. The girls had different shapes; Althea’s chest was larger than my wife’s, which stretched the dress, perfectly tailored to Vyllea, even more. They had managed to deal with this problem somehow in the central palace, but fighting in this dress might not be the best idea. It could easily tear at the seams.

We were led to a sitting room. Servants hurried to set the table, trying not to look in our direction. It wasn’t working — our human scent confused and repulsed them. Soon, the doors opened, and the lady of the house graced us with her presence. Almyrda Urbangos was magnificent. She hadn’t changed at all in the six years since we last met — still as beautiful, dangerous, and commanding as ever. Almyrda was a Gold-ranked Warrior, possessing three powerful dams chained in place. The circle barrier clearly showed that she wouldn’t be able to become a Master. At least, not by any legal means currently known. Not a muscle twitched on her face when she saw Vyllea. Taking a seat at the head of the table, Almyrda allowed the servants to pour her a drink, and only then did she acknowledge us.

“It’s not often I share a meal with three humans. Usually, they’re the meal. Explain to me, daughter, why you look so strange? And I’d like to understand why I see a human bracelet on your wrist. Demons don’t wear such things.”

“I’m not a demon right now, Mother.” Judging by the fact that my wife wasn’t surprised by such a reception, it was something she had expected. “The bonding turned me into a human. As for the bracelet, I allowed a human to put it on me. Just as I put a bracelet on him.”

“It’s disgusting to even listen to.” Contempt flashed across Almyrda’s face. “My daughter has lain with a human… These walls have never heard of a greater disgrace.”

“I don’t care what you think, Mother. Keep your approval or disdain for the servants. I came here as your elder daughter! I came to see if this house is still worth challenging or if it’s too small for me now.”

“A challenge?” Almyrda’s smile turned predatory. “Girl, I see that mottled outfit has stripped you of even a shred of sanity? Who do you think you are to challenge me?”

“I’m the Elder now, Mother. I’m here as a Diamond-ranked Warrior, deciding to see how my level compares to that of a Gold-ranked one. If you have a problem with that, prove your strength in action, not words. Ready to challenge me? Do it. If not, shut up and accept us as your Elders! I’m ready to prove my right to be here at any moment.”

“Such exciting words!” Almyrda rose, not touching the food. “Come, human who looks like my daughter. Let’s see what you’re capable of. You two stay here. Once I’m done with this impostor, I’ll deal with you.”

“Zander, don’t interfere,” Vyllea said, seeing my reaction and managing to warn me. Almyrda had no right to speak to me that way, even as the mistress of this house. “This is my fight. This is my revenge for everything she didn’t give me — as well as for everything she did.”

What can a Copper-ranked master do to a Gold-ranked warrior who doesn’t have a composite defense? Turn them into mincemeat — which was exactly what Vyllea had done, much to her satisfaction. Through spirit vision, I watched Almyrda flung all around the training hall, crashing into one wall after another. I wasn’t sure what had gotten into my wife, but it seemed she had decided to release all the pent-up anger accumulated over the seven years she’d spent away from home. Vyllea didn’t hold back, tearing apart her mother’s defenses with vicious techniques. At one point, I even considered intervening to stop the beating — Vyllea had incorporated fire into her attacks, burning Almyrda, but then healing her immediately to prevent her from dying. Eventually, Vyllea pinned Almyrda to the floor, straddled her, and resorted to her favorite demonstration of power — punching her mother’s face repeatedly.

I wanted to turn off my spirit vision, but I couldn’t. The scene it was showing didn’t match what was actually happening. Almyrda, who was being beaten to a pulp, was lying on the floor and laughing, though I couldn’t hear the sound. Vyllea, who was on top of her mother, pummeling her with her fists, was crying. No, not just crying — she was sobbing, just as she had done recently in Auntie Varrei’s arms. At some point, Vyllea stopped hitting her and collapsed onto Almyrda. Mother and daughter embraced and lay there for a while, clinging to each other. I finally turned off my spirit vision, deciding it would be improper to spy on them any further.

“Finished this one. Got any more?” Althea handed me a book. The green-haired girl's calm demeanor was unsettling. The moment she realized we had some free time and no opportunity to train, she would pull out a book. Often, she’d read instead of training.

“Here you go.” I handed her another book from Dero Drole’s collection. Once we reached the First Tier, we’d definitely need to visit a library or a bookstore. If someone like Dero Drole could collect his own library, I suppose I could do no worse.

An hour later, Vyllea and Almyrda returned to the sitting room. By the composed expression on Almyrda’s face, one wouldn’t guess she’d recently been beaten like a training dummy. Meanwhile, a smiling Vyllea looked as if she had received the greatest gift of her life. Almyrda took her seat, waited for Vyllea to sit beside me, and then said,

“Thank you for waiting. My daughter and I had some matters to resolve. Vyllea has explained what happened to you and why you appear so strange to demons. However, Seeker Zander, the news that you’re a human still doesn’t sit well with me. How did you manage to win my daughter over to the point where she would rebel against her own mother?”

The question seemed rhetorical, but I had to answer it anyway. After all, everyone’s attention was focused on me. How did I win Vyllea over?

"Nothing special, really. I just let her be herself. I didn’t try to change her, impose my will, or overpower her. I accepted her for who she was. That was enough."

“So you changed instead?” Almyrda pressed on.

“Not that, either. Vyllea chose to follow my path — she agreed to live with my issues. What’s the point of trying to change each other? I loved your daughter not for who she could become, but for who she was. And I hope Vyllea remains that way to the end. Because that’s exactly what I love about her. What draws me to her. Her sincerity. Her honesty. Her willingness to go all the way.”

“A beautiful answer,” Almyrda nodded. “Perhaps not today, but in the future, I wouldn’t mind the pleasure of testing your strength. Your abilities. My daughter has told me a lot about how strong you are. Take care of her, human. My eldest is the most precious thing I have.”

“Mother!” Vyllea exclaimed, blushing, which nearly shocked me. Vyllea could blush? I thought the last time something like that happened was in our early childhood, when we first started on the path of ascension. Almyrda had approved of her daughter’s choice.

The rest of our stay in the Urbangos tribe’s palace wasn’t particularly eventful. The ancient devices supplied from the human world were being sent directly to the central palace, bypassing Almyrda. By the time Vyllea’s mother had received our letter, it was too late — the healing capsule had already left the palace. Overlord Shang Li, having received approval from one of the princes of the Second Circle, was actively involved in ancient metal trade, paying little attention to the form in which the metal was delivered. The Overlord himself was somewhere in the fourth circle. His marriage to Almyrda was purely a formality necessary for the demon to avoid paying the Urbangos clan for the supply of ancient metal. Essentially, the overlord had given Vyllea’s mother an ultimatum: either she submitted and got the Li suffix added to her name, or she died to be replaced by more compliant demons. Almyrda submitted to save the lives of Vyllea’s two sisters, one fifteen and the other fourteen, who bore a striking resemblance to the awkward Vyllea I had traveled with in our youth — bright, wild, and ready to defend their all-important opinions to the bitter end.

“Am I correct to surmise that if we ever happen to run into Overlord Shang Li and have a disagreement, you won’t mind if he accidentally dies?” I asked Almyrda directly. The woman just smiled, but in a way that made it clear she might even reward us for helping her husband shuffle this mortal coil. I looked at Vyllea. When our eyes met, I nodded, earning a smile in return. We now had an enemy worth pursuing in our ascent. Overlord Shang Li had destroyed Vyllea’s father and her second mother. He’d forcibly married Almyrda. He betrayed Mentor Guerlon. Seekers had no right to turn a blind eye to such trespasses. All that was needed was to get close enough to the Overlord to use the Wasp Sting. Either myself or Vyllea could do it, and we wouldn’t aim for the legs like we did with the fox. The technique would target his head — or at least his heart.

Two days later, Molly set a course directly south, heading for the first circle of the demon world. Somewhere out there was a wormhole that would lead us to a location three weeks’ journey from Hardes, the southern capital of the first belt. We couldn’t stay with Almyrda any longer — the conditions wouldn’t allow it. The servants had started to grumble about the palace reeking of humans, lesser demons were going mad and trying to escape their enclosures to attack and tear us apart, and, overall, Althaea had begun to feel unwell. The demon world was an extremely hostile environment for an unprepared human. She had used healing techniques designed for demons on herself once, nearly killing herself in the process. Her internal organs had gotten damaged quite severely. I had to explain what was wrong with the healing, the world, and why she now needed to use a different technique. It seemed to have helped — Althaea had switched to the technique we used in conjunction.

The journey took us almost a month and a half. We were attacked by demons several times, but a letter signed by the prince prevented any unnecessary bloodshed. When we entered the first circle, we had to learn to suppress our warrior aura to avoid harming those around us. This also took a lot of time — Vyllea struggled to control her energy. I had to block it for her through our connection and clearly understood that if my wife moved more than eight hundred feet away from me, the nearby residents of the First Circle or Tier would be in serious trouble. Finally, we reached the wormhole, presented our documents, and entered the human world… For a moment, I stared at the gap between worlds, but I decided not to destroy it. Seekers acted as the Heavens guided them. Mine indicated that this wormhole should remain intact. Why? That wasn’t a question for me. One should ask the Heavens.


Chapter 14

“THE GRASS AND THE TREES are green! Incredible! Everything here is completely different from our world!”

Althea’s excited exclamations forced me to stop in the middle of a forest to give the prince’s daughter a chance to acclimate to the unusual environment of this new world. She wandered among the trees, rubbing leaves between her fingers and comparing the resulting sap to her hair. If Althea had been homesick, arriving in the human world had completely banished even the slightest hint of sadness. One might have thought that aside from the color of the grass, the worlds were not too different, but our apprentice didn’t see it that way. The dense forest we’d found ourselves in would have been surrounded by high walls and assigned to a tribe responsible for its upkeep and the timely removal of fallen trees in the demon world. In the human world, things were different. The Phoenix Clan didn’t bother themselves with maintaining forests like central parks in some big cities. The forest just stood there — why do anything about it? In this regard, demons were very different from humans. In Althea and Vyllea’s world, resources were handled with extreme care.

“Nothing,” Vyllea sighed in frustration. Her heart was actively searching for any hint of ancient bases, but nothing was found within her scanning range. The ancient device could only survey a radius of fifty kilometers, which was laughably small by the first belt’s standards.

“Anomalies?” I asked, but Vyllea just shook her head. The area around the hidden wormhole had been thoroughly ransacked by the demons.

“The level of detail is incredible!” Althea abandoned her study of the trees when I spread out a map of the southern first belt on the ground. Her bright green eyes gleamed as she took in every detail of the map, memorizing even the smallest aspects. Who would believe this curious green-haired girl was twenty-five? Thirteen, maybe fourteen at the most! Althea could act mature when needed, but those moments were rare exceptions rather than the rule.

“Zander, where are we now?” Althea looked up at me with a curious gaze.

“Around this point.” I took a pencil and marked a spot on the map without much concern. If anything, I had an identical map stored in the anomaly, untouched. Estimating the scale and the range Vyllea’s heart could scan, I drew a small circle with a point in the center. Vyllea sat down next to me — according to the map, it would take years to thoroughly explore the First Tier, even if we just traveled from one point to another without getting into any trouble. But when have we ever avoided trouble?

“There’s nothing more for us to do in the First Tier. Ideally, we should head to the Second Tier, up here.” I pointed to a location on the far north of my map.

“But of course, we’re not going to do that,” Vyllea smirked. My wife had learned to sense when something was bothering me.

“Why not?” Althea looked from Vyllea to me, clearly puzzled.

“Zander knows this map by heart. If he decided to take it out and look at it, something is bothering him. If that’s the case, we don’t need to go to the Second Tier. At least not right now. Am I right?”

“Zander?” Althea looked baffled. There was no logic in our actions, at least not on the surface. And yet it was there, buried so deep that it would be impossible for an ordinary person to uncover it. I pointed to the northernmost point on the map.

“Initially, we’d planned to go here. The journey to the Second Tier would take a month at the most, and there we could consider moving on to the Third Tier and rendezvous with Mentor Guerlon. But… fine, I’ll tell you what’s bothering me: Clyed Feng knew about the wormhole in this area. We’ve told him about it. Clyed Feng is with the Nameless Ones, the Phoenix Clan’s security service. He’s in charge of the southern part of the First Tier and dreams of moving to the Second, so he would have done everything to destroy any possible wormholes in his territory. But the gap between worlds is still functioning, and the demons guarding it are quite careless. What does that suggest? That something happened while we were away. Something so important that the Nameless Ones had to put all their other tasks aside to deal with it. I have a feeling we need to find out what exactly happened here. Besides, it would be good to locate Carmin and Elda — they should be returning to the School of Spirit Power. I want to know how my parents are doing. In short, we still have a lot to do here, so it’s too early to run off to the Second Tier. I don’t have any other arguments.”

“These are arguments?” Althea’s eyebrows shot up. “These are just your thoughts! An argument should be something proven, verifiable, expected — even logical — not just ‘I think it might be this way…’”

“But it works,” Vyllea said as she summoned Molly and climbed into the passenger seat. “The Heavens always help those who listen. They provide hints, and it’s up to the Seeker to decide whether to follow those hints or stick to logic.”

“You’re definitely an unusual pair.” Althea shook her head. “I’ve never met demons who ignored logic and followed baseless assumptions.”

“Don’t use the word ‘demon’ here in the human world,” I corrected Althea. “People here dislike your kind even more than they hate humans in your world. Let’s move out!”

It took us three weeks to reach the School of Spirit Power. The reason for our slow pace was Althea — she was captivated by everything we passed: villages, small towns, rivers, lakes, and even a couple of animals that crossed our path. With wide-eyed curiosity, Althea observed the lives of ordinary humans, comparing them to those of demons. It was hard for her to make an accurate comparison, though — Althea had never left the central palace before. Her knowledge of how regular demons lived came only from books. It was amusing to watch her almost sniff at scythes, hoes, and plows — the tools simple farmers used to work the land.

“Buddy, you have no idea how glad I am that you’ve managed to escape!” Carmin hadn’t changed a bit since our last meeting — still as cheerful, smiling, and full of energy. His carefree attitude must have rubbed off on Elda, who was a lot less restrained and much more light-hearted than before. She hugged Vyllea, and looked at Althea with a curious glance, checking her wrist for the presence of a bracelet first and foremost. Not finding one, she seemed a little puzzled.

“Are you going to introduce your companion?” Elda took the initiative.

“Carmin, Elda, this is our apprentice Althea.”

“Such striking green eyes,” Carmin grinned. “Just like Vyllea’s.”

“Althea, these two goofballs are our friends Carmin and Elda,” I said, ignoring Carmin’s remark. Those who needed to understand would get it. “Basically, the only real friends we have in both worlds.”

“If you ever need help, don’t hesitate to ask,” Elda said, offering her hand to Althea. “I know all too well that your mentors are trouble magnets. If there’s a mess to be found, they’ll find it. Do you know what happened here?”

Elda nodded towards the protective dome, inside which construction was in full swing. The progress was noticeable — most of the buildings already looked finished.

“I can tell from your face that no one told you anything,” Elda smiled. “Once, a huge mountain stood here, and around it, the School of Spirit Power operated peacefully. But the school’s luck ran out when your mentors enrolled. Can you guess what they did, or do you need a hint?”

“The mountain?” Althea stepped to the side to get a better view of the school’s inner workings. “But it’s a perfectly flat area… Did the Seekers destroy everything?”

“No, they didn’t have the power for that. They were still students here at the time. But they did help make sure it all disappeared — mountain and school included. They managed to start a battle between two Nascent Gods in the First Tier. Not only did they set it up, but they’ve also survived it. Now think about the kind of trouble you might encounter with them if they can plan something like that on the fly.”

“No one planned anything. It just happened,” I corrected her. “It turned out that the mountain that used to be here was home to the God of one of the cults. So we had to dig him out. You’d better tell us how your parents reacted to your sudden wedding.”

Carmin and Elda exchanged glances and smiled. Clearly, it was a sensitive subject.

“Buddy, how do you think the people who’d planned our entire lives from birth would react? They sent us to Tier Zero, provided resources, and surrounded us with mentors and teachers. My father dreamed that I would continue his legacy, but not in the Third Tier — he aimed for the Fourth. He wanted me to become an Overlord. He even selected a suitable candidate from the Fourth Tier to be my wife. And then came the shock. So, the best swordsman in the Third Tier, Benlad Bao, has made the strategic decision to cut me off from the family until I ‘came to my senses.’ They gave me an ultimatum, you see — either I killed my wife and removed the bracelet, or I forgot about the family’s support forever. As you can see, I’ve made the right choice. So now I’m just Carmin, no Bao attached. I might as well become a Seeker!”

“My situation is almost identical,” Elda sighed. “After House Lee was overthrown, my father decided to marry me off to someone from the central region. He even found a suitable, though not very distinguished, but highly influential Taoist. The man was already two hundred years old, by the way. In the end, I didn’t meet my father’s expectations and was stripped of the right to use the Lee name in disgrace.”

“‘Invested resources’?” Althea frowned. “You were born not to be cherished, but to elevate your House? How is that even possible?”

“Stranger things happen in this weird and amusing world, you know!” Carmin chuckled. “Isn’t it the same for demons? Vyllea, as far as I know, was also born in Tier Zero. She was raised with the goal of elevating her House.”

“Just not by marrying someone from the Third Circle,” Vyllea said, clearly annoyed by the topic. “I intended to become strong and independent, and to drag my House from the Second Circle to the Third on my own shoulders. If someone had suggested I married a demon to elevate the House, I would have killed whoever had proposed it first, and then the demon they’d wanted to pair me with.”

“You know Vyllea’s a demon, right? And you’re just talking to her like it’s nothing?” Althea seemed unprepared for this revelation.

“How did you react when you found out Zander was human?” Carmin asked slyly. “Did you run around the field wringing your hands and crying inconsolably? Or did you just accept it as a fact and move on? Why do you think people in this world can’t calmly accept that there are demons among them? By the way, almost two hundred demons had studied at our school before they were all got rounded up. And guess what? No one really cared. We’ve known what Vyllea was since Tier Zero. Or Circle Zero, if you prefer. And I’ve got to say, she’s more human than most people. Funny as that might sound.”

“So you don’t need to worry about being from another world,” Elda said reassuringly. “What you should really be concerned about are the troubles that constantly follow your mentors.”

“Speaking of troubles!” Carmin eyed us. “I won’t ask how you managed to become Warriors. No need to ruin my mood, right? Rather tell me, did you come here because of the ancient base?”

“Ancient base?” I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“Oh, come on!” Carmin threw up his hands. “You seriously haven’t heard about the problem in Tier Zero?”

“Three weeks ago we were still in the demon world,” I explained. “They don’t exactly discuss human affairs there.”

“Well, it seems the Heavens themselves want you involved. Half a year ago, a tsunami hit the western part of Tier Zero, and an enormous ancient base was washed ashore. Intact and fully operational. It was as if ten thousand years hadn’t passed since their disappearance. Naturally, the Tigers immediately moved in to claim the ancient metal, but it wasn’t as simple as they thought. The base had a fascinating effect — it was much larger on the inside than it appeared from the outside. It’s as if the outer shell conceals several anomalies.”

“Carmin, you’re jumping from one thing to another,” Elda sighed, interrupting her husband. “As my dear scatterbrain was saying, the base immediately caught the Tiger Clan’s attention. But it turned out to be a very peculiar base: only Taoists at the Warrior stage could enter. Masters go insane just approaching it; Overlords and Nascent Gods can’t get within ten kilometers. Ordinary people, Candidates, and Apprentices can’t approach the base either — the security system is still active and eliminates anyone who can’t protect themselves with spirit armor of the appropriate rank. The Tigers gathered warriors, sent them into the base, and found out it’s a collection of anomalies of various tiers, from white to black. I don’t need to tell you how valuable that is — these anomalies are ten thousand years old. The resources you can find there are worth a fortune. I’m sure the Tigers intended to conquer the base on their own, but something went wrong — teams started disappearing. Warriors would enter the base and never come back. Gradually, this became a major and common issue, after which the Tiger Clan asked other clans for help.”

“Can you imagine?” Carmin interrupted his wife. “What could have happened for the Tigers to ask for help from other clans? They promised that whatever Warriors from other clans found inside would be their own. In fact, two months ago, nearly all of our instructors left the School of Spirit Power and headed to the ancient base. The First-Tier Warriors rushed there too. It’s too tempting a prize to pass up.”

“The Tigers asked other clans for help?” I turned the thought over in my mind. “They didn’t mention the reasons, did they?”

“Maybe they did, but even if this is the case, the information didn’t reach us, as you can imagine. By the way! Your parents are fine. They returned to the village, and I think you might have a new little brother or sister soon. Although they asked us not to mention it, so you didn’t hear it from me.”

Vyllea coughed meaningfully. We’d talked a few times about having a child, but each time decided it was too soon. We had too many enemies, no home, and we still needed to continue on our ascension… In the end, we agreed to address the issue as soon as we’d settle in the center. That was our grand plan: if we were going to have children, we’ll give them the best from the start. But my parents decided not to bother with such details, apparently. Why wait for the central region when you could get pregnant in Tier Zero and start your child’s ascension from scratch?

“So, there’s an ancient base, and for the past two months, people have been flocking there to conquer it?”

“Exactly! Rumor has it the head of the Tiger Clan himself is in Tier Zero! But neither he, nor his closest aides can get near the ancient creation. Our distant ancestors did something that blocks the abilities of anyone with a formed elemental and spirit core. Zander, my friend, wouldn’t you like to tell us how you managed to become a warrior? Not that it’s really necessary, but… What an adventure we’re missing out on! Ancient bases don’t wash ashore every millennium, especially such strange ones. We’re not really tied to the school — no instructors, so we just read and recite books.”

“Books?” Althea perked up. “What kind of books?”

“Textbooks,” Elda explained. “Zander has a full set of this school’s textbooks. If you’re interested, just ask him.”

Of course Althea was interested! She’d been bored out of her mind at the Blue Lotus School. Everything they taught her there, she’d already learned in the Lin Tribe’s school. But knowledge from another world? That was something worth reading.

“Tell me, Carmin, do you need much time to pack?”

“We carry everything with us!” Carmin patted the belt where my gift hung. Well, it was actually a creation of an unlucky demon who thought he could complain about us to the prince.

“Do you need any documents to confirm you’re taking a leave of absence?”

“Who cares, buddy? No one here for sure! There are no instructors, no oversight, nothing — most of the students are in the capital, blowing their Houses’ money. Elda and I have to save, since we’re not getting family support anymore, but others don’t have such worries.”

The decision on how to proceed came instantly. Carmin and Elda were already on the verge of forming a nascent energy core. All they needed was a little push and an infusion of energy. It would take just a couple of hours of work. After that, I’d open their meridians using our conjunctions as the source. Unlike us, this pair ascended harmoniously — in the First Tier, their meridians had the strength of the First Tier. In the Second, they would have to rebuild them, strengthening to Warrior level, so if I immediately formed their power channels and core with the strength of a Warrior, nothing critical would happen. Besides, it would require minimal effort and expense from me — with the power flowing through our conjunctions, opening an energy core would take two of those channels at the most…

I wondered why I keep circling around this issue. Why wouldn’t I admit to myself that I decided to take this pair with us for reasons other than this? It was about their barriers! Carmin’s barrier holding back the red lake and Elda’s holding back the white were just as weak and flimsy as Vyllea’s once were. Maybe slightly stronger, but not by much. The potential of these absolutes was high, and in the future, they could become a formidable force. If I could somehow teach Elda to control energy, she could become the perfect energy vampire, never knowing any issues with absorbed power. It was worth making some space in our carriage just for that.

“Vyllea, you carry Althea. Carmin, you’re responsible for Elda,” I decided as I headed out of the School of Spirit Power. I sniggered as I summoned Molly — I had a feeling we’d soon have to stash her away in a distant corner of the spatial anomaly and buy ourselves a standard carriage. Traveling with five people in our red carriage was tough, and the Heavens didn’t just cross our path with that of a young family for no reason. It was likely that this pair would be traveling with us for quite some time. That meant I needed to ensure comfort for my companions… Companions, huh? What if the Heavens intended to have a good laugh at our expense? Well, we’d take that hit, too.

“What’s this?” Elda frowned as I handed her and Carmin golden sheets.

“Isn’t it obvious, darling?” Carmin’s smile had already been as wide as they ever got, but apparently, I didn’t know him well enough — it got even wider. “Who in their right mind would voluntarily travel with Seekers? Only their apprentices. We don’t even need the clan head’s approval — we’ve been exiled.”

“Seekers?” Elda glanced at Althea, then cut her finger and pressed it to the leaf, which instantly vanished. “We’ve never been Seeker apprentices before! Let’s go!”

Indeed, we didn’t need any clan head approvals. This time, mentor Guerlon didn’t add any notes, and simply approved two new apprentices for us. Soon, we entered Hardes and headed straight to the Seekers’ quarter. Before moving on, we needed to outfit our companions with new clothing. The School of Spirit Power uniforms weren’t suitable for long journeys. At the same time, I decided to buy some proper clothes for Althea — Master Maseel’s creation was constantly tearing at the seams.

“Elders, we have a proposal for you!” The guests arrived at the Seekers’ quarter four hours later. The Drole House, formerly representing the Tiger Clan, had been expelled from the southern part of the first tier, and the Tigers were now represented by a clan unknown to me. I hadn’t seen that symbol before. Two Gold Apprentices entered the workshop and bowed deeply. It was a bit unsettling — life hadn’t prepared me for such treatment. Usually, people wanted to kill Seekers.

“Speak,” I permitted.

“The Tiger Clan offers the sixth-rank Seekers who are also Diamond Warriors the opportunity to join the conquest of the ancient base that appeared in the western zero tier of our empire. The Tiger Clan will provide teleportation for the Seekers and guarantees a daily allowance of one hundred spirit coins. All the loot obtained at the ancient base will belong to you.”

“The conquest of the ancient base doesn’t interest me,” I replied calmly. “I need the true reason why the Tiger Clan is gathering Warriors. Without it, there’s no point in moving forward. There are plenty of ancient base conquerors. But those who can find what’s needed on the base and bring it out — those are few. We’re among them. I want to know exactly what we’ll be retrieving. Before we sign any contract. Seekers don’t work any other way.”

The guests hesitated, and at that moment, another realization hit me. Just by looking at the representatives of the Tiger Clan, I understood what their clan actually needed from the ancient base and why the clan head had decided to enlist all available forces to get it. The only question was whether it was too late for them to act on this.


Chapter 15

“IT’S BEEN A WHILE, Researcher Zander. What brings you here?” The librarian of the southern sector of the First Tier sat in his usual spot. The library was empty of visitors. The instructors of all the schools had gone off to conquer the ancient base, and the students weren’t foolish enough to engage in self-study.

“I’ve brought books to trade, Elder. If that’s even possible. Althea, don’t touch anything!”

“But Zander!” The green-haired girl protested. Judging by the gleam in her eyes, she wanted to grab every book in the open section. As well as most of the books in the restricted section. My spirit vision clearly showed that the First-Tier library had a restricted section just like its counterpart at the Blue Lotus School.

“I have these.” I materialized all the books Althea had read. Dero Drole’s stock had finally run out. We couldn’t find any bookstores in Hardes, so I decided to take one last chance to acquire new reading material — by trading with the librarian. He didn’t pretend to be innocent and began flipping through the books one by one, making no effort to hide his disdain: “useless,” “worthless,” “a waste of paper.” Finally, after putting the last one down, the dwarf grumbled,

“I’ve never seen such garbage in my life. These books don’t belong in my library. They’re utter trash. Get rid of them. Although, in my opinion, they’re better off burned. I’ve heard that you refused the reward for destroying the black anomaly, Researcher. Why?”

“We didn’t destroy it. Zones with a ban on techniques are impassable for us. That’s what mentor Guerlon had said, and I have no reason to doubt him. The Heavens would be displeased if we accepted a reward for something done by another man.”

“Or perhaps it wasn’t exactly a man, at that,” the librarian remarked with a pointed tone, but he didn’t pursue the subject. “In any case, there’s no point in the Warrior-stage technique list anymore, is there?”

“Just as there’s no point in any information on conjunctions,” I confirmed. “Elder, my apprentice needs books. Lots of books. She’s absorbed this much in just a few months. I once asked you what I could do for the library to get what I wanted. The question remains the same — what needs to be done to obtain books?”

“What kinds of books interest you, prince’s daughter?” the librarian rasped, causing Carmin and Elda to freeze. They knew Althea was a demon, but the idea that she was so highborn had never even crossed Carmin’s chaotic mind.

“Adventures. Fairy tales. Beautiful stories,” replied a flustered Althea. “And please don’t call me that. For the next two years, I’ll be human. A Seeker’s apprentice.”

“You’re right. The human world isn’t a place where one can speak openly about their origins. Well then, Researcher, I have something that will delight your apprentice — true masterpieces rather than scribbling of talentless hacks.”

“And what does the esteemed Elder require?”

“Researcher Guerlon has trained you well!” the dwarf said with satisfaction. “You know when to show firmness and when to make concessions without losing face. I don’t need much, just a small favor. Here, take this.”

The dwarf handed me a thick tome. Judging by the wooden cover, it was a work from the First Tier — or even Tier Zero, tier. I frowned as I opened the book — the pages were blank.

“To make it even easier for you, I’ll give you a set of pencils as well.” A box of fine lead rods appeared in the librarian’s hand. “The task is simple: I’m interested in your story, Researcher Zander. From birth until the moment you walked into this library today. I suspect it will be filled with many extraordinary and remarkable events. Enough to turn a documentary into the kind of adventure novel your apprentice loves.”

“How much time will that take?” I was taken aback by the request.

“I’m not in a hurry. A year should suffice, don’t you think? You don’t need to go into too much detail. When you’re done, hand the book to any librarian you encounter on your travels. That’s the payment.”

“Agreed!” The decision came easily.

“Excellent. I suppose I’ll take this trash off your hands as well. Wait here!”

The cunning dwarf gathered up Dero Drole’s library and retreated to the back room. From what I could see, the librarian’s assistants (ordinary Taoists, by the look of them) were already busy stacking books into a pile. It was as if they had some sort of remote communication system, like the one I had with Vyllea. Perhaps there was a similar connection between librarians, too. Who were these dwarves anyway? Why did the keepers of libraries, both in this world and the other, resemble each other so much — like siblings? Why did they wield such power? Even the clans didn’t touch them. The librarian returned in a short while and materialized a large stack of books on the table.

“This should suffice for now. If you complete your task within the year, you can exchange this stack for new books at any library. Enjoy your reading, prince’s daughter. I hope you find this world to your liking.”

This was more than I had expected. Usually, librarians didn’t reveal that they know anything about their guests, especially guests from another world. I was the one who’d told him about Vyllea’s origins. But today, the dwarf repeatedly mentioned our apprentice’s background, as if it was something significant to him. Something that filled him with pride. What did that imply? That librarians were somehow connected to the demon world. It was not that surprising, come to think of it — though they resembled humans, it was a stretch to call them such. But demons… Especially true demons… that was quite likely. Yet I hadn’t seen any artifacts that could turn a demon into a human so far. The librarian’s presentation was that of a Taoist, just like Vyllea’s and Althea’s.

The Nameless One wasn’t around — he had been absent from the First Tier for two months now, ever since the Tiger Clan requested assistance. I wasn’t sure how a Nascent God could help in a place accessible only to Warriors, but I decided not to dwell on such trivialities. After handing over the papers we had found on the mimic Yeezy to one of the Nameless One’s assistants, I settled in one of the many parks in the capital. The sooner I completed the librarian’s task, the more at peace I’d be. Vyllea had dragged Althea and Elda off to the shops. We had so many spirit coins that we could have paved an enormous square with them. My wife and I weren’t prone to hoarding, but there had been nowhere to spend money lately. Finally, an opportunity had presented itself, especially since the lingerie shop was open almost around the clock. While the girls were busy with clothes, Carmin went off to do some of his own shopping. I had to give him several dozen spatial storage devices, created by a talentless demon, because there was no way food and water supplies for five people would fit in a single pouch. Firewood, coal, ropes, tools — I needed everything! I didn’t want to deal with it myself, so I sent Carmin off, handing him an entire chest of spirit coins. The white-haired young man just grunted at how carelessly we stored our supplies, but didn’t refuse the important mission. Everyone wanted to be useful.

“Elder, I apologize for interrupting your work. We’ve received a response.”

The Tiger Clan had found me again, though I wasn’t exactly hiding. Our first meeting had ended inconclusively — I refused to work without understanding the primary objective. The Tiger Clan representatives had promised to clarify the details, and judging by what I saw, they had succeeded. They handed me a golden sheet. That was strange. Was the situation really so dire for the Tigers that they were ready to cling even to an unfamiliar Seeker as to dear life? Were there so few warriors in the empire? Most were in combat zones, granted — battles with the demons never ceased. But surely they could muster an entire army of Gold Warriors, not to mention those of other ranks, without counting those fighting the invaders. Or were the local Tiger Clan representatives simply that diligent? Did they get bonuses for every warrior they recruited, I wondered?

I frowned as I gave the golden sheet a thorough perusal. Before me was a standard non-disclosure agreement, requiring us to keep any information we received from the Tiger Clan strictly confidential. The document was, of course, unnecessary — a simple word from us to keep silent would have sufficed, but the Tiger Clan was playing it safe. Only after the golden leaf had vanished did my interlocutors produce a plain envelope.

“Seeker Zander!

It has come to our attention that you have ascended to the Warrior stage. It seems the Heavens themselves are guiding you in this world, allowing you to leap through stages at such an astonishing speed. You are already aware of the ancient base that had gotten washed ashore in the western sector. Three months ago, the son of the Tiger Clan’s head entered the base with a well-prepared team of warriors and disappeared. The group was equipped with the strongest artifacts, including a last-resort artifact. The head’s son couldn’t have perished, so we’ve devoted all our resources to finding him. However, the ancient base has activated and is resisting any attempts to breach its territory. In three months of searching, the confirmed death toll of Warrior-stage Taoists has reached one and a half thousand. Another five thousand warriors are missing inside the base. Progress is agonizingly slow — the ancient technologies are dangerous and unpredictable. The charge of the last-resort artifact lasts for six months. If we don’t retrieve the head’s son within the next three months, he will die. I know your abilities, I know what you can do and how good you are. The people of Elths still shudder at the memory of your arrival in our city. We need your help, Seeker. If you can rescue the son of our clan’s head, you and your group will receive a reward of inestimable value.

Osri Hao, Head of House Hao, Western Sector of the First Tier.”

As I had suspected. The young man from the trials, the one shadowed by a ninja-like figure, had been skilled enough to grow into a Warrior. Although, it’s possible he hadn’t reached the Warrior stage — he could have entered the ancient base as a Gold-ranked Apprentice. From what I remembered, this young man had somehow mastered a concealment technique for himself and his group — a kind of protective shield capable of moving with its bearer. If not for my premonition of trouble, we would never have won the imperial battle. Realizing they couldn’t solve the problem with the ancient base on their own, the Tiger Clan’s head had reached out to other clans. But to avoid issues with potential kidnapping and ransom, they kept the primary objective secret. Whether that was good or bad wasn’t for me to judge. The Tigers were acting as their leader and common sense dictated. But sometimes it seemed that the notion of common sense differed for everyone.

“What should I tell the head of House Hao?”

“We’ll be at the teleport by the end of the day.” I had no other option but to agree. The Heavens had brought us to this point for a reason. The only task left was to find Carmin. Vyllea and the girls had already emptied the lingerie shop and were now choosing jewelry. My wife had declared that they shouldn’t be disturbed for at least three hours. No clan head’s son would come between her and beautiful hairpins. I had to comply.

Carmin, as my spirit vision showed, was at the market, busily stuffing huge baskets of food into spatial pouches. I had no choice but to help him, setting aside the book about myself for later. The librarian had said not to delve too deeply into details, but even so, after a couple of hours of work, I hadn’t even managed to reach the point where I met mentor Guerlon. The training with my father and mother and the strange occurrences in our village were worth telling the world about, too.

“Follow me!” The portal took us directly to Tier Zero, bypassing any meeting with representatives of House Hao. The Tigers had spared no expense in setting up a portal as close as possible to the ancient base — just ten miles away. The enormous metal structure loomed over the horizon imposingly. I couldn’t even imagine how powerful the tsunami must have been to wash up such a massive object. The barren land, devoid of even a hint of vegetation, spoke volumes about the recent catastrophe. The wave that hit the western part of Tier Zero must have been unimaginably large. I extended my spirit vision as far as it could go. We were about twelve miles from the shore. There were no living things anywhere for another twelve miles inland. No plants, no villages. Nothing at all.

But the most unsettling surprise wasn’t the barren land or the fact that the catastrophe had claimed the lives of tens, or maybe even hundreds of thousands. What troubled me was that my spirit vision couldn’t penetrate the base’s outer shell. This had never happened after the upgrade — the soft metal of the ancients was no longer an obstacle for me. But now I was staring at a three-mile-long structure that extended into the ocean depths, unable to see inside. I could see the Taoists near the base, fighting golems on the outer shell. But as soon as any of them entered through a small opening, they disappeared from my spirit vision. The ancient base was zealously guarding its secrets.

“Zander, we need to go there!” Vyllea was nearly bouncing with excitement, pointing at the ancient base. “My heart’s telling me that we won’t just become stronger in there — we’ll gain unimaginable power!”

“Name, ascension stage, rank?” The Taoist who’d met us led us to a small tent where work was in full swing. In fact, there were twelve such tents, each with a queue of twenty to thirty Warriors of various ranks in front. Being Diamond-ranked, we were admitted immediately. Judging by the dark circles under the registrar’s eyes, they had been working around the clock. No surprise — my spirit vision, as if apologizing for failing to penetrate the ancient base, showed me a sea of Taoists gathered here at the behest of the Tiger Clan. And it wasn’t just Warriors — there were Masters, Overlords, and Nascent Gods, too. The last group was so numerous that the only time I’d seen such a gathering was in the central palace of the demons. It seemed that every fiftieth Taoist in this camp was a Nascent God. There were as many Masters and Overlords, and the rest of them were Warriors, too numerous to count. The Tiger Clan had indeed brought everyone they could.

“Seeker Zander, Diamond Warrior,” I answered, prompting the registrar to lift his tired eyes. Noticing our attire, the Taoist seemed confused, perhaps thinking we were here as part of some elaborate joke. Diamond Warriors usually didn’t linger at their stage of ascension — everyone hurried to become a Master and start working with elements.

“Seeker Vyllea, Diamond Warrior,” my wife introduced herself.

“Seeker’s apprentice Althea, Diamond Warrior.”

“Seeker’s apprentices Carmin and Elda, Golden Apprentices.”

“Apprentices have no business here,” the registrar began, but cut himself off when he saw my gaze. “As you wish. Five Taoists. You’ll join group three hundred twenty, which is gathering…”

“We’re going without a group,” I interrupted. “Our group is already assembled here in front of you. Five Taoists all in all. Three Diamond Warriors and two Golden Apprentices.”

“A group of five Taoists?” The registrar was taken aback. “That’s against the rules! The head’s orders are as follows: groups must have at least thirty Taoists. Smaller groups perish in the first anomaly.”

“The head of the Tiger Clan’s orders don’t apply to Seekers,” I said calmly. “Register our group. Five Taoists. What do we need to know before entering?”

“But… The Heavens be with you! If you feel suicidal, no one’s going to stop you. Your group is number three hundred and twenty-one. Who’s in charge? The leader should be the first to place their hand on the artifact, followed by the others.”

On the registrar’s table was a small artifact resembling a sphere, covered with countless sigils — it was clearly a creation of a Nascent God. The registrars, being Overlords themselves, were bound to these artifacts to prevent them from accidentally killing the warriors. Once we all touched the sphere, it spat out five small plaques with the number 321. The registrar deftly threaded ribbons through small holes in the plaques, turning them into makeshift amulets.

“Wear them over your clothes. That way, when the base incinerates you, those who follow can quickly collect the number and return it to us without digging through corpses. If you’re lucky enough to survive the first few minutes, you’ll earn one hundred spirit coins for each tag you find. Nascent God Arisco Galth will explain what’s happening at the base and what you need to do. In two hours, he’ll meet with the commanders of the new squads. Head to the large golden tent with the Tiger Clan flag. He’ll also tell you where to get your daily allowance, food, and the equipment needed to navigate the ancient base. Any other questions about registration? If not, don’t hold up the line!”

The camp was a hive of activity — everybody was running somewhere, doing something, or arguing with someone. Conflicts flared up here and there, but they were quickly squashed — Nascent Gods ruthlessly suppressed any aggression, regardless of the clan symbol on the troublemakers’ chest. But what made the biggest impression on me was the presence of the wounded being carried from the base. Nascent Gods were treating them, but not all wounds could be healed. There were lost limbs, eyes, and horrific burns — the injuries inflicted by the ancient devices weren’t treatable by standard methods. Only a capsule could help. The only challenge was finding a few thousand anomaly hearts.

There were makeshift camps everywhere as far as my spirit vision could reach. Tents of every kind and size, from simple one-man shelters to sprawling pavilions as large as houses. Everything depended on the resources of the Houses, whose flags flew above each tent. Yet, none of this variety overshadowed the massive golden tent where the meeting was to take place. A creation of a mad architect, it had three floors and towered over the surrounding area. The number of Taoists gathered around the tent bordered on insanity. It seemed as though every Warrior wanted to be the first to learn what was happening inside the base. Over the two hours I watched, messengers arrived from the base four times. Apparently, the information was updated every thirty minutes. Impressive.

“Wait here. Vyllea, you’re in charge. Don’t get involved in anything, and don’t argue with anyone. Vyllea, even if someone gives you a nasty look, don’t react. I’ll come back, and we’ll figure out how to punish them together. Understood?”

“Zander, you’re annoying!” Vyllea snapped, but in her language, that meant agreement. A separate path led to the tent, guarded by several Overlords. I presented my plaque, they scanned it with an artifact, and only after it glowed green did they let me through. It seemed I was one of the last to arrive — there were already twenty Warrior-stage Taoists present besides me. If they were all commanders of groups comprising thirty Taoists each, then today, six hundred warriors had arrived to conquer the base. A significant number!

“Is everyone here?” A Taoist at the Nascent God stage strode into the room with a broad step, sending a shiver down my spine. Arisco Galth was dressed in tight black clothing that concealed everything but his eyes. A mysterious ninja, specializing in special operations. He surveyed the gathered crowd, his gaze lingering on me a little longer. After all, there were no more than twenty Diamond Warriors in the entire camp.

“Tomorrow, you’ll be relieving the groups currently storming the ancient base. If anyone thinks this will be an easy walk, you can leave now. We don’t need extra corpses. This isn’t just a base — it’s a place with an inhuman regeneration system. A self-repairing mechanism that fiercely protects its secrets. Every day, golems and the external perimeter’s defenses have to be destroyed just to make a little progress inside. But that’s minor compared to what awaits inside the base. The ancients created this monster in some state of intoxication, apparently. The base has no true interior — just a collection of anomalies connected by a system of transitions. You can move from one anomaly to another without even reaching its core. The problem is, you never know which anomaly you’ll end up in. White or black. An anomaly at the Candidate stage or the Nascent God stage. If an anomaly is destroyed, a new one immediately forms in its place, with an unpredictable rank and ascension stage. Therefore, destroying white, yellow, green, or even red anomalies is strictly prohibited! Blue ones — optional and based on capability. As for black ones, don’t even think about it. They all bear the mark of technique ban. Questions?”

“If the anomaly isn’t destroyed, but absorbed instead?” I asked. “Did you try bringing in the Altered Ones?”

“If you weren’t a Seeker, I'd definitely ask how you know about the Altered Ones,” the ninja replied. “Yes, we’ve tried that approach. It doesn’t work — the anomalies still return. These aren’t anomalies in the conventional sense. They’re more like transport routes within the base. The Altered Ones managed to absorb about ten anomalies at one point, but a black one immediately replaced them. That route is now permanently closed. Here’s a map of the explored anomalies.”

Arisco Galth’s assistants handed each commander a sheet with a schematic representation of bubbles and the connections between them. All the bubbles were labeled according to their ascension stage and rank, with the black anomalies crossed out — those were best avoided.

“Explored doesn’t mean safe. The golems regenerate at an incredible rate: within twenty-four hours, their numbers are fully restored. Your task for tomorrow is to explore these two anomalies. The groups currently inside the base are clearing the path. You’ll enter, find the passageways, and explore them. If possible, clear the anomaly, and then explore it as well. The goal is to map this place as thoroughly as possible. Questions?”

“If it’s that simple, why are so many people missing?” one of the commanders asked.

“That’s what I wanted to mention last. Every week, the transitions change randomly. The anomalies remain in place, but the connections between adjacent sections may disappear. The next transition update is at midnight tomorrow. Anyone who doesn’t make it out of the base by then or doesn’t reach the first anomaly near the entrance could be stuck inside for a long time. Besides exploring the anomalies, your groups are also tasked with finding survivors. Everyone needs to be extracted from this accursed place. If you find bodies, use spatial pouches. If there’s no room, at least bring back the tags issued to everyone. My assistants will explain the details of getting your daily allowance, where to get your rations, and other important matters. Prepare yourselves, warriors! Tomorrow will be a tough test.”


Chapter 16

THE MORNING BEGAN rather unusually — with a long horn blast that pierced even through the protective formation. As I opened my eyes, I spent a moment trying to remember who I was and what was happening. The camp, where we had been resting, turned into a stirred-up hive within minutes: everyone was rushing around in a flurry of activity. I stepped out of the room and bumped into Carmin and Elda. Our tent had three rooms — two separate ones and a pass-through. One of the separate rooms was ours. Althea had long since settled in the other and refused to move to her own tent, so my new apprentices had to sleep in the pass-through. Back in Hardes, the ever-prudent Elda had acquired a bed and bought a screen to divide the room in two, but to leave, all the rest of us still had to pass through the apprentices’ area. Not the most convenient arrangement, but I couldn’t offer anything better for now. We could only get a new tent in the Third Tier, and we had to reach it first.

The area around us emptied quickly. The warriors packed their tents into spatial pouches and headed toward the ancient base. We probably should have done the same, but skipping breakfast was never a good idea. I needed to update my cookbook, as I was starting to repeat recipes. Carmin stepped out of the tent and sniffed the air.

“Buddy, are you also the camp cook? What smells so good?”

I didn’t get a chance to reply because a Nascent God suddenly appeared beside us.

“Aren’t you supposed to be running with the rest? From what I can see, the other warriors are determined to seize the ancient base, and only you are dawdling. Have the Seekers gotten scared of a piece of metal?”

“The base isn’t going anywhere,” I remarked calmly, flipping the chops over. “But breakfast needs to get cooked — and eaten, and that’s where we come in. Besides, the transition change, as we were told, won’t happen until midnight, so there’s no point in rushing. Would you like some chops?”

“I won’t refuse.” The Nascent God stepped closer and looked at Carmin, who was bowing respectfully. Unlike Vyllea and me, he always showed deference to the Nameless One. “I see you’ve mastered the recipes well.”

“Yes, I could use the next book — the one with the more complex recipes and tastier results.”

“It all depends on the outcome of your expedition. From what I understand, you don’t plan on returning?”

“Leaving a base that’s a collection of anomalies of various ranks and ascensions voluntarily? The very implication we plan anything of the sort would insult us to the core. We’re going all the way.”

“Are you sure it’s wise to bring along Golden Apprentices?” Clyed Feng glanced at Carmin and Elda, who had just emerged from the tent. Elda also bowed respectfully, but Althea, who followed Vyllea, did not. My wife simply nodded to our old friend — that was the extent of her greeting.

“At first, I’d thought about turning them into Warriors, but then decided the Heavens wouldn’t approve. Absolutes should prove their strength and power by facing strong opponents, and not by having everything handed to them on a platter. I’m one hundred percent sure they’ll return from the base as Golden Warriors.”

“Very well. I’ve met these two Golden Apprentices before. But this lovely young lady is new to me. Will you introduce us?”

“Althea, this is a representative of the Nameless Ones, the Phoenix Clan’s security service. He’s responsible for the southern section of the First Tier, but, for some reason, he’s hanging around here in the western Tier Zero. Nameless One, this is Althea, our official apprentice. She’s the daughter of a prince.”

“Just like that? The prince let his daughter loose in the human world without sending a guardian along?” Clyed Feng began looking around, as if trying to spot an invisible Nascent God standing watch nearby.

“A long story. And yes, he did let her go because he didn’t really have a choice. We have a triple conjunction that’s turned her into a human. She’ll need to put in considerable effort to return to her original form.”

“Is he someone you know well?” Althea tensed. “From what I understand, Seekers don’t usually cooperate with clans.”

“The moment your father signed the apprenticeship contract, the information that Seeker Zander and Vyllea had taken on an apprentice named Althea Lin was sent to the Executors of Fate in our world. All interested parties have known for a while that you’ve arrived here. As for this Nameless One… Yes, he’s a close associate. So close that I’d trust him with Vyllea’s life, not to mention my own.”

“I agree. The Hatter has earned our trust.”

“A hater is someone who makes hats,” the Nameless corrected. “That nickname has always irritated me. You’re using the word incorrectly, daughter of Almyrda.”

“I couldn’t care less. You were always Hatter to me, and Hatter you’ll stay. I don’t cooperate with any Nameless Ones.”

“Call me whatever you want,” Clyed Feng sighed. “But the fact that a prince’s daughter has joined the Seekers isn’t the best news I can think of right now. There’s a lull in the war, you see — thanks in part to your mentor, by the way. He forced the demons into a five-year truce. The last time that happened was nearly a century ago.”

“A truce with demons? Mentor Guerlon?” I asked, surprised.

“Upon becoming a Nascent God, your restless mentor didn’t retreat into seclusion to focus on his own development as most others would. He threw himself into defending his world. Thanks to an artifact gifted him by the head of the Phoenix Clan, Seeker Guerlon has become a force to be reckoned with. Did you know he managed to take down a Silver Nascent God? I’m sure when you meet, your mentor will have plenty of interesting stories to share. As for the prince’s daughter — it would be foolish to ask you not to draw the attention of the world’s powerful ones. The fact that you’re Guerlon’s apprentices will inevitably attract interest. Keep that in mind when you reach the Third Tier. Your mentor has left many enemies there. They can’t take revenge on him, but they’ll certainly try to take it out on you. I wouldn’t want to see the fragile peace shattered over someone’s foolishness. Is the meat burning?”

“It shouldn’t be.” I flipped the chops and pierced one to check for doneness. Satisfied that everything was fine, I moved the succulent chunks of breaded meat onto plates and stored the grill in a spatial anomaly, ready to start cooking again next time.

“So, what brings you here?” I asked, leaning back in my chair after breakfast.

“The possibility that I just came to visit old friends isn’t even considered?”

“We know you too well, Hatter,” I couldn’t resist teasing. I was sure Clyed Feng scowled under his mask. “Just to be clear — I’m aware of the real reason behind the search.”

“That’s good. It saves me from wasting time explaining. According to my information, at least ten groups have been sent after the Tiger Clan head’s son, with the goal not of rescuing him, but of studying and then eliminating him. The boy’s abilities are too unique to let him continue to develop unchallenged. What’s more, five of those groups belong to the Tiger Clan itself — there’s infighting that can’t be ignored. The Phoenix and Dragon Clans sent two groups each. One more was sent by the demons. These are the ones I know of for sure. There could be more.”

“The Phoenix Clan wants to eliminate the Tiger Clan head’s son? What a surprising revelation,” I remarked sarcastically.

“One of the Phoenix Clan groups is led by someone known as Darna Feng. A Taoist at the Gold Warrior stage. Advisor Delilah has assembled an ideal group capable of handling almost any task — including eliminating the Tiger Clan head’s son.”

“Why would she want that?” I frowned. “If the Tigers find out that the adopted daughter of the Phoenix Clan head is involved in their head’s son’s death, there will be war.”

“A very astute observation,” Clyed Feng nodded. “No one wants a war, but if Darna succeeds, it will be inevitable. I’m against killing the boy. Studying him, yes. His beast-like nature is extremely intriguing — the way he shields himself, attacks, moves — it’s all more beast than human. Yet he is definitely human. I don’t believe the rumors that becoming a Nascent God would cause this half-human to destroy our world. In a neighboring world, there are true demons, different from the higher demons not only in appearance but also internally. But nothing — no one — has destroyed anything yet. Perhaps the Tiger Clan head’s son is the next stage in the evolution of Taoists who follow the beast path? We won’t know unless we check.”

“Ten groups is the minimum? There could be more?”

“There’s no word on the Griffin Clan. And the Dragons could have more than two groups. The same goes for the demons. The only thing I’m sure of is that the Phoenix Clan has only deployed sixty Warrior-stage Taoists.”

“How long have they been inside the base?”

“Darna’s group entered three weeks ago. The second group, five days ago. They won’t leave until they complete their mission. Now, onto the most interesting — or as Seekers might say, the impossible. I understand you don’t have the best relationship with this person, but we don’t have a choice. Darna is the daughter of our clan head, even if only adopted. She must come out of the ancient base alive and well. Killing her is not an option.”

“And we’re also supposed to rescue the Tiger Clan head’s son?” I sighed.

“Exactly!” Clyed Feng smiled. “No one said it would be an easy task. As for the remaining Phoenix Clan group, it would be preferable if they survived as well. After all, sixty Golden Warriors, some of whom are pure Absolutes, aren’t easy to come by. The Phoenix Clan would be grateful for their rescue.”

“The decision to kill the Tiger Clan head’s son — was that made by the clan or by Advisor Delilah?”

“Would I be here if the clan had decided to start a war? The advisor’s made this decision on her own, without informing the clan council. I’m confident that when the clan head finishes his meditation, he’ll overturn this decision, but that’s still a long way off. His meditation began five months ago and, if the Heavens will it, won’t end for another seven. We need to avoid war during that time.”

“I hope we don’t need to extract the other groups hunting the Tiger Clan head’s son alive?” I asked.

“I’d imagine you might even get a bonus if you bring back their tags. I’ve informed the Tiger Clan, but those groups entered the base and haven’t come out since. So that’s the delightful situation we’re dealing with. But it’s nothing new — just the same old chaos,” Clyed Feng replied with a hint of resignation.

“Why is Darna following Advisor Delilah’s orders so zealously?” Elda asked.

“An excellent question, but unfortunately, I don’t have an answer. Darna has indeed become quite an intriguing figure. Many are starting to fear her. She’s brutal, efficient, and, most importantly, completely merciless. Remember her list of your associates? Of the thirty names on that list, only four are still alive. Two of them are standing here, as far as I can see. The other two recently returned from demon captivity. So, have we reached an agreement?”

“Seekers don’t work for free,” I reminded him. “It’s one thing to extract the Tiger Clan head’s son, but another to protect him from madmen while trying to keep those same madmen alive. And on top of that, we’re expected to keep alive a madwoman whom not only Vyllea and I, but even Carmin and Elda, would prefer to kill. This woman happens to be a Gold Warrior, loaded with artifacts, and part of a group of elite heirs from the central region.”

“I knew who I was approaching,” Clyed Feng grinned. “Only madmen can handle such a mad task.”

“Hatter, don’t start! You’re annoying!” Vyllea snapped. “Do you know how to count? Molly is designed for three people. I’m tired of constantly holding someone in my lap. Do you get the point, or do I need to spell it out? The new carriage better be even better than Molly! And it has to be red! For six people. I’ll name it Muffin.”

“We also need a tent,” I added. It wouldn’t be wise to correct Vyllea and say we didn’t need an extra carriage and could manage with Molly. The only thing to do was to accept my wife’s choice and add some details that would make our lives more pleasant and carefree.

“Let me guess — four separate rooms and one shared?” Clyed Feng was clearly amused.

“Exactly!” I echoed his words. “I also wouldn’t mind a couple of cookbooks. I need to keep improving my skills. Apprentices, anything you need? Since we’re going to extract the Tiger Clan head’s son… Heavens, I remember his name was a tongue-twister. Would you kindly jog my memory?”

“Læogh Galth,” the Nameless one supplied.

“So, since we’re going to extract Læogh and Darna, everyone should get their reward. We’ve stated ours. Apprentices?”

“Books. Two hundred of them,” Althea said immediately. “Adventures. Fairy tales. Funny stories from this world. Probably the history of the world itself too.”

“Agreed,” Clyed Feng said after a pause, and only then did it hit me that he was entirely serious. If we succeeded, we’d really get a six-person red carriage!

“Two anomaly hearts of Overlord-stage, red rank.” Carmin and Elda exchanged a glance, deciding not to hold back. “That’ll make it easier to progress in our ascension.”

“Agreed.” The Nameless one pulled out a golden sheet and recorded our terms. “Læogh Galth and Darna Feng must be alive for this contract to be fulfilled. No excuses about them dying before you entered the base will be accepted. The contract will be considered void, and failure will mean death for the four of you, and exile to the demon world for the prince’s daughter.”

“Next time, apprentices, ask for the whole world when you deal with the Nameless Ones,” I quipped, then without hesitation, sliced my palm and stamped the golden leaf with my blood. I had no doubt that Læogh and Darna were still alive. I just knew. How? I had no idea. It was one of those times when I trusted my instincts.

“The Nameless Ones will squeeze the life out of you just to avoid paying anything,” Vyllea agreed as she followed suit, signing the document.

“But this is madness.” Althea was stunned. “What kind of punishment can there be if they’re already dead? Why would you agree to such nonsense?”

“Remember when I said your mentors have a knack for getting into trouble?” Elda smirked as she signed the document with her blood. “Well, now they’re my mentors too, so either we accept their decision or stop being apprentices. But Zander cooks too well for me to give that up easily. Are we facing death? It threatens us every day. We might not even make it to the base, considering we’re just Gold Apprentices.”

“Technically, I agree with you,” Carmin said after staring at the golden sheet for a long time. “Adventures and all that. But Althea’s right — how can we be held responsible if Darna knocks herself out against a wall? She might — she’s never had any brains to begin with.”

“Those are my terms,” the Nameless One replied dryly. “Overlord-stage anomaly hearts of red rank don’t grow on trees. You’ll have to earn yours.”

“To hell with it! Leave Elda alone? Never! I didn’t go against my family just to be scared of a bunch of ancient relics!”

Carmin’s mark appeared on the document, and everyone’s eyes turned to Althea. Either she signed the golden leaf, and we moved forward, or she didn’t, and she would no longer be a Seeker’s apprentice. Because Seekers didn’t go back on their word.

“I suppose I’m repeating myself, but what’s written here is madness. A legal trap the Nameless one has set for us. Yet, for some reason, the mentors have accepted it easily. Vyllea once told me to trust Zander. If he says green is red, then it is, even if you’re sure it’s not. Heavens, what madness am I signing up to?”

Althea took out a brush, looked at the clean golden sheet, where there wasn’t a drop of blood left, then switched the brush for a knife, cut her palm, and pressed it to the leaf.

“Læogh and Darna are alive,” Clyed Feng said unexpectedly. “Althea, do you have a sigil on your shoulder?”

“How did you…?” The girl blushed but nodded.

“What I’m about to tell you is a closely guarded secret of any clan and, as you now understand, also of the Lin Tribe. When Darna became the adopted daughter of the Phoenix Clan’s head, a special sigil was placed on her shoulder, embedding a fragment of Primordial Soul in her. This is a highly resource-intensive procedure, comparable to the formation of Seeker plaques, so it’s only used for particularly important individuals — like the children of clan heads or princes. Thanks to this sigil, the clan always knows not only that their child is alive, but also where they are. It’s a mark that would allow us to find Althea anywhere in the human world, no matter where she hides. I have no doubt that Althea’s guardian is nearby, though they remain undetected. They wouldn’t dare step into a place filled with high-ranking Nascent Gods. But that they’re keeping an eye on Althea from afar is guaranteed. I’d think poorly of the prince if he sent his daughter without protection. That simply doesn’t happen. Now, the important part — Darna’s and Læogh’s sigils are active. This information is from the last two hours.”

“Are those marks a secret because anyone could potentially figure out how they work and use them to locate their target?” I asked.

“You’ve got the gist of it, although deciphering the mark is quite difficult. But if someone is determined enough, it’s not impossible. That’s why children are rarely allowed into the wider world without protection. You, Althea, are a rare exception to this rule. Honestly, it makes me wonder why. Nothing ever happens without a reason.”

“The answer to that question wasn’t paid for,” Althea replied, and Clyed Feng burst out laughing.

“Now that’s the right answer for a future Seeker! Now, on to the main point. Zander, this is for you.”

Clyed Feng pulled out three anomaly hearts and casually tossed them in my direction, as if they were of little consequence.

“As you requested, anomaly hearts of Overlord-stage, yellow rank. You’re right — your apprentices need to learn how to assess the difficulty of the task ahead and set their demands accordingly. Though, to be honest, you overdid it. I had to fight to get even Molly, so I can’t imagine how I’ll justify giving you a six-person flying fortress. But that’s my problem. At worst, it might end up bearing the symbol of the Tiger Clan instead of the Phoenix Clan. Anything else you need?”

“Everything else is covered. Though… a few Master-stage techniques wouldn’t hurt. Not even the techniques themselves — just descriptions of how the elements are woven into them.”

“That’s easier than Warrior techniques. They’ll be waiting for you when you exit the ancient base. Food, water?”

“Provisions for a year.” I paused, thinking of what else we might need inside the ancient base. “Got any crossbow bolts? I bought the crossbows, but I misjudged the number of bolts — only got three hundred. Might not be enough. If we end up in a black anomaly, we’ll need to fend off attacks.”

“No bolts available. Just try to avoid the technique-suppressing zones. From what I’ve found out, they don’t affect conjoined individuals in the best way. You could end up as ordinary Taoists. You won’t die, since you’re already Gold Warriors, but you’ll have to start your conjoined ascension from scratch. Now, thanks for the breakfast, even though for me it was more of a late dinner. You’d better get going — you don’t want to agitate the Tigers any further. They’re already eyeing us with unhealthy interest. All the warriors are battling golems at the base, while five Seekers are sitting here having tea.”

“Tea!” Vyllea suddenly exclaimed, materializing a table with a steaming teapot. “No one’s going anywhere until we’ve had our tea! The ancient base isn’t going anywhere, nor is that red-nosed demon-bait, curse her!”

The Tigers finally couldn’t take it any longer — one of the overseers approached us. It turned out the Nameless One was not only able to hide from me, but also from other Nascent Gods. When the enraged Taoist arrived, he deflated amusingly upon seeing the Nameless One, who tipped his hat in greeting and gestured that we were just about to leave.

After packing up the tent and utensils, I materialized Molly — I had no desire to run the ten miles to the base like the other Warriors. It would only take a few movement techniques, but we were conserving every bit of energy. The energy depletion blockers on our amulets prevented our energy from dissipating from the meridians, but we couldn’t restore it by standard means. We could only do it through conjunction, which required specific conditions. If push came to shove, we could do it inside the base, but we wanted to manage our energy efficiently without making our apprentices uncomfortable.

“Zander?” Vyllea almost dropped Althea when, just half a mile from the base, Molly suddenly stalled. The red carriage stopped dead, turning into a beautiful sculpture. Almost as if on cue, something elongated shot out from the base, leaving a smoky trail. My back burned unpleasantly — whatever was flying at us didn’t look friendly. Throwing up a shield around Carmin and Elda, I exited Molly and, as the others dismounted, braced for impact. The projectile had no energy within it — just a metal slug with a strange smoky trail. The closer it got, the more my back burned. I sent a few techniques to intercept it, but they were absorbed by the surface of the slug. Ancient metal. There was no time to delay, so moments before impact, I activated the composite spirit armor, enveloping all of us in a protective dome. The explosion that followed nearly stunned me — ten percent of the Conjoined meridians' energy vanished in an instant! A massive scorched patch formed around us, and I noticed that there were many similar patches in the area.

“Everyone alive?” A warrior flew over to us. “Don’t dawdle! You’re supposed to dodge those things, not catch them with your shields! They’re not homing missiles. Did you miss the briefing? It was just half an hour ago!”

“What else shouldn’t we be catching with our shields?” I asked, feeling a twinge of embarrassment. Was breakfast really more important than everything else? Apparently, not always.

“Everything! Dodge and take down the golems! But you’re heading inside, right? Then get moving! The passage is straight ahead! Fall back! Another round’s coming!”

We used movement techniques to dash about a hundred meters to the side, just as another explosion rocked the ground behind us. Chunks of earth flew into the air, leaving a deep crater.

“Something new hit us!” the warrior shouted. “All right, you’re on your own from here! Stay alert and keep your eyes wide open! It’s the only way to survive! Welcome to war, Seekers! This isn’t just about studying anomalies and hunting beasts! Here, you can actually die!”


Chapter 17

“FALL BACK!” CARMIN WAS GENUINELY alarmed as several smoky trails headed our way. The ancient base was firing with alarming speed, as if it had unlimited resources.

“Stand your ground and wait!” I ordered, stepping forward. It seemed the golems on the base’s hull had finally taken us seriously and concentrated all their firepower on us. This allowed the fighters at the base to regroup, restore energy, and extract the wounded and dead.

“Zander, are you sure the shield will hold?” Elda, like Carmin, doubted my abilities. Only Vyllea stood beside me nonchalantly, not even considering activating her shield. Althea was torn between two camps — logic and common sense on one side, madness, bravery, and blind trust on the other.

“You can never be completely certain of anything,” I replied, echoing Mentor Guerlon’s words, once again realizing that I was trying to emulate him in everything, rather than my father. “Vyllea, how about another cup of tea? I have a feeling we might be here for a while.”

“No problem.” My wife materialized a table, a couple of chairs, and began pouring tea. From an outsider’s perspective, it must have looked bizarre. Five Seekers standing just fifteen hundred feet away from a massive ancient base, calmly preparing to have a cup of tea instead of dodging the terrifying projectiles being fired at us. I noticed everyone tensed up to the extreme — the impending death hurtling toward us didn’t seem to be changing course. When the first projectile was only about a hundred and fifty feet away, I decided it was time to act.

I unfolded the anomaly vertically and positioned it in the path of the incoming metal slug. In an instant, the smoky trail disappeared, along with the slug. Vyllea’s disgruntled projection glanced at the three-foot-long cylinder with a frozen flame protruding from its back, and she picked it up, carrying it to the edge of the clearing, away from our main setup.

“Put it here! No need to clutter my space!”

I nodded and began systematically dealing with the next projectiles, while still calmly sipping tea from my cup. After stashing away the tenth explosive slug, I decided to check if I was even handling this correctly. The warrior who greeted us had mentioned that the projectiles weren’t homing. So, if I reversed the anomaly, I could send the ancient base’s own creation back at it. It was time to see whether it would work…

Another smoky trail appeared in the air, but this time it was headed toward the base. Meanwhile, I continued to stow away the incoming projectiles in the anomaly, stocking up on them. They might be effective against Warrior-stage Taoists, but as our shields had shown, a Master’s spiritual armor could withstand a direct hit from the ancient weapons. That’s probably why the aura of the ancient device didn’t allow stronger Taoists to approach. These fiery things wouldn’t seem more dangerous to them than a frog’s croak.

The result of the ancient projectile hitting its own base was quite impressive: the explosion was loud enough, I suspected, to be heard back at the main camp. A massive dent appeared in the hull. It didn’t breach the surface, but all the golems and their weapons in that section were either obliterated or severely damaged. Some Taoists nearby got caught in the blast, but that was a minor issue. The key takeaway was that the projectiles could be redirected by manipulating the exit from the anomaly. I didn’t know what kind of intelligence controlled this ancient device, but now it was taking us seriously. The strange weapons of the golems, which resembled beams of light, couldn’t reach us, so the ancient device decided to focus all its projectile fire on us. It was terrifying to watch as several hundred smoky-trailing cylinders of various sizes — most about three feet long like the ones we’d already stored, but some were three times that size — headed straight for us. I began frantically stuffing them into the anomaly, faster than I’d ever worked with spatial storage before. At one point, I even stretched it to its limit, turning myself into a fisherman casting a net. But the fish this time were quite troublesome and dangerous. One wrong move, and no shield would save us.

“Zander, stop! We’re going to run out of space soon!” Vyllea called out.

“Just a little more. If we get caught in a black anomaly, these projectiles will be a very persuasive argument against the golems. Stand them upright — they take up less space that way. By the way, we need to test the larger projectile. I’m curious how much stronger it is compared to the smaller ones.”

A whole lot stronger, as it turned out. So much so that the base actually shuddered and stopped all attacks for a moment. All the warrior golems retreated into the hull, and the repair golems rushed out to patch the hole. The explosion was so powerful that the shockwave reached us, some fifteen hundred feet away from the base, nearly knocking us off our feet. I could only imagine the effect on the Taoists fighting right next to the ancient device. Realizing that what I was doing might not be the most prudent thing, I quickly materialized a dozen smaller projectiles and sent them toward the hole. Seven missed, exploding nearby and widening the gap, but three hit the opening dead-on and disappeared inside the base. The flames that shot into the sky meant I’d managed to wreak some havoc, after all.

But perhaps I’d done something I shouldn’t have. The hull began to tremble and, unexpectedly, an energy shield covered it. It resembled spirit armor that enveloped the entire base — except the entrance, for some bizarre reason. Several Taoists tried to breach the shield with their techniques, but they had no success. However, there was a significant upside: while the shield was active, the golems underneath couldn’t attack the Taoists.

“What have you done, Seeker?” A Master appeared next to me. The Warriors were too afraid to approach us. Everyone had clearly seen what the ancient base had tried to do to us and how that turned out.

“Judging by the fact that you could approach, I’ve forced the ancient device to deactivate its aura. At least temporarily.”

“Another response like that, junior, and you’ll be punished!” It was only then that I noticed the Tiger Clan symbol on the Master’s chest.

“One more phrase spoken in that tone, nameless Master from the Tiger Clan, and you’ll be killed. I have no intention of punishing you.”

“How dare you…” The Master extended his hands toward me, sending fiery serpents my way, but they didn’t reach us. I absorbed the attack, channeling it into our Conjoined elemental core. Fire, water, and earth — I could manipulate three of the four elements. Grabbing hold of the energy and elements from the Master’s cores, I yanked them toward me while simultaneously unleashing a Master-level spirit arrow. A Seeker always kept their word. Granted, I was acting impulsively and rashly, but no Master had the right to speak to me in that manner! I had to admit I didn’t fully believe I could withstand such a massive assault from the ancient base. Several hundred projectiles should have turned this section of land into a massive crater a hundred meters deep. One mistake on my part, and that was exactly what would have happened. But instead of making a mistake, I’d managed to seal the base, even if only for a few hours. Maybe days — it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the warriors working on the clearance wouldn’t die.

My spirit arrow touched the Master's body but evaporated before it could reach his heart.

“Does the Master have any questions for the Seekers?” The voice of the Nameless One rang out beside us. From what I could tell, it was he who had blocked my strike, preventing me from finishing off the Master. No matter; if techniques wouldn’t work, there were other methods. I focused on the artifact that blocked energy hunger and applied pressure, sealing off several sigils. I couldn’t absorb a creation of an Overlord or destroy it, but altering a few sigils and transforming them into something other than what was originally intended — that was entirely within my capabilities. The Master collapsed to the ground, eyes bulging, as he frantically clawed at his chest, trying to tear through the fabric and reach his amulets, or perhaps to rip out the now-empty elemental and energy cores. By the time my giant had finished pounding against the walls, releasing the absorbed power, the body beneath my feet had stopped even twitching. The Nameless One couldn’t do anything about it. Spiritual defenses didn’t work against energy hunger.

“What happened to him?! What happened to the base?” A few Nascent Gods appeared beside us. It seemed the Tiger Clan had realized something extraordinary had occurred, giving them the opportunity to approach the base — or at least the energy field enveloping the ancient device. But only a few dared, as no one knew when the energy field might dissipate, and no one wanted to go insane from the mysterious aura.

“The Seekers, graciously provided by the Phoenix Clan, managed to damage the ancient base and force it to activate its defenses. However, the Tiger Clan’s representative didn’t appreciate that and came here to demand an explanation from the Seekers. I had to intervene. Now, I have a question: is there any point in the Phoenix Clan representatives and the recruited or independent groups continuing to work with the base if every successful action will be met with attacks from the Tiger Clan? I presume the body lying at my feet acted on its own initiative — or do its actions reflect the Tiger Clan’s position?” The Nameless One’s voice was cold and steady.

“What did you do to him?” A low unpleasant voice asked. The space around us shimmered, and one of the ninjas materialized next to us. For a moment, the two eternal enemies — a Nameless One and a ninja — stared at each other, not breaking eye contact. Scouts from the Phoenix and Tiger Clans who’d kill each other at the first opportunity.

“I drained his energy cores, then broke the hunger blocker. He’s alive, but he’ll need an amulet and recovery,” Clyed Feng said, not escalating the conflict. “This Master attacked the Warriors.”

“On behalf of the Tiger Clan, I apologize for the unfortunate incident. I can’t promise it won’t happen again, but we’ll try to minimize such attacks. Do you mind if I take him? We need to understand where this initiative came from.”

“Take him, I don’t need him. Does anyone else have any questions for the Seekers, or can they continue their work?” The Nameless One’s tone was final.

“Arisco Galth will definitely want to know how the ancient base was blocked. Why the projectiles disappeared and reappeared. How the Seeker is controlling them. We need answers.”

“Are you saying that the Tiger Clan involved the Phoenix Clan so that we could share all our secrets with them? Perhaps you’d prefer to continue working alone? What happened today is classified information known to only a few. We brought in the best of the best to deal with your problem. If you want to throw obstacles in our path, no problem — we’ll leave, and the base will be entirely yours.”

“The Tiger Clan has no complaints against the Seekers.” The ninja knew how to retreat. During the conversation, a searing pain had been stabbing between my shoulder blades, and I couldn’t tell whether the intent to kill us was coming from the Tigers or from Clyed Feng. The Nameless One was clearly displeased that he had to intervene. Taking the still-living Master, the ninja departed. The other Nascent Gods followed him, leaving us alone with Clyed Feng. Given that the burning between my shoulders hadn’t subsided, it was clear that the Nameless One was furious.

“Why, Zander? Why did you do that?” I’d never seen Clyed Feng so angry.

“Emotions. We almost died,” I answered honestly. “At one point, I even thought I wouldn’t make it, and we’d be torn apart. And then this Master showed up and immediately started demanding that we juniors report to him. I snapped.”

“You snapped so hard that a Diamond Warrior nearly killed a Silver Master?”

“Everyone snaps in their own way,” I sighed.

“There will still be questions about what happened here,” the Nameless One said, nodding toward the ancient base. “I need to know what to say.”

“Storage. It turns out you can catch the projectiles with it and then, by reversing the direction, release them. Which is what I did.”

“So, there won’t be a reasonable answer,” Clyed Feng smirked, and the pain in my back eased. “How did you even come up with that?”

“Well…” I hesitated. “I just had this brainwave…”

“Judging by the extent of the damage, it will take them several days to repair the breach,” Clyed Feng said, turning toward the ancient base. “The energy field is likely to remain active the entire time. Are you even planning to go in? You can’t complete the task standing outside!”

“While we’re inside, make sure we don’t run into a group of inquisitive Tigers when we return. Where there’s one Master, there could be others, including Overlords and even Nascent Gods. You can’t trust those ninjas.”

The Nameless One nodded and vanished. He didn’t want to linger near the base, which could re-activate its mind-shattering aura at any moment. The Warriors who had been attacking the base were now retreating to the camp, giving us a wide berth. It seemed they feared us more than the base itself — at least with the base, they knew what to expect.

“Buddy, that was a Master, right?” Carmin’s pale face betrayed that he hadn’t fully recovered, even despite Vyllea’s healing. The Master’s aura had little effect on Diamond Warriors like us, but it had crushed the Golden Apprentices so severely that they had nearly died.

“Not ‘buddy,’ Carmin. Not anymore,” I sighed. “From this moment on, Vyllea and I are your mentors, and that concerns all of you. As strange as it may sound. Yes, that was a Silver-ranked Master. And there will be many more like him on our path. Each one sees themselves as a great conqueror of the world, looking down on ordinary Taoists. To defend your interests, you must be strong — not just in techniques, but mentally. Don’t bow, don’t bend. Don’t kneel before anyone just because they’re higher in ascension. You are Seeker apprentices, not the offspring of great houses from the Third or Fourth tiers! Break the habit of bending your back at the first convenient moment. If I see you bow your head again, you’ll be punished.”

“Really?” Carmin smirked. “How are you…”

He couldn’t finish because, like Elda, he was crushed under the Master’s aura. I wasn’t skilled enough to use it intentionally, so I just released my power, pressing down on the defiant ones. The two collapsed to the ground, unable even to breathe. Blood began to trickle from their noses and ears, but I didn’t deactivate the aura. Mentor Guerlon always taught that punishment should be thoroughly ingrained in the students’ minds; otherwise, it was just a display of power, not a true lesson. Only when they stopped twitching did I withdraw the aura and use healing. I felt uneasy about it, but I didn’t let a muscle move on my face as I watched Carmin and Elda struggle to their feet, clinging to each other.

“Next time, the punishment will be more severe,” Vyllea concluded, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Zander is right — you’ve signed an apprentice contract, yet you behave like buddies. Insubordination like that is unacceptable and may prove fatal in a critical situation. Does everyone understand, or do we need to repeat the procedure?”

Vyllea’s gaze bore into Carmin and Elda’s pale faces.

“Yes, Mentor,” they managed to say. It was clear we’d have a tough time with them, but we’d manage. After all, Mentor Guerlon had handled us somehow, didn’t he? How were we any less capable? But Vyllea wasn’t finished with just the Gold Apprentices. She turned her attention to Althea. The green-haired beauty frowned, not expecting such treatment, but the piercing green eyes of my wife left no doubt — she would have to respond. I prepared to use the energy plate to crush Althea with it, then cut her off from her energy. Disobedience couldn’t be tolerated. In truth, we should have established the boundaries of our relationships with her, Carmin, and Elda from the start, but instead, we’d been playing the “friends of the Seekers” game.

“I understand, Mentor,” Althea nodded, acknowledging our right to enforce discipline. A weight seemed to lift from my shoulders — I really didn’t want to have to attack her. But if she had resisted, I wouldn’t have had a choice.

“Well, now that we’ve settled the main issues, let’s head inside. We’ve already caused enough trouble out here to spark weeks of discussions and disputes among the Nascent Gods.”

Up close, the ancient base looked even more monstrous than from a distance. The ground near the defensive field wasn’t just scorched — it had turned into blackened glass in places. The energy emitted by the attacking golems was truly terrifying. Scattered around the base were the bodies of fallen Taoists and the wreckage of golems. The debris was worth a fortune, and the warriors clearing the passage weren’t forgetting the primary objective — not just clearing the hull, but also enriching themselves. And no one could blame them for that.

The entrance to the base looked like a massive arch, twice the height and width of a human. A shimmering veil within the arch suggested that it wasn’t just an ordinary entrance, but a portal leading into the ancient base. The immediate question arose: where did this portal lead? Was it really inside the base, or did it go somewhere else? The sigils on Darna and Læogh indicated they were inside this structure, but was that truly the case? Could all these anomalies exist in some hidden dimension, like our spatial storage, and the base itself be something else entirely? Where did the pillar of fire come from when the projectiles breached the base? Was it released energy from a destroyed anomaly — or something else?

The shimmering veil within the arch rippled, and Taoists began to emerge from the base. They looked thoroughly battered — bloodied, covered in slashes, bruises, and burns. The relatively healthy ones carried their injured comrades on their shoulders, and some were limping along with the help of makeshift crutches. The majestic Warriors, ready to destroy anything in their path, were reduced to a procession of wounded people who had just escaped a dangerous place.

“Where’s the protection?” rasped the closest one, hesitant to step out from under the arch’s protection. “Why is no one near the base? How are we supposed to get out?!”

The commander’s emotions were running high. Half his group had died, the other half was barely standing, and a few Taoists might not survive the evening. And now none of the cleanup teams were anywhere in sight! I doubted these warriors would have enough energy and strength left to make it to the camp under the usual circumstances.

“The base is inactive — it’s no longer attacking. Don’t delay — no one knows when that will change. Get moving!” I replied, stepping aside. The commander glared at me but eventually took the risk and stepped out from the arch.

“We’re moving out!” he ordered, and the group slowly made their way away from the ancient device. Seventeen Warrior-stage Taoists out of a group that should have had thirty. The symbol of the Dragon Clan was emblazoned on their chests. The northerners had come to aid the Tiger Clan, expecting huge profits, but clearly hadn’t anticipated such a result. The ancients didn’t tolerate weakness or mistakes.

“Hold hands and enter together,” I commanded, taking Althea and Vyllea’s hands. Carmin and Elda stood beside my wife without protest. As we approached the portal, I asked, “Ready? Let’s go!”

The space around us blurred, much more than it usually did in a portal. For a moment, everything went dark, but then the world returned, materializing into a green clearing — or rather, what used to be a green clearing. Now, it was a scorched wasteland, where nothing remained intact. Hundreds of Taoists were scattered on the ground, resting after enduring severe trials. Turning around, I stared at the portal arch behind us — an exact replica of the one we had entered through. It was almost tempting to believe we hadn’t moved at all, but I knew better. It felt as though we weren’t inside the base, but somewhere in its shadow realm. The more I observed with my spirit vision, the more convinced I became. For example, there were eight underground levels here in the first anomaly. The top four had been stripped bare — Taoists had scavenged anything with even a hint of ancient metal. A fierce battle with golems was fought on the fifth, while the last three levels remained untouched. My spirit vision quickly identified two exits from this anomaly, just as they were marked on the map we’d been given. But there was more — the location wasn’t limited to just those two exits. On the seventh underground level was a structure whose energy signature was an exact match for the one behind me. The map provided by the expedition’s organizers was incomplete, and that was troubling. If there was another anomaly down there, it couldn’t physically fit within the base we had entered. That meant this entire scene, as far as I could see, existed somewhere else entirely — anywhere but within the ancient device.

I pulled out the anomaly map again and frowned at it.

“Is it more complicated than we thought?” Vyllea guessed.

“It’s a mystery in a conundrum in an enigma,” I sighed. “Logic suggests we should follow the mapped anomalies to find the groups we’re looking for, but my gut tells me that logic isn’t going to work today. We’re heading down to the seventh level — there’s another exit there. I have a feeling we’ll spend a long time inside this base. Vyllea, lead the way.”


Chapter 18

“ZANDER, SOMETHING’S SERIOUSLY OFF here,” Vyllea said as she approached the descent into the anomaly’s underground section and stopped. “The heart doesn’t understand what’s happening.”

“Everything’s off,” I confirmed. “Try manifesting something small.”

Vyllea nodded, furrowing her brow for some reason, but after a few seconds, a book appeared in her hands.

“Now try putting it back,” I suggested, and Vyllea’s frown deepened. The book refused to disappear.

“Hand it to me.” I took the book and stored it in the spatial pouch hanging from my belt — not in the anomaly. For some reason, items retrieved from the anomaly could be taken out, but they couldn’t be put back. Worse yet, items manifested from the anomaly appeared with a delay of three or four seconds. And on top of all that, my spirit vision detected no valuable resources, even on the three lowest levels. It seemed like something was very seriously wrong here. Of course, one might think the Taoists had already ransacked this anomaly multiple times, stripping it bare, but from what I could see, all the value came from the golems and ancient metal. There were no devices like healing capsules to be found.

“Can the heart protect us from the golems?” I asked Vyllea. The conversation within the anomaly was surprisingly easy.

“It doesn’t understand their nature. It’s saying nonsense — that the golems aren’t real. That this entire world isn’t real. These aren’t our usual anomalies. This is something else, but it doesn’t know what exactly. We won’t be able to profit from this place, at least.”

Not real… I turned to look again at the massive archway through which the Taoists were entering. How could the items they carried out be fake? They were bringing something out, weren’t they? Or were they? Before proceeding further, we needed to test and verify everything. Rushing blindly into an anomaly was out of the question — my instincts were screaming that something was wrong. And Vyllea’s heart, which believed everything around us was fake…

“Follow me! Vyllea, you’re next, then Carmin and Elda, with Althea bringing up the rear. We’re going to fight some golems!”

We moved through the first four levels without any problems — the Taoists had cleared them down to the ground. There were still some scraps on the walls on the fifth level, but they weren’t valuable. The passage to the lower level had been blocked with heavy stones by the Taoists, sealing off the golems’ ascent. Once again, the spatial anomaly showed its limitations — it couldn’t conceal the stones. I had to lift them and place them in a regular spatial pouch, acting just like any regular Taoist. No, that was not the right word — like a conventional Taoist. Those who use conventional techniques, employ conventional artifacts, and operate under conventional mechanisms. Too many “conventional” things, but that word precisely described what was happening. Inside this strange anomaly, everything was conventional.

I extended my open palm and attempted to manifest an earth orb. Nothing! The Conjoined technique wasn’t working within the ancient base, either! I could see and feel our power; I could sense it forming, drawing energy from the elemental core, but nothing materialized in my palm. Finally, we moved the last stone aside, revealing the descent to the sixth underground level, and it seemed like the golems had been waiting for this. A horde of creatures rushed at us, trying to overwhelm and crush us. The Conjoined techniques weren’t working, so I manifested one of the captured ancient slugs, sending it down the stairs. The delay was no longer five seconds but nearly ten! Even so, the slug materialized and, leaving a smoky trail, disappeared into the corridor of the sixth level. The anomaly shook — the explosion threw us to the side, reducing our spiritual armor’s energy by ten percent in the meridians. But the result was remarkable — the sixth level had virtually gotten obliterated. The golems were reduced to heaps of twisted metal, the walls had been stripped bare, and holes had been blown through to the fifth and even seventh levels.

“Stay here!” I ordered as I descended to the level. My subconscious wasn’t just screaming that something was wrong — it was waving a flag, trying to get my attention. I didn’t venture far — just enough to pick up a piece of twisted metal, stash it in the spatial pouch, and move on. The pouch was gradually filling up — in contrast to our anomaly, the space inside conventional artifacts was limited. There was that uncomfortable word again — “conventional.”

“We’re leaving the base!” I returned to the group, shocking them with the unexpected order.

“What happened?” Althea frowned.

Instead of answering, I replaced the stones, sealing the passage once more. It would be foolish to carry those boulders around. No! I decided to keep one stone because I remembered something that didn’t quite align with what was happening now. It needed to be tested.

“I thought I gave a clear order,” I said in a tone so cold that even Carmin and Elda, not to mention Althea, turned pale. No more questions were asked, and soon we ascended to the upper platform where the Taoists were resting. But we didn’t make it out — our path was blocked by a Gold-ranked Warrior bearing the emblem of the Tiger Clan. Nearby, I noticed thirty other warriors ready to back up their leader. The Tigers were diligent in ensuring everyone worked and didn’t slack off.

“Your time in the anomaly isn’t up yet!”

“Step aside.” My tone didn’t change.

“Turn around and do your job!” the Warrior ordered. He shouldn’t have… My mood was already teetering on the edge of panic due to my utter confusion about what was happening, so I didn’t waste time with words. I tapped into the energy — not just of the warrior but of his entire group of thirty — and yanked it toward me. It felt as if I’d been dunked in a vat of molten iron!

“Vyllea, grab me and get us out of this base!” I croaked, feeling as if the energy surrounding me was tearing me apart. There was no transformation — no manifestation of the giant, no activation of Vyllea’s heart, and no function in the Conjoined energy core. I was being ripped apart by the raging whirlwinds, yet somehow, I wasn’t completely destroyed. The pain was excruciating but oddly not fatal.

Vyllea followed the order perfectly: she seized my battered body, skirted around the now statue-like warriors, and sprinted toward the portal. Our apprentices were right behind her. Darkness enveloped us, which then, after what felt like an eternity, shifted back into the normal world. My mind cleared immediately — the absorbed energy was completely gone! It was as if it had never existed. Vyllea gently set me down and looked into my face, unsure of what to do next.

“Well then!” I said, as if nothing had happened, and began manifesting the spoils. Out came twisted golems, pieces of hull plating, and other metallic scraps. With each item, my frown deepened until I finally let out a filthy and sophisticated curse. The items I pulled from the spatial pouch had nothing to do with what I had stashed in the anomaly. Yes, they were twisted golems, and anyone who wasn’t a mental absolute wouldn’t have noticed any difference, but to me, it was obvious. The anomaly, along with the Conjoined technique, was functioning again, so I swept up the loot into our storage and, nodding to the others, walked away from the portal.

I needed time to think. Sitting on the ground twenty meters from the base, I stared at the protective dome, trying to decide what to do next. For some reason, my thoughts were scattered like a drunken horse, jumping from one thing to another, and I couldn’t focus on any single point for long.

“Zander, your thoughts?” Vyllea asked. I frowned at her and, unexpectedly even to myself, began to speak:

“Something’s wrong inside the anomaly. I didn’t find a single valuable item besides the ancient metal. Moreover, on the lower levels blocked by stones, there weren’t even any simple devices. Just tables and chairs, but nothing useful. I don’t believe the Taoists would have gotten in there and taken only the most valuable items, ignoring the furniture. That’s the first thing. Second — the stones blocking the golems’ path. Do you remember when we once entered an anomaly? We needed to pass through a corridor, but the golems above scared me. I blocked the passage, but it only held for a few minutes. Then the golems dealt with the obstacle as if it were nothing. Carmin, break this stone.”

I manifested the boulder that had sealed the golems on the sixth level. Carmin shattered it in two with a single spirit arrow. Althea made a knowing hum — she could think like a prince’s daughter too.

“Exactly my point. It’s not a real barrier for the golems. Yet for three months, they’ve regarded these stones as an insurmountable obstacle. It’s completely illogical. No matter what our apprentices might think of our ‘illogical’ actions, we always follow strict logic. Furthermore, one of the ancient devices we possess claims that everything is fake. After working with this device for so long, I’ve come to trust it. If it says the anomaly isn’t real, then that’s what it is. The items I took from the anomaly and those I retrieved here at the base only resemble each other at a distance. The Conjoined technique doesn’t work inside the anomaly. Our secret technique doesn’t work. Nothing works that deviates from the standard. It feels like the ancient base has read textbooks from Tiers Zero and One, and created an area within itself that operates according to standard laws. The passage through the portal took too long and was abnormal.”

“Zander, I’m confused,” Vyllea smiled. “This isn’t right, that’s not right, one thing’s wrong, another thing’s wrong. Can you put it in more accessible terms?”

“Accessible?” I frowned, glanced once more at the breach created by the exploding slugs, and then had another realization. “Fine, let’s keep things simple: this portal is a decoy. It leads to a fake anomaly where fake things happen. No matter how many anomalies we pass through, we won’t reach the end. Because these anomalies have no end. With each passing, a new location will be created, the only valuable thing being the ancient metal. Golems. Anything but resources or devices. And don’t even get me started on how strange the anomaly’s heart was! Conclusion: we cannot go through this passage. It won’t help us achieve our goal. However, we still need to find a way to fulfill the contract and get at least two Taoists out of this trap. Yes, I’m more and more convinced that this is indeed a trap — one of the ancient’s cunning weapons designed to ensnare curious and greedy Taoists.”

“If we can’t use the standard passage, are we going to make one of our own?” Vyllea guessed.

“Exactly! Let’s move to the side — we need to see how long the ancient base’s shield can withstand ancient weapons. Techniques are useless here.”

It was so much easier to work once you’d figured out what to do. We moved a few hundred feet away from the base, a bit to the side of the portal — I didn’t want to accidentally catch any of the Taoists who might exit the ancient base. After carefully aiming at a spot, I began manifesting the ancient slugs, one after another, sending them toward the ancient base’s protective barrier. The shell encasing the base started to flicker. Ten, fifty, a hundred small slugs hit their mark, but they couldn’t do any critical damage. A massive crater formed near the base, but the shield held. I had to bring out a more substantial argument — the ten-foot slugs. The results showed on the third attempt: the flickering shield began to shudder violently, sparks flew, lightning crackled across its surface, and when I saw any reaction at all, I launched twenty smaller slugs at the base. The explosion was so intense that the shield simply vanished. The hull now bore a huge dent, but the smaller slugs couldn’t penetrate it. I noticed the protective barrier starting to reform from above, so I launched another ten-foot slug. This time, the result exceeded all expectations: a massive gaping hole appeared in the hull.

“Forward! Techniques!” I commanded, and, leading by example, dashed toward the hull. The new protective dome was already covering half the base — time was of the essence, but we made it! Everyone could use the steps. Just two techniques, and we were right at the jagged hole. Repair golems appeared, ignoring us completely. A beam of light shot down from above, deflected by my spirit armor. The ancient base’s protective barrier reached the ground, but by that moment, five Taoists had already gotten inside the breach.

“What in the Heavens’ name is this?” Carmin whispered in shock, his eyes widening as he stared at the seemingly endless rows of bunks. He couldn’t find a better word. The bunks were arranged in multiple layers, each covered by a transparent lid, revealing people inside. Men, women, children — lots and lots of people, none of whom resembled Taoists. Their bodies looked as if they had never even attempted to pursue ascension. Flabby, soft, and almost mushy. No one on the path to immortality would allow themselves to have such a horrendous body, quote unsuitable for ascension. The face of each person was hidden behind a mask with a tube running deep into the bunk. My spiritual vision was overwhelmed — it showed an incredible chaotic network of tubes, energy channels, and ancient devices.

The explosion that breached the hull had destroyed several dozen bunks — no, capsules! I approached one intact bunk and read the label: “Last Chance Capsule 14476.” The label was in the ancient language, so none of the others present could read it. Meanwhile, the destroyed capsules were already being cleared away. Cleaner golems meticulously scrubbed the floor of blood, carefully removing even the smallest debris to ensure nothing hindered the movement of the mechanisms servicing the capsules.

“Zander, we’re too late. The heart says the brain of this device is dead. A backup system has taken over, but it’s useless to us. This base appeared here because the controlling mechanism had perished. It was somewhere deep in the ocean.”

“The heart says this?”

“It’s calling it the Ark of the Ancients. I don’t know what that means, and it won’t explain.”

“So, these aren’t just people? Are these the ancients who vanished ten thousand years ago?”

“Seems like not all of them have vanished. What are we going to do?”

“Investigate. My spirit vision shows that three miles away from here the capsules look completely different. There’s a lot of activity there, and there are Taoists — people in those capsules have meridians and energy cores. We need to check it all out. As far as I can tell, no one will attack us inside the base.”

All three apprentices were in a state of genuine shock. They followed us like sleepwalkers, moving slowly, with stiff legs, eyes wide open. You could almost say their mouths were agape, but that wasn’t quite true — our apprentices managed to keep their emotions in check. The number of capsules holding the ancients was staggering — at some point, I came across the number 24778. That meant nearly twenty-five thousand people were inside this thing called the Ark of the Ancients! Incredible!

Soon we reached the area where the activity was happening. Here, the capsules had no transparent lids, and Taoists of the Warrior rank were lying on them with their eyes closed. Right before my eyes, one of the many ancient mechanisms, resembling a metallic claw, approached a person and severed their leg! Simultaneously, another mechanism pierced a hand, burned a shoulder, and tore open a head. Tubes disconnected from the face of the brutally slain warrior, another mechanical arm approached, grabbed the body, and carried it to the neighboring Taoist. Suddenly, the body disappeared as if it had never existed. Only remnants of energy indicated that the corpse had been stored in the neighboring Taoist’s spatial pouch. Another arm pulled in a crumpled golem from afar, approached the body, and the golem vanished, sent into the Taoist’s storage.

Vyllea’s heart said this was a decoy? Absolutely! I stretched out my spirit vision — this was happening everywhere. Taoists were being sliced, burned, mutilated, and killed. Some were stored in the inventories of their neighbors, and new warriors immediately took their place — delivered on a fast track directly from the portal. Which, as it turned out, wasn’t a portal at all! It was something akin to brain-twisters and dream-walkers — it clouded people’s minds and made them dream specific dreams. The mechanical claws made those dreams a reality, duplicating everything happening to the Taoists in their dreams. Not only the injuries, but also the rewards they received were inserted directly into their spatial artifacts! No wonder I couldn’t use our anomaly! By manifesting an object, I was creating it here, near the open capsule. The ancient device would take the object for itself, and then manifest it in my dream. That was why there was a delay. I was curious about what could have happened to the manifested slug. It must have exploded somewhere, right? It definitely must have. Perhaps the heavens saved us — the explosion didn’t happen near us. As for the objects, the ancient device couldn’t return them to the anomaly. It wasn’t a spatial pouch — the anomaly existed in a different layer of reality.

“Vyllea, ask the heart where the auxiliary system is located. We need to destroy it. If we don’t wake up all the Taoists, they’ll remain here forever. Actually, we should wake up the ancients as well. They won’t be in any danger in Tier Zero. There’s no energy here. Maybe some of them will take the path of ascension. It’s been ten thousand years — there’s nothing left to quarrel over anymore.”

“Ancient humans?” Althea glanced around nervously. “Are you saying the people in these capsules are the very same ancient humans who had existed before our worlds were united?”

“Most likely, they were born shortly after the unification. They must have hidden here to survive, avoiding certain death in clashes with Taoists. You know, I can’t say much for certain. We need to find some elder and ask him how he and all these ancients ended up in the capsules. What was the starting point? But to do that, we needed to get everyone out of this base first. Seekers weren’t renowned for their altruism and didn’t work for free, but the heavens wouldn’t look kindly on us if we let all these people die.”

“It’s straight ahead,” Vyllea said with confidence. “The auxiliary system is located right there!”

We moved along the rows of Taoists. Many were having deeply unpleasant dreams — ancient devices were tearing into people with terrifying indifference. Yet there were also fortunate individuals — the ancient device was steadily delivering mangled golems to them, one after another. I even grinned: the lucky one turned out to be a demon. Ordinary Taoists didn’t wear artifacts like the one on his finger. The demon’s belt was lined with several dozen spatial pouches, which were steadily filling up with golems. Vyllea and Althea’s world had produced quite formidable offspring. Even if they’d failed to eliminate Læogh, they would return with valuable loot.

“Darna!” Carmin hissed, half-growling, as we approached the next group. Her bright red hair was visible from afar. The girl truly was a golden warrior — Delilah had invested all the clan’s resources into accelerating her ascension. She lay peacefully and calmly, so stunningly beautiful that my heart skipped a beat again — even compared to my Vyllea, Darna was a sight to behold. There was no comparison with Althea — next to the majestic Darna, she looked like a child. Darna was wrapped in amulets and artifacts from head to toe. The jian at her side radiated such power that, had it not been bound, it would have destroyed the entire interior of the ancient ark — or at least anything not made of the metal that blocked Qi. Surrounding Darna were equally well-equipped Taoists — likely her team. My hands itched to pocket those artifacts, but I didn’t know what would happen to the minds of the sleeping if the system that put them under didn’t find the artifacts in place. What if Darna went mad? Not that I’d mind — there’s no brain in that pretty head anyway — but I’d promised Clyed Feng to deliver this girl alive and well, which included being mentally intact.

For the same reason, I didn’t pull the Taoists from their capsules to wake them. I had no idea what would happen to the system’s integrity if someone suddenly vanished. What if it went haywire and killed everyone with even a drop of energy? We needed to disable the auxiliary system first, then figure out how to wake the Taoists. No rush.

We found Læogh as well. The skinny youth bore a great resemblance to the teenager I’d encountered seven years ago, unsurprisingly enough. Læogh lay in his capsule, surrounded by a dome of pure energy, while several dozen metal arms tried to breach it, snapping and striking from all sides. The “last chance” artifact mentioned in the letter had activated even here, outside the dream, protecting its owner. The Tigers were right — if nothing got done, Læogh would die. He lay alone; the group that came with him had already departed for the Heavens. He would follow in a few months.

Finally, we reached our destination — a room filled with non-functional screens. The reason the ancient ark had been beached and the control system had failed became immediately clear — much of the equipment was destroyed by a long bone, as thick as several human bodies, piercing the ark from top to bottom. What I’d taken for an unusual part of the ancient device turned out to be a piece of some colossal creature’s body. A marine animal, or a fish, perhaps.

“Zander, over here!” Vyllea was standing next to the only active screen. It displayed a message in the ancient human language: “Ark damaged. Virtual reality system initiated. Resources limited. Time to exhaustion — 338 days. Immediate shutdown of virtual reality and population extraction recommended.”

I confidently pressed my finger to the “Begin Extraction” button. It was time to shut down the madness happening here. An ark of ancient humans — Heavens, who could have predicted this? By the way! We needed to rush back for Læogh and Darna before they became expelled. If we lost that pair, they’d claim we didn’t lift a finger to save them! Just try proving you weren’t a demon after that!


Chapter 19

“MENTOR, THIS IS MADNESS!” Carmin clearly wasn’t thrilled with the role I’d assigned him.

“We don’t have any better ideas right now!” I muttered and pointed to the ancient man who had just emerged from the base. He looked quite dignified, his eyes full of wisdom, without a trace of fear. Just what we needed!

“Come here!” I ordered, fully aware that the ancient man didn’t understand me. Carmin held up a sign above his head that read “Do not linger by the ark, move away,” written in the ancient language, but I couldn’t shout out the text because I had no idea how to speak the ancient tongue correctly. I needed someone who wouldn’t panic, so this man, who seemed to grasp the situation immediately, was perfect. When he approached, I handed him an open notebook where I had already written in the ancient language: “I cannot speak your language, only read and write. We need to get everyone away from the ark to avoid a stampede. Ten thousand years have passed. The war is over.”

The man nodded and began shouting something in the strange language. If I tried to say the same thing, I’d probably twist my tongue into a knot. You needed a lot of practice to speak like that. The ancients emerging from the base were remarkably orderly — they gathered in groups of ten or twenty and moved away from the ark. But not too far, ensuring they didn’t get lost. The ancient device clearly had some intelligence: only after confirming the area around the portal was clear did it start “spitting out” new groups of the awakened. It looked like it was going to be a long day.

Two hours into the evacuation, the Nascent Gods finally made their appearance. Although the spiritual armor surrounding the ark had vanished, the oppressive aura that usually suppressed high-ranking Taoists did not activate. The Tigers had hesitated until the last moment, but their curiosity eventually got the better of them, and soon three Nascent Gods arrived near us, likely the ones who had drawn the short straw.

“What’s happening here, Seeker?” one of them demanded.

“My group has conquered the ancient base,” I replied. “We’re in the process of evacuating the ancients.”

“Evacuating the ancients? What about the warriors who entered the base?”

“They’ll be evacuated after the ancients — about thirty-five thousand of them. Do you have anyone who speaks their language? These people don’t understand ours, and they need organizing. Also, place a few trusted Nascent Gods at the entrance. When Læogh emerges, someone will try to kill him.”

The Nascent God eyed me with barely restrained frustration, clearly itching to grab me and shake out all the information he wanted. The tension between my shoulder blades was almost unbearable — part of me wanted to run, but I held my ground. Seekers didn’t flee from problems — they created them and then heroically resolved them.

“Follow me,” one of the Nascent Gods ordered. The other two stayed behind to coordinate the situation.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll join the Seekers,” said Clyed Feng, appearing beside us. The number of Nascent Gods per square meter was becoming overwhelming, and I felt deeply uneasy in their presence. The Tiger Clan representative didn’t object, and soon we found ourselves in the camp, heading straight to the golden tent where Arisco Galth was waiting, surrounded by his ninjas.

No questions were asked, but the way everyone was staring made it clear they expected a detailed report. I had to explain everything, focusing on how Seekers, with their deep understanding of anomalies, could recognize that what we experienced inside the “dream,” as I called it, was anything but a typical anomaly.

“How do you know the ancient language?” Arisco Galth inquired.

“Basic knowledge of the ancient language is a prerequisite for joining the Seekers’ guild,” Clyed Feng answered. “The Phoenix Clan generously provided all libraries with a dictionary containing three thousand essential words a few years ago.”

“So, thirty-five thousand ancients, and only after that will our Warriors will begin appearing…” Arisco Galth repeated my words, then looked at one of the ninjas. The ninja nodded, as if understanding his commander without words, and quickly left the tent. Three more ninjas then took positions around us. Clyed Feng tensed, ready to strike at a moment’s notice, and this didn’t go unnoticed by Arisco Galth, who added coldly,

“You’re required to stay until the evacuation is complete. If the Warriors don’t appear after the ancients, we’ll need to figure out how to retrieve them. The knowledge and experience of those who conquered the base will be valuable.”

The logic of the remark was sound, but the tone was so icy that even a fool could grasp the underlying threat — if anything happened to Læogh, the head ninja would not hesitate to kill us, Clyed Feng, and half the Phoenix Clan.

“The Nameless One needs to be at the ark. Darna Feng, the Phoenix Clan leader’s adopted daughter, is inside. Does Nascent God Arisco Galth guarantee her life and safety? Are there no lunatics in the Tiger Clan willing to risk war between the clans? Darna Feng has risked her life to aid the Tiger Clan. I believe she’s earned the right to be greeted by a representative of her clan. As for us, we’ll gladly accept the hospitality of the Tiger Clan, despite the fact that its high-ranking members don’t keep their promises. After the battle with the god of Querancy Cult, one of your Nascent Gods received coordinates from us for a thousand-year-old anomaly beneath the palace of House Hao in the First Tier. The Tiger Clan promised us a reward for this information, but it’s been a year, and we’ve seen nothing. I’m more likely to believe the Heavens will abandon this world than that a Nascent God will forget his promise. Apparently, he has decided he could take back his word at will.”

“You’re referring to Adviser Klosst Galth,” the Nameless One explained. “Adviser Delilah has pushed him to pay additional compensation for the anomaly information, but as far as we know, the Seekers never received it. It might have gotten lost somewhere within the Phoenix Clan’s coffers. I, too, find it hard to believe that Tiger Clan advisers don’t keep their word.”

“That matter will be investigated,” Arisco Galth responded, his voice so frigid that I felt several sharp spikes digging into my back. “Anything else of importance?”

“No, that’s all. Vyllea, get the tea ready. It looks like we’ll linger here for a while.”

To their credit, the Tigers handled the situation with the ancients quite skillfully. The ancient people, terrified and confused about what had happened and what their future held, had entered the ark just yesterday to escape the madness of the Taoists, and today they emerged to find that their world was gone. This was a devastating blow, one that many couldn’t cope with. Spirit vision showed Taoists carrying away those in hysterics, taking them far from the entrance. This continued for quite some time — it took an entire day to evacuate the thirty-five thousand people. We remained in the golden tent all along, not daring to step outside. The two ninjas assigned to us didn’t even try to hide, constantly flitting about within sight. Finally, the ancients were all out, and the ark began “expelling” the Taoists. The warriors emerged on their own feet, constantly looking around, as if unable to comprehend what had just happened. Moments ago, they had been fighting golems, looting, or resting, and suddenly, they found themselves standing near the dangerous ancient base. But the Tigers quickly organized the Taoists, directing them to the camp. The warriors flowed out in a steady stream. At one point, I recognized a familiar energy structure — Darna Feng had emerged from the ark, alive and well. Judging by how she and a few others moved aside, they were intercepted by the Nameless One. Darna clearly resisted being led away, shouting something, gesturing wildly, and pointing at the ancient base, but her invisible interlocutor remained firm. Eventually, Darna was lifted off the ground, flipped into a horizontal position, and flown toward our camp at high speed. Clyed Feng had had enough of listening to her and simply grabbed her by the waist and dragged her away from the ark. Why? Because at that very moment, the Tigers stirred — Læogh Galth had appeared.

The son of the Tiger Clan’s leader looked alive and well. The protective field that had shielded him from the ancient mechanisms' metal arms was still intact. Suddenly, a few Warriors who had emerged from the base just recently turned and attacked Læogh. It was a foolish move, especially with him surrounded by his protectors. They didn’t even bother killing the attackers — they just crushed them with their aura. I didn’t feel like getting distracted by trivialities, so I turned off my spirit vision and focused on our exhausted trio. Despite being confined to the golden tent, training sessions had continued. In fact, this was the first time Vyllea had taken the time to thoroughly assess our students’ readiness for their “future accomplishments.” Althea, used to the rigors of the Blue Lotus School, managed fairly well, though sweat was still visible on her face. Carmin and Elda, however, looked like they’d been dunked in a barrel of water and yanked out immediately. And Vyllea wasn’t even tasking them with anything particularly difficult — just a bit of static strength training.

“That’s enough for today,” Vyllea said, clearly displeased, as she turned to me. “Zander, we need to do something about them! They can’t handle a Warrior’s workload, and I’m not about to come up with two separate training programs!”

I was about to reply that I’d elevate the students to the Warrior stage as soon as we had a free moment without Taoists swarming around us, but I didn’t get the chance. The air around us filled with a commanding voice,

“Attention, everyone! This is Dokravit, Senior Executor of Fate! Remain where you are! The area around the ancient ark is now secured. Any attempt to escape will be punished by death. Not only will the offender be executed, but their entire House will suffer the direst consequences as well. The Tiger Clan representative coordinating operations here must report to the Executors of Fate immediately. All Taoists, regardless of rank, prepare your spatial pouches for inspection! All ancient metal obtained from the ark must be surrendered to the Empire! Any disobedience will result in death.”

The voice was terrifying, reminiscent of the head of the School of Wrath in the demon world — my body instinctively wanted to obey, to bow before the one with the power to command. My spirit vision revealed nothing, but as I approached the tent’s exit and looked outside, I immediately saw who had arrived. Hovering about a hundred meters above the ground was a Taoist, blazing like a bright star against the clear sky, outshining Earis itself. Looking at Dokravit directly was painful, so I didn’t press my luck. The Executor of Fate had formed a massive dome that encased not only the ancient ark, but our entire camp as well. The portal was no longer functioning. Several other Executors of Fate were on the ground, moving toward the golden tent. Just in case, I retrieved all the golems we had captured from the anomaly and placed a few items in the decoy spatial pouch hanging from my belt. It would be awkward if the inspectors asked why there was nothing significant in my storage.

Our guards didn’t object when we left the golden tent. Apparently, they had some remote communication with their master. Since Læogh was safe, our presence was no longer required.

“Althea, is your spatial pouch bound to you?” I asked her directly. “Everyone’s going to be searched. If they find anything inside that may identify you as the prince’s daughter, we’re in trouble. If the pouch is bound, transfer its contents to me. If not, just hand all the suspicious stuff over — I’ll return it later. They won’t find your items in mine.”

“They wouldn’t dare!” Althea glared at the Executors of Fate, who were slowly approaching us. “That’s forbidden! Spatial pouches are the property of the one on the path to Ascension! No one has the right to rifle through them!”

“Welcome to the world of humans,” I said with a smirk. “The Executors of Fate can do whatever they please. They’re the Emperor’s hands. I’ve seen them completely lock down the First Tier to find those who had absorbed several anomalies. If they don’t like something about your behavior, they’ll just kill you and still get your pouch for inspection. I’m not trying to scare you, just warning you. If you weren’t given anything sensitive, keep it.”

“Take it.” Althea didn’t hesitate long. A small pouch appeared in my hand, which I immediately stashed in the anomaly. We stepped aside to let the Executors of Fate pass. They didn’t even glance at us. We were too insignificant to warrant their attention. As soon as they disappeared behind the tent’s curtain, Dokravit’s next order rang out.

“Warrior-stage Taoists! Proceed to the portal for a spatial pouch inspection, after which you will be sent to Olesaw, the capital of the Second Tier’s western sector. An Executor of Fate will accompany you to assign the Tiger Clan the task of housing and compensating you for your time in this location. This directive applies only to Warriors. Taoists of all other Ascension stages will be detained for further investigation.”

The base was bustling — no one dared disobey such an order. The portal area became overcrowded, so I decided to wait before leaving. I had no desire to get caught in the rush.

“Seekers, I have a new task for you!” Clyed Feng materialized next to us after a while, and he wasn’t alone — he was holding a red-haired figure under his arm.

“Our contract has been fulfilled!” I responded immediately, fixing my gaze on Darna’s scowling face. She had stopped shouting and flailing her arms, but the angry look in her eyes made it clear she was memorizing everything and would act on it when the time came.

“It has,” confirmed Clyed Feng, setting Darna on her feet. She straightened up but made no attempt to flee, clearly realizing it would be futile. The Nameless One produced a golden scroll and made a few notes on it. The contract vanished, and a copy marked “Fulfilled” materialized in my hand. Darna Feng had been extracted from the ancient base alive and well, so the Seekers were now entitled to a decent reward — or, at least, the one stipulated in the contract.

“Zander, I have no choice: the daughter of the Phoenix Clan leader cannot be left alone in Olesaw. The portal will be occupied for some time, so it’s impossible to send her to our lands right now. Your task is simple — stay with her. As soon as the flow of warriors from Tier Zero ceases, pay for the portal to the Phoenix Clan’s lands. I’ll take care of your students. They’re not Warriors, so they’ll be detained for a while. We’ll meet in Busgal, the capital of the Second Tier in the south, once this madness is over.”

“Seekers don’t work for free,” Vyllea stated, her gaze fixed on Darna in a way that made me uneasy. It was the look of a killer sizing up their prey before striking. Darna met Vyllea’s stare with ease and even sneered contemptuously. She had changed, and I couldn’t say it was for the better. The old Darna would have been flustered under such pressure; I’d tested it many times. This new Darna, though, I didn’t know.

“Deliver Darna to the Phoenix Clan’s lands safely,” Clyed Feng quickly outlined the terms of the new contract. The Nameless One tossed around golden sheets as if they were nothing! And these weren’t even his own obligations — they were the clan’s. The Nameless One had nothing of his own; he could only enter into contracts on behalf of the Phoenix Clan.

“As for payment… A century-old anomaly of blue rank was recently discovered in the Second Tier, but its Ascension stage is unknown. Once Darna is home, you’ll receive rights to that anomaly. The Phoenix Clan has already confirmed there are no ancient devices there — only plants. If I remember correctly, centenarian plants are just what you need for crafting Master-level artifacts, right? I’d say it’s a fair deal, Seekers — one escort, one anomaly.”

“Zander, we need it!” Vyllea didn’t hint — she made it clear that we needed the anomaly’s heart. After all, the ancient device within my wife’s chest needed periodic feeding. Letting it become “hungry” was not an option, so I had to agree.

“Fine, we’ll escort her. But keep in mind that you’ll handle any issues with the pouch inspections. I don’t even want to think about what kind of gear Delilah equipped Darna with — she’s carrying more artifacts than a street dog has fleas. And as for the spatial pouch, there’s probably something powerful and dangerous inside, maybe even forbidden. If the Executors of Fate take an interest in it and refuse to let her through, that’s your problem, not ours. Amend the contract — we’ll only escort Darna to Olesaw. If she isn’t allowed there, that’s the clan’s issue, not the Seekers’.”

The Nameless One glanced at Darna, who simply raised her head proudly.

“They wouldn’t dare touch the clan leader’s daughter!” she declared confidently. “That’s an invasion of personal space!”

“Senior Executor of Fate Dokravit could search even the clan leader’s spatial pouch,” Clyed Feng said, his voice so chilling it made the hairs on my neck stand on end. I had never heard the Nameless speak like that before; it was as if death itself was communicating through him. “Did Advisor Delilah give you any forbidden items?”

“I won’t answer questions from a dog! Your job is to guard and bark at enemies, not growl at your masters!” Darna snapped. “And I don’t need an escort! I can handle myself! So the Seekers have picked up three students? Wonderful news! I’ll have something to do between my mother’s tasks. My father may have forbidden me from harming you and Vyllea, but he didn’t say a word about those around you. They’ll all die! Especially you two — Carmin and Elda… Just hearing your names makes me sick! I wanted you to suffer, to cling to the hope of rescue even as you lay on some demon’s table! I was wrong! I should have killed you right away, not dragged you off to be sold to demons. But don’t worry, I won’t make that mistake again. You’re all good as dead!”

“Father? Mother?” I couldn’t help but interject. “You forgot about Acryn Feng pretty quickly.”

“Shut up, you freak!” Darna flared up. “If you had just died, my old family would have still been alive! But it doesn’t matter — I have a new one! A better one! They’ll help me deal with you scum! They’ll help me become stronger! My father gave me thirty years to prove my worth to the clan — I’ll do it in ten! I’ll become great and destroy everything you hold dear, Seekers! You’ll curse the day you crossed me!”

“You know, Zander, I’m suddenly not so keen on getting that anomaly,” Vyllea remarked, eyeing Darna with disgust. “I won’t be able to resist — I’ll end up killing this red-nosed brat by accident. Can’t you see she’s gone mad? What if it’s contagious?”

“Backing down, demon? Are you really a creature from another world, or did you lose all your essence lying under a human?” Darna taunted, laughing loudly to draw attention. The result was immediate: the Executors of Fate emerged from the golden tent.

“A demon?” One of them looked at Darna. “What are you talking about, daughter of the Phoenix Clan’s leader?”

“Didn’t you know?” Darna pointed confidently at Vyllea. “She’s a demon hiding behind the guise of a Seeker! She roams our world, devouring people, committing atrocities, and acting as a human’s concubine, while the Executors of Fate conveniently look the other way as if nothing’s happening!”

Never in my life had I wanted to kill someone as much as I wanted to kill Darna right then. If not for the energy field surrounding everyone present, preventing any movement, I would have leaped at her and ripped every hair from her head. The Executors of Fate closed in on my wife, who also stood frozen in place, but then Earis appeared to have descended upon us. Dokravit, the Senior Executor of Fate, had deigned to take an interest. His radiance dimmed as he gestured for his colleagues to step back, and then approached my wife.

“Vyllea of Urbangos tribe,” Dokravit intoned, his gaze sweeping over her like an appraiser evaluating a valuable item. “I’ve long wanted to see the one who caught the Emperor’s eye. So, this is what you look like, the scourge of our world, committing all manner of lawlessness. May I see your plaque? Remove the block.”

The barriers disappeared, allowing us all to resume our natural positions. Vyllea removed her Seeker’s plaque and handed it to Dokravit, though her eyes betrayed a readiness to do anything to harm the Executor of Fate.

“Seeker Vyllea. This demon is favored by the Heavens,” Dokravit read aloud. He was reciting lines that neither Vyllea nor I could ever find. Where they saw these words was beyond us; we had no access to them. After examining the plaque, Dokravit returned it to Vyllea and continued, “Arisco Galth shared an intriguing story — how two Seekers and their three students entered the Ark and not only managed to navigate it, but also deactivated the capsules containing the Ancients. Thirty-five thousand inhabitants of the old world, who fled the war ten thousand years ago. Tell me, Seeker Zander, do you, your companion, or your students possess anything you acquired within the Ark of the Ancients?"

“There were a few destroyed golems. I unloaded them in the golden tent. Nothing else.”

“Very well. These five are exempt from inspection. If anyone in this complicated world can be trusted, it’s Seekers favored by the Heavens. I assume the same goes for their apprentices. You will now be provided with blank pages and writing instruments. I need a full and detailed report on how you managed to infiltrate the base, how you figured out what it was, and what you needed to do inside. The more detailed your report, the less likely you or your students will have to deal with interrogators. As for you, foster daughter of the Phoenix Clan leader, I have only one remark: refrain from revealing your knowledge of Vyllea’s true nature. It unsettles those around you and might push them to do something irreversible — like defying the Emperor’s will. He has personally granted this demon the right to live in our world. If you wish to challenge that, I can arrange a meeting with the Emperor. Do you need one?”

Judging by how pale Darna became, meeting the Emperor was not part of her plans.

“That’s what I thought. If I hear or learn that you’ve called Seeker Vyllea a demon again, I will interrupt your foster father’s meditation to have him deal with the problem you’ve caused. Now, you,” Dokravit turned his attention to Althea. Our green-haired student seemed flustered. “As long as you remain in the company of those favored by the Heavens, you won’t be questioned. But remember, Althea, your actions are your mentors’ responsibility. Should you do anything that displeases the Heavens, they’ll come for all of you. Not even your father’s name will protect you from our wrath. I trust we won’t have any problems in this regard, correct?”

"Elder, the area has been cleared, and the Ancients are concentrated near the Ark," another Executor of Fate reported as he approached us. Dokravit looked at me for some reason.

“Every action in this world has consequences, Seeker Zander. You’ve saved nearly ten thousand warriors from a trap, but you also freed thirty-five thousand Ancients. Give me your hand. You must see the consequences of your actions!”

Dokravit extended his hand to me, and the moment I touched it, we shot up into the sky. Every part of me clenched in terror — I think I even screamed, but the wind swallowed my voice.

“Look, Seeker!” Dokravit demanded as we halted. Beneath my feet, something solid appeared, giving me a place to stand. “Look and realize what you’ve done!”

Fighting the fear, I looked down at the Ark. From several hundred feet up, the ancient device was fully visible, including the massive bone that had pierced it, destroying the control system. A crowd of Ancients huddled near the Ark, as if it were their last hope.

“The Emperor’s decree is clear and bears no misinterpretation — the Ark and all the freed Ancients must be destroyed! They have no place in our world! Their time has passed. If you had found a way to free the Taoists without releasing the Ancients, you might have become exalted and rewarded. But you made a mistake, and now you must witness its consequences. Watch!”

The sky above the Ark darkened. The freed people looked up at the gathering clouds. Children clung to adults. Everyone screamed. Some even fell to their knees, hands clasped on their chests. Somehow, I suddenly felt I could see and hear each onw of the thirty-five thousand Ancients! The darkness above the Ark took shape — a massive mountain materialized and hovered above the ancient mechanism before crashing down, sending a colossal wave toward the horizon. But in those moments before the mountain crushed the Ancients, I felt the full spectrum of their emotions as they realized they were about to be annihilated. Fear, anger, hysteria, hopelessness — it all surged through me, nearly reducing me to a quivering ball of flesh.

“This is the price we pay for our mistakes, Seeker Zander,” Dokravit said. “Even when we have no idea that our actions are wrong. Your report on the Ark’s conquest is due in two hours. After that, you may leave with your students. As long as you remain in the Heavens’ favor, you are of no interest to us.”


Epilogue

“THAT’S EVERYTHING,” I said, handing over the filled pages to one of the Executors of Fate.

By now, it was common knowledge — or so it seemed — that I was a mental absolute. And it was no secret that I had trained at the Blue Lotus School — the Executors of Fate would have to know that. There was no other place I could have met the prince’s daughter. So, I based my account on these two facts — how I understood, figured out, and tested everything. The only part that required some thought was how to explain intercepting the ancient projectiles. I ended up writing that I’d studied at the Blue Lotus School for a time and even represented them in interschool competitions. There, I acquired many secret techniques, though I was bound by oath not to disclose them, as Seekers always kept their word. The only thing I could say without losing the Heavens’ favor was that it was an Ascension School’s secret technique. I deliberately left out which school it was — focusing on one and then abruptly mentioning another wouldn’t raise suspicion, especially if everything was elaborately detailed.

The Executor of Fate carefully read my account but found nothing to criticize. I’d masked the one weak point (dealing with the ancient projectiles) with the Blue Lotus School and laid out everything else in full, with maximum detail. The Executor of Fate nodded and took the report to Dokravit, and only after he reviewed my pages were we allowed to head to Olesaw.

“Zander, are you all right?” Vyllea sat beside me, her gaze fixed on the massive mountain that had become a colossal tombstone for the thirty-five thousand innocent Ancients. I couldn’t comprehend the Emperor’s decision. It seemed senseless, wrong, and utterly monstrous. The pain and despair of the Ancients that Dokravit had forced me to feel were nothing compared to what I was experiencing now. I had always believed the Emperor was great and mighty — the embodiment of the Heavens in our world. But could the Heavens truly desire the annihilation of so many Ancients? The war had ended ten thousand years ago! All that remained of them were anomalies and a few scattered bases. What was the point of their destruction?

“No, nothing is anywhere near all right,” I replied, still staring at the mountain. Until the last moment, I had hoped that Dokravit had dropped the mountain as a distraction, that there was a hidden chamber where the Ancients could take refuge. But spirit vision revealed a grim reality too brutal to dismiss as fantasy. The Ancients were dead, every last one of them, and the massive Ark was crushed flat, unable to withstand the pressure. The only thing that remained intact was the bone that had pierced the hull. Not even the mountain had been able to deal with it.

“Zander, we need to go. The Warriors have nearly all left this place.” Vyllea nodded toward the remnants of the Taoists gathered around the portal. “Can you suffer somewhere else? Or do you need to stay here to see what’s left of the Ancients?”

“How can you be so calm about mass murder?” Althea, standing nearby, was clearly shocked.

“Name one reason to be upset,” Vyllea suggested. “We did everything we could, and even a little more. Without us, the Tiger Clan would never have made it inside the hull. They’d still be fumbling with anomalies, losing Taoists by the dozen. In a year, the Ark would’ve run out of energy, and everyone inside would have died. Not just the Ancients, but the living Taoists too. We brought everyone out and gave them a chance to breathe real air one more time. To see the sky. To stand under Earis’ rays. To embrace each other before the mountain came crashing down. Could you have influenced the Emperor’s decision? No. No one could. Why he did it — that’s a question for him, not us. They tried to make Zander the scapegoat? That’s nonsense. The Heavens clearly approve of our actions, or they would’ve come for us long ago. So, the barriers will fall on those who’ve caused this, not on us. Yes, it’s unfortunate we didn’t get any ancient metal or technology. But there’s no point in dwelling on it. We’re not to blame. So, let’s move on. There are so many interesting places ahead — why waste time mourning what’s already happened? Next time we find an Ark, we won’t hand it over to anyone. So stop blaming yourself for all the world’s troubles, husband. You’ve got three students standing idle, and two of them need to open their elemental cores. Plus, somewhere in the Third Tier, mentor Guerlon is suffering in complete solitude. I haven’t seen his grumpy face in ages. Hatter! You’re probably lurking nearby! Come out!”

Sure enough, the Nameless One stood in the shadow of the golden tent. And he wasn’t alone — his technique, which hid him from my spirit vision, also concealed a certain red-haired individual.

“Our agreement still stands? One Darna in exchange for one anomaly? Rednose, are you going to behave, or do I need to deal with you in the usual way?”

“Our agreement stands,” confirmed Clyed Feng.

“I don’t need babysitters!” Darna nearly shouted. “Especially not if those babysitters are Seekers!”

But no one was listening to her.

“She’s the clan leader’s daughter, right?” Althea asked. “Where’s her guardian?”

“He’s hiding in the tent’s shadows. But they won’t let him through the portal. That’s why I turned to you.”

“Remember, Hatter, you owe us. Has she been checked?”

“The Executors of Fate decided not to inspect the clan leader’s daughter.”

“Then let’s go, you cack-handed biddy,” Vyllea grabbed Darna’s arm and dragged her toward the portal. The redhead was so taken aback by the forcefulness that she didn’t even resist. No one, it seemed, was prepared for Vyllea’s boldness — not even me.

“Remember, if you try anything stupid, I’ll break your legs and arms. I won’t hold back. We promised to deliver you alive and healthy, but no one said you’d remain untouched in the process. Hatter, you have a week. If the promised reward isn’t waiting for us in Busgal by then, I swear by the Heavens, we’ll never work with you again. Husband, are you coming? Or do you want to stand between me and the delights of the Second Tier? Let’s leave this Heavens-forsaken place! New adventures await!”
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