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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ISN’T IT WONDERFUL when things work out the way they should!” Vyllea exclaimed contentedly as she stretched out on the grass. “Zander, they’re all yours!” 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, meditate. Althea and Elda, come over here,” I commanded. The five-hour training session orchestrated by my wife had all but turned our students into mincemeat. Vyllea drew from her individual tutelage at the Blue Lotus School to the fullest and unleashed herself upon the three Warriors at her disposal like a force of nature. And they were indeed Warriors — it had come to the point where I had no other option but to create energy cores for Carmin and Elda. Living in the Second Tier proved quite challenging for Golden Apprentices. 
 
      
 
    Carmin sat down, while the girls shuffled toward me, leaning on each other. If even Althea, well accustomed as she was to monstrous workloads, pleaded for mercy by the end of the training, what could be said about the much softer Carmin and Elda? No one had ever pushed them this hard in their lives, but what they experienced now was trivial compared to what awaited them in the future. Even I realized that Vyllea was going easy on our students. She wanted them to get a little accustomed to her demands and workloads she considered minimal. She’d push them to their limits a bit later. 
 
      
 
    Six days had passed since we arrived in Buslag, the capital of the southern part of the Second Circle. Darna had safely departed home through a portal. The redhead had performed a real miracle by remaining silent throughout the five hours we’d spent together. She cast contemptuous glances, wrinkled her pretty nose, and turned away in a manner that spoke volumes of her infinite scorn, and yet she carried out all our orders without a word. 
 
      
 
    It seemed that Vyllea’s presence had suppressed any rebelliousness in the redhead. This suited us perfectly. Once Darna had vanished into the portal, Clyed Feng practically owed us half the world. We rented one of the training grounds belonging to House Kahn, which managed the Second Tier on behalf of the Phoenix Clan, and that was where we’d spent all our time. We even slept there, unwilling as we were to waste time on pointless trips between the training ground and the hotel. While Vyllea craved action, I was finally beginning to implement my own plans. I fully intended to address the issue of Althea and Elda’s spirit vision before we moved on. 
 
      
 
    “There are rings of energy around either of you. Your task is to see them. Feel them.” 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, we’ve been doing this for six days now,” Elda remarked, clearly skeptical of any further training. She probably wanted to collapse, curl up into a ball, and lament her unenviable fate, but her mentor was a mental absolute. Since our training hadn’t yielded any results, it was time to recall all the methods taught to me by Mentor Guerlon and Overlord Nurgal Lee. Like the vast majority of Taoists, they couldn’t see the energy threads freely floating in the air, yet they convinced me that I could. My task was similar — I needed to make Elda and Althea see. If brute force wasn’t working, we’d try a different approach. 
 
      
 
    “Today will be different. Close your eyes and listen to my voice. This is not a request, apprentices! Get comfortable and close your eyes. Excellent. Now listen to my voice and try to imagine everything I describe. You’re surrounded by darkness. There is nothing but darkness — just you and my voice. Darkness. It is absolute. Perfect. Indelible. The darkness envelops you from head to toe, granting a sense of peace and freedom…” 
 
      
 
    I was saying whatever came to mind in a perfectly monotonous voice, infusing my words with a bit of energy for added effect. Essentially, I was doing the same I did during the formation of harmony sans using a musical instrument. I recalled the moment of triple conjunction for some reason, when we were enveloped in darkness and elemental spheres swirled around us. I relished that state and began describing my sensations, conveying them to the students. 
 
      
 
    Even though there were no elemental spheres around us now, I was there — someone who could grant his students something greater than mere spheres. I could grant them energy! 
 
      
 
    Judging by the look of Althea and Elda, they had truly immersed themselves into the darkness and surrendered to it completely. It was time to move on to the next step. 
 
      
 
    “The darkness is perfect. And yet something hinders you. Something is amiss. Something disturbs the darkness, denying it peace. It’s a white thread of energy wrapped around your waist. You cannot see it, but you can feel it. You understand its influence… sense its nature… feel its power. And yet the energy is invisible. But you can make it manifest in your vision! Just imagine it. White. Taut. Composed of three intertwined threads emitting a white mist that instantly dissolves into the darkness. The energy isn’t static. It flows along the threads, jumping from one to another. This disturbs the darkness, irritates it, and denies you rest. This invisible energy encircling your waist is why you haven’t yet immersed yourselves in this warm and pleasant bath. It stands between you and purity! So who are you? Peasant girls willing to accept filth as an inevitable part of their existence, or proud women on your way to immortality? Decide! Are you the ones who surrender to invisible energy? Or are you someone who’ll conquer it with their will? The ring of energy around your waist… feel it… now make it submit! Why let some ring stop you when the whole world is ready to fall at your feet? The energy that disturbs the darkness is your enemy! It must disperse! It has got to be conquered! Imagine your hands in the darkness. Grab the invisible rings and start pulling! Absorb the energy into yourselves! Draw it into your elemental core and assimilate it! Showing who the master of this world truly is! It is you — not some pesky ring of energy! Act, Seeker apprentices!” 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a shred of logic in my words. Perhaps there was a special ritual for entering a meditative state, but I had never managed to properly complete any educational institution, be it in Tier Zero, First Tier, or the Second Circle. I supposedly had documents stating I was a well-educated and experienced graduate, the pride of the school and a candidate for free education in the next Tier, but in reality, I had merely skimmed over subjects without delving into anything in any real depth or following any system. I had gotten by solely by the will of the Heavens, which never abandoned their favorite test subject in difficult situations. That was how it happened this time as well — the nonsense I was spouting should have sounded laughable. And yet neither girl was smiling, for some reason. They sat with neutral expressions, large beads of sweat running down their skin as if Vyllea had initiated another training session. I didn’t interfere with what was happening. I reckoned that even if an ancient projectile exploded nearby, the girls wouldn’t hear it — they were immersed in meditation too deeply. 
 
      
 
    When I glanced up, my eyes met Carmin’s astonished face. He was staring at me as if he’d never seen me before. Perhaps I should have sent him back to his meditation, but that was when the impossible happened — the two rings surrounding Althea and Elda blinked almost simultaneously and began to shrink, absorbing into their energy cores. As soon as the rings vanished, both girls opened their eyes in unison, their expressions just as stunned as Carmin’s. I felt compelled to explain, pretending everything had gone exactly as planned. 
 
      
 
    “What you have just witnessed is called an energy thread. And what you just did is known as energy absorption. Congratulations, apprentices — you’ve embarked on the path of energy vampires — ones who can see and manipulate this world’s energy.” 
 
      
 
    “But how?” Althea’s voice overflowed with awe. “You cannot be taught energy manipulation! Everyone knows that! Either it obeys you from birth, or it never does!” 
 
      
 
    “Tell that to the ring of energy that I had created and you have absorbed mere seconds ago. Right now, both of you need rest — your bodies are already at their limits. Working with energy demands a tremendous amount of strength. What you’ve just accomplished is but a small step in the right direction, yet a step nonetheless. From now on, we’ll meditate daily until you can use spirit vision without having to delve deep into yourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Spirit vision in real time?” Elda’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “We were always taught that was impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s exactly the notion Vyllea and I are going to eliminate — you cannot believe just anyone. Trust only reliable sources — those who weren’t told that spirit vision could not be used in real time, so they went ahead and used it. Actually, scratch that — you cannot rest yet. Now for a final test. There’s an energy thread around each of you. I won’t say where it is. Your task is to find it and remove it. Whoever succeeds first gets a well-deserved rest tomorrow. Whoever doesn’t is up for extra training with Vyllea.” 
 
      
 
    Motivation was always paramount for any kind of learning. I wasn’t sure how the girls coordinated it between themselves, but within a minute and a half, the threads vanished, absorbed into their energy cores. This took an inevitable toll on them — both had nosebleeds, their legs gave out, and they collapsed to the ground exhausted. And yet they felt happy and satisfied. They did it! They learned to absorb energy formed by another Taoist, and not just the energy distributed through the air or emitted by spirit stones. The next step was minor — teaching them to manifest the Giant and hammer away at their barriers, using energy for constructive purposes. For now, I had to lean down and use healing to alleviate their overall fatigue. I didn’t enter into a conjunction with Althea — that wouldn’t be fair to Elda. Let them both get used to hardship, I thought. After all, the path of the Seekers was mostly one of suffering. The Seekers themselves suffered first, followed by everyone around them. And the more a Seeker endured during training, the more their enemies would suffer later. 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, I don’t like that look on your face. You seem like you urgently need another round with Vyllea,” I said to my third apprentice. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, you do realize you’ve put them into a trance?” Carmin stopped staring at me in disbelief. “That’s fine in case of Althea — she’s probably a Pure Absolute. But Elda is definitely not a Body Absolute yet! How did she enter a trance? That’s a trait of Body Absolutes! It’s how we harmonize with the world, and it allows us to perform incredible feats. That was pure trance I’ve just seen — not mere meditation or concentration. I know it for sure! How?!” 
 
      
 
    “I thought I was speaking in a language you understood, but if you’re that inattentive, let me repeat — Vyllea and I are ignoramuses, and no one’s ever told us that you couldn’t put ordinary Taoists into a trance. So we went and did it.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” Carmin started to object again, but I cut him off. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you still have the energy to talk. Should I send you to Vyllea?” 
 
      
 
    “No!” The silver-haired student paled a little. 
 
      
 
    “Then get back to meditating instead of sitting there with your mouth wide open! You’re a Seeker’s apprentice — not some country bumpkin who accidentally ended up in the capital! Vyllea, what are your plans for the evening?” 
 
      
 
    “Husband, don’t you dare irritate me!” My wife sprang to her feet. “Are you saying we’re not going to the restaurant? Did you see the buns those guys bake?” 
 
      
 
    “The restaurant is non-negotiable, but I wanted to go shopping with you. We need to prepare for our departure. Even if the Nameless One doesn’t show up tomorrow, there’s no point in lingering in the capital. Before we head to the Third Tier, it would be prudent to explore the Second.” 
 
      
 
    “So you have that little faith in me?” I heard a mocking voice as a shadow in a straw hat stepped away from one of the walls. “Your training methods are most remarkable, Seeker Zander. Your student is mistaken. The state you induced in these lovely girls isn’t a trance. It’s something else — something that lets you influence them in a certain way. Care to try it on me? I’d like to understand the sensation.” 
 
      
 
    “This method only works with apprentices. Are you willing to enter a two-year contract with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps not today,” Clyed Feng laughed. “But thanks for the offer — I’ll surely consider it. Is everyone ready to receive their rewards?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone gathered around the two of us despite their fatigue. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start with our avid learner. Your two hundred books, Althea. I imagine you’ll find plenty of interesting stuff about our world here.” 
 
      
 
    The Nameless One materialized an enormous stack of books in various bindings — some leather-bound, others with wooden covers, and there were even stacks of loose sheets stitched together without any covers at all. I’d never heard Althea squeal with joy before. Though she was twenty-five, she jumped around like a little child given a bucketful of candy. The books began disappearing one by one as Althea stashed them into her spatial pouch, admiring them and all but sniffing and licking each one before putting them away. It was so amusing that I couldn’t help but grin. Althea didn’t look like an adult woman at all at that moment — it felt as though I was observing a kid of six or seven. 
 
      
 
    “Two Anomaly Hearts for the couple who’s decided to go against their families,” Clyed Feng handed two eggs to Carmin and Elda. Now that my students knew how easily such items came (and also went) in our company, they weren’t particularly overjoyed. Sure, these things were incredibly useful, but I already had three of them in my storage. 
 
      
 
    “Hatter, don’t irritate me!” Vyllea grumbled angrily, shifting impatiently from foot to foot as she awaited her turn. 
 
      
 
    “A tent for Zander,” Clyed Feng decided to play with my wife’s nerves as much as possible. A huge duffel bag appeared on the ground. I grimaced — the tent we’d been given was an Overlord-stage artifact and started to scorch me right away. It required a binding, and, unpleasant as it was to admit, only the Nameless One could perform said binding. I wouldn’t last long near an Overlord-stage item unassisted. 
 
      
 
    “Will you help with the binding?" I asked, just in case. 
 
      
 
    “Like I have a choice! You cannot bestow an item upon someone without granting them the right to use it. I’ll put it away for now to avoid scorching you unnecessarily, and perhaps I’ll settle up for your escorting Darna right away. Here’s a map of the Second Tier with the location of your anomaly marked. Memorized it? Excellent. I can tell you that your favorite friend safely made it home, where she demanded that Councilor Delilah send high-stage Ascension Taoists to the Second Tier to punish those responsible for preventing a war between the clans. But the young daughter of the clan leader made an unforgivable mistake by claiming that Councilor Delilah had instructed her to kill Læogh Galth in the presence of Councilor Wigran — the only member of the council, perhaps, with the power and courage to say unpleasant things to Councilor Delilah.” 
 
      
 
    “I always knew she was a dork,” Carmin didn’t mince words. 
 
      
 
    “I have to agree — Darna’s managed to amuse everyone. She was so agitated by the time spent your company that she couldn’t think of anything but demanding blood and vengeance. Councilor Delilah will have to say something at the upcoming council meeting, and I don’t think she’ll enjoy it much. Now, all of you need to step back. What Vyllea wants to call ‘Muffin’ is an item of the Nascent God stage — and not of the lowest rank, either. However, seeing as how you lack a proper binding, I shouldn’t take such an item out of storage just yet. Also, you’ll have to surrender Molly. Councilor Wigran always fulfills agreements, of course, especially of this level, but the Phoenix Clan’s rules prohibit independent Taoists from owning self-propelled carriages. An amendment was made to the rule that one nimble Seeker had the right to one carriage, but you cannot own two at once. So it’s either Molly or Muffin. No other options.” 
 
      
 
    "Take it!" Vyllea summoned Molly without hesitation or any sign of regret. Judging by her look, she was already anticipating the new vehicle and had forgotten all about the old one. 
 
      
 
    “Typical unmotivated decisiveness,” the Nameless One sighed. “You don’t even know what you’re trading for.” 
 
      
 
    “Hatter, don’t test my patience! I need my Muffin! Althea, stop fiddling with the books! Get over here — we’re doing the binding! Zander, give me your hand! Hatter, start slicing!” 
 
      
 
    My wife was nothing if not determined. She’d spare nothing to get what she wanted — not even her own husband. The conjunction initiated, and then Clyed Feng began carving into my body artistically. For some reason, the pain was especially unpleasant today — I may have even growled through my clenched teeth a few times. And I wasn’t the only one — Althea, who was experiencing the binding process through the conjunction for the first time, suffered no less than I did. Vyllea stood with an impassive face, her eyes fixed on Clyed Feng as if he might disappear. It took a whole hour to bind the tent and Muffin, during which I managed to regret that I’d ever agreed to this madness about thirty times. Nevertheless, all things came to an end eventually — even this binding. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you people?!” Carmin seemed utterly lost in this world. “How can you bind two items at once without restraining the body first? Why didn’t you scream? Why didn’t you thrash around? Mentor! I need answers!” 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, shut up!” Vyllea snapped. “Hatter, I’m waiting!” 
 
      
 
    “You definitely need to work on your patience,” the Nameless One was clearly teasing my wife. “Alright, daughter of Almyrda. Here you go — enjoy! There’s nothing like this carriage in this world or yours. You could say it’s the pinnacle of Taoist creative thought based on ancient technology.” 
 
      
 
    With these words, Clyed Feng materialized a gleaming red monster and stepped aside to enjoy the effect. And ‘monster’ was just the right word for the marvel that appeared under the rays of Earis. The streamlined red metal body sat so low it seemed it might touch the ground any moment. Four wide wheels were concealed within the body, protruding only about a palm’s width. The front was divided into three sections, each equipped with headlights for nighttime travel. There was no roof or canopy, allowing an unobstructed view of six seats made from some animal’s leather — also red. Molly didn’t have seats like these — these had side supports for the body and head. The seats were arranged in three rows, two per row, with a control lever between the front seats. This meant Muffin could be operated from either the right or left seat. Several metal protrusions along the sides caught my eye immediately. Their structure and energy saturation indicated they were anchors for a protective formation. Now it was clear why Muffin didn’t have a roof or canopy — that function was served by an energy dome that activated each time the carriage was started. 
 
      
 
    “It seems a bit low. How will it handle off-road terrain?” 
 
      
 
    But, apparently, I was the only person bothered by that fact. Vyllea was already settled into a passenger seat, describing her sensations with great enthusiasm. The seat was more comfortable, the sitting was softer, life was better in general, and, overall, the Nameless One was the cat’s meow. Althea had also forgotten all about her books and was eagerly exploring this artifact marvel of the human world. Carmin and Elda stood a little distance away, unsure whether they could approach Muffin or if they needed my permission. I nodded as I caught Elda’s glance, and she immediately rushed toward the red carriage, pulling Carmin along. 
 
      
 
    “Right now, the carriage is in standby mode,” Clyed Feng explained. “Keep in mind, this device is of the Nascent God stage, Silver rank. If someone of a lower rank tries to operate it, there’ll be nothing left of them but cinders. Even I can’t drive your Muffin anymore. Here’s the manual.” 
 
      
 
    He handed over a small booklet describing all the functions of my new carriage. Like Molly, Muffin could fly, float, jump, and run — if such terms even applied to self-propelled carriages. But there were significant differences. The Adhesion technique allowed the carriage’s wheels to move along virtually vertical surfaces — as long as the surface could support the considerable weight of the carriage itself. The low clearance, which had raised questions for me, was intended for comfortable seating. When activated, Muffin’s wheels extended downward, and the driver could decide how high to lift the carriage. On good roads, this distance was three handbreadths, but it could be raised to almost three feet on rough terrain! This greatly affected speed, but significantly improved the carriage’s off-road capability. This particular vehicle could go places where Molly would have simply gotten stuck. Muffin’s wheels had retractable spikes, and there was a small blade capable of cutting even through substantial trees in the front. Not just a carriage — a dream come true! 
 
      
 
    “Here are the two cookbooks you’ve requested,” Clyed Feng finished distributing the gifts, concluding with items I found particularly valuable. “That should be it. The Phoenix Clan is square with you, Seeker Zander. On behalf of the clan head, allow me to thank you for saving Darna Feng and preventing a war with the Tiger Clan. May I ask what your plans are?” 
 
      
 
    “The anomaly…” I began but trailed off. The Nameless One wouldn’t ask something like that without a reason. “All right, what’s on your mind?” 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t visited the Seekers’ Guild yet, have you? I strongly recommend checking it out. You’ll find that place to be of interest to you. According to my information, they need help with a rather challenging matter that Masters and Overlords keep dismissing. Also, I advise against traveling east. There are no active hostilities at the moment, but your appearance could easily provoke them. No need to disturb the demons unnecessarily. Oh, and I almost forgot! The Tiger Clan wishes to see you! My colleague in the trade, Arisco Galth, wants to reward the Seekers who’d managed to save his protégé. Be sure to visit Olesaw — you’ll find a worthy reward waiting for you there. That’s all for now, and I think we won’t be seeing each other for a while. I have to return to the First Tier and focus closely on its issues. Gotta catch up with you, after all. Good luck, Seekers!” 
 
      
 
    Clyed Feng vanished like mist under a strong gust of west wind. His concealment technique worked flawlessly. I climbed into Muffin with a chuckle and activated it, lifting it off the ground. The Nameless One wasn’t just hinting — he was openly telling us that we needed to visit the Seekers’ Guild. That meant there was some very interesting work there that others couldn’t handle for some reason. Just what we needed for further ascension! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SIXTH-RANK SEEKERS?!” The astonishment on the face of the Seekers’ Guild registrar was so genuine that I felt a bit uncomfortable — it was as if we’d just stepped out of a legend. Even in the First Tier, people reacted to our rank with much more composure. 
 
      
 
    “All set!” Another Seeker burst into the room. Without a second thought, he materialized a massive monster right on the floor — a creature resembling a lower demon. It had once been a typical demonic boar, but life had clearly taken its toll on it. Not only had its carcass grown tenfold — it was also adorned with all sorts of growths and tusks that ordinary lower demons definitely didn’t possess. The newcomer looked embarrassed upon seeing us — he clearly hadn’t expected anyone else to be in the Seekers’ administrative building. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’re busy? I’ll get rid of it right away.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on.” Althea approached the enormous carcass, appearing like a small girl beside it. “Is this a lower demon? Why is it so huge? And why does it emit an animal aura rather than demonic? Mentor, may I study it? I’ve never seen anything like this!” 
 
      
 
    “Is it for sale?” I asked, nodding toward the carcass that Althea was examining with such eagerness. 
 
      
 
    “Monster bodies are burned. If this creature was a lower demon, that would have been a long time ago. Lower demons often get lost because of the war in the east and go feral. Most die from our air, but some manage to adapt. Looks like this one had found a source of energy somewhere and absorbed it, turning into such a monstrosity. It’s probably been roaming our lands for twenty years now. No worries — the Seekers’ Guild is regaining its strength. Sooner or later, we’ll catch all the creatures terrorizing the Second Tier.” 
 
      
 
    “Are there many of them?” 
 
      
 
    “Plenty. Most are as dumb as this boar — strong but not smart. But there are others — airborne creatures, beasts that burrow underground, and monsters that hide in shadows like chameleons. Rumor has it that peasants near the border with the Third Tier have even seen a monster resembling an orimmal toad. But that’s all nonsense — there’s nothing for orimmals to do in our Tier. Their venom is of an elemental nature, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “And the Seekers handle these creatures?” I inquired while assessing the monster’s energy structure. Its core and essence had been ripped out, but the complete set of meridians indicated we were dealing with a Golden Warrior — which was quite odd, considering it was supposedly taken down by a Silver Warrior. The Seeker who had dragged in the carcass looked rather average with standard power channels and an ordinary energy core. The guy had already achieved the fourth rank and was confidently moving toward the fifth, but how could such a Taoist ever have managed to destroy a creature surpassing him in ascension? Something didn’t add up. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no one else to handle them,” the registrar, who was also the head of the Seekers’ Guild in the Second Tier, confirmed. “Until the great Nurgal Lee brought the Seekers back into the guild and made this occupation honorable and profitable, peasants and residents of remote villages had to deal with such creatures themselves. It got to the point where moving an entire village was easier than hiring a squad of Warriors or even a single shabby Master. Few people want to fight monsters. Look at the hide of this beast — it’s so dense that few techniques or elements can penetrate it. Besides, live monsters have their own beastly techniques, and not the most pleasant ones, either. About ten years ago, a creature was killed after it had devoured five Masters! Rumor has it that demons breed such monstrosities for the specific purpose of sending them to our world. What else can you expect from bloodthirsty creatures? When the Seekers’ Guild got established, all of this became our responsibility. Look at the wall — those are all requests to eliminate monsters. Not bandits — the guards handle them well enough — but monsters. It’s dangerous work, no doubt, but the payment for each carcass is substantial enough. Not as grand as a Master’s fee, of course, but better than the pennies we used to earn.” 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, this monster wasn’t killed by a human,” Althea’s voice suddenly interjected; she’d been circling the carcass all this time. She even asked Carmin to turn the monster onto its side to examine the wound on its chest. 
 
      
 
    “What is this gibberish that you’re spouting?” The Seeker who had brought in the carcass started to protest. “I…” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish. Vyllea never appreciated anyone speaking negatively about her students. After all, someone who criticizes the students today might criticize Vyllea herself tomorrow. The Silver Warrior probably didn’t even realize what had happened. One moment he was standing, and the next, he was lying on the ground with a jian poised next to his face. Perhaps he wanted to defend himself against his enraged comrade, but he had nothing to defend himself with — was I not my wife’s husband? Frankly, I didn’t like the Seeker’s tone either. Althea hadn’t said anything warranting her words being called gibberish. So I drained all the energy from the Seeker, and he fell to the ground before my wife, completely defenseless. 
 
      
 
    “You have one minute to tell us the truth,” Vyllea said in a low voice, causing everyone present to shudder. My wife could be quite dangerous when the necessity arose. “If you don’t come clean, you’ll join this carcass. Am I being clear? Your time starts now!” 
 
      
 
    Perhaps I should have stopped Vyllea, but I chose not to. My instincts were screaming that something was off. The monster was dead — that much was certain. But there was no way this Seeker could have taken it down, especially after what had just happened. The Seeker shot the registrar a helpless look, but the other man stood frozen, too. A knife easily capable of piercing Warrior-stage spirit armor pressed against his throat, forcing the man to halt. Vyllea and I acted in perfect sync. 
 
      
 
    “You have thirty seconds left.” Vyllea pressed the sword, and the tip touched the Seeker’s body, slicing through his clothing. 
 
      
 
    “All right, I’ll tell you everything!” The Seeker shouted, surrendering under my wife’s pressure. I even swallowed hard when I saw the three dams blocking this Taoist’s lakes suddenly become stronger and higher. The Seeker had just earned himself another barrier — one he wouldn’t break through for years, or maybe even decades. Removing the knife from the registrar’s throat, I stepped aside. I had no desire to harm him. After all, he was doing an important job — accepting requests from the populace and distributing them among his workers. It wasn’t his fault that one of them turned out to be a sly and crafty scoundrel. 
 
      
 
    “Althea, who inflicted the wound on this monster?” I asked my green-haired student, who had plunged her arm up to the elbow into the creature’s carcass, rummaging through its innards like an expert. I’d never have guessed she possessed such peculiar skills. 
 
      
 
    “Another monster did it. It tore out the essence and energy core, leaving the carcass untouched. This monster didn’t even resist — it must have died instantly. I suppose it didn’t even realize what killed it. Here, take a look at this!” 
 
      
 
    Althea pulled her hand out of the carcass at last, revealing a brownish lump of flesh. It must have been some kind of organ once, but after the owner’s death, it had decomposed. But how could that be? 
 
      
 
    “How much time has passed?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “At least five days. A body doesn’t rot inside a spatial pouch, so it must have been lying out in the open for quite a while. When the Seeker found this carcass, it had been there for five days. Someone is hunting monsters and absorbing their power.” 
 
      
 
    I turned my gaze to the registrar. “Do you often come across such finds? The head of the Seekers’ Guild in this tier must have known that a monster devouring other monsters has appeared in the Second Tier. Otherwise, they’re not worth much as a leader.” 
 
      
 
    “Not just monsters, but Taoists as well. We don’t know what kind of creature it is.” The registrar looked as grim as if we’d just sentenced him to a public execution. “It all started right after the Seekers’ Guild was founded. Residents flocked to us with requests to eliminate monsters. First, two Gold Warriors had vanished. They always worked together and were considered the best in their field. They simply disappeared as if they’d never existed. Then Seekers began to go missing, one after another, as if someone was deliberately hunting them. We hired a Master from the Third Tier. The Master vanished as well, along with the next three we sent. Gradually, we identified an area to avoid. A year ago, the last village in that region was wiped out — all the inhabitants were devoured. House Kahn assembled a large squad to investigate what was happening there. Among them was even an Overlord summoned from the Fourth Tier. The group scoured the dangerous lands thoroughly, but found nothing. However, on the way back, something terrible happened — half the squad disappeared, including one Master! And no one saw or felt anything! The Overlord leading the squad was furious. He returned to the forest to hunt the monster, but was forced to come back to Buslag three months later. The creature was never found. Gradually, it began hunting not only Taoists, but also monsters like this one. We tried to enlist the Nameless One who oversees these lands, but he just laughed at us, saying that fighting monsters is the Seekers’ responsibility.” 
 
      
 
    “So that’s why your son visits those places once a month to pick up monster corpses and showcase the great successes of the Seekers’ Guild to the entire Tier. Where do you get the extermination requests? Do you make them up yourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “How do you…" the registrar began but fell silent under my stern gaze. The Seeker who had dragged in the monster didn’t resemble the registrar at all, and no one would suspect any relation even placing them side by side. But my intuition told me otherwise, and, once again, it didn’t fail me. The Seeker was casting meaningful glances at the registrar, and the registrar was too eager to assist an ordinary Seeker. Taoists who weren’t connected in some way didn’t act like that. 
 
      
 
    “The requests come from peasants troubled by common monsters. We just present the corpses and receive the rewards.” 
 
      
 
    “Does the creature that’s killing everyone stay in the forest, or does it roam the entire Tier?” 
 
      
 
    “It roams the northern part of the Tier, on the border between the Second and Third, closer to the lands of the Tiger Clan.” The registrar seemed to have finally given in. He approached the table and spread out a large map of the Second Tier — exactly what I was missing, as the Nameless One’s map had been incomplete. The northern region was covered in forests. Numerous villages and even two large settlements were crossed out. 
 
      
 
    “No one lives there anymore,” he explained, outlining a vast area. “It’s gotten to the point where the passage to the Third Tier has to be guarded by Overlords, as do all the caravans. Trade routes with the Tigers run further south, so the creature doesn’t reach them. For some reason, the monsters sent by the demons are extremely drawn to this forest. They all head there, as if something is pulling them. Officially, it’s called the Lurgan Forest, but nowadays everyone calls it the Monster Forest. We’ve combed the forest several times but found nothing. Maybe there’s no logic to their behavior — dumb creatures from another world running to where there are more trees.” 
 
      
 
    The forest he mentioned stretched as a broad green band from east to west across the Second Tier, running close to the barrier to the Third. All the settlements in the western part of the Monster Forest were marked with crosses, but numerous towns and villages still thrived in the East. If you didn’t know that just a bit further lay the front line of the battle between the humans and the demons, you might think the southeastern sector of the Second Tier was flourishing. The Monster Forest was split into two parts by a wide clearing — a road leading to the Third Tier. Along its entire length were settlements where travelers could rest and sell goods useless in the Third Tier. Despite the terrifying monster residing in these woods, Taoists continued to come and go. 
 
      
 
    “House Kahn had to hire several Overlords to secure this road,” the registrar continued, picking up my interest in that section of the map. “Masters don’t travel alone anymore. We don’t have any precise information, but rumors say the creature continues its hunt. Nowadays it’s only interested in those who possess an Elemental Core, though it doesn’t turn his nose at ordinary Warriors — or monsters. That’s the situation we’re facing.” 
 
      
 
    “I need a contract,” I said, mentally marking the location of the anomaly Clyed Feng had given us. It was situated right in the Monster Forest — in its western part, almost on the border with the lands of the Tiger Clan. Who would have thought the cunning Nameless One would try to solve some of his problems with our help? Since the current Nameless One couldn’t handle the monster troubling the people, the curator of the First Tier had to make his own contribution — even if not personally. 
 
      
 
    “A contract?” the registrar echoed, surprised. “What kind?” 
 
      
 
    “To eliminate the monster that’s taken up residence in the Monster Forest,” I explained in a calm and measured voice. “Or would you prefer to handle it yourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “But there’s no need to deal with it,” he offered a startling thought. "The creature destroys monsters better than any Seeker. All we have to do is follow its trail and pick up the corpses. Why eliminate it? As for the Masters disappearing…” 
 
      
 
    “One more suggestion like that, and the Seekers’ Guild in the Second Tier will lose its registrar,” I declared in a glacial voice. “This creature is killing people — Masters, for crying out loud, as well as beasts. It’s evolving, and soon enough, it’ll realize it’s not getting enough food. It’ll start destroying major cities and devouring people. Are you prepared to face it in a year when it’s stronger? So, like I’ve said. The contract. I’m waiting!” 
 
      
 
    I had to restrain Vyllea, who was about to lunge at the registrar. My wife couldn’t stand people or demons who profiteered at others’ expense. It was one thing to kill in fair combat and absorb your opponent’s essence, and quite another to wander the forest, pick up corpses, and pass them off as your own spoils. The Seekers’ mission has surely become utterly corrupt since Nurgal Lee had formed the guild! They weren’t Seekers anymore — they were despicable opportunists! 
 
      
 
    It took only a few minutes to fill out the golden contract. My hands itched to burn down this useless building, but I held back. I noticed some locals by the entrance who hesitated to come inside upon seeing us. Two Taoists in expensive clothing certainly stood out immediately. And our students’ attire wasn’t exactly shabby, either. Carmin was the most talkative among us, so I sent him to find out where the visitors were from. It turned out they were residents of an eastern village who had come to hire Seekers to catch an evil monster that had appeared in their lands. We had to let them through to the registrar. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone up for some shopping?” I glanced at Vyllea and our apprentices. Althea was lost in thought about the two hundred unread books in her storage — trivial matters clearly didn’t concern her. Carmin and Elda lacked funds, and were thus indifferent to my suggestion. As for Vyllea — her displeased expression said it all. 
 
      
 
    “It’s infuriating! You have no idea how much this annoys me!” Vyllea grumbled. “How is any of this right or just? You prepare for a journey through the First Tier, stock up on items that won’t disintegrate from energy exposure — and then you have to replace everything again! And we’re heading to the Third Tier soon. Whatever we buy now will have to be discarded! I don’t care about spirit coins, but I do care about my things! They’re mine! Can’t we get through the Second Tier with what we already have?” 
 
      
 
    “Get through in one piece, just about. But the moment we reach the Third Tier, all our items will turn to black dust. They’re from the First Tier — they can’t handle a double gap in ascension.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll deal with that once we get there!” Vyllea decided. “I already have little space as it is — I don’t need to clutter the storage more. Don’t forget, husband — you owe me a house! And you haven’t even started building it!” 
 
      
 
    “A house?” Althea perked up. Demons always had a fixation on homes. “What house? Where? Why do you need a house in any specific place?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll find out when you become a Seeker!” Vyllea declared. “For now, as our apprentice, you don’t need to think about such things. Husband, I don’t want to go shopping right now! I’ve already bought snacks, and I don’t feel like standing amidst buckets, ropes, and other important but boring items! If you want to deal with all that, go ahead. We’ll wait for you.” 
 
      
 
    “As if I have nothing better to do than wander around shops. Get in!” 
 
      
 
    I summoned Muffin and was the first to jump into my seat. Passersby stopped in their tracks, staring at this technological marvel in astonishment. No one here had ever seen such a vehicle before. Once Vyllea and the apprentices settled in, I lifted Muffin a few inches off the ground and pressed the pedals. The smoothness of the ride was astonishing, even compared to Molly. It felt like we weren’t rolling over cobblestone streets, but gliding across a calm lake. Muffin ignored potholes, bumps, and slight elevation changes. Whoever invented and brought this mechanism to life was a true genius! But what pleased me most was that the carriage bore no clan symbol. From now on, our freedom was absolute! 
 
      
 
    Muffin’s handling was superb. The carriage responded to the slightest touch, skillfully weaving even through Busgal’s heavy traffic. Self-propelled carriages were common in the Second Tier’s capital, but we still managed to surprise people. I couldn’t say I enjoyed the gaping mouths of the townsfolk, but I didn’t feel anything negative, either. In truth, the emotions of strangers were of no import to me, even though I felt a chill down my spine from someone’s deliberate intent to kill us all a few times. Finding it amusing, I decided to stop near a shop and give our unknown ill-wishers a chance to reveal themselves. 
 
      
 
    There were no bookstores in Hardes, the capital of the First Tier’s southern sector, and books were produced in miniscule amounts, for they were a luxury beyond the means of most Apprentices. But it wasn’t the case here in the Second Tier — I had already spotted two shops selling books. I couldn’t pass up such an opportunity. Althea would devour all the books the First Tier’s librarian had given me, as well as those Clyed Feng had bestowed her with, in just a couple of months. Four months tops! What would I do with her then? She’d start pestering us to tell her stories from our past! Besides, the book I was writing was nearing the end of the demon world’s Circle Zero. We had already saved Nurgal Lee, after all. Only the episode with Overlord Shang Li remained, and the account of our adventures in Circle Zero would be essentially complete. The downside was that my blank book had almost gotten filled. I hadn’t managed to visit Busgal’s library, so I hoped to buy a few blank books in a local bookstore to record my further adventures. Seekers always kept their word, and the librarian had me cornered. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t bother hiding Muffin. Leaving the carriage seemingly unattended, we slipped into the shop. Althea squealed like a delighted mouse and darted among the shelves, grabbing book after book. She already knew the depth of our literary reserves, and was therefore picking out books “for later.” However, Muffin wasn’t exactly left without attention — spirit vision showed three Warriors approaching our carriage. They clearly weren’t of high rank — I didn’t even bother counting their meridians. Clearly below Silver. The warriors stood near Muffin for a while, deliberately looking elsewhere, gauging any reaction. Finally, one of the thieves jumped into my carriage and pressed the activation button. If there’s one thing people here knew, it was how to start even unfamiliar carriages. I tensed momentarily: the thief wore an amulet that suppressed energy influence — the same kind we were given when visiting the central region to prevent us from burning up from its energy. I immediately wondered how low-ranking Warriors could have obtained such an item in the Second Tier, but those questions faded with a bright flash. Standard carriages could be fooled with such an amulet. My Muffin proved smarter, however, and scored its first point: Muffin one, thieves zero! 
 
      
 
    The two accomplices of the thief who had turned to black ash scattered in opposite directions, but I didn’t bother tracking them. They were of no interest to me and certainly didn’t have anything to catch my attention. It was a bit of a pity the amulet had gotten burned up, but that was how the carriage worked. If it incinerated someone, it did so completely. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, we need you!” I missed the main event inside the bookstore while I was observing the street. The delighted shopkeeper was swirling around Vyllea and Althea, praising his goods. It wasn’t every day someone intend to buy nearly the entire shop, after all. In the end, the girls had collected another two hundred books, forming an enormous stack on one of the tables. Althea tried to hide her joy, but somehow passed it on to Vyllea. My wife was smiling like a pleased mother who had delighted her children. Vyllea didn’t know how to haggle, nor did she like to — but, fortunately, we had Carmin among us! Our apprentice was in full swing, trying to lower the price of “a bunch of trashy novels without a single serious work among them!” I just shook my head, watching this spectacle. It seemed both Carmin and the shopkeeper enjoyed the process, but it made me uneasy. If someone names a price, they believed it was fair. If they cheated, the Heavens would punish them. If they told the truth, the Heavens would reward them. Simple and clear. But lowering the price by insulting the goods you were about to buy was overkill, in my opinion. An act unworthy of Seekers. 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” I barked, stopping the bargaining. Everyone looked at me as if I were the worst wet blanket in existence. “Junior, name your price for these books, and add three blank ones as well. This charade needs to end!” 
 
      
 
    I had certainly ruined a fascinating game for everyone. The shop owner demanded seven thousand spirit coins for all the books, which, in my opinion, was about ten times their actual value. But I had no intention of arguing or haggling. The Heavens saw everything. 
 
      
 
    Vyllea gathered all the books into our anomaly, and within minutes we were speeding toward the western exit of the capital. I wanted to deal with the anomaly before venturing into the Monster Forest. Clyed Feng had mentioned it was full of centenarian plants — a perfect opportunity to finally delve into the detailed study of the Silver Heron School’s library that I had stored. Now that Master-stage books were accessible to me, it was time to outfit the entire group with flying daggers. I was confident that Althea, Carmin, and Elda would quickly learn how to handle them. As for Vyllea… Well, she was the best in the world nonetheless! 
 
      
 
    It took us a week to reach our destination. Muffin turned out to be three times faster than Molly — not just on smooth roads, but across fields as well. We had to postpone physical training. However, Elda and Althea focused on searching for and absorbing the energy rings I formed throughout the week. And with every day working with foreign energy became a little easier for them. The time was nearing when we’d move on to the next step — releasing the absorbed energy. But they’d have to endure for now. It made one stronger, as I knew from personal experience. 
 
      
 
    When the anomaly came into view through my spirit vision, I sighed in disappointment — it was merely a Warrior-stage one, even if of the blue rank. This anomaly would be useless to Vyllea and me — as well as our entire group, actually. That didn’t bother me much — the plants were what mattered. 
 
      
 
    I had initially considered leaving the apprentices out of the trip into the anomaly. But seeing Althea’s wide-eyed gaze fixed on the swirling vortex of shattered glass, I shook my head. The prince’s daughter had never seen a real anomaly, let alone been inside one. If I didn’t let her explore, she’d never forgive me. Besides, it was foolish to shield her constantly. It was time she started facing challenges. For now, Vyllea could protect us all. 
 
      
 
    The plan seemed perfect — we’d enter, collect the plants, and retrieve the heart of the anomaly, giving the apprentices a glimpse of the fearsome golems. But as soon as the space around us stopped swirling and solidified into a classic anomaly, Vyllea froze instead of charging ahead. Her eyes grew wider with each passing second until she finally looked at me. 
 
      
 
    Fear?! Fear! There was fear in Vyllea’s eyes! 
 
      
 
    “Zander…” my wife whispered a voice that sounded hollow and foreign. “In two weeks, I’ll die…” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WE HAVE TWO WEEKS at our disposal. Why give in to panic now? Let’s accept that one or more of the Ancients are still alive and proceed onward. Apprentices, get outside! Sit near the anomaly and don’t even dare to breathe. Vyllea, give me your hand! We’re collecting the plants and the heart of this anomaly. We’ve only got two weeks, so let’s make the most of them!” 
 
      
 
    The news conveyed by the heart forged by the Ancients was unsettling. It turned out that all the anomalies in the human world were part of a single system. The heart didn’t explain why they were created or how they were controlled, but after the ark with thirty-five thousand Ancients had been destroyed, it suddenly became clear that the entire network of anomalies was under the command of an unknown and hidden Ancient who’d been living in our world peacefully all along. And this Ancient had decided to avenge the death of their compatriots. They planned to destroy the anomalies, and as Vyllea’s heart indicated, the Ancient in question had enough resources to do so. Once the anomalies disappeared, the device in my wife’s chest would cease to function. The countdown mechanism had already been activated and could not be stopped. In two weeks, Vyllea would die… 
 
      
 
    However, the mechanism in her chest hadn’t spent so much time with her for nothing — it couldn’t allow its bearer to perish. For Vyllea to continue living, an impulse generator was needed — a new term for us from the world of the Ancients. The generator was installed via a medical capsule, and would completely eliminate dependence on the vanishing network of anomalies. But we had neither an impulse generator, nor a medical capsule. Yet the device of the Ancients came to our aid once more — an anomaly serving as a medical base was located just a two weeks’ journey away, in the lands of the Tiger Clan. All we needed was get there in time, eliminate any guards if necessary, and replace Vyllea’s heart. The new device would lose the ability to communicate, report important matters, or assist with energy absorption, but we would achieve the most important thing — Vyllea would live. 
 
      
 
    A fortnight’s journey by a standard carriage would take Muffin about five days. Therefore, we had time to collect all the century-old plants from this anomaly. It would take no more than a couple of hours, after which we’d head straight to our destination. 
 
      
 
    “Zander…” I had never seen my Vyllea so disheartened. Apparently, today was a unique occasion. The device of the Ancients had panicked and spread that panic to everyone — Vyllea as well as our bewildered apprentices, and even almost managed to convince me that things were dire. Well, things did look grim — the actions of this unknown Ancient, who had somehow survived for ten thousand years, would lead to utter chaos. The Taoist economy relied heavily on anomalies and the resources extracted from them. If all of that disappeared, I couldn’t even imagine what would happen to our world. It wouldn’t perish, but the balance of power would change drastically. The families and houses that had once looked up to those controlling the anomalies would start questioning why others were in charge. The world would plunge into turmoil, which I personally have no desire to partake in. Ideally, we should have left this anomaly immediately and head to the one indicated by the heart, but the prospect of gathering several hundred centenarian plants wouldn’t let me rest. Two hours wouldn’t significantly impact the situation, and in two weeks, the world would lose yet another source of such rare ingredients. 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, give me your hand!” I commanded. She obeyed with some reluctance, and I immediately signaled that I was about to use the teleportation technique. It worked — Vyllea started breathing rapidly. A six-hundred-foot transfer always cleared one’s mind. We were immediately surrounded by golem beasts. They only watched us, but I didn’t like the low growls emitted by these guardians. It was as if they were hinting that we should leave while we still could. They followed us constantly, but they didn’t obstruct us, and after a couple of hours, all the plants from this anomaly were in our storage. 
 
      
 
    “Are there any impulse generators here?” I asked, not really expecting a positive answer. However, the response pleased me. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, below.” Vyllea had thawed out, after all. It wasn’t in her nature to despair for long. She mourned for a minute or two, then moved on. The deadline was set, a solution existed, and her husband would figure something out. So why burden herself with unnecessary worries? My wife was really something else! 
 
      
 
    The guardians didn’t pursue us — the device inside Vyllea had somehow managed to negotiate with whatever controlled this anomaly. We approached the crystal, but instead of breaking it, Vyllea went to the wall. There, in a small niche, we found three gifts — metallic spheres the size of a fist whose shells were impervious to my spirit vision. That’s why I hadn’t seen them. 
 
      
 
    “One is to be used as a heart, the second as a power source for the medical capsule, and the third as an infinite cartridge. The heart says it’s a farewell gift from the Ancient. Zander, do you understand any of this? Is this normal?” 
 
      
 
    “No, none of this is remotely normal. Someone has decided to throw a wrench in the works of our world, and there’s nothing we can do about it. It’s the price we must pay for the destruction of the ark. Why the Ancient decided to give us a farewell gift and save your life beats me. I don’t even have any guesses. Unless we had crossed paths with him at some point. Still, as I recall all the oddballs we’ve met, none fit the bill. Then again, what do I know about the Ancients? Only that they don’t follow the path of Ascension. Alright, break that crystal — it’s time to return to our apprentices.” 
 
      
 
    The space rippled, and the anomaly pointed out to us by the Nameless One evaporated. The apprentices looked at us with undisguised tension. It seemed the phrase that Vyllea would die in two weeks had shaken everyone. Honestly, it would have been right to explain everything to our apprentices, especially since Althea already knew about the device in my wife’s chest. But that would have taken time, which I didn’t want to waste. I summoned Muffin, climbed into the driver’s seat, and sat silently for a while, staring ahead. I wondered whether I should emulate Mentor Guerlon, who never explained anything and made you figure everything out on your own. It was a good idea in general, but the mentor only treated me in that manner since I was a mental absolute. With Vyllea, he spelled everything out and repeated it several times — apparently, the mentor was wise enough to understand our strengths and weaknesses, and he tried to develop them harmoniously. Could our apprentices figure out what had happened on their own? No, they couldn’t even imagine the horror that was coming. So the phrase “Carmin, I’d like to hear your thoughts on the matter” wouldn’t have any effect. 
 
      
 
    “How long are you planning to stand there?” I looked at the others. “You were clearly told that Vyllea will die in two weeks. Have you decided to submit to someone else’s will and throw in the towel? Or will you fight to the end? Personally, I am not going to accept any of this. Even if this Ancient destroys the whole world, my Vyllea and my apprentices will stay alive. Get in. And I’ll tell you a very interesting story while we drive… Althea, where do you think you’re going? That’s my wife’s seat! Or did you sign up to be my wife while I wasn’t looking?” 
 
      
 
    Upon hearing the phrase “I’ll tell you a very interesting story,” Althea immediately jumped into Muffin — and not to her seat in the second row, but placing herself right next to me! Upon hearing my comment, the girl blushed and flew out of the carriage as if she’d sat on a nettle. Loud laughter echoed across the clearing, gradually turning into hysterical giggling. Even the green-haired girl herself was laughing. 
 
      
 
    “So, are you interested in hearing my story? Or have you decided to stay in the forest and wait for the arrival of the scary monster that has Masters for breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    There! Everyone had forgotten about the monster! Within seconds, Muffin was rolling confidently over the tall grass, heading straight west. The race under the motto “No one will kill my wife” had begun. 
 
      
 
    The forest we were passing through seemed empty. There were neither animals, nor people — nothing at all. We passed by anomalies a couple of times. My wife’s heart continued to assess the surrounding world despite its impending demise. It also informed us that the anomalies we found were new — one was twenty, and the other fifteen years old. Thus, no valuable plants could be obtained from these strange products of ancient technologies. Three days later we entered lands that weren’t charted on any maps we had, finding ourselves in the western sector of the Second Tier. The terrain changed at once — we saw fields and proper roads. The Tigers monitored their territory much more diligently than the Phoenixes. It seemed not a single piece of land was idle. Everywhere there were fields, settlements, or well-kept forests clearly used for animal husbandry. And as I noticed, there were plenty of beasts around — a lot of them were required for the ascension of Warriors following the Path of the Beast. The only thing I didn’t like was how the future fodder was kept — in cages, denied any freedom at all. And they were not killed in an honest duel but by having their legs and spine broken through the bars. There was no honor in such a method of ascension. The Heavens did not look at such things benevolently. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, take a turn here! I want to show you something.” 
 
      
 
    Vyllea suggested deviating from our chosen path on the fifth day. I had been moving nonstop, under the impression that every moment counted. That was basically true — no one knew how much time would be needed to replace the heart. However, my wife’s request was unambiguous. The heart clearly wanted to show us something strange — something we had never seen before. 
 
      
 
    “Seekers, turn back! This is the restricted territory of House Shao!” 
 
      
 
    The area we approached was surrounded by a high fence. The owner of these lands spared no expense. Apart from a tall fence, there was a formidable defense system in place that included two layers of formations. Essentially, the protection here reminded me of what was used at the School of Spirit Power in the First Tier. Anchors for the formation were set up every thirty feet or so, ensuring the uninterrupted operation of the energy dome. The second layer handled more mundane tasks — it redirected energy to the anchors, preventing them from fading. Expanding the range of my spirit vision, I managed to reach the opposite edge of the formation. It wasn’t that big — just a little over four miles in radius. But what I discovered inside made me frown — there were a whopping seven anomalies here! I didn’t know how the Tigers achieved this, but they’d somehow managed to concentrate seven anomalies of different ranks in a single point in space. There were red, yellow, and blue ones. But most attention was drawn to the black anomaly, around which stood an additional barrier, as if something could jump out of those broken mirrors — or perhaps to prevent hot-blooded Taoists from trying their luck. 
 
      
 
    The Tigers had thoroughly secured their treasure — apart from Warriors, there were also about a dozen Masters inside, and even one Overlord. House Shao, which controlled the western part of the Second Tier, was meticulously processing all the anomalies, extracting everything valuable from them. However, for some reason, they hadn’t yet approached the black anomaly. Apparently, it was beyond their capabilities. Gatherers were constantly emerging from the other six anomalies, loading ancient metal into carriages. Work was in full swing. 
 
      
 
    “We were just leaving,” I assured the tense guards. Checkpoints like this one were usually guarded by two or three Taoists, but here there were a whole dozen. Besides, one of the guards was already racing back to the camp to report strange visitors. Apparently, the entire western sector of the Second Tier knew that it was not wise to meddle in whatever was going on here. The guard ran up to the Overlord and reported. We had moved a few miles away from the cluster of anomalies when one of the Masters sent by the Overlord arrived at the checkpoint. He didn’t want to resolve such matters on his own. They didn’t pursue us, especially since the guards had described our carriage in detail. And they hadn’t forgotten about our stage of ascension — the detection artifacts were placed every thirty feet. The Tiger Clan was doing everything to prevent anyone from learning about their treasure. I wonder if the Nameless One was aware of what was here? Although, what difference did it make? Everything related to the Ancients would disappear in a week. This world would become the world of Taoists — and no one else. 
 
      
 
    It took another two days to reach the point indicated by Vyllea’s heart. I was starting to get drowsy: seven days of nonstop driving could throw anyone off balance. I had long wondered what the anomaly with the Ancients’ medical base would look like and why the Tigers hadn’t plundered it yet, but I couldn’t even imagine what we’d have to face. At some point, we reached a very wide river — or a lake — or an inland sea — I didn’t have a map of the western sector of the Second Tier. In any case, when Muffin rolled out onto the shore, the opposite edge was not visible on the horizon. 
 
      
 
    “That way!” Vyllea confidently pointed toward the horizon. The apprentices fell silent — we hadn’t yet encountered lakes or rivers requiring a substantial crossing. They were probably thinking about where to get a boat and how to proceed. So naïve. I raised Muffin to maximum height and then drove straight into the water. It seemed for a moment the apprentices even stopped breathing. No one believed that self-propelled carriages could float. Which was strange — Althea had flown on our Molly! Why would the green-haired girl suddenly think Muffin was any worse? 
 
      
 
    Thanks to its low-set wheels, Muffin had gained decent stability. You could even stand up without fear of the carriage overturning. The spikes on the wheels thickened, turning into blades, and we raced quite swiftly over the water, leaving a foamy trail behind. It turned out to be a lake. When the outlines of the shore appeared on the horizon, Vyllea commanded, 
 
      
 
    “Stop! It’s right here!” 
 
      
 
    Muffin stopped, and, for a while, we just drifted — I was thinking about what to do next. It became clear why the Tigers hadn’t discovered this anomaly earlier — who in their right mind would assume that there was a vortex of shattered glass in the middle of a lake — and at a depth of almost a hundred feet at that? A blue Warrior-stage anomaly like this one might have looked daunting for some, but not Vyllea and me. That left just one important problem to solve — namely, what to do next. Spirit vision revealed there were no large inhabitants in the lake. A six-foot-long Gold Warrior fish swimming about fifteen miles away was the largest representative of the local aquatic fauna. 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” Vyllea stood up, preparing to dive into the water. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on a second!” I pulled out a long rope and tied one end to my seat. I wrapped the other end around a heavy piece of iron from our supplies. Tugging the rope to make sure it held tight, I tossed the iron into the water, controlling the tension on the line. My makeshift anchor sank to the bottom, and I tightened the rope so that Muffin would stay in one place. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that for?” Vyllea frowned. There were no such large bodies of water in her world, so she never went fishing with her father. I was luckier — there was a large lake fifteen miles away from the village, and we went there a couple of times a year. If you didn’t set an anchor, the current or wind would carry the boat to shore before you realized what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “Apprentices, rest and don’t go anywhere. We’ll be back soon!” I ordered and plunged into the cool water first. My body immediately broke out in goosebumps — the water temperature was hardly balmy. Vyllea plopped in beside me and sank like a stone — my wife couldn’t swim. Not that she needed to. Holding one’s breath for five minutes wasn’t a problem for Taoists at our stage of ascension, nor was descending a hundred feet underwater. Thinking about how to get back up was a problem for our future selves. We needed to survive until then first. 
 
      
 
    The water turned out to be not only cold, but also rather murky — you couldn’t see a thing. Vyllea was guided by her heart, which told her where to go. I oriented myself solely through spirit vision, lagging behind my wife by only a couple of feet. We reached the right spot at last, and the space around us shimmered, materializing into a long corridor, lit by artificial lights as used by the Ancients. 
 
      
 
    “Water is so annoying,” Vyllea grumbled, shivering and making a grimace of disgust. Although our clothes remained dry, our hair and bodies didn’t. The cool air of the anomaly immediately signaled that we shouldn’t linger here too long — we might catch a cold. But why was I still thinking in these terms, I wondered? If I were still back in Tier Zero, got soaked to the bone, and then entered a cold room, I’d definitely have caught a cold or something worse. Now, being a Warrior, even thinking about such things was foolish — a single healing technique would make something as banal as a common cold go away in seconds. 
 
      
 
    Corridor-type anomalies used to trigger bouts of uncontrollable aggression in me because spiritual vision didn’t work through the metal of the Ancients. But now I could fully observe a rather small, yet no less valuable base of the Ancients. There were only three rooms here. The first immediately caught my attention — it housed medical capsules. They were brand new, bright, and seemingly just created. There wasn’t a single speck of dust on any of them! Vyllea approached one of the capsules with confidence and knelt down, following the instructions of her heart. I watched her actions without interfering since I didn’t have the faintest idea of what to do — I didn’t have a sentient heart capable of guiding and directing me. Vyllea opened a small panel and began pulling out tubes and wires wrapped in something soft from the capsule’s innards. Despite the cold, sweat was running down my wife’s face — she had to work with the utmost concentration. Vyllea understood that her life depended solely on the confidence of her actions. 
 
      
 
    She eventually reached something important — I saw a bunch of clamps with some pins nearby. Having extracted the impulse generator, Vyllea turned it over in her hand and then inserted a pin into a sphere. The capsule immediately blinked with multicolor lights, as if alive and ready to work. Satisfied, Vyllea stuffed everything back in, snapped the panel shut, and proceeded to the next upgrade — installing an almost eternal cartridge. From my wife’s incoherent explanations as she tried to interrogate her heart through my questions, I gathered that the generator would create all the necessary materials for the treatment, but it would require some time. That is, at least a week should pass between two full treatments. It needed to be tested in real use. What the capsule considered a full treatment might be a resurrection from the dead. And we didn’t need that. At least, I hoped so. 
 
      
 
    Vyllea plugged the connectors into the second impulse generator and placed it inside the casing. A cheerful green light lit up on the capsule’s lid, indicating that the device was ready to receive a patient. Vyllea waved her hand, sending the capsule into the spatial anomaly, and smiled. Half the job was done. 
 
      
 
    “Are we heading back? The heart says we shouldn’t destroy this anomaly.” 
 
      
 
    “There are lots of plants in the next room. Do the Ancients need them, too?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Vyllea frowned. “Only the control system’s needed. A lot depends on it. We can take the plants. And the second capsule as well.” 
 
      
 
    My wife shouldn’t have said that — less than a minute passed before the room was completely empty. Using the devices of the Ancients was forbidden, but all sorts of auxiliary equipment were fair game. They could be sold profitably, or gifted to someone. There were plenty of collectors in our world chasing after such items, especially if they were somehow related to the forbidden healing techniques of the Ancients. Honestly, we should have ripped off all the paneling sheets and sent them to storage as well, but I didn’t feel like doing that. We were Seekers, and not looters of ancient anomalies. Besides, I was drawn to the next room, where six huge long tables were located. Golems scurried between them, paying us no attention. They were tending to plants in pots that filled all the tables. The Ancients’ lamps shone above the plants, replacing Earis for them. All the plants were constantly watered, pruned, and had their soil loosened up. The golems diligently cared for the flowers that had embarked on the path of ascension as if it were the main purpose of their existence. 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Vyllea exclaimed in astonishment, taking in the room. “These are millenarian plants!” 
 
      
 
    “More like quinquemillennial,” I corrected. “See that chamomile over there? We had one just like it — only one. I had used it to enhance my pipa. What you see on these six tables is worth more than the entire Second Tier. Maybe even more than the entire Second Circle of the demon world with all the True Demons in it. Are you sure I can take all of this?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. The plants will disappear in a week anyway,” Vyllea confirmed. “Zander, let’s take them right in the pots? When we get a chance, we’ll set the flowers out under Earis and let her warm them. I don’t want to tear up such beauty! Actually, I’ve never seen plants grown like this before!” 
 
      
 
    “You know, that’s an idea…” I mused. “Suppose we find a centenarian flower of the Warrior stage. It won’t have much energy, so you can’t make any really valuable artifacts from it. But! If we carefully transferred this very flower in its pot to the Third Tier, it will start absorbing new energy for itself! And it will ascend from Warrior to the Master stage! And its price will then be not a hundred thousand but, say, a million spirit coins! I don’t normally care about such things, of course, but we have three apprentices to support. Vyllea, you’re a genius!” 
 
      
 
    The golems squeaked plaintively, but they didn’t attack. The hapless metal contraptions froze by the empty tables, losing the meaning of their existence. Soon, we returned to the entrance, took a deep breath, and found ourselves in the cold water again. I’d very providently thought of holding my wife’s hand, for the underwater current immediately tried to pull Vyllea away from me. I grabbed the rope and began to ascend cautiously. Father used to say that you shouldn’t surface immediately — the body might fail. In our case, it was the rope that might fail — it was from the First Tier and had gradually decayed while we were looting the anomaly. Items from lower tiers don’t fare well in the inner ones. We were lucky — the rope held during our ascent. Carmin helped us climb aboard, and soon Muffin was moving toward the shore confidently. The weight that had served as an anchor remained at the bottom of the river. The rope had torn, after all. 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Vyllea lying inside the healing capsule. We didn’t have much time to waste. After reaching the lake’s shore and confirming there were no settlements nearby, we promptly decided to replace her heart. 
 
      
 
    “Stop annoying me and get started, husband!” Vyllea snapped, clearly nervous and not bothering to hide it. I pressed a button and inserted the pulse generator into the open slot. As the lid began to close, her eyes rolled back, and for a moment, her world ceased to exist. A message in the ancient language appeared on the screen, conveying some very good news — in two weeks’ time, Vyllea would completely sever her connection with the world of the ancients, and the disappearance of anomalies wouldn’t affect her. The Heavens take the anomalies, I thought. Less trouble for us Seekers that way. Most importantly, my Vyllea would live. I didn’t care about the rest. Even if half the world had to perish… 
 
      
 
    There was just one thing I failed to consider: I should have been more cautious with my wishes. The Heavens listened closely, even to our fleeting thoughts, and sometimes they brought them to life… Who could have known that the Ancient one’s revenge would affect more than just the anomalies? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “HOW DO YOU FEEL?” I asked as I helped Vyllea out of the healing capsule. A barrier of red energy rushed forward at once, carefully wrapping around her new heart. No one needed to know what was inside her chest. 
 
      
 
    “It feels weird,” she admitted. “I’ve gotten so used to my heart always guiding me that I don’t even know how I’ll manage without it. Feels like a part of me has been ripped out and discarded. Where is everyone else? And why are you wet? Been swimming?” 
 
      
 
    “Swimming? That’s an understatement. Althea, seven more creatures are heading for the shore! Carmin and Elda, prepare yourselves! Shift change in one minute." 
 
      
 
    “Stop frustrating me, husband! What’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    “The anomalies vanished a week ago. But they didn’t just disappear neatly — they were replaced by these warped spaces. They’re like the demon world’s training grounds — I heard those were also called badlands. And let me tell you, they are far worse than anomalies. At least no creatures ever crawled out of those.” 
 
      
 
    “Training grounds?” Vyllea repeated, recognizing something familiar from her own world and furrowing her pretty brow. “Those small settlements populated by golems? Zander, can you just explain everything plainly? My head isn’t clear yet, and you’re throwing riddles at me! You’re exasperating!” 
 
      
 
    “Here, take this,” I said, offering her a plate with a pastry. She gave me a sullen look but accepted it, and within seconds, she’d forgotten everything else, savoring the exquisite Second-Tier delicacy. Anomalies? Badlands? None of that mattered when you were having dessert. 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, Elda, get into the water! Twenty golems each! Althea, get out and warm yourself up!” 
 
      
 
    We heard a splash as a wet green-haired girl emerged nearby, immediately stretching her hands toward the campfire. Steam billowed from Althea as water evaporated rapidly. She shivered — not just from the cold, but from the realization that she’d narrowly escaped death — a few golems had gotten too close and had even managed to breach her spirit armor. Agile and swift, these creatures were adapted to water, which was their element. The green-haired girl had to push herself to the limit, dodging attacks from fish-like beasts. 
 
      
 
    Initially, I worried that the guardian might reappear and spoil everything, but either Althea’s protector hadn’t found us yet, or he had decided to trust me. Since I remained by the shore and didn’t dive in to rescue my apprentice, it meant she wasn’t in any real danger. Our green-haired ward needed to determine for herself who she truly was — a demon capable of sweeping aside all obstacles, or a little girl accustomed to hiding behind adults. As long as the badland’s attention was fixed on us, we had to make the most of this resource. No training could substitute for real battle. 
 
      
 
    Yet I knew we couldn’t leave things as they were. If we departed, this vast lake would become a sealed-off territory within just a couple of weeks. Unlike its demon world counterparts, this badland had no clear boundaries and expanded eagerly, spawning creatures from whatever materials were at hand. The golems we destroyed were made of earth, and the only loot they yielded was a Warrior-stage spirit stone. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no end to these creatures!” Althea complained. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll keep coming unless we kill the monster that’s creating them,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “You all are so infuriating!” Vyllea shouted, drawing her jian and ready to charge at me. Judging by the glint in her eyes, she wasn’t kidding — she was genuinely prepared to attack anyone ignoring her. 
 
      
 
    “Come here,” I said, moving toward my wife and pulling her into an embrace, stroking her hair gently. “Everything is under control, don’t you worry. Actually, things have gotten even better than before. We Seekers have new work.” 
 
      
 
    Very hard work, but I chose not to mention that. A week ago, the anomaly in the lake had vanished. As the device inside Vyllea had warned, all the control systems shut down. The anomaly hearts stored in our vault transformed into ordinary spirit stones with increased capacity. Their protective functions dissipated, and now an ordinary warrior couldn’t hold an Overlord-stage anomaly heart — it would burn them up in mere minutes. Essentially, nothing extremely unpleasant. The world returned to its original state where logic-defying items did not exist — the ones that allowed Candidate-stage Taoists to carry around energy sources of the Overlord stage. I was talking about myself, of course. But what turned out to be truly unpleasant was the change in anomalies. They didn’t disappear completely, but rather became replaced by badlands — which were called “training ground” in the demon world. This was true for the anomaly closest to us, at least. A certain central element had appeared, and it started spawning golems from whatever materials were at hand rather than the metal of the ancients. Somehow, ordinary clay took shape and life, transforming into quite formidable opponents. These “fishies” had devoured nearly all living creatures in a vast radius from their home. With each destroyed creature, energy of every possible color flowed from the golem toward the center — from the white energy of Qi to the red energy of suffering and blood. Acting like hunting dogs, the creatures made their creator stronger. The “creator” itself was located a hundred feet deep and had a spherical shape. It was a being at the Master stage, feeding not only on the energy of its “hands” but also directly on the element, extracting some additional forces from the water and concentrating them into a crystal within itself. I lacked the relevant knowledge, but I had no doubt that if Althea could obtain this crystal, it would grant her additional powers. 
 
      
 
    That was why we stayed, steadily decimating the golem population and adding to our pile of spirit stones. Carmin and Elda had it toughest — they lacked techniques and had to rely solely on their own strength and abilities. As their mentor, I was quite limited in techniques — I had nothing to offer the newly-minted Warriors. My fault — I should have prepared more thoroughly, knowing where we were headed. Nevertheless, the apprentices managed, and gradually their bodies gained the necessary strength to forge new energy channels and form new nodes. They were performing excellently in that respect. 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, you’re coming with me. The rest of you, take a break!” I commanded and summoned Muffin. “It’s time to clean up this lake and move on. We’ve gotten all we can here. Ready?” 
 
      
 
    “I was ready back when…” my wife started, but then paused, shooting me a mischievous smile, and suddenly said, “I got ready as soon as you asked! Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    I nearly dropped my jaw — Vyllea didn’t make a wisecrack! Was this a side effect of the treatment? Or did the ancients swap my wife while she was in the capsule? Vyllea hopped into Muffin and gave me a reproachful glance. 
 
      
 
    “Are you coming? Or do I have to do everything by myself?” 
 
      
 
    Apparently, my wife was perfectly fine! I had worried in vain. After setting up a protective formation, I steered our carriage toward the lake’s center. The water around us began to churn — the entity controlling this badland clearly hadn’t anticipated a confrontation with a creation from the central region. Golem fish leaped from the water, trying to latch onto Muffin with their sharp fangs and halt our vehicle. But their teeth broke and crumbled without leaving so much as a scratch on its flawless surface. Our Muffin was literally untouchable for Warrior-stage creatures. 
 
      
 
    Yet the golems didn’t relent — they gnawed at the wheels, jumped past the protective formation, and behaved very aggressively. The most troubling development was that the badland’s core had started to build walls around itself! It acted like a sentient being realizing enemies had come for it — or like an animal deciding to hide in its burrow. The latter seemed closer to the truth — the creature’s body even started to change shape gradually. Initially just a concentrated sphere of pure energy, it now clearly resembled an aquatic organism preferring. Tentacles, a small body, and even an eye came into view. The creature was rapidly gaining strength, and had we not been nearby, it might have transformed into a formidable monster eventually. 
 
      
 
    Vyllea and I stood at the edge of Muffin, hand in hand. The lake beneath us teemed with golems — so many that we could virtually walk on them. The creatures jostled each other, but continued converging from all over the lake to shield their master. That was it — the master of the badland! That was what I’d call it. After all, “control circuit” was a term from the world of the Ancients, and the Ancients had all left, so we should gradually forget their terminology. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do this!” I declared, sending Muffin back into storage. We plunged into the water but only sank waist-deep — the golems wouldn’t let us descend further. Our spirit armor immediately started to lose energy — the golems were enhancing their jaws with techniques that allowed them to crush stones, a fact we’d confirmed over the past week. I pressed my palms downward and started forming Master-stage spirit arrows. Infused with the elements, they pierced through several golems at once, ignoring their defenses. The master of these creatures hadn’t yet learned to counter Master-level opponents, so I seized the moment to show these new beasts who truly stood at the pinnacle of creation. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I was wary of using Warrior-stage spirit arrows, since they required too many coupled meridians. After Vyllea had returned from captivity, I wasn’t sure how our “unity sessions” would function. Previously, they restored all our energy, but did so at the expense of the anomaly’s heart. What was the situation like now, I wondered? There was no time to test it immediately — we needed to finish up at this lake and head to Olesaw as quickly as possible. Something told me we urgently needed to reach the capital of the Second Tier’s western sector. Why? No idea. Just a gut feeling. Therefore, we’d use Master-stage techniques. Restoring elemental energy was much easier than replenishing Nascent God-stage energy. This posed a significant problem we’d have to address in the future. It was tough to possess mighty channels of power without the means to replenish them. And relying solely on elemental energy wouldn’t get us far. 
 
      
 
    We descended slowly, and at one point I silently thanked mentor Guerlon once again for teaching us proper breath-holding techniques. The defeated golems crumbled into mud, leaving behind spirit stones. Vyllea had long since stopped swinging her jian and was back to her usual activity — grabbing anything that wasn’t nailed down and tossing it into our anomaly. Unfortunately, the golems themselves didn’t want to enter the anomaly; for some reason, the storage perceived them as living beings. So my wife kept busy, casting the anomaly over us every few seconds. We and the golems didn’t get pulled in, but huge piles of mud and spirit stones were stored with ease. Vyllea had worried that her beautiful meadow inside the anomaly was getting dirty but shrugged it off, continuing her work and providing us with valuable resources. Even if they were useless to us, that didn’t mean we couldn’t sell them. Seekers were indifferent to money precisely because they always had something to sell. 
 
      
 
    We reached the bottom at last. The golems had simply run out — the master of the badland couldn’t create them as fast as I was destroying them. Elements were a force to be reckoned with! A simple battering strike smashed the earthen wall the master had built around its lair, and we reached its body at long last. From a distance, it resembled a small octopus crafted by a lunatic. Ordinary octopuses didn’t have huge mouths filled with sharp fangs. We didn’t feel like tormenting the frightened creature that was trying to burrow deeper into the ground, so I used a spirit arrow to end its life, and Vyllea cast the anomaly over it, storing the carcass along with its crystal. It was bright inside the anomaly-like space, which allowed us to examine the creature in detail — it was indeed an octopus, or rather, it had started off as one — a body with suckers, a head, and a large sac… But two creepy eyes and a mouth filled with sharp teeth ruined the whole picture. The creature was clearly carnivorous and would have gladly devoured us and the entire Second Tier if it had managed to grow. 
 
      
 
    With the anomaly gone without a trace, and once we destroyed the badland’s master, the remaining golems crumbled into mud, releasing spirit stones onto the lake bed. We had to cast the storage over a large area to collect all the loot; if the spirit stones were left unattended, they’d inevitably spawn dangerous little fish. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed Vyllea’s hand and swam toward the surface, pondering what had just happened. The master of the badland was born as a simple Warrior, but had managed to develop into a Copper Master within a week. Where did it draw its energy from? That remained unclear. I hadn’t noticed any channels of power or threads stretching into infinity. A Master-stage creature in the Second Tier could only survive if it constantly fed from external sources — fish, Taoists, or any other beings carrying morsels of energy within them. Otherwise it would simply expire from energy starvation. Perhaps the fact that the octopus was in its element and drew energy from it had sustained it somehow. In any case, we needed more information, including anything that could shed some light on the connection between the vanished anomaly and the emerging creature. A blue anomaly had been here — the second most dangerous and complex type. Could that be why this creature had grown so formidable? In places with yellow, green, or even red-ranked anomalies, things would probably be much simpler… 
 
      
 
    A chill ran down my spine as I recalled the vivid image shown by Vyllea’s heart two days before its disappearance. Seven anomalies of various ranks, including a black one, had been concentrated in a small area. If they all suffered the same fate as this one… We definitely needed to get to Olesaw. I was sure the Tiger Clan had the situation under control. But if not, a team of Seekers might prove useful to them. The creature in the southern forests of the Second Tier could wait — it wasn’t as dangerous as the badlands and their denizens that had broken free. 
 
      
 
    Vyllea didn’t know how to swim, and it seemed she had no intention of learning, either. She just lay on her back and let me do the work for both of us. While I paddled toward the shore, my wife pulled handfuls of mud from the anomaly and rinsed them in the water, cleaning the spirit stones. By the time I became utterly exhausted, the job was finished, too — all the spirit stones had been washed, the mud had been removed from the spatial anomaly, and we’d finally reached the shore. 
 
      
 
    Our apprentices surrounded us immediately, eager for details about who had lived at the bottom of the lake. When I materialized the octopus, I grimaced — the stench emanating from it was horrific. It was as if all the cultists of the world had gathered in one place and died simultaneously, releasing their bloody clots. 
 
      
 
    “What a vile creature,” Elda said, her face pale. “Where did this thing come from? An anomaly?” 
 
      
 
    “From the backworld,” I replied, suddenly realizing I was absolutely correct. This creature had indeed come from the backworld — the black nothingness that surrounded our storage spaces, among other things. During the disappearance of the Ancients’ anomalies, a spatial breach must have occurred, accompanied by a massive energy surge. That must have been what had drawn the creature here in the first place. It took form here in our world, adapting it to external factors. An octopus here, some beast on land, or a bird if the anomaly was high in the sky. New enemies had entered our world, and only the Heavens knew how far they intended to go. 
 
      
 
    Even though I fervently wished to avoid it, I had no choice but to touch the octopus. Its mouth held a crystal of the water element, and Althea was circling the creature, for some reason, wrinkling her nose. Suppressing a wave of nausea, I extracted the crystal and quickly stored the octopus in our vault. Vyllea began to protest, but I reassured her — the carcass would stay with us only until we reached Olesaw. I wanted to show it to the Tigers — perhaps there was a reward for such creatures? The moment my wife heard the word “reward,” her objections vanished. Vyllea loved rewards. 
 
      
 
    “Althea, this is for you. I think it might strengthen you somehow,” I said, offering her the crystal. It was essentially concentrated water brimming with immense power. A typical Taoist aligned with a different element would never be able to hold this crystal. But such restrictions didn’t apply to us — our rainbow conjoined core handled three out of the four elements flawlessly. Maybe we could find someone who worked with air and set up a four-person conjunction? Who said that was impossible? The main issue was where to find someone we could trust that much. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s rest today and take a bath. Tomorrow morning, we head for Olesaw,” I announced while setting up the tents. It had become our habit to use the tent given by the Nameless One for sleeping, and our earlier tent served as a bathing complex. The common room was for relaxation, and the other two rooms housed baths — ours and Althea’s. But truth be told, everyone bathed in Althea’s bath. After all, the creation from the central palace of the demon world far surpassed a Master-stage creation of human artificers. The demons’ bath not only filtered water, but also produced foam and body-massaging jets. It was also equipped with a marvelous device Althea called a “shower” — a nozzle that released thin streams of water, forming something like a heavy rain over one. Rinsing off foam and dirt under the shower turned out to be much more convenient, so it just happened that everyone used Althea’s bath. I didn’t even bother to take ours out. 
 
      
 
    “Rise and shine, everyone!” I called out, completing the table setting. Breakfast had turned out into something quite sublime — I hadn’t enjoyed cooking this much in a long time. The cookbooks received from Clyed Feng were utterly fascinating. The recipes were more complex and resulted in dishes with superior flavors. At first glance, the differences may have seemed subtle, but they were as noticeable as the one between our baths. 
 
      
 
    “Master, why have our conjoined meridians recovered?” Althea started off with a question, as she did every morning. Why this? Why that? Why did all our meridians suddenly restore themselves when there was no apparent reason? 
 
      
 
    “Just a perk of triple conjunction,” I answered enigmatically, avoiding details. Despite Vyllea’s heart no longer responding to questions, it hadn’t lost its primary function — namely, restoring energy whenever we got intimate. And last night we made the most of it. With the limitations gone, we didn’t hold back and kept each other awake all night. The pulse generator managed the load, and I didn’t even care where it drew the energy from. I was happy knowing there was enough of it to restore not only our physical meridians, but also our conjoined ones as well. 
 
      
 
    “What sort of perk?” The rest had arrived, drawn by the aroma. 
 
      
 
    “You’re too young to know about such matters,” Vyllea said with a sly grin as she sat next to me. “So, husband, what do you have planned to delight me today?” 
 
      
 
    After a while, we headed toward a settlement at the edge of my spirit vision. We needed to find out where Olesaw was. But what I saw disturbed me deeply — the village was on fire. Urging our pace, I arrived in the midst of the battle — humans were slaughtering other humans. The peasants were trying to resist, but what chance did mere Candidates and Apprentices have against a trained group of Warriors? A dozen beasts in human guise moved through the village, flinging torches, setting houses ablaze, and killing anyone in their path. My spirit vision revealed they were ordinary Taoists, untainted by the Path of Blood. For a moment, I wondered if they were demons in human form, but they lacked artifacts. No, these were humans killing other humans. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t hesitate. A Seeker’s mission was to eliminate monsters, regardless of the form they take — beasts or humans, monsters are always monsters. Muffin burst onto the street where the Warriors were wreaking havoc, charging straight at them. To their credit, the fiends reacted swiftly. One Gold Warrior stood his ground, evidently intent on absorbing the impact. Numerous techniques were launched at Muffin, but they couldn’t harm our vehicle. The warrior prepared himself, employing an intriguing technique that fused his legs with the earth underneath him. Even if a boulder struck this Taoist, he’d remain in place — flattened, perhaps, but unmoved. 
 
      
 
    But Muffin wasn’t a mere boulder. As we closed the final few feet to the opponent relying on his spirit armor, a blade sprang from the front of our carriage — the same one designed to slice through trees blocking our way, or foolish Taoists who thought themselves invincible. I didn’t bother watching as the madman was sliced into pieces — my focus was on those who were still alive, by some absurd chance. 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, you handle the four on the right! Althea, the two straight ahead! Carmin and Elda, stay put! Move out!” 
 
      
 
    Maybe the Taoists had attempted to fight back, but when three Diamond Warriors operating at the level of Copper Masters joined the battle, ordinary Warriors were doomed. They couldn’t penetrate our defenses, no matter how much they wanted to. Crossbow bolts bounced off uselessly. Their techniques simply dissipated, unable to breach our spiritual shields. Even the daggers of the Ancients, which the warriors had inexplicably possessed, couldn’t pierce Master-stage defenses. Given the confidence with which these human-shaped monsters had wielded them, they must have been excellent at breaking through Warrior-stage defenses. But we didn’t have such vulnerabilities. Moreover, our attacks disregarded Warrior-stage spirit armor entirely. The last two adversaries tried to escape, but their motion techniques couldn’t compare to ours. Just as the simple peasants stood no chance against the bandits, these scumbags had no argument against us. 
 
      
 
    After piling the bodies together, I surveyed the village once more using my spirit vision. There were still many inhabitants alive — nearly all hiding in cellars and basements, naively believing it would save them. 
 
      
 
    “It’s over! You can come out now! We need answers — what’s going on here? Why are Warriors from the Tiger Clan attacking their own peasants?” 
 
      
 
    An elderly man cautiously peered out from a nearby house. He hesitated, but eventually decided things couldn’t get any worse. The gate opened, and he slowly made his way toward us, leaning on a staff and ready to meet his fate at any moment. No one knew who we were or what to expect from us. Apparently, Seekers were unheard of in these parts. 
 
      
 
    “Dead,” the old man murmured, gazing at the bodies of the attackers. 
 
      
 
    “Why did they attack your village? Why are Tigers killing their own folk?” 
 
      
 
    “Tigers? There may have been such a clan once — and a great one, at that. But that clan is gone now. Only jackals remain, tearing at its corpse, each trying to snatch a bigger piece. Like these bandits — they’re from House Zur, which has decided it’s the supreme authority in these parts now. And why? Because a week ago, the Heavens took the head of the Tiger Clan, and the world has gone completely mad!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “JUST BECAUSE THE CLAN LEADER is dead doesn’t mean the clan has vanished. Why did House Shao allow House Zur to take over their lands?” 
 
      
 
    “House Zur has been eyeing this territory for a long time. There’s a lake teeming with rare fish, plenty of ore, vast fields for wheat and rice. Besides, it’s close to the capital — a perfect place to sell all of it. Everyone covets these lands, and no one cares about simple peasants. As for House Shao… they can do nothing. The anomalies have rebelled, and House Shao has committed all their forces to deal with those. Three days ago, they even took all the men capable of holding a spear. They say such calamities have befallen our lands that even the Taoists can’t handle them. Not that they’ve exactly been busy handling them, mind you — banditry seems to be a lot more up their street. It’s much easier to kill peasants than to fight monsters.” 
 
      
 
    The old man cast an angry glance at the pile of corpses. Vyllea had already managed to take everything valuable, although, aside from the bound spatial pouches, there wasn’t much. We’d soon accumulate a whole heap of valuable yet useless items. We needed to figure out a way to solve this problem. Maybe we could ask Althea’s guardian to unlock the pouches? By the way, where was he? 
 
      
 
    “Where is Olesaw located?” 
 
      
 
    “Two days along this road. But you shouldn’t take it — there was an anomaly right in the middle. If the warriors who took all our men weren’t lying, then something terrible had occurred there.” 
 
      
 
    “Load up!” I ordered the students, and then turned back to the old man. “Take care of the bodies and hide near the lake. It’s safe there. If House Zur has set their sights on these lands, they won’t stop at just one band of bandits.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded and sighed heavily, glancing around. Half the houses in the village were ablaze. The villagers, realizing we didn’t intend to kill them, were trying to stop the spread of the fire, but it wasn’t going well. The flames were too strong, and the buckets they used were too small. If we were Masters who had mastered their elements, perhaps we could’ve done something about the fire. As it was, we could only acknowledge our uselessness and head to the city. 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, Althea, come over!” I commanded as I jumped off Muffin. A Seeker, feeling useless? The Heavens would turn away from us if we decided to ignore people’s problems for some bizarre and foolish reason. There was a fire, and it needed to be stopped. If we couldn’t do it with techniques, we’d smother it with earth! 
 
      
 
    “Contact!” I continued directing. Vyllea was the first to place her palm on my neck, nodding for Althea to do the same. The conjunction activated instantly, encompassing all types of energy. We found ourselves beside our dams, but they didn’t matter right now. I closed my eyes, recalling the layout of the village — the burning houses, their locations, and how they were engulfed. Gradually, a scene materialized — miniature houses appeared on a small hill, waist-high to us. Some of them were ablaze, and they all looked like they were made of paper. Time was clearly running out — they were about to be consumed entirely. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pulling!” Vyllea leaned over the tiny houses, extending her hands to absorb the fire. But nothing happened; only a few sparks flew out, embedding themselves in her palms. The rest of the fire remained inert to a Master’s commands. Why? It was an element, after all, and it behaved as such — raging, consuming everything in its path. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, any ideas?” Vyllea shouted, trying to scoop up the fire with her hands. But her hands passed through the houses as if they weren’t real. Or perhaps they existed somewhere else… Hold on a moment, not real? Not the houses — the fire! What if it wasn’t real? No, that wasn’t it — what if Masters couldn’t interact with it at all, not because Vyllea was inept, but because the fire itself was unresponsive? Yet she managed to extract a few sparks. Why? For the same reason the octopus from the lake didn’t immediately become a Gold Master — it lacked sufficient energy in its water! Similarly, this fire lacked the energy that could be absorbed. That was the right thought! To work with an element, you needed to saturate it with energy first! What kind? Obviously not from the energy core — that was meant for Warriors. So, to manipulate the fire we needed to transfer energy from our conjoined elemental core! 
 
      
 
    A rainbow sphere appeared above the village I’d envisioned. I no longer considered the consequences — I cared about the result, not the repercussions or costs. Mentally pulling threads from the sphere, I thrust them into the fire, where they dissolved like salt in hot water. The flames didn’t intensify or diminish — they simply became saturated with our energy, allowing us to work with them. 
 
      
 
    When our elemental core had shrunk by two-thirds, I nodded to Vyllea. The giantess leaned over the village once more and drew all the power into her palms. This time, it worked perfectly — the fire from all the houses simply vanished, transferring into Vyllea’s hands. She looked at me in confusion, showing her clenched fists — they had turned into two bright torches. They weren’t harming her, but I felt that if we didn’t get rid of this energy quickly, there would be trouble. Lifting Vyllea in my outstretched arms, I carried her to the massive dam bound with mighty chains. For some reason, she couldn’t move on her own anymore. Turning her to face the dam, I placed her clenched fists on the thickest chain, which looked more formidable than all the others. The energy immediately began to flow, and she started to breathe easier. Where Vyllea touched the chain, the metal began to heat up, but as far as I could tell, it wasn’t going to break. Althea’s barrier had withstood many trials and was about to face another. However, my apprentice’s handlers had been incompetents, even if they were much stronger and more experienced than me. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to shout, “Grab and pull!” but an unpleasant blockage I’d yet to understand prevented me. Instead, I let go of Vyllea and pulled Althea to the chain, placing her hands on the link next to the one that had gotten heated just recently. I circled around Vyllea and grabbed the chain from the other side. Then I began pulling sideways. 
 
      
 
    “Understood!” shouted the giantess resembling Althea, and she started pulling in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll turn up the heat!” Vyllea, realizing she wasn’t going to burn up, decided to experiment. The flames in her fists evaporated completely, but we still had a third of the elemental core left! She reached for it. The energy struck her in the back; she arched, but didn’t let go of the chain. The metal wasn’t just red-hot anymore — it began to drip onto the ground as if about to melt entirely! I pulled with all the strength I had. My head spun, blood trickled from my nose, my eyes felt like they might pop out, but I wasn’t about to give up. Either we’d break this chain once and for all, finally understanding the principle of breaking barriers, or Althea’s barrier would never be destroyed! 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw how the girls were straining. Vyllea growled, battling the streams of power coursing through her body. Althea wheezed, spitting blood, but kept pulling, her feet sliding on the ground. The last remnants of energy from our elemental core flowed into Vyllea. We made one final effort, and a deafening clang resounded. The chain, which could easily hold an entire boulder, snapped in two. A dozen thinner chains tightened, holding back the barrier’s pressure. The dam that blocked Althea’s path to ascension was covered in a vast web of cracks; stones began to fall from it, but numerous small chains still held it in place. The energy of the conjunction was depleted, and we were thrown back into the real world. However, before that happened, I noticed the broken chain, hanging freely in the air, beginning to disintegrate. It wouldn’t be coming back. 
 
      
 
    “At last!” When I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was Carmin’s scowling face. Seeing my student without his usual smirk felt odd. We were lying inside a house, and from the smell of smoke, it seemed the fire had reached it after all. I tried activating my spirit vision, but a surge of pain made me shut it off — my head hurt as if several blacksmiths were hammering inside my skull. Well, if I couldn’t perceive the energy world, I could at least check my own condition. My meridians were full, the conjoined elemental core was empty, and all our respective individual energy cores were in their places. Nothing critical, even though it felt like an eternity had passed. Turning my head, I noticed Vyllea and Althea on the beds next to me. The girls were starting to stir but hadn’t awakened yet. 
 
      
 
    “How long have we been out?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Seven days. Whatever you did extinguished the entire village fire, but then you collapsed and showed no signs of life. Healing didn’t work on you either, and you heated up like a furnace — as if you’d absorbed all the fire and tried to master it.” 
 
      
 
    “That was pretty much what had happened,” I admitted. I sat up with some effort and felt an unsettling emptiness. The void in my conjoined elemental core created strange sensations, like I hadn’t eaten in a week and my stomach was beginning to digest itself — only the feeling was in my chest, making it even more unpleasant. Okay… The elements were everywhere; I just needed to extract them properly. Althea could do it with water, and Vyllea, with fire. I, for one, had an even greater opportunity for restoration. Earth! It was right beneath us, even if covered by logs and planks at the moment. I closed my eyes and reached out to the earth below. Energy. I needed energy! As much as possible. 
 
      
 
    The earth of the Second Tier was slow to respond — to it, I was an intruder with demands. But my persistence wouldn’t let anything, not even the earth itself, ignore me. Pushing past the headache, I activated my spirit vision, delving into the depths below. I was certain I’d find down there exactly what I needed — the means to restore myself and my girls. That is, my wife and my apprentice. 
 
      
 
    At a depth of about a mile and a half, I finally detected a thin thread of the earth element! I had no idea what it was doing there — it wasn’t like I could ask anyone, after all. I clutched it with invisible hands and started pulling it toward me. It was a right struggle. Carmin was saying something right next to me, waving his hands in front of my face, but that was unimportant now. The crucial thing was that the power I required was moving toward me. Moments before disaster struck, Carmin leapt aside — his intuition must have warned him. Energy from deep within the earth broke through logs and planks, surging into our room as a filthy stream of liquid earth. But I didn’t let the substance scatter; I enveloped the element around the dimmed rainbow sphere and started spinning, winding new strength onto it. 
 
      
 
    The elemental core got into motion sluggishly, but its speed increased with each passing moment until it began to glow brightly again. Even in their sleep, Vyllea and Althea sighed with relief and opened their eyes. The week-long “fast” was over. The earth’s energy had been exhausted — the stream I’d pulled up was finite. Its power was just enough to restore the conjoined core and make a few loops around my own nascent elemental core. After all, I needed to develop it someday. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, what on earth is this?!” Vyllea’s outraged shout seemed to echo throughout the village. While I’d managed to harness the energy of the liquid earth, I hadn’t controlled the earth itself. The mud that erupted from a mile below had completely flooded our room and, after smashing through the doors, spilled out onto the street. Furniture, ceiling, walls, and all of us — everything was drenched in this muck. 
 
      
 
    “Althea, do you know what happened?” It was nice to hear Vyllea’s voice, but I had other worries. 
 
      
 
    “We were trying to break the barrier, but we failed,” Althea replied. At this moment, she was definitely not green-haired — everything inside the room was a shade of brown. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a completely incorrect conclusion. Try again.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is it incorrect? Before we passed out, I noticed the dam was still intact.” 
 
      
 
    “It cracked,” Vyllea said irritably, looking down at herself and shaking off the mud with a despondent gesture. Even Master Maseel’s clothes had suffered — it looked like they’ll need washing. “We broke your main chain. What’s left is minor stuff you can handle yourself. Another two or three such reckless acts…” 
 
      
 
    “…and we’ll die,” I concluded for Vyllea. “Completely depleting the elemental core isn’t the smartest idea.” 
 
      
 
    “But it worked, didn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “It did,” I was forced to admit. 
 
      
 
    “So tell me, my fussy husband, if I hadn’t absorbed all the element, would we have achieved the result?” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely not,” I admitted again. “The chain melted on the last scraps of our strength.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why are you bothering me? Looking for a fight? You restored the core? Great! So let’s move on. We almost died… but we didn’t, right? So why worry needlessly?” 
 
      
 
    My wife’s unshakable logic only made me chuckle. Alive? We were. What else did we need to feel happy? One thing was certain — if another chance to empty the elemental core presented itself, Vyllea would seize it without hesitation. After all, if it worked once, it should work again. 
 
      
 
    Throughout the week, no news reached the village. No one visited the villagers or tried to harm them. Perhaps that group of ten from House Zur hadn’t acted on their leader’s orders, but had decided to flee on their own, away from the anomalies. The villagers were most distressed by not knowing what had happened to their loved ones. Elda had already discovered that twenty-seven peasants had been taken — in essence, all the heads of the village families. In over a week and a half, there hadn’t been a single word from them, so everyone was anxious. I was worried too — the lack of understanding about what was happening in the world unsettled me. However, we had to stay put — the mud pulled up from the earth’s depths was extremely stubborn and hard to wash off ourselves and our clothes. Having once been strengthened by the element, the liquid earth had acquired incredible properties. We had to put in a lot of effort, especially me — twice as much, actually. Vyllea had handed me her clothes with the remark, “You made the mess — you fix it!” 
 
      
 
    The old man, who turned out to be the village elder, advised us right up to the last moment not to take the direct road to Olesaw. Better to go around. The villagers were busy with their usual tasks — rebuilding their homes. Since they hadn’t burned down, there was no need to flee the village. Maybe everything would turn out fine, and their loved ones would return? I didn’t want to dampen their spirits, so I kept quiet. If House Shao needed useless spearmen, good only as extra fodder for golems, then things were truly dire. 
 
      
 
    Muffin rolled confidently along the deserted road. It felt strange — normally, we’d encounter at least some travelers on our journey. But here, complete emptiness reigned — as if all life had been drained from this region. Not even birds flew overhead. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, is this normal?” Vyllea asked. While I focused on the road, she had been scanning the surroundings and was the first to spot something unusual. About twenty miles ahead, above the treetops, something impossible was happening. A black cloud hung low over the ground, but instead of rain, tiny black dots were falling from it. The same black dots were also rising back into the cloud, defying all known laws of nature. A very peculiar rain. 
 
      
 
    “I’d say that’s the anomaly,” I replied, accelerating beyond our already impressive speed, eager as I was to reach the cloud with my spirit vision as quickly as possible. Soon enough, the trees thinned out, and we emerged into open terrain. I didn’t slow Muffin down — instead, I accelerated further. My spirit vision revealed that a battle was underway ahead, and one side was clearly losing. Since they were humans, our decision about whom to assist was made for us. The opposing side wasn’t human at all. 
 
      
 
    The black cloud wasn’t high up in the sky, but hovered just three hundred feet above a tall hill — that was why we’d seen it from afar. From the cloud emerged bird-like golems made of flesh and bone. These golems hurled themselves at a small fortress, fearless and apparently lacking any self-preservation instinct. Some got killed instantly — their bodies disintegrated into small scraps of flesh, within which spirit stones could be found. However, some particularly swift creatures managed to seize a defender, stun them, and drag them into the cloud. There sat the master — a creature resembling a hovering bird with multiple legs. It didn’t flap its wings — there was no need. As a Master-stage creature, it could effortlessly float in the air, siphoning all its power from the element around it. Taking the spoils from its creations, the master drained the humans of their life force and energy, and then tore them into small pieces to create new golems. Furthermore, some golems flew to the scattered remains of their fallen comrades, collecting everything — including spirit stones. All of this was delivered to the master of the flying badland for processing. 
 
      
 
    The fortress was unexpectedly crowded — I counted nearly a thousand people. Almost a hundred Warrior-stage Taoists of various ranks were positioned on the walls, struggling against hordes of flying golems with their dwindling energy reserves. Their meridians were almost depleted, and judging by some of the Taoists, they had completely drained themselves several times, sacrificing future ascension. Among the defenders were also ordinary people shooting crossbows or collecting the creatures' remains, dragging them into a separate building. Some had figured out why the golems were gathering the remains and tried to deny them as much loot as they could. However, those fighting on the walls were just a drop in the ocean compared to those in the fortress basements, who didn’t even dare to stick their noses out. Only now did I realize that all the surrounding villages were empty. All the residents had sought refuge in the fortress, which had once guarded an anomaly. Judging by the formidable core of the flying monster’s element, this creature was a very serious opponent. Therefore, the anomaly located here was either blue or entirely black. Which, by the way, would explain the presence of the fortress — House Shao was concerned that no madmen would break into the forbidden anomaly. And now this very House Shao was suffering because of its benevolence. If they had destroyed the black anomaly earlier, the flying creature would never have appeared. 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, Elda, to the walls! Help fend off the creatures! Althea, Vyllea, to the tower roof! You'll be shooting the creatures down with Master-level spirit arrows! 
 
      
 
    “Why do you get to do all the interesting stuff yourself?” Vyllea’s protest was sincere. “I want to go up there, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Up there?” Althea looked at the rapidly approaching cloud. “Does someone live there?” 
 
      
 
    “A huge flying master of the badland! Stop arguing! There's nothing visible inside the cloud! Once you learn to control spirit vision, I’ll start taking you along with me!” 
 
      
 
    “Husband, don't piss me off! How am I supposed to learn spirit vision if you don’t even try to teach me?” 
 
      
 
    “You asked for it!” I promised her. “And we’ll begin today!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what’s with all this?! We were talking just fine!” My wife had apparently realized she had said more than she’d intended to. 
 
      
 
    “Too late, Vyllea! Too late! Seekers don’t go back on their word! Since you’re so eager to learn spirit vision, you’ll get your spirit vision. I’ll bend over backwards, but, mark my words, I’ll make sure you activate it. Everyone out, carry on using techniques!” 
 
      
 
    We were spotted — people started shouting and waving their arms from the walls, but the roar of the wind and the piercing cries of the golems made us unable to hear them at all. The flying creatures were using almost all their techniques to stay airborne, but they still had a few attack moves left in reserve. A piercing scream would echo through the air every now and then, causing a singularly unpleasant sensation in one’s ears and making one want to flee far away from the terrifying monsters. They also could bite through virtually everything. Muffin disappeared into the spatial anomaly as the first dozen golems reached us. The scream was deafening, but its power couldn’t penetrate the Master-stage spirit armor that I had to place not only on Vyllea, but also all my apprentices. The creatures looked like gluttonous storks, having acquired a leathery body, huge membranous wings, and sharp teeth. If it weren’t for the techniques, I couldn’t even imagine how such carcasses could fly. 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, Elda, these are all yours! Vyllea will punish the laggards!” I commanded, leaving this dozen to my students. “Vyllea, Althea, to the walls!” 
 
      
 
    To feel more or less comfortable in the cloud, I needed the presence of Vyllea at the very least. Ideally, Althea’s, too. With the new heart, the conjunction distance had increased to a thousand feet, allowing us to perform real miracles — like what we were about to pull off now! 
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” A shout reached me from the wall, but Seekers didn’t have the time or attention for such nonsense. I jumped onto the roof of some tower, and both girls appeared beside me. Standing back to back, they began to dispense justice, raining Master-stage spirit arrows into the sky. The golems fell to the ground like autumn leaves, regularly and in thick piles. The rare creatures that tried to get to the unclaimed flesh were being destroyed by Carmin and Elda. My students had dealt with the first dozen of the creatures, and were now rampaging on the walls, giving the defenders a chance to rest. To me it seemed they were just collapsing into unconsciousness from exhaustion. These warriors wouldn’t be fighting again anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    “I’m in!” I shouted, aiming at the master of the badland. The cunning monster seemed to have sensed something, and as soon as we appeared, it cast Master-stage spirit armor around itself. I couldn’t break through that immediately, so I had to wait for the armor to drop. The thing couldn’t maintain it indefinitely, anyway. And so it happened — the armor only lasted two minutes. Probably, the creature was preparing to activate it again, but hesitated, and I took advantage of that. I leapt into the sky and crashed into the carcass. It shook violently, and I felt as if I’d crashed full speed into a wall. The master surely wanted to do something, as its crystal began to saturate with the element, ready to surge towards me and destroy the pitiful bug, but this bug didn’t plan on getting destroyed today. Spirit arrows flashed through the air, striking several of the monster’s vital organs at once. It sure was convenient to see not only the energy structure of a creature, but also a lot of additional details. 
 
      
 
    The carcass twitched a few times, and suddenly grew heavy. The master was dead, and the techniques that had kept it airborne evaporated. Below us appeared the wide maw of the anomaly — I expanded it to the maximum to fit the monster entirely. A few moments before the monster entered the storage, I used the Steps technique to move towards the fortress. The technique worked only with solid surfaces, and I had no desire to fall from a height of three hundred feet. I miscalculated slightly — I ended up not on the tower where Vyllea and Althea were standing, but a bit lower, crashing into the wall beneath them. The Support technique saved me — thanks to it, I didn’t crash-land on the rocks. Although there were no rocks visible there anymore — the fortress was under a heavy rain of flesh debris. Everything the master of the range had managed to accumulate over two weeks was now falling to the ground, burying the defenders beneath. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, husband, if we don’t get rid of this monster as soon as possible, I’ll shove it into such a place that next time you’ll start thinking about dragging such filth into my home!” A furious Vyllea leaned over the edge of the tower. In some ways, I could agree with her — the wings of the Gargantuan bird had spread across the entire width of our anomaly, burying everything valuable beneath them. Now, to reach the tent, for instance, we’d first have to pull out this monster. It was amazing that Vyllea didn’t start pelting me with rocks for such a grave trespass! 
 
      
 
    I amplified my voice with a technique and shouted, 
 
      
 
    “Seeker Zander speaking! The master of the badland has been destroyed, as have all his golems! Who’s in charge here? Whoever it is, I’ll wait for them at the main gate. I need answers regarding what kind of anomaly had once been here to have spawned such a monster! To everyone else — start clearing up the fortress. Your people in the basements will suffocate before too long — it’s high time to release them! Forward, juniors! The work won’t do itself, and no one else will be trying to kill you today!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “DO YOU HAVE A MAP of the area?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Elder.” The warrior standing before us was at least forty years older than any of us, yet he bowed as if bowing were his sole purpose in life. The commander of the fortress that guarded the black anomaly had died four days ago, leaving leadership to one of his junior deputies — a regular Warrior who was practically at retirement age. Unfortunately, his prospect of peaceful retirement was cut short by the arrival of those creatures. 
 
      
 
    “Is there any information on how many black anomalies existed in the west of the Second Tier?” 
 
      
 
    “We only know about ours, Elder! If there were others, that information was tightly concealed.” 
 
      
 
    I could only sigh. If the Tiger Clan had kept information about black anomalies under the strictest secrecy, it was impossible to say definitively where the next massive problem might erupt. However, there was one place where such information could be obtained — the palace of House Shao. I was certain all information about the badlands flew there, along with records of all anomalies that once existed in the west of our empire. Therefore, we need to visit Olesaw again. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a village two days’ journey from here. They brought twenty-seven men from there to this place. They’re useless against golems. Send them home. You can also disperse the people back to their villages. As far as I can see, there are no more anomalies in the vicinity. The area is safe — for now. But only after you burn all this abomination. The flesh has been altered by power. The last thing we need is for it to begin its path to ascension one fine day.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Elder, it will be done!” The warrior bowed once more. He probably considered me a Master; we had dealt with the problem here too swiftly and skillfully. Though in my opinion, the master of the badland was simply inexperienced. Had the creature gathered a bit more strength and learned to maintain its spirit armor constantly, we would have been in for quite a struggle. 
 
      
 
    “Apprentices, time to move out! Vyllea, stop collecting spirit stones! Leave something for the Warriors here. They’ve held the defense for a week and a half.” 
 
      
 
    “I need them!” my wife snapped back, still rummaging through the pile of flesh that had fallen from the sky. She was completely unfazed by the blood, chunks of meat, bones, or entrails. Whenever she had a goal, she ignored the obstacles completely, and if one appeared in her path, she’d punch it in the nose and toss it aside. 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t annoy me, husband!” She suddenly appeared beside me. “I need them! Just look at how beautiful they are!” 
 
      
 
    The spirit stones extracted from the flying creatures looked like finely crafted black gemstones. I hadn’t really paid attention to this before. Digging into the spatial anomaly, I pulled out some spirit stones from the lake. So that was why they seemed strange to me back then! The blue anomaly had produced stones with a blue hue. The black one produced black stones. Moreover, the energy in the black spirit stones was almost an order of magnitude greater than that in the blue ones, which already contained a significant amount. The blue stones also looked like fine-cut gems, albeit lacking the finesse of their black counterparts. It now made sense why Vyllea was so eager to get her hands on all the spirit stones — she physically couldn’t pass up something so beautiful. She’d suffer from insomnia for weeks afterward! Nevertheless, I tried to appeal to reason. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t take everything. At least half of the stones belong to the locals. We shouldn’t anger the Heavens, my wife. Seekers don’t take someone’s last possessions.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re so infuriating!” Vyllea grumbled, flicking off a few drops of blood clinging to her clothes, then jumped into Muffin. “Husband, why do I always have to wait for you? Hurry up!” 
 
      
 
    I had no doubt that the new commander of the fortress would carry out my orders without question. When you’d spent your whole life following orders, you always wanted someone to tell you what to do next. Unfortunately, not everyone was ready to take responsibility for their own lives. 
 
      
 
    We reached Olesaw only by the end of the next day. Signs of devastation were everywhere. Everything had suffered, gates, walls, and houses alike. I recalled our brief stay in the Second Tier’s western capital while we were “showing Darna around.” Back then, my spirit vision had revealed three anomalies located within the city limits. Impregnable palaces had been built around them, hiding valuable spoils from prying eyes. The result of such “concealment” was vividly displayed before us — Olesaw had three epicenters of destruction. Two on the outskirts, and one in the center. Two green anomalies and a red one. I didn’t even want to think about how many human lives the golems had taken. Judging by the destruction and the grim faces of the townspeople, it was a lot. 
 
      
 
    Actually, there were only two epicenters — the palace of House Shao appeared undamaged from the outside. The beautiful building towered over the city, signaling that everything was stable and there was no need to worry unnecessarily. However, the anomaly located in its basement had destroyed all the underground levels. Before its demise, the master had quite a spree. The portal was operational, but the attendant wasn’t letting anyone in. No one tried to stop us — the servants scurrying back and forth had no time for Seekers who had appeared in the palace from Heavens know where. 
 
      
 
    The head of House Shao was in his study. He was a Master-stage Taoist, and judging by how his guests were seated, an important business meeting was underway. Perhaps we should have waited for it to end, but I remembered mentor Guerlon and smiled — he would never have waited. Seekers were indifferent to rules and norms of behavior accepted in others’ homes. They did what they believed was right. Right now, I felt it was right to demand details. If House Shao needed help, they would get it — even if that help barged into the office unceremoniously. 
 
      
 
    “Who let you in?” The man even rose from his chair when I opened the door and walked in. Perhaps I should have bowed to my elders in ascension, but I didn’t consider them as such. I didn’t feel any strength from them. Their elemental cores appeared depleted, and, for some reason, there was no source to restore them. What I did next might have seemed downright childish. Bur Vyllea had been nagging me, and the huge bird in the anomaly was taking up too much space. Instead of answering, I walked over to the window overlooking the inner courtyard and materialized the flying monster. 
 
      
 
    “Inside this creature’s chest is a crystal of the Air element. I suppose the head of House Shao shouldn’t be walking around with a depleted elemental core. I am Seeker Zander; this is Seeker Vyllea and our three students. The black badland located a day and a half’s journey from Olesaw has been destroyed. This creature was its master. The fortress held out until our arrival, but the previous commander had died a few days ago, as I was told. However, you’ve missed another anomaly — a blue one. It was in a vast lake. And this abomination was its master.” 
 
      
 
    The reeking octopus appeared beside the enormous bird. I had to get rid of it somewhere, after all. And this was a perfect opportunity to dispose of nearly all the corpses. Only the strange creature that absorbed energy remained, but it was already useless to me. I had understood the principle of absorption, developed the rules, and even started gradually teaching them to my students. Perhaps I should have given this body to the Nameless One — it may have been useful to the Phoenix Clan. My mistake — next time, I’d need to really reflect on whether it was worth clinging to worldly possessions. If a Seeker turned into a hoarder, they ceased to be a Seeker. 
 
      
 
    “The black anomaly has been destroyed?” one of House Shao’s advisors repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Unless I was speaking an incomprehensible language,” I replied coldly, looking into the eyes of the man acting as the head of the house. “Do you need help, or will House Shao handle the arising difficulties on its own?” 
 
      
 
    “Seekers who haven’t even become Masters are going to help us?” The head of House Shao was clearly unimpressed by my gifts. He didn’t even flinch, although he could clearly sense the power of the air-element crystal — his own native element. 
 
      
 
    “Even without being Masters, these Seekers in front of you casually destroyed two badlands of blue and black rank, saving several thousand people who had sworn allegiance to House Shao,” I declared. “We have also eliminated a group of scavengers from House Zur, who were ravaging villages near the great lake. Frankly, we couldn’t care less about House Shao’s problems. If you don’t need our help, we’ll head south. Deal with your own badlands — including that supposedly secret place where seven anomalies, including a black one, were located. Funny how I don’t see the Overlord who was guarding the anomalies here in the city. Did he stay behind? Or did he return to the Fourth Tier to help destroy badlands there?” 
 
      
 
    The twitch in the leader’s face told me I’d hit a sore spot. The Overlord had left the Second Tier, as had most of the Masters — there had been significantly more of them the last time I’d visited Olesaw. Now, only the heads of the Houses remained. 
 
      
 
    “One black badland has been destroyed. How many remain in your territory?” I pressed. 
 
      
 
    The leader remained silent, as did his close advisors. Fine — I’d achieved what I wanted, anyway. I wasn’t about to impose further. With a pointed bow, I said, “Please accept my apologies for intruding upon your meeting like this. Since House Shao doesn’t require the services of Seekers, we’re departing from Olesaw. We won’t be taking back our gifts. As I mentioned, it’s unseemly for the head of a great House to go about empty. Apprentices, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on!” The leader’s voice called out as I reached the door. "Seekers don’t work for free, we all know that. What are your terms?” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the world of wonders, head of House Shao,” I replied. “I have no terms. All I need is a map of the Second Tier showing problematic badlands and unhindered passage throughout your territory — even if that includes your personal chambers. We’re not merchants — we’re Seekers. If you wish to express gratitude for our help, decide for yourself what creatures like these are worth. I can’t be bothered. Do you even need them, or can we just burn them right away?” 
 
      
 
    “The ones you refer to as masters of the badlands will be burned immediately — they’re worthless. There’s no point in studying them. The only thing they’re good for is yielding an elemental crystal. Preparing the map will take an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, we’ll return in an hour. Apprentices, come with me! Vyllea, you cannot!” I called out. 
 
      
 
    My wife was admiring a beautiful painting hanging on the office wall. It depicted a dense forest with several small creatures, and the artist had seemingly captured even the scents and sounds. Looking closely, one could almost feel the forest’s freshness and hear the birds chirping. It wasn’t just a piece of art — it was a masterpiece. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, I need this!” Vyllea insisted stubbornly, pointing at the painting. “One painting for one badland! That’s a fair price!” 
 
      
 
    “The head of House Shao will determine the reward himself — if he decides to,” I announced loudly enough for the leader to hear. “If he deems the painting a fair payment for the destroyed badland, then you’ll be fortunate. If not, such is the will of the Heavens.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re so infuriating, husband!” Vyllea pressed her lips together in a grimace of displeasure, but complied. 
 
      
 
    The doors closed behind us, and soon we entered the room containing the portal. Finally, the servants took notice of us — they trailed closely but kept their distance. Since the head of House Shao hadn’t ordered them to eject us, we must have been deemed important figures. The portal attendant, likely the only Nascent God-stage Taoist in all of Olesaw, didn’t acknowledge us at all. He stood with eyes closed, meditating. 
 
      
 
    “Elder, I request a meeting with Arisco Galth,” I stated, not even considering a bow. The attendant opened his eyes and stared at us for a long time, perhaps debating whether to kill us outright or let us suffer first. A prickling sensation between my shoulder blades came and went. 
 
      
 
    “What business do Seekers from the Second Tier have with the head of security of the Tiger Clan?” he finally asked. 
 
      
 
    “We wish to receive the reward for rescuing Læogh Galth from the Ark of the Ancients,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Wait here!” As soon as I mentioned the former leader’s son, the attendant’s demeanor changed completely. In truth, I had no idea whom to contact for the reward. I doubted that Arisco Galth himself handled such matters, but I had no other contacts within the Tiger Clan. I could have summoned Advisor Thurn Galth, who had ordered the assassination of my Vyllea, but we could do nothing against that particular Nascent God at the moment. He was too powerful for us, and the composite technique known as “Wasp’s Sting” only worked on Overlords. No matter — a Taoist’s life was long, and Thurn Galth’s time would come. First, however, we needed to wrap up all our completed tasks. 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, go back to the head of House Shao and let him know we’ll be delayed at the portal, as per the attendant’s orders,” I instructed after an hour. It wouldn’t have been right to leave — Nascent Gods could show up at any moment. If they didn’t find us here, we’d lose our reward. Even though I said Seekers worked for free, in reality, we only did so when it suited us. We gained nothing but problems dealing with the Ark of the Ancients. But since we’d saved the late leader’s son, we surely were owed something. 
 
      
 
    “The head will wait for you as long as necessary. If I understand correctly, he’s shocked that the attendant even spoke with you. The portal is active, but no one has used it for a week. The attendant doesn’t allow it,” Carmin reported. 
 
      
 
    “And he won’t ever allow it,” a familiar voice interjected suddenly. A portion of one wall shimmered strangely, materializing into two Taoists — Arisco Galth, clad in a black ninja outfit, and a rather slender Gold Warrior. He glared at us from under his brows, sullenly, like some sort of owl. His gaze unsettled me — there was something animalistic about it. Members of the Tiger Clan had bright green eyes that set them apart, but the young man before us possessed bright yellow eyes — human, not demonic, but their color was identical to those once belonging to my wife or to Althea. 
 
      
 
    “The remnants of the Tiger Clan’s council have decreed that the portal may only be used in emergencies,” Arisco Galth explained. “All the Tiers’ forces have been deployed to contain the problems arising from the anomalies, eliminating them from the top down. Even if the entire Zero, First, and Second Tiers perish, the others will manage the calamity. If the central palace survives, so will the entire Tiger Clan.” 
 
      
 
    I was tempted to point out the fault in his reasoning, but arguing with the remnants of the clan council was pointless. Surely they knew that just one Overlord would suffice for Tiers Zero, One, Two, and even Three to survive with minimal losses. An Overlord would have annihilated the bird we killed in an instant, without stopping to study it. But as I’d long understood, my logic differed greatly from that of the clans. They prioritized securing the center first, then the nearest Tiers, and the others, if they hadn’t perished by then, were supposed handle the calamity themselves. In my view, it was a flawed and fundamentally wrong practice. 
 
      
 
    “We were promised a reward for saving this Taoist,” I said, nodding at Læogh. 
 
      
 
    “The reward was for extracting him from the Ark, not for destroying the Ark along with all its contents,” Arisco Galth corrected. 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” I replied. Oddly enough, I felt a certain warmth inside. Perhaps I’d been mentally bracing myself for them to refuse us the reward, and now that my expectations aligned with reality, everything made sense. The clan leadership had shown their true colors once again, confirming that dealing with them wasn’t worthwhile. The same held true for any other leadership in the Taoist world. Advisor Delilah with the deranged Darna was a perfect case in point. In that regard, I found the demon world far more appealing. They had their princes’ sons, too, but the representative of the Council of Three struck me as a much more reasonable being. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Elder, for finding the time to clarify the Tiger Clan’s position to us in such a challenging period.” I bowed after all. At this moment, it seemed more than appropriate. “Allow us to withdraw to attend to matters in our own Tier.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s astonishing how you’ve managed to survive to become a Diamond Warrior with that tongue of yours…” Arisco Galth seemed to sigh. With a wave of his hand, the head ninja formed an impenetrable protective formation around us and looked at Althea. The green-haired girl was unfazed — as a prince’s daughter, she was well-practiced in enduring others’ gazes. The head of the Tiger Clan’s security remained silent for a while before stating,” 
 
      
 
    “We have eliminated your guardian. You are alone in this world now.” 
 
      
 
    “I have never been alone in this world,” Althea retorted. “I have my mentors.” 
 
      
 
    “Who will not be able to protect you if the whole world learns who you really are. What will you do, Seeker Zander, if the Phoenix Clan finds out who your apprentice is?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll wait two years, then go to the Head of the Clan and demand that Althea be made a Seeker rather than an apprentice. If someone is foolish enough to try to exploit her lineage for their own purposes, we’ll have to resolve the matter decisively. If we can’t handle it ourselves, we’ll invite our mentor.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, the Nascent God of Copper rank, Seeker Guerlon,” Arisco Galth nodded. “I heard he has somehow managed to defeat an assassin sent by the demons — and a rather notorious one at that. This forced the demons to sign a temporary truce.” 
 
      
 
    “Our mentor’s affairs do not concern us, just as our affairs do not concern him, as long as we follow the will of the Heavens,” I replied, shifting my gaze to the sullen Læogh. I didn’t particularly like what was happening, but for some reason, I didn’t feel any aversion. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve already figured it all out, haven’t you?” Arisco Galth was clearly aware of my ability to operate on scraps of information and devise non-obvious solutions. 
 
      
 
    “Who is hunting him?” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone. As long as Læogh Galth is alive, he poses a threat to the new head of the Tiger Clan. For the past two weeks, my men and I have managed to keep him alive, but we cannot delay any longer. Læogh won’t survive in the central region.” 
 
      
 
    “The sigil?” I nodded toward his shoulder, where the imprint with a fragment of the Primordial Soul was located. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll remove it when we come to an agreement. What’s happening to the Tiger Clan now is the result of the sudden death of the previous head. No one was prepared for this. Not only did he die, by the way, but also half the clan council, several high-born heads of great houses, and almost the entire Council of the Executors of Fate. It’s not just in the clan — the entire empire is in complete chaos. Instead of dealing with the emerging badlands, everyone dived head first into the messiest kind of power struggle, eliminating competitors mercilessly. In just these two weeks, the Tiger Clan has lost several Nascent Gods due to internal strife. My ninjas and I remain uninvolved in any of this, but the previous head has entrusted me with his most precious possession — the life of his son. In the central region, he’ll be killed. If I hand him over to any house in any Tier, he’ll be killed. Sending him off on his own, even with a guardian, won’t work — as soon as someone finds out about the guardian, the hunt for Læogh will begin. And the guardian I can trust is a persona non grata, anyway. I heard Dokravit’s words. You and your demon-wife are pleasing to the Heavens. So I simply have no other option but to trust those who are pleasing to the Heavens, as well as my intuition. I don’t know how long the clan will be in turmoil, but eventually, the unrest will subside. Læogh must survive until that moment. Without the sigil, finding him will be nearly impossible. And only a madman would suspect a Seeker’s apprentice of being the son of the former head of the Tiger Clan.” 
 
      
 
    “Zander, is he trying to coerce us into taking this wimp on as our student?” 
 
      
 
    The incredible happened at last — Vyllea had listened to Arisco Galth and even understood everything correctly. I had to respond to her. 
 
      
 
    “He’s not coercing — he’s trying to negotiate. He’s just described the current state of affairs with the world. Something more agreeable should follow. Because I don’t believe that a Nascent God responsible for the security of an entire clan would come to us without significant arguments.” 
 
      
 
    Arisco Galth nodded and began laying out items directly on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Thirty scrolls of Warrior-stage techniques — standard ones, without any clan affiliation. Thirty scrolls of Master-stage techniques — also without any unique or special techniques. No one should suspect Læogh is from the Tiger Clan. Therefore, he’ll have to give up not only his sigil, but also any artifacts that could link him to the clan. In this chest are black-ranked Warrior-stage spirit stones. This one contains Master-stage water-element spirit stones. This one, same, but with fire element. This one, Earth. And, just in case, also Air, if Læogh becomes an Air adept. But that’s unlikely — both his father and mother had fire as their element. And finally, the crown of my offer — the essence of a spirit core. An item available only to the chosen.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that like the thing we gave to Mentor Guerlon?” Vyllea asked, looking at the golden egg. Arisco Galt was holding in his hands an item that allowed one to become a Nascent God. For us, of course, this item was still useless, but I immediately had thoughts regarding conjunction. What if we used the essence of the spirit core not for personal ascension but for conjoint ascension? Then already at the Overlord stage, we could… But I was getting ahead of myself. Here I was thinking about the Overlord stage while I was still stuck at the level of a Diamond Warrior. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, an egg like this one had helped our mentor overcome his barriers. I like your gifts, Elder, but something is still missing. First of all, an artifact that can unlock bound spatial pouches. My own helplessness in this respect is infuriating — you defeat an opponent, but there’s no satisfaction. Another extremely unpleasant matter is that Læogh must officially leave the Tiger Clan. I’ll have to conclude a student contract with him, which must be agreed upon by the head of the house. Without a contract, traveling with Seekers won’t work — the Heavens won’t accept it. Also, the sigil needs to be removed not only from Læogh’s shoulder, but also from Althea’s. Just because you’ve eliminated her guardian doesn’t mean another won’t come. I understand you can’t give us artifacts, as they could identify us, but what we definitely need — without which we can’t ensure Læogh’s survival — is a composite Master-stage technique capable of protecting against an Overlord’s attacks — preferably, of course, against a Nascent God.” 
 
      
 
    “An artifact for unlocking spatial pouches does exist, and it’s easy to obtain,” Arisco Galth replied after a pause. “There will be no problems with the contract — after his father’s death, Læogh had left the clan. Removing the seals is easy, but a composite Master-stage defensive technique — that’s almost impossible. I need time to verify and arrange everything. We’ll meet here in two days at this same time. Læogh, we’re leaving. Activate invisibility.” 
 
      
 
    The sullen young man still hadn’t said a single word to us. He looked at us for a while, then simply vanished. My spirit vision wept bitterly — it, too, had lost our future student. If he decided to run away, finding him would be quite problematic. The protective formation disappeared, and soon the portal attendant emerged. Arisco Galth had returned to the central region. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, I have a question — why are we so readily agreeing to take on another apprentice? And one who, by the way, hasn’t said a single word the whole time! Can he even speak? Does he understand that being a Seeker’s student means daily training and suffering? I certainly won’t be coddling him!” 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, I don’t know… It just seemed like the right thing to do — not just for us, but for something greater. I have a suspicion that Læogh is an extremely important figure for this world, and it’s in our interest to stay as close to him as possible. Just trust me.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, then, why are we standing around here?” I adored my wife. Once she received assurance that everything was fine, she stopped worrying altogether. “Students, let’s go! The head of House Shao is waiting for us with the map. You do want to know where your future training will take place, don’t you? Well, so do I! I might come up with something special for you!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MUFFIN MOVED STRAIGHT TOWARD the northwest of the Second Tier confidently. All six seats of our carriage were occupied, although from the outside it looked like the seat belts on the seats behind me were just fastened over empty air. Læogh’s ability to disappear was astonishing — he literally became invisible along with his clothes. In fact, I could only find him by indirect signs: a footprint appearing somewhere, something rustling, a heavy sigh sounding nearby. Equally astonishing was our apprentice’s “friendliness” — he hadn’t uttered a single word over the course of the day that had passed since signing the student contract,. He didn’t ask for stops, didn’t touch food, and generally behaved as if we weren’t there. Arisco Galth assured us there would be no problems with Læogh, claiming he fully understood what was happening, why he was with us, and that from now on he would have to follow our orders. But the head of security forgot to tell us about his ward’s character traits. Either the guy was deeply depressed by what had happened two weeks ago, or this was his usual state. 
 
      
 
    Arisco Galth still managed to surprise me — he brought a scroll of a conjoined defensive technique. It was called Tortoise Shell, required seven hundred twenty meridians, and formed a small dome for two or three people, capable of withstanding an attack from a Taoist at the Overlord stage. Moreover, it protected not only against techniques, but also auras, elements, and spiritual influence. I knew nothing about the latter yet — we hadn’t encountered anything serious used by Overlords, so I had no idea how the spirit core worked and what exactly it enhanced. The important thing was that as long as Vyllea and Althea were nearby, Overlord-stage Taoists wouldn’t be as terrifying as before. I didn’t expect the Tortoise Shell to be some absolute technique capable of defending against all attacks, especially when an Overlord started attacking seriously. But at least now we could hope for some chance to survive — about the same as Mentor Guerlon had when he faced Overlord Shang Li in the Zou-Lemawn arena. 
 
      
 
    The head of House Shao provided a map of the Second Tier’s western sector, indicating five critically important points with new badlands — two black and three blue. The seven anomalies I had encountered on my way were located in relatively uninhabited areas, so we needed to deal with them last. The black and blue anomalies in the northwest of the Tier posed a much greater danger. They were located near large cities, and over the past two weeks, no one understood what was happening there. There was no news, and messengers sent hadn’t returned. It was, however, still too early for them to return — a standard self-propelled carriage would take almost three weeks one way. House Shao also pointed out several simpler anomalies along our route. Local houses and families were dealing with them, but if we happened to pass by and noticed that the Tiger Clan was not coping, we were asked to help. All loot from the badlands went to the Seekers, and as payment for our services, House Shao provided five magnificent paintings, which had already taken places of honor in our spatial anomaly. They were all created by some master two hundred years ago, and over that time, the power hadn’t left his creations. Now it wouldn’t leave at all — in our anomaly, the concept of time doesn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    “I can feel your gaze,” Althea suddenly said, distracted from her book. Carmin and Elda occupied the back row, so the green-haired girl had to sit next to Læogh. “I feel uncomfortable when an invisible person is staring at me. Either show yourself or look away. You’re distracting me from reading.” 
 
      
 
    My spirit vision was working at maximum, scanning for random badlands within my accessible radius, so the sudden appearance of yet another energy construct did not escape me. Læogh was a Golden Warrior and, like all of us, possessed several powerful and majestic dams blocking his potential. Moreover, he, like Althea, had an additional barrier to ascension. It may not have been as monstrous a dam as the demon’s, but not a flimsy one ready to collapse at the slightest sneeze, either. I recalled Læogh from three days ago, when he was first introduced to us. The barrier looked significantly smaller then. It turned out the problem with ascension is growing every day. I definitely needed to talk to Læogh about this. The only question was how — the student clearly wasn’t inclined to talk. 
 
      
 
    “That’s better,” Althea continued and suddenly turned to Læogh. “Hi! I’m Althea. A demon.” 
 
      
 
    Læogh blinked several times, hiding in invisibility and reappearing again. Finally, he made up his mind and muttered, 
 
      
 
    “Hi. I’m Læogh. A beast.” 
 
      
 
    Muffin almost swerved due to the unexpected phrase. 
 
      
 
    “A beast?” Having heard something unexpected, Althea latched onto it eagerly. Closing her eyes, she used spirit vision, then declared with undisguised disappointment, “You cannot be a beast. You have a core, not an essence. Not a particularly funny joke, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a joke.” Læogh’s voice was low, and I found it slightly grating. “Taoists don’t have abilities like mine. Only beasts do.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the ability to disappear?” Althea clarified. “In my world, there are true demons who can turn into smoke. Can you do that? Or penetrate minds, sending visions or completely suppressing will? Or change their appearance like gloves, turning into another demon or Taoist at will? True demons can — and no one calls them beasts.” 
 
      
 
    “Moreover, true demons cannot have offspring with higher demons. In fact, true demons aren’t demons at all,” Læogh demonstrated impressive knowledge. "They’re just another branch of intelligent beings that developed parallel to demons. True demons don’t have ascension — the schools they attend do not teach them to ascend, but rather to learn controlling their power. Not the best comparison.” 
 
      
 
    “But the principle is the same, isn’t it?” Althea wasn’t about to give up. “If you remove the disappearing and the unusual eyes, how do you differ from the other Taoists? You have nodes, meridians, and an energy core. You’re ascending as a Taoist, not a beast.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand…” 
 
      
 
    “Then explain. I’m curious! I’ve never met someone who considers themselves a beast while being a Taoist.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to…” 
 
      
 
    “Then stop distracting me from reading. Turn away and look in some other direction.” Althea returned to her normal position and picked up her book again. Since this particular source of information didn’t want to share, there were always books. 
 
      
 
    Læogh disappeared from my spirit vision again, but soon Althea put her book aside. 
 
      
 
    “So you don’t understand normal requests? You were asked not to stare at me! Mentor Zander, could you stop for a few minutes? We need to resolve an issue.” 
 
      
 
    “Not now — there’s a badland ahead,” I replied, finally noticing a cluster of golems with my spirit vision. The badland was located away from the road, and since the golems didn’t stray far from their master, it was a very simple and safe badland born from a yellow, or even white, anomaly. Nevertheless, we shouldn’t leave it — we had passed a small village only recently. If its residents ventured into the forest and encountered the golems, the badland might begin to grow. They had already devoured all the animals in the area. 
 
      
 
    We drove through fields for a while, but upon entering the forest, we had to abandon Muffin. It could cut down trees, of course, but the speed of movement decreased so much that it was easier to reach the place on foot, even without using techniques. Especially since it was just a little over three miles to the badland itself. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me!” I ordered, sprinting ahead. Despite the trees growing as close together as possible, the forest was cleared of underbrush. The local residents took great care of the natural resources bestowed upon them. Running through such a forest was a pleasure. The anomaly wasn’t on House Shao’s map, which was quite surprising — the locals should have definitely found it. However, as we approached the location, the reason for its absence on the list became clear — a camp of some bandits was set up around the anomaly. Or maybe they were looters. Or crafty peasants who had found the anomaly and decided to plunder it themselves. 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, we’ll take a break. Students, this badland is yours,” I declared when we were a little over three hundred feet away. The golems noticed us at last and began to bustle about. The master of this place hadn’t even managed to reach the Master stage — he had little initial strength. Given that, there was nothing for Vyllea and me to do there. But such a battle could benefit the students. 
 
      
 
    “This is my fight!” the invisible Læogh announced as he ran forward. I didn’t interfere. If the other apprentices decided to obey the newcomer, that was their choice. Althea reacted first: while Læogh was running toward the golems, she used a movement technique, appearing amidst the enemies. 
 
      
 
    “This is my fight!” Læogh yelled in a frenzied voice upon seeing Althea before him. 
 
      
 
    “You have no right to deprive me of a warm-up!” Althea wasn’t about to back down. Carmin and Elda exchanged glances, nodded to each other, and appeared near Althea. The golems were defeated so quickly that Læogh didn’t even have time to reach the badland. The anomaly here wasn’t even a white one — you could say it didn’t exist at all. We had never encountered such weak creatures before. Althea’s spirit arrow dispatched the master, and our world was cleansed of yet another new creation. All that remained was to collect the spirit stones. 
 
      
 
    “That was my fight!” Læogh finally reached the others. Unable to battle the golems, the invisible student crashed into Althea, knocking her to the ground. The girl’s defense began to weaken — Læogh was pounding on her so furiously that, if not for her Master-level defense, he could have harmed the green-haired girl. 
 
      
 
    “Get off her!” I might have expected this phrase from Carmin, but not from Elda, who flew in with a kick at the invisible opponent, knocking him off Althea. The green-haired girl swiftly jumped to her feet, extended her hand where Læogh had flown, and used a ramming strike. Well done! She couldn’t see the opponent, so she used an area-of-effect technique. Læogh was grazed by its very edge, but that was enough for Carmin to pinpoint him. Elda’s husband dove forward, grabbing the opponent’s legs, while the girls attacked from above. 
 
      
 
    “Like little children,” sighed Vyllea, watching as three students beat up the fourth. Although, to Læogh’s credit, he wasn’t about to give up. Invisibility was a very powerful factor, forcing others to work at their limits. There went Carmin flying to the side after missing a technique strike. Elda doubled over from a blow to the stomach. Althea spun and kicked precisely at the invisible opponent’s head. She also parried Læogh’s quick strikes, missing every second one. The fact that three were against Læogh meant nothing. He was an excellent fighter. 
 
      
 
    “Althea, together!” shouted Elda. “Drain the energy!” 
 
      
 
    Unexpected! And very pleasing! The girls didn’t know how to work with another Taoist’s energy — we hadn’t covered that. Especially not with the energy of someone invisible. However, the determination with which Elda suggested that she and Althea work together delighted me personally. That was how real apprentices should act! The girls held hands, and Elda commanded, before closing her eyes, 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, we need time! Don’t let him near us!” 
 
      
 
    “Got it!” The silver-haired young man drew his jian and outlined the space in front of him. But Læogh was on the other side — my mind had finally learned to determine the student’s position by indirect signs and even showed a semi-transparent silhouette. Not the most perfect display, but it was all I had for now. Carmin sensed something. Læogh leaped at the girls, aiming a kick, and Carmin appeared in his path with an imperceptible movement. He couldn’t see the opponent or his limbs. But Carmin was the son of the best swordsman of the Third Tier! His jian sang and almost split in half as it struck Læogh. Sparks flew, causing me to frown: whatever our new student was using to defend himself wasn’t a spiritual technique forming a barrier around his body. It seemed that the scion of the Tiger Clan had somehow strengthened his body, turning it into stone. Carmin’s jian flew to the side, and he took a kick to the chest intended for the girls. At that moment, Elda joyfully shouted, 
 
      
 
    “Got you! Pull!” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t they clever!” Vyllea nearly clapped her hands when Læogh appeared next to Elda and Althea suddenly, stretched out stiff. Energy from his energy core was confidently flowing toward the girls, roughly split in half. I wasn’t worried about Althea, but Elda could have problems: such a volume of energy was too much for her. The result was immediately apparent. Elda turned pale, blood flowed from her nose, her eyes began to roll back, she staggered, but didn’t have time to fall — Althea caught and held her. The green-haired girl herself didn’t look very good, but her work with energy was already at another level. 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, he’s all yours!” Althea said through the pain, and before the irreparable happened, I decided to intervene. Appearing next to the girls, I placed my hands on their shoulders and took a deep breath. I didn’t touch the energy threads or draw them into my core — I simply extracted all the borrowed power, just as the head of the School of Fury once did. Until now, I thought that was impossible for me and that such an ability only appeared at birth. But my students clearly demonstrated that there was no limit to perfection. If you really wanted something, you did it. Especially when no one had told you it was impossible. Elda and Althea did what I considered impossible — they somehow managed to absorb energy from another being without touching him or seeing the energies themselves. Since they weren’t told that such interaction with energy is impossible during training, they strove and did it. The girls had no limitations, so they performed a miracle. A true miracle — the complete absorption of a Gold Warrior’s energy was much harder and came to me much later. If my students could achieve the impossible, why shouldn’t I cast aside fear and worries? Why couldn’t I forget that only true demons can work with energy at an absolute level? My students needed help, and they would get it! Nothing else would please the Heavens! 
 
      
 
    A huge giant appeared in my mind’s eye, absorbing the power of the Golden Warrior into his fists. Althea and Elda sighed with relief — and even opened their eyes. Perhaps I should have released the power into one of my barriers, but I noticed that another chain restraining Althea’s dam broke and disappeared. The dam cracked heavily, but still held. I didn’t know how, but it held. The solution came instantly — I placed my hand on Althea’s shoulder, and my giant ran toward her monstrous barrier. Running turned out to be extremely difficult — it was as if I had to move through water. Growling something unintelligible, I finally reached the dam and grabbed one of the chains, passing the borrowed energy into it. There was little of it — catastrophically little — but even that was enough for the dam to start cracking. Stone chips fell, an unpleasant sound of tearing metal echoed. With a huge leap, my giant returned to his territory, watching as the mighty wall that had blocked Althea’s path to ascension for five years began to disappear. Chains snapped, stones flew out, the earth trembled, and a monstrous roar filled the air. Althea appeared next to me. Her giantess was staring at the barrier with huge, round eyes, afraid to even breathe. The last chain snapped, the dam collapsed completely, raising clouds of dust, and at that moment Althea collapsed, rolling her eyes. The emotions and sensations from the broken barrier were too overwhelming for her to remain conscious. From now on, Althea had three classic dams left, just like any other demon or Taoist — dams that indicated potential. But that was fine — we’d get to them yet! 
 
      
 
    I had to use healing techniques to restore all four of them. The students had quite a wild time, managing to break each other’s ribs and arms. Incidentally, Læogh’s arms were indeed covered with some kind of scales that stopped Carmin’s strike. When my new student’s energy was restored, the scales disappeared. But this didn’t escape Althea’s attention — judging by the sparkle in her eyes, she had found a new topic to discuss with this strange person. Læogh didn’t disappear this time, which allowed me to gather the students and debrief them. 
 
      
 
    “Carmin. You have excellent intuition, but you’re lacking in attentiveness. You could have tracked Læogh by indirect signs. Also — it’s strange to say this to you of all people — but you’re clearly lacking in strength. Your final strike should have sent the lightweight Læogh flying; instead, you were the one who flew back. This won’t do. Vyllea, Carmin needs additional training and, I think, golden pills. Is it acceptable that a Bronze Warrior couldn’t handle a Golden one? Not for a Seeker. 
 
      
 
    Now, Althea. When rushing into battle, you need to be confident in all your partners. The golems wouldn’t have gone anywhere if you had first sorted things out with Læogh, discussing everything you dislike about each other. You acted impulsively, without thinking, and that’s why you lost. If you want your barrier back, you’re moving in the right direction. If you want to become a Master, learn to temper your disposition. Self-control and calmness are the two foundations of your ascension. 
 
      
 
    Elda… You’ve pleased me. Correct behavior at the start of the fight when you immediately decided who was your enemy, and who your ally. Perfect energy absorption. You lack understanding of what to do with this energy afterward, but that’s my fault. In our next training sessions, we’ll focus precisely on working with absorbed energy. 
 
      
 
    And, finally, Læogh. Your ability to move invisibly is impressive. It’s clear that you were trained by good mentors. However, you don’t take into account the features of the terrain you’re in. Your footprints and the branches you touch not only allow us to track your movements, but also clearly understand what you’re about to do. I’ll think about how to develop your attentiveness. The same complaint applies to you as to Althea — you’ve rushed into battle without understanding the true strength of your opponents. Observing them and seeing what they’re capable of in battle are different things. You have an ascension barrier. For some reason, you’ve stalled at the Warrior stage, not stepping toward Master. Are you aware of your block?” 
 
      
 
    Læogh blinked several times, disappearing and reappearing. Finally, having decided something, the young man nodded. He knew about the problem, but didn’t understand how to solve it. 
 
      
 
    “Do you need any special ingredients for ascension? Beasts? Demons? Taoists? Plants?” 
 
      
 
    Another nod. Læogh frowned at those gathered, as if indicating that he wouldn’t discuss his peculiarities in their presence. But he had landed in the wrong company for that. 
 
      
 
    “Whether you like it or not, for the next two years, we are your family. You have no one closer than us, and no one can be. You must learn to trust us not only with secrets, but also with your life. Each of us, accordingly, must learn to trust you, including with our lives. Arisco Galth chose a challenging company for you. Seekers don’t care what family you were born into or who raised you. What matters is who you are now. Personally, I see a little puppy who has crawled into his kennel and isn’t going to come out. I’m sorry to disappoint you — you’ll have to come out. You can’t stay little forever.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m older than you!” 
 
      
 
    “Physical age doesn’t matter when it comes to ascension. I’ll ask the question again — what do you need for ascension?” 
 
      
 
    “Beasts. Their livers. Hearts. They give me strength.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Althea, do you have any dietary preferences? Somehow, during our time together, I forgot to ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Preferences?” The green-haired girl suddenly blushed. 
 
      
 
    “I need tigers!” declared Vyllea. “Their essence, meridians, cores. The more, the better. I love it when a wave of strength passes through my body. Unforgettable sensations.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too…” Althea said quietly. “Only not beasts… Taoists. It may make me sick, but after absorbing them, the surge of power was such that it felt like I could move mountains every time. Probably not right to say this in the presence of Taoists, but it’s not right to lie to the mentor, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” I responded calmly, causing Carmin and Elda to look at me as if I were the enemy of all humanity. I had to explain. 
 
      
 
    “We live in a complex world, and some Taoists are much worse than beasts. Elda, if you had the opportunity to devour the core and elemental essence belonging to Darna, would you refuse?” 
 
      
 
    The girl turned pale, blushed, then turned pale again. There was no need to say anything — the answer was writ large across her face. 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly my point. Everything that doesn’t explicitly defy the Heavens can be used for ascension. But keep in mind, Althea, if before you were fed, now you’ll have to extract the cores yourself, looking your victim in the eyes. Feeling their last breath. Watching life leave their body. And you can absorb in this way only those whom you’ve defeated in fair combat. Anything else will bring back the barrier we broke today.” 
 
      
 
    “You can break barriers?” For the first time since we’d met, there was interest in Læogh’s voice. Catching my gaze, he added, “Mentor, I request an answer, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can break ascension barriers. But first, I want to hear why you consider yourself a beast. And I want not only myself, but also our entire close-knit Seeker family to hear it. You may begin — we have no time to wait and ponder. A week and a half’s journey from here, your people are dying, future head of the Tiger Clan.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ALL RIGHT, THAT’S IT for today! Everyone back to Muffin!” 
 
      
 
    Four muffled groans and one discontented mutter were heard. Vyllea decided not to imitate the students, and quietly expressed everything she thought about me and my training. But that didn’t bother me. Right now, I wasn’t a husband — I was a Seeker who promised to teach everyone to control energy. Everyone meant not only Althea and Elda, but also Carmin, Læogh, and Vyllea. Did anyone think that because they had barriers controlling energy was impossible for them? The only barrier was in one’s mind. Once you overcame it, everything would fall into place. 
 
      
 
    We’d been moving through the western sector for a week. Perhaps we should have pushed on without stops to arrive as soon as possible, but after another training session, I noticed that Elda’s dam, which was hiding the white lake of spirit, had decreased. Only by a couple of inches, essentially just sinking into the ground under its own weight, but this change made me reconsider all my plans. If we stopped training, the dam would return to its original state. It might even grow due to a lack of confidence in her own abilities. I couldn’t allow that, so I decided to spend four hours a day developing the abilities of the promising Elda. But the rest of the team, including Vyllea, could train alongside her, too. A Seeker never went back on their word, so if I said she would learn to use spirit vision, then I needed achieve that result no matter what! 
 
      
 
    The results were already astounding. Elda had managed to activate spiritual vision similar to mine, even though it only worked within the range of thirty feet for now. But even that was amazing — unlike me, a spirit absolute could manipulate energy throughout her accessible territory. The dam was cracking, but still held. Ideally, we should have entered conjunction and shattered the dam into tiny pieces, but that seemed wrong to me. I felt Elda should expand the boundaries of her capabilities — which, as much as I hated to admit it, had turned out to be significantly broader than mine — independently. Yesterday we had a duel of energy vampires. The girl had been practicing energy absorption for several weeks against the great mind absolute who considered himself an energy vampire. The result both pleased me and made me think. I felt pleased because my student had not only managed to establish a barrier blocking energy absorption, but also easily broke through mine and drained energy until she was oversaturated. I recalled our childhood when Elda joyfully declared that she was stronger than me. She was indeed stronger. This fact made me wonder whether the Heavens were protecting me from real enemies. If I were to meet someone at Elda’s level, but slightly more experienced, I wouldn’t stand a chance. I need to develop — and eventually address my own spirit dam. I felt as though it had only grown recently. 
 
      
 
    Læogh managed to shock me once again. For the first time, I saw someone from the central region who wasn’t a pure absolute — or any limited absolute. Our new student turned out to be a regular Taoist. Well, perhaps “regular” would be the wrong word to use here — several of his abilities piqued my desire to study them thoroughly. Læogh could hide so well that even Elda didn’t always sense him, and he could instantly cover his skin with dense scales capable of stopping a jian or techniques comparable to his ascension stage. In fact, it was because of these scales that Læogh considered himself a beast — Taoists didn’t have such abilities. It was amusing to watch the sullen young man look at us in bewilderment, not understanding why we weren’t staring at him wide-eyed. As it turned out, the scales could appear spontaneously, depending on his emotions, and Læogh had to constantly control himself to look human. Apparently, the scion of the Tiger Clan had never encountered people who were so exhausted from training that they didn’t care what their fellow sufferer looked like. The main thing was to find a place for passing out that was soft and warm. And that was no exaggeration. I had no idea what could have gotten into Althea’s head, but after training, when everyone collapsed from exhaustion, she would crawl over to Læogh and lay her head on his lap. Initially, this scared Læogh — he would turn into an immobile statue and even vanish into invisibility — but after a couple of days, he began to accept it as normal. For some reason, Althea felt at home next to Læogh. 
 
      
 
    As for the others, progress with spiritual vision was mixed. Althea was stalling, Carmin didn’t understand what was expected of him, Læogh was new to all this and internally resisted anything new, and Vyllea… Vyllea was beautiful and wonderful! My wife tried hard — that much was a fact. I immersed her in a state of energy trance, talked to her, guided her, but it was all in vain. It seemed that even Læogh, nowhere near being an absolute, had progressed further in working with energy than my Vyllea. But I wasn’t going to give up. If a Seeker gave their word, they would stand by it no matter what. Even if it took more than a hundred years! 
 
      
 
    The grueling pace was starting to take its toll on me — I was losing strength and becoming drowsy. While the whole team shamelessly slept after training, I drove Muffin, trying to make up for lost time. It got to the point where once we passed a badland, and instead of waking the group and sending them to clear it, I stopped the carriage and destroyed the master myself, trying to act as quickly as possible. I took the elemental crystal and left the spirit stones for the locals — there was a protective formation near the badland where some Taoists were resting. At night, badlands became inactive, as if the masters and golems couldn’t function properly without Earis. Not that they wouldn’t defend themselves if attacked — they’d still put up a fierce fight. But if you didn’t disturb the badlands at night and focused on restoring defenses, the creatures wouldn’t stir unnecessarily. The main thing was not to run away — the master would instantly react and send golems to attack. 
 
      
 
    “Heavens, what is that?” Elda muttered in amazement when we reached the top of another hill. Before us stretched a vast plain where a large city once stood. Now, nothing but ruins remained. Black and blue anomalies, which had not closed by the Tiger Clan in due time had nearly wiped this area out completely. A wide river divided the city into two parts, and, as if mocking common sense, the territory was visually split into blue and red zones. The master of the black badland created red golems resembling one-meter-long crabs that could easily snap stones with their claws. The master of the blue one created two-meter-tall blue stone giants. They crushed stones into dust, then hauled it back to their master. Both main creatures were deep underground. Apparently, there were once palaces there, of which no trace now remained. 
 
      
 
    At first glance, the city was destroyed — it was impossible to survive in homes demolished to their foundations. But spirit vision revealed a different picture — the city had underground levels where several tens of thousands of people were now sheltering, and that was a conservative estimate. They were constantly working, piling stones to block passages to prevent the crabs and giants from reaching them. The underground levels were connected beneath the river, forming a single complex. But if anyone thought their problems ended there, they were sorely mistaken. On the sixth underground level, some beasts were trying to break upward toward fresh meat, so the refugees had to defend themselves from them as well. Everyone was working — women, children, and the elderly alike. They understood that if they lost even one passage, everyone would die. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps we should have rushed forward, heroically taking hits and dealing them back to the enemies, but reality didn’t favor such actions. Closest to us were the golems of the black badland, and these red creatures were at Master level. Their master had reached the Overlord stage — his three cores (energy, element, and spirit) were nothing short of intimidating. On the other side of the river, the situation was no better. Master-stage giants and an Overlord-stage master. The confidence with which these main creatures were drawing power into themselves evoked grim thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “How bad is it?” Vyllea correctly interpreted my expression. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to suggest that just the three of us should go in in to avoid dying in the first minutes of battle, but leaving the three apprentices idle wasn’t right, either. There was so much work here that it wouldn’t be done in a week! Let them contribute, too, I decided. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed a stick and drew a rough sketch of the city and the main entrances to its underground areas. The people hadn’t blocked everything, and when night fell, they ventured outside — probably just to gather water and food. I couldn’t imagine how such a massive crowd had survived for three weeks without supplies. Two marks appeared on my diagram. 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, Althea, and I will enter the city from this side and distract all the crabs’ attention onto ourselves. Elda, Carmin, and Læogh, your task is to reach this point and convince the people not to attack you. There are no Overlords there, but there are several Gold Warriors. They’ll probably use techniques first and ask questions later. Elda, can you amplify your voice?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” my blue-eyed apprentice blushed. 
 
      
 
    “Understood. No worries, we’ll work on that later. Carmin, you’re in charge of negotiations. Your task is to convince everyone that they need to evacuate and leave the city. It cannot be saved anymore. Læogh, for now, just observe and get used to working in a team.” 
 
      
 
    “I would be useful in your group. The golems won’t notice me!” 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, Elda, a hundred steps back!” 
 
      
 
    Our students had learned to carry out tasks first and then ask why it was necessary. In an instant, they used movement techniques to retreat. At that moment, I activated a Master’s aura utilizing the conjoined elemental core. Læogh collapsed to the ground, gasping. I didn’t intend to punish or teach him a lesson, so I immediately deactivated the aura and used healing techniques as I touched him. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not ready yet. The crabs are Masters and will definitely use their aura or Master-level techniques when attacking.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re a Warrior, too! How can you use the power of the next stage?” 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, Althea, and I have a triple conjunction. We are Masters, even though the whole world sees us as Diamond Warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “Conjunction? Does it help in ascension?” 
 
      
 
    I signaled Elda and Carmin to return and offered a hand to Læogh, helping him up. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t help. Conjunction is another method of working with energy.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a book on the basics of conjunction,” Althea interjected. “If you ask nicely, I’ll let you read it.” 
 
      
 
    “I will ask,” Læogh assured her, giving Althea a strange look. “I definitely will…” 
 
      
 
    “Husband, do you realize that your second wife might slip away any minute now?” Vyllea hovered over me within the anomaly, demanding an answer. 
 
      
 
    “Wife, do you realize that I don’t need a second wife? Especially not Althea! Why, she’s practically a baby! Why would I need a child as a wife? If you find someone who resembles you both in appearance and character, then we can talk. Right now, I’m actually happy for Althea — it appears she’s found another male who attracts her. And he attracts her so much that she subconsciously gravitates toward Læogh, not me. One problem less.” 
 
      
 
    “Heavens, you’re so difficult! I already had reasons for her to remain the second wife, and now you’re backing out! When will you understand that a self-respecting male can’t have just one wife? It’s not prestigious!” 
 
      
 
    All I could do was sigh and shake my head — Vyllea would never let go of the idea of a second wife. Personally, one of her was enough for me, and I wasn’t about to spread myself thin. It was okay — over time, Vyllea will accept that there won’t be a second wife and will calm down. Or she’ll actually find me someone who’d be as much of a force of nature as her. Knowing her, she just might accomplish that. 
 
      
 
    “So, we’ve decided there will be two teams of three Seekers each. Elda, you’re the leader of your group. All our hope rests on your spirit vision — your mentor won’t hold your hand forever. Third building from the wall, then you’re on your own. Carmin, the people are terrified and jump at their own shadows. They are Warrior-level Taoists or lower, and they have Master-level creatures to contend with. It’s only natural they’d fear every rustle. You must be convincing. You’ll set off five minutes after us.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll lead. If I suppress my aura, no one will notice us,” Læogh assured. “I need physical contact to hide everyone.” 
 
      
 
    "Excellent! That’s it, Seekers — let’s get to work! The loot won’t jump into our pockets on its own!" 
 
      
 
    The crabs noticed us from afar — we were about a hundred meters from the walls when a massive avalanche of terrifying creatures rushed toward us. An aura hit us immediately, but it seemed an order of magnitude weaker than the one I used against Læogh. It was as if the golems had possessed some vague knowledge that you could activate an aura, but never figured out how to do it properly. As a result, they relied on sheer numbers and a barrage of techniques that flew in our direction. 
 
      
 
    The crabs’ main defense was their carapace, which effortlessly absorbed the first strike of a Master-level spirit arrow. The golems rushing toward us were full-fledged Masters, so dealing with techniques of a comparable ascension stage posed no challenge for them. Althea hesitated and stepped back — her attack also proved ineffective. She aimed for the head, but the crab demonstrated incredible reflexes and managed to dodge, taking the hit on its carapace — which, as we already knew, was impervious to such techniques. When only about a hundred and fifty feet remained between us and the enemies, we brought out the artifacts. Since our techniques weren’t working, there was no point in wasting a ton of energy on these golems. Six knives flew forward like green lightning, sowing chaos in their orderly ranks. The crabs ignored the unprepossessing pieces of metal, assuming such blades couldn’t reach their vital organs — a mistake they paid for dearly. Ten minutes of paralysis were still ten minutes of paralysis. I did have to get creative in controlling the knives, because scratching the carapace was useless — we needed to hit the body, and there was just such an area near their huge gaping maws. 
 
      
 
    “Forward!” I commanded. “I freeze the bastards, and you finish them off! Spirit arrows to the head!” 
 
      
 
    It worked! The crabs couldn’t dodge point-blank techniques when paralyzed, so their numbers began to decrease at a rate alarming to their master. A dozen. Another dozen. Fifty. A hundred. We had to keep moving forward, leaving huge piles of valuable resources behind us — the golems dissolved into carapaces and elemental crystals. We collected the latter immediately, but we weren’t sure what to do with the carapaces — Vyllea refused to store them in the anomaly. They looked sturdy and durable, capable of suppressing comparable techniques, which could make them excellent material for armor to replace the lost metal of the ancients. But two hundred carapaces occupied a vast area, and we didn’t want to clutter the anomaly needlessly. 
 
      
 
    The master of the red golems was clearly getting nervous and began spawning its offspring with triple the force. At some point, we even had to stop to restore our elemental core — after three hundred uses, it decided it had worked hard enough and deserved a rest. Our meridians were in no better shape — fifty conjoined channels had become completely depleted. This wasn’t fatal for us, but it became clear that any Master facing such a horde of crab golems would be doomed. They simply wouldn’t have enough energy to destroy all the creatures. Perhaps pure elemental attacks could help, but that wasn’t an option for us right now. The volume of our elemental core was too small to waste it thoughtlessly on pure elemental attacks. Practice showed that we were merely Copper Masters, and to develop further, we needed to increase the size of the rainbow sphere. How did one do this? The answer was obvious — through meditation and absorption of elements. Ideally, we needed a strong source and spend a few decades nearby, developing our core. But we didn’t have the luxury of decades — every day counted in our case! 
 
      
 
    “Lead the golems to the river!” I ordered, tracking the apprentices’ movements with spirit vision. They had reached the underground area, somehow bypassed the barriers, and were now moving along the fourth underground level, surrounded by numerous people. Apparently, the refugees’ operational headquarters was located there. I trusted Carmin — he would surely convince everyone that it was safe to exit and they should move out as soon as possible. All that remained was to ensure that safe exit. There were still about two hundred crabs on the surface, and new golems were emerging from the depths of the sixth level of one of the palaces to replace the destroyed ones. 
 
      
 
    “Back! Don’t go to the river!” I nearly shouted when I spotted hostile movement on the opposite bank. The humanoid golems stretched their limbs toward us and unleashed a barrage of bona fide Taoist techniques upon us. There were spirit arrows, ramming strikes, energy vortices of some sort, and pure elemental attacks, which I disliked the most. If the crabs were water Masters, then the humanoid giants were of my element. They showered us with earth, piercing our defenses like paper. We had to give it our all. One part of me controlled the six knives that continued to block the crabs; the other caught numerous bursts of pure element and wound them onto the conjoined core. It had long been overfilled, but I continued to pump it, forcibly stuffing more and more portions of the earth element into it — because there was simply nowhere else to reroute it. 
 
      
 
    “We’re done here!” Althea’s voice snapped me out of my stupor. The golems from the blue anomaly weren’t crossing the river, realizing that it wasn’t their territory, but enough had gathered on the bank for me to clutch your head and ponder the situation furiously. Where would we find space for all these elemental crystals? I moved out from under the massed attack of the blue golems and surveyed the battlefield — the crabs on the surface were gone. As were most of our conjoined meridians — too much energy had been spent maintaining our spirit armor and activating spirit arrows. We could use the heart of a Nascent God-stage anomaly to recover, but in today’s reality, we couldn’t even dream of such a thing. It seemed that some of the black and blue anomalies once located here had been of the Master stage! Thus, some of the badlands had reached an additional ascension stage, which made them extremely dangerous and near-impassable. I couldn’t understand how a creature of the Overlord stage was still alive and not going insane in the Second Tier. It had no amulets, nor were there any energy channels from the depths of the earth or elsewhere. All of this contradicted conventional logic. The only thing allowing Taoists to survive was that neither the golems, nor their master had fully learned to control their power. Instead of crushing all the people with their aura, the crab golems were merely trying to toss away stones, blocking the passages further. 
 
      
 
    The flow of golems dwindled — only ten were emerging to the surface per minute. They immediately rushed into attack, only to turn into empty shells moments later. Gradually, the passage began to clog — carapaces rolled downward, and the crabs couldn’t destroy their own armor. They had to toss it aside, only to fall under the effect of my dagger, gift Vyllea another crystal, and tumble down the stairs. This continued for quite some time. We no longer had any defenses — all three blocks of conjoined meridians had long been depleted. We couldn’t even kill the golems anymore, so we had to simply stop them from moving so that the ones rising from below would start tearing apart their own kind. Finally, the movement ceased. The master realized that today’s victory was ours and stopped creating golems. By that time, Earis had disappeared beyond the horizon. 
 
      
 
    I had never worked with such intensity before. A feeling of complete emptiness overwhelmed me, and only through sheer stubbornness did I continue walking, dragging the girls along. They were still standing, which was a huge plus. But the depletion had affected them as well. Completely draining the conjoined meridians never led to anything good. 
 
      
 
    After walking about three hundred feet, I stopped — my spirit vision was showing a strange scene, and I didn’t immediately understand what it meant. A procession of energy structures of various ascension stages was moving away from the city, forming a massive river. The master of the red crabs sensed something was wrong, but could do nothing — his army was defeated. The master of the blue humanoid golems was also nervous; his army had gathered on the riverbank opposite us but didn’t dare cross to give chase. The badlands clearly defined their boundaries, and as long as the black master was alive, the blue one had no business here. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, we did it! The residents are leaving the city!” Carmin’s joyful shout broke through my clouded mind. Looking up, I saw our three apprentices approaching, along with five Gold Warriors — tired, gaunt, emaciated, but confidently holding their backs straight. Unlike me and my girls. 
 
      
 
    “Seeker Zander, House Shao thanks you for your help!” one of the warriors began, but I stopped him with a gesture. I understood it was impolite, but if I didn’t restore my energy immediately, while I still had the strength, there would be trouble. A tent appeared beside us, and I whispered, 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk in the morning. Læogh, take care of Althea. She’s exhausted. Carmin, Elda, keep an eye on the blue golems to ensure they don’t cross the river. If they decide to do so, you have permission to enter the tent — but only in that case. In any other, even if a horde of demons appears out of thin air, don’t even think about coming in. I apologize to everyone, but if we don’t rest now, there will be no one to fight the golems tomorrow. Vyllea, come with me! No one approach the tent! I might accidentally harm you!” 
 
      
 
    Using the last of my strength, I headed into the tent, sadly thinking that I now faced more physical exertion. Of course, it would be pleasant. But Heavens only knew how much I just wanted to pass out and have a good night’s sleep instead of all this! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ARE YOU SURE?” Vyllea looked at me intently. There was no trace of fatigue left. Our union restored physical strength as well as energy. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. As soon as I take out the master, the blue golems will start crossing the river. Your task is to prevent them from reaching the people. That means none of you can go underground. No one but you can handle the golems.” 
 
      
 
    “According to our information, an Overlord-stage creature is holed up underground! What can you do against such a monster, Seeker?” The representative of House Shao, present at our small meeting, had absolutely no idea how three Diamond Warriors had managed to deal with the terrifying Master-stage crabs. When he heard us calmly discussing the destruction of an Overlord-stage badland master, he decided he was still deep underground and hallucinating due to lack of air and food. What was happening didn’t fit at all with his understanding of the world. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill it,” I replied, and cast another glance at the opposite bank, just in case. The master of the blue badland was clearly sensing something and preparing to attack the red part of the city. Evacuation had taken place throughout the night. Twenty-five thousand people escaped from the underground levels of the city. But they managed to move no further than three miles from the walls. They collapsed from exhaustion, unable to continue. Three weeks without food or water had severely affected their physical condition. Vyllea had given them half our supplies, but it was a drop in the ocean — enough only for the children, the frail, and the elderly. They needed substantial provisions, which we couldn’t provide. It had gotten to the point where people began chewing on any plants they found just to fill their stomachs somehow. It looked horrifying, but right now, we couldn’t help them in any way. To escape from the golems only to die of starvation… Surely the Heavens wouldn’t end this with such a cruel joke, I thought. 
 
      
 
    “You’d better go to the people and try to lead them further away from the city. Who knows what might happen. Our world is full of wonders.” I looked at the Golden Warrior. He had mentioned his name, but yesterday I hardly even remembered my own. If I strained, I might recall this Taoist’s name, but did I need to? We were crossing paths with him for the first and last time. After this, he’d be on his own, because we didn’t sign up to be nannies. Either the people would save themselves, or they’d perish due to the incompetence of the one they’ve entrusted with their lives. By that time, the Seekers will no longer be here. 
 
      
 
    The man pressed his lips together in displeasure, but nodded his acquiescence. Apparently, he wasn’t used to teenagers telling him what he should or shouldn’t do. He looked like a mature and respectable Taoist — strong, powerful, and once in charge of an entire city. Then a couple of nineteen-year-old whippersnappers came along and did what neither he nor his great house had managed to accomplish. How could he not be angry? Although, in my opinion, he could only be angry at himself and his own limitations. The man was born in the Second Tier and couldn’t advance beyond the Warrior stage. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to say anything more, so I activated my knives and set off to conquer the dungeons. In the morning, I tried hunting golems from the opposite side of the river. Despite their mighty stature and dangerous techniques, the humanoid creations of the badland froze at a single touch of my knives. They didn’t have carapaces like the red crabs. Apparently, the master decided to rely on quantity and techniques rather than defense and intelligence. All the better for us. I had to scold myself once again for not having crafted Master-stage flying daggers for the whole group. The ones Carmin had couldn’t penetrate the golems’ defenses. We needed a new recipe, which I had already found in the book of the Silver Heron School, but to implement it, I needed a base — the daggers themselves, with a capacity for splitting and rejoining. It might seem like a small thing, but here, in the wilderness of the Second Tier’s western sector, such a base was unattainable. 
 
      
 
    The crab population had grown significantly overnight. If yesterday, when we finished our campaign, we had left about twenty individuals alive, today there were about a hundred. The master must have been up all night creating a new army for himself. I couldn’t track this — after our meridians had gotten refilled with energy again, Vyllea and I collapsed onto pillows and instantly fell asleep. So in the morning, when the ubiquitous and indefatigable Carmin woke us up, we had to reassess the situation. 
 
      
 
    The master clearly sensed something was wrong — it maximized its aura and sent the crabs to meet me. The monster was ready to lose its army, which had proven completely useless, just to prevent me from reaching its precious self. Apparently, some rudiments of intelligence were still present, which was alarming. In a year or two, such monsters could become smarter and more dangerous by an order of magnitude. A Tortoise Shell formed around me, and I had apparently activated it just in time — the staircase and walls began to crumble. But the master still lacked sufficient intelligence, so it didn’t find anything better than to try to crush me with the aura of an Overlord. But the foolish monster didn’t understand that besides me, he was also attacking the surrounding space, which began to turn into black dust — slowly, but surely. Stones and supports fell down. When an entire flight of stairs crumbled past me, I jumped after it. The master was on the sixth level and sinking deeper into the bowels of the earth with every passing second. It could easily happen that the creature would fall so deep that I wouldn’t have the opportunity to dig it out. And then the Heavens would punish me because I wouldn’t have fulfilled my promise. I had to take risks and rely on the strength of the Tortoise Shell technique. It didn’t fail me — even when stones were falling on me from above, they bounced to the side, and the impact upon hitting the bottom of the shaft was teeth-rattling, but not remotely fatal, although it did instantly wipe out ten percent of the energy from my seven hundred and twenty meridians. 
 
      
 
    Such agility from the badland master was unexpected — the entire army of newly-created golems remained on the fifth and fourth levels. The monster looked quite colorful — a massive fat worm curled up into a ball. I didn’t even try to drain its energy — it was foolish to risk it when I was sinking deeper into black dust with every passing moment. I had already sunk almost up to my chest, even though I was standing on the collapsed staircase. There was no light around, but I didn’t need it, as my spirit vision showed not only the cores, but all the vital organs of the creature as well. The Wasp Sting technique lashed out, piercing the hastily-erected defense of the badland master. The creature had no way to counter a composite technique for seven hundred and twenty meridians. My storage absorbed the creature’s body, halting the process of black dust formation. Inside the huge worm, there was not only an elemental crystal but also a small spirit orb. I had no idea how to work with this energy source or whether a Diamond Warrior could touch it in the first place, so I sent the worm into the anomaly whole. We’d get to these treasures in due time. For now, I couldn’t shake the thought that touching the spirit orb would kill me. Why? I had no idea — it just felt that way. After all, a difference of two ascension stages meant a lot when working with powerful sources of strength. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, get out! The golems have rushed into the river!” 
 
      
 
    As I expected, as soon as the crab golems crumbled into dust, leaving behind nothing but elemental crystals and carapaces, the master of the blue anomaly decided to grab the second half of the city with its grubby claws. Only he didn’t consider one small detail: his creations didn’t have carapaces like the crabs. The two-meter-tall giants ran forward, attacking with both hands at once, but Vyllea and Althea weren’t standing still. Master-stage spiritual arrows left a huge unsightly hole in every golem they hit, which sufficed for putting them out of commission once and for all. The artificially created creatures fell to the ground in pieces, leaving elemental crystals behind. Arisco Galth had given us four chests with similar crystals, and he did it with an air of such importance and generosity as if we had been given some priceless treasure. But we had collected twice as many of these crystals as the Tiger Clan had given us just yesterday, and now Vyllea and Althea were engaged in further increasing our reserves. However, we needed to hurry — my defense and attack techniques required seven hundred and twenty meridians, so the girls had only forty-eight conjoined energy channels left for normal operation. That was a trifle. After surveying everything around me with spiritual vision once again, I took one of the earth crystals that Vyllea was tossing into the anomaly and began to saturate the earth around me with power, using it as a source. The crystal was depleted in a matter of moments, but it allowed me to create a fifteen-foot-long passage. Ahead, just five hundred meters from me, was the lair of the blue badland master. Of course, we could charge in like heroes and break through to him from above, destroying all the golems at once, but there was another way. Fifteen feet per crystal amounted to a total of about a hundred crystals. Moreover, for this purpose, not only sources of the earth element but also water element would do. The main thing was the element — the conjoined core would handle the rest. I needed just one more thing. 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, can you get closer to the river? I need time to sort everything out.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it, we’ll do it! Will the distance be enough? Or is it better to cross to the other bank?” 
 
      
 
    “If you cross over, I’ll make you a special treat! I’ll cook something special at the first opportunity!” 
 
      
 
    “Althea, follow me! Oh, she’s not here! You can start cooking, husband! You have half an hour! I’m not sure we’ll last longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Ten minutes is enough for me! You rock!” 
 
      
 
    Absorbing energy from crystals was still difficult for me — lacked practice and experience. My own core embryo was small, and couldn’t fully absorb the element from the crystal. I had to be inventive, so I redirected all the power from the crystal into the conjoined elemental core, destabilizing it for a few moments, after which I drained all the element into myself, directing it straight ahead. When the earth was saturated with power, I simply pushed it apart. What I truly excelled at was working with my element in its living embodiment. There was nothing complicated about that. It took literally a few seconds to absorb one crystal and invest it into the earth ahead of me. It took much longer to walk and retrieve energy sources from a spatial anomaly. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, it’s getting hot here! I overestimated with the half-hour. Althea has nearly been killed several times. What’s your status?” 
 
      
 
    “Almost there! I need a minute at most. Maybe even less. Hold on!” 
 
      
 
    The blue badland master clearly felt that death was approaching from somewhere, but it didn’t possess spiritual vision. The last section of earth between me and the master became saturated with energy. I pushed the earth aside, using the conjoined defense — which required Vyllea and Althea’s presence — and emerged into a small niche. The master of this badland turned out to be a mole-like creature. Why this thing was forming humanoid golems, I didn’t understand — they had nothing to do with a mole’s appearance. The Wasp Sting zapped through the air, immediately piercing the vital organs of the opponent, which probably didn’t even realize what had happened. The mole had been too busy creating golems and sending them up, where Vyllea and Althea were wreaking havoc. 
 
      
 
    The creature got transferred into storage, and space itself seemed to freeze at that moment. The golems crumbled into earth, and my spirit vision flared up with a bright starry sky of freed elemental crystals. But instead of rushing to collect the precious loot, I stared at the conjoined elemental core. It had changed since this morning — now it seemed that the rainbow sphere had grown almost twice as big! If earlier the crystals’ energy poured into it slowly and reluctantly, after a hundred such uses, the core managed to adapt. It expanded, strengthened, and easily absorbed the next crystal, even though it had already been fully charged. There was a feeling that a hundred crystals from the black badland had advanced our conjoined core to the next rank. From now on, we were not Copper, but at least Bronze Masters in conjunction. All of this needed to be checked and tested in a calmer environment. I only needed to figure out where to find such a calm environment, since there were two more blue badlands some two days’ journey from here, and after dealing with those, we’d need to rush back to the south of the western sector and deal with seven more badlands. I wondered how the yellow-ranked Masters would coexist with the black one. Would the black Master absorb all its neighbors and turn into a terrifying Nascent God-stage monster? Anything could happen in this new crazy world of ours! 
 
      
 
    I pumped two elemental crystals into the conjoined core to test it and check its new volume. One went in without problems, but the second caused difficulties similar to what I had encountered earlier — the crystal went in with great reluctance. We therefore needed tons of crystals for the development of both our conjoined cores and the real ones. Our real elemental core embryos hadn’t grown by so much as a single millimeter since their creation. Moreover, I couldn’t forget about the students — today I was going to bring Carmin and Elda up to the rank of Golden Warriors. Everyone needed to have the same ascension stage and rank to progress evenly. 
 
      
 
    “Seekers, board the Muffin!” I commanded, once again surveying the world with spirit vision. All the elemental crystals had been collected, all the golems destroyed, and the beasts that lived in the depths of the city’s sewers exterminated. Carmin and Elda had advanced to Gold Warriors. We spent the rest of the day doing just that, which included taking a bath and double energy recovery. Gradually, people started to return to the destroyed city. The golems had been rampaging on the surface, so they weren’t interested in cellars and storages. One couldn’t make golems from human food, which played into the hands of the townspeople. Exhausted residents were dismantling the debris with their bare hands to get to the food. I even felt warmth in my soul — the Heavens surely would not be angry with how we dealt with these two badlands. Everyone survived — even the weakest. Although I suspected that three weeks of life in the catacombs had weeded all the weakest ones out now. Only those who truly wanted to survive remained. 
 
      
 
    The locals saw us off with tears in their eyes — it even felt somewhat embarrassing. We hadn’t heard so many kind words since the times when we traveled from village to village in Tier Zero, solving the villagers’ numerous problems. When people realized that death had retreated, all their accumulated emotions started to pour out. The ruins were far behind us, and Earis had disappeared beyond the horizon, but no one in Muffin was going to sleep. The people’s emotions managed to touch even Vyllea. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, does this happen to you often?” asked Carmin. “Didn’t you say that nearly everyone you met wanted to kill Seekers? I haven’t seen any people who’d want to kill us here. Quite the opposite, in fact — they gave us a heroes’ welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “They usually want to kill us during calm and peaceful times. But whenever there’s trouble, they run straight to the Seekers. The houses and the noble families often have no time to bother with common folk, you see. Actually, that’s why Seekers have no clan affiliation — as soon as they settle down, they turn into simple Taoists, thinking primarily about personal matters. Now, as you can see, the only personal possessions we have are Muffin and four apprentices. Very capable apprentices, I must admit.” 
 
      
 
    “So Seekers just travel from place to place solving small local problems?” Læogh asked. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. We don’t get involved in the affairs of clans, houses, and noble families. We’re not interested in any of that. Besides, it’s foolish to meddle in other people’s business. So we’re left to move from place to place, solving what you call small local problems. Like rescuing a young man from an ancient ark, destroying badlands that surpass us in ascension, or simply helping some old lady fetch water for her livestock. Problems are varied, and for many people, their problem is the most critical of all in this world. They’re a lot less concerned with what’s happening to their neighbors.” 
 
      
 
    “So Seekers are pretty much glorified errand boys, and they’re also constantly hunted?” Læogh was clearly skeptical about our choice of lifestyle. 
 
      
 
    “You could say that,” I agreed easily, despite Vyllea’s discontented grumbling. “With a small clarification — if we feel that we shouldn’t do or fetch anything, we won’t, even if the whole world opposes us. A Seeker walks the Heavens’ path. To bend, fawn, grovel, or beg is not in the Seeker’s character. No means no. Yes means yes. No half-measures or excuses. Only this helped us win today.” 
 
      
 
    “It was the triple conjunction that helped you win, not some mythical Heavens,” Læogh decided to argue to the end. “It’s not the Heavens that give you energy. You have spirit stones and elemental crystals for that purpose. It’s not the Heavens that guide your hands when you fight monsters. That’s you and your skills. And it’s not the Heavens that allowed you to snatch victory from the mouth of impending defeat. You achieved it by yourselves! So what Heavens are you talking about, mentor? What are these Heavens, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Conscience,” Althea’s voice rang out unexpectedly. “The Heavens embody the conscience that guides a being on their path to immortality. It’s about how your parents raised you and how you developed yourself. If you act against your own conscience, you punish yourself with blocks in ascension and failures in life. But if you live as your conscience dictates, the inertia of the world itself will carry you.” 
 
      
 
    “So if I were raised as a complete scoundrel and sincerely believed that torturing and destroying other people was right and normal, that would be in strict accordance with the will of the Heavens?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s how cultists live,” Vyllea chimed in. “They torture others and absorb their strength, considering it their right. Those who feel any qualms, die. They are displeasing to the cultists’ Heavens.” 
 
      
 
    “This is nonsense,” Læogh rejected our words with an air of defiance. 
 
      
 
    “And yet this nonsense is the basis of the Seekers’ existence,” I told him. “The Heavens as conscience? Althea isn’t quite right. The Heavens are more than just conscience. They also represent certain expectations of someone ascending to immortality, regardless of whether they’re a Seeker or not. You can’t readily describe what the Heavens really are. You can only feel it. Take your barrier, for example — have you noticed that it’s become smaller over the week you’ve been with us? Why would that be? Because you stopped going against your nature. You stopped hiding your scales, and stopped disappearing at every opportunity. You’re talking with us, after all! You’re doing what people around you expect from a sensible and adequate Taoist. Maybe this contradicts your upbringing, I don’t know. Perhaps you were raised to always suppress your true self? But you’re going against all that, acting in a way that’s right for you and those around you here and now, not in the past.” 
 
      
 
    “Have my barriers fallen?” There was new hope in Læogh’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, but you’re on the right path. You stopped thinking about yourself and your problems, remembering that you’re surrounded by other people. And demons, of course. All this is pleasing to the Heavens. Not even to your own conscience — more like its universal counterpart. As for Seekers, we’re a far cry from the heroes of those colorful tales that Althea loves to read. We can turn away from slaves being driven to be sold to demons. We’re not concerned with what happens to the people we’d just saved. We can walk past a person dying of thirst because we don’t feel the need to help them. We can easily communicate with demons, despite the fact that they are destroying our world. What can I say when my wife is a demon? And I don’t hide it. Seekers are those who ignore the laws invented by other people, acting according to their own. As long as you’re sure that you’re acting correctly, luck will accompany you, and Heaven will be on your side. As soon as you start working against your own feelings and thoughts, Heaven will immediately turn away from you.” 
 
      
 
    “And how will this manifest? So the Heavens turn away from you — what happens then?” 
 
      
 
    “In our specific case, death. The head of the Phoenix Clan promised to kill us personally as soon as we cease to please the Heavens. So we have to keep running forward without the luxury of stopping and catching our breath. Trouble has come to the world, but it’s within our power to eliminate part of this trouble and save as many people as possible. Like in this city. Twenty-five thousand townspeople — those are a decent reward for following the Heavens’ will, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, today two demons risked their lives for people whom they usually regard as walking meals…” Læogh looked at Althea, but she easily met his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “That, too. It doesn’t matter who you are — a demon, a human, or a beast. What matters is what you do and how you behave. Enough talk — we’re clearing up two blue badlands tomorrow, so everyone get some sleep now. We need to hand you over to Mentor Guerlon for a while. He’ll clearly explain to you what the Heavens is and how to deal with them.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a sharp pang somewhere in my chest as soon as I uttered those seemingly innocent words. I needed none of it! I wouldn’t give up my apprentices! For they were my apprentices, weren’t they? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “HUSBAND, STOP GRUMBLING. Can you help?” 
 
      
 
    “As if I have any choice!” I tried to stay as calm as possible, but it wasn’t working. I wanted to tear things and throw them, pushing everyone along with kicks. I bent down, placed my hands on Althea’s and Læogh’s shoulders and closed my eyes. That was what happened when one stopped being diligent… Although, who could have thought that these two relatively adult and established creatures on their path to immortality would be reckless enough to enter into a conjunction without warning us? And it would be one thing if they had only entered into bodily energy conjunction — but Althea had decided she was the smartest and most knowledgeable of us all, so she launched four energy circuits, including harmony. But managing all this chaos required practice, which our green-haired student simply didn’t have. She saw what I was doing during the triple conjunction, and, apparently, decided she understood the principle of the operation. And now this principle was killing both her and Læogh. And it would be one thing if it was just killing them! If they somehow survived, Althea would turn Læogh into a slave. Not out of malice, but simply because she didn’t think about an elementary thing — Læogh was a Gold Warrior, and she was a Diamond. The difference in ascension rank was critical. 
 
      
 
    Mentor Guerlon was right about it — students should never rest. As soon as they rested, ideas started creeping into their heads, each worse than the previous one. The two blue badlands turned out to be so simple that it was a shame to waste time on them. Both cities near which these badlands were located had stood firm and were successfully defending against the golems. It even seemed to me that the mayors didn’t like our interference — with each golem killed, their city received a spirit stone, and here came a group of Seekers who immediately destroyed the badlands master and rushed on without even thinking of taking the spirit stones. Despite House Shao’s concerns, these blue anomalies didn’t pose a threat to the Tiger Clan. As we finished with the second anomaly and the meeting with the city’s representatives, at which I had to explain why we decided to be so proactive, I decided to give the students, as well as Vyllea and myself, a little rest. It would take almost two weeks to reach the point with seven badlands, so I needed to sleep and rest before what promised to be a long journey. 
 
      
 
    Some rest this had turned out to be! 
 
      
 
    Unstructured energy was raging inside Althea and Læogh. The girl failed to structure it into tight cords, and had practically lost control over the energy chaos spinning inside their bodies. Judging by her convulsive attempts to do something, Althea was still resisting but simply didn’t understand what to do. Perhaps I should have drained all the energy from this pair, but I didn’t know what that would lead to. Althea had already managed to create three conjoined meridians, and if I broke the connection between them now, no one knew what the consequences might be. But I couldn’t just watch all this from the sidelines, as Lord Nurgal Lee once did. However, I didn’t know how to talk during a conjunction. Moreover, back then Mentor Guerlon had been with us, and he could help in case of trouble, but now I was the mentor myself. 
 
      
 
    Setting up a triple conjunction seemed both logical and correct to me, with one exception — even if I seized control of the energy and structured it, Læogh would still remain a slave. He’d keep following us around like a well-trained dog, begging for another conjunction. And, as much as I hated it, I couldn’t blame Althea for not consulting me before starting the process. This was entirely my fault — it was a mentor’s job to foresee the rash actions of their apprentices. Otherwise, they’re just a chaperone. 
 
      
 
    “Elda, we’re going to need some time to fix this situation. I have no idea how long. Maybe a day, maybe a week, or maybe even three months. Keep training your spirit vision — it’s important. Carmin, arrange for the mayor to send aid to the people from the ruined city. They need supplies. Vyllea, come here. Nothing will work without you.” 
 
      
 
    All I could do was activate the defensive formation around us and set up four elemental crystal crates at the perimeter. Althea and Læogh lay on the ground, pressed against each other, forming seven circulation points. Who would’ve guessed? If you were going into a conjunction, might as well go all in. 
 
      
 
    “Lie down behind Althea and hold her,” I asked my wife. “I’ll take my place behind you.” 
 
      
 
    “A four-way conjunction?” Vyllea’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that even possible?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll figure it out. We don’t have any other options. Let’s get started!” 
 
      
 
    I’d never worked with such a conjunction before — our bodies didn’t form a closed circuit. Althea’s body accepted our energy without any issues, treating it as its own. But that was where the problems began — our structured cords of power had hit a wall. Læogh had erected an impenetrable barrier, letting only Althea’s energy through. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t penetrate it. We’d have to settle for a triple conjunction presently and try to structure the chaos inside the green-haired girl. But there was another oddity — Althea had handed control of our energy flows over to me entirely, but clung to the swirling energy between herself and Læogh as to dear life itself. Worse still, I heard her voice inside my head, 
 
      
 
    “I won’t give it up! Don’t take it! I can handle it!” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to scream, “You’ll kill him and yourself in the process!” But I couldn’t. That was exactly what my green-haired apprentice had been counting on. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, I know I’ve done something stupid, but it’s too late to change anything now. I have to handle this! It’s now or never! You can’t speak, but you can guide me. I’ll ask questions. If the answer is “yes,” stop the flow of body and mind energy. If it’s “no,” let it keep circulating without interruption. Is that okay?” 
 
      
 
    I strained to pause the flow of energy for a few moments. 
 
      
 
    “It worked! You’re here! I was scared you couldn’t hear me! Now everything will be fine, I’m sure of it! So, the first problem — I can’t structure the energy. Do I need to use my mind for this? No. External factors? Yes. Hm… I don’t understand what external factors those might be, but let’s try to figure them out…” 
 
      
 
    The conversation with Althea dragged on endlessly. Or at least, it felt that way. Finally, her invisible hands began to compress the energy whirlwinds, first shaping them into tight clouds, and then solidifying them until a second circulation circuit formed. One loop for the three of us, and another for the two of them. Our energies intertwined, but didn’t merge, each following its own path. It felt unusual — I’d never encountered anything like this before. Althea had formed three additional conjoined meridians between herself and Læogh, drawing from her real ones as the source, and then asked, 
 
      
 
    “Can I stop now?” No. “Do I need to do something else?” Yes. “Me?” No. “You?” Yes. “Got it. Do you need my help?” No. “Okay, go ahead. I think I understand how to handle the conjunction now. I won’t make the same mistake again.” 
 
      
 
    Arisco Galth had mentioned that Læogh’s parents had fire as their elemental affinity. That meant our scaly friend likely possessed the same. That was what we’d work with. Once I was sure Althea had stabilized all the energy flows and was controlling them confidently, I began my work. What did Phasor Lin say after we’d left the source? Elemental affinity took six months to a year to determine. The fact that we’d managed it in four months, and even formed our nascent cores, was pure luck. But I didn’t have four months! I needed to wrap up this mess in the western sector and head south. I was sure we’d find just as many problems there — enough to keep us busy for ten years. The strange creature that feasted on masters and snacked on mutated monsters alone was a nightmare in and of itself! And that golden contract didn’t disappear just because of a cataclysm in the Taoist lands. We needed more than a miracle — something bigger than even that. 
 
      
 
    So, was it fire? Or air? Or maybe earth? Water, perhaps? A mistake here could have catastrophic consequences. Læogh could get stuck in his ascension forever, and no amount of opening tools would help. I quickly replayed our trip to the source in my mind. Four spheres had granted us their power, but we only had affinity with one. That was it! If the elemental sources had given us their power, then we needed to force that power into Læogh. Let him sort out which element belongs to him. 
 
      
 
    It was easy enough working with three elements, but Air had almost put a kibosh on everything — it stubbornly refused to submit. I had to be clever — as in guiding our rainbow-tinged conjured elemental core toward the air crystal crate and drawing out its power. But instead of wrapping the new thread around our core, I sent it directly into Læogh’s chest, where the nascent elemental core would form someday. The Air thread reached my apprentice and merged into him along with the three other elements. I think I might have even squinted from the sheer brightness of the flash of light. The four elemental threads fought for dominance in Læogh’s chest, devouring and blocking each other. The boy arched his back, nearly breaking the conjunction, but Althea managed to hold him steady. Good thing I’d taught her how to handle energy — without that knowledge, the green-haired apprentice’s reckless conjunction would have caused a global calamity. 
 
      
 
    The crates around us began to empty gradually. I pulled our rainbow elemental core aside, but the air flow didn’t stop. Despite the immense power he absorbed, Læogh wasn’t even trying to choose an element. Nor did the elements want to back down — they kept converging on a single point, entirely outside of my control. I frowned and relinquished all influence over the raging forces, getting the distinct sense that Læogh was pulling them into himself independently. He was absorbing the elements from the crates, sucking them dry as I reached for the crystals we’d harvested from the badlands’ masters. The crates Arisco Galth had provided were completely drained. The elemental threads were becoming absorbed into a single point, still struggling against each other, as I noticed something strange. A new formation appeared in Læogh’s chest. It was a nascent elemental core, just like mine, Vyllea’s, or Althea’s, with one small difference — it had a distinct rainbow hue from all the elements swirling inside. Læogh hadn’t chosen a single element; he decided to work with all of them at once. Or maybe I’d gone too far, ignoring his body’s limits and forcing all four elements into him, turning Læogh into a monster. Because the mere existence of a rainbow elemental core shattered all known laws. A conjunction involved multiple beings, but all four elements inside one person? That was overkill. What would he become if he learned to work with all four primordial elements simultaneously? 
 
      
 
    “Shall we end the conjunction?” Althea’s voice broke the silence. I slowed my energy flows, letting her break the link with Læogh first. Only after his body was out of the circuit did I sever our connection. As I opened my eyes, I involuntarily shivered. The forgotten metallic scent of blood hit my nose. It seemed we had crossed all possible boundaries today, thoroughly breaking the very concept of conjunction. 
 
      
 
    “How is this even possible?” Læogh asked, staring at his smooth hands. He closed his eyes, trying to restore his scales, but couldn’t. He didn’t know how to do it in his demon form. His bright yellow eyes remained unchanged, even though they now had vertical slits. 
 
      
 
    “No one’s ever warned us about this,” Althea replied, though I felt it wasn’t an answer so much as a complaint about the circumstances. Her own bright yellow eyes with their vertical pupils drew my gaze, and the metallic scent of blood was so strong it made me want to grimace. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, your thoughts?” This came from the third participant in this mess, namely, Vyllea, as she scooted closer to me. It seemed she was uncomfortable being around the two demons. It was bizarre, but my wife had remained human. Just like me. The quadruple conjunction, which had unraveled into a triple and a double with Althea as the stabilizing core, had done the impossible — not only did it restore the green-haired girl to her original form, but it had also transformed Læogh into a demon. 
 
      
 
    “Læogh, use your invisibility,” I instructed. The apprentice sitting across from me vanished. The invisibility worked. “Activate your scales and don’t even think about putting on your spirit armor. Vyllea, slice his arm with a knife. I need a cut down to the bone.” 
 
      
 
    My wife carried out the task swiftly, without asking any unnecessary questions. She used an ancient blade — one capable of piercing through any defense, even if Læogh shielded himself. But her actions didn’t yield the expected result — a red mark appeared for just a second before vanishing where the cut should have been. 
 
      
 
    “As I suspected — your scales didn’t disappear. They’ve simply shifted to an invisible form. Now, answer me, apprentices: who initiated the conjunction?” 
 
      
 
    “I did,” Althea and Læogh said almost simultaneously. The two demons exchanged glances and blushed, but Læogh continued: “It was my idea originally. Althea gave me a book about conjunctions and what could be created with them. Plus, I saw your power. I wanted the same. When I approached Althea with the suggestion, I found out she’d been thinking along the same lines. What’s wrong with me?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with you — you’ve become a higher demon. Whether it’s temporary or permanent, I don’t know. Usually, the form dissipates within a month without a conjunction, but knowing our luck, you might stay like this for a while. Take these rings and don’t take them off when you’re in the human world. Things are chaotic enough without two free-roaming demons scaring people.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled two rings that we’d taken as loot from storage and handed them to my reckless apprentices. 
 
      
 
    “And now, the plain facts. Althea, what you did was unacceptable. The problem wasn’t that you couldn’t control the energy — it would have just burned you both up, nothing more. You initiated a conjunction with a Taoist who’s at a different Ascension rank than you. If I hadn’t intervened, it would have turned Læogh into your slave. Now tell me, princess, do you want a slave or a companion?” 
 
      
 
    Althea’s face flushed even deeper. 
 
      
 
    “I asked you a question, apprentice! A slave or a companion?” 
 
      
 
    “A companion,” came the softest whisper, almost too quiet to hear. 
 
      
 
    “Then you’ve made two mistakes during the conjunction. First, you initiated it with someone below your rank. Second, you lost control of the energy. While it surged through your bodies, it could have damaged Læogh’s pleasure centers, completely shutting down his mind and rational behavior. He would’ve forgotten everything, focused only on seeking another conjunction with his mistress. The risk of accidentally triggering those centers during uncontrolled energy surges is extremely high.” 
 
      
 
    “But nothing critical happened, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Activate your spirit vision and tell me why it didn’t happen,” I demanded. Unlike Elda, Althea still needed to close her eyes to concentrate. But when she looked at Læogh, her eyes snapped open in shock. 
 
      
 
    “How did you do that?!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the next thing we need to discuss. Læogh, a lot more happened to you than just turning into a demon. First, you retained all your abilities despite becoming a demon. You no longer need to constantly manage your skin — your scales can remain active around the clock, and no one will notice. Second, in demon form, your Ascension barrier is gone. Sure, there are still potential walls for future elevations, but nothing will stop you from becoming a Master. I honestly have no idea about what happened to that barrier. Maybe it collapsed during the conjunction. Maybe something else happened. Or maybe human and demon forms have different barriers. I can’t say for sure. Third, I had to create a nascent elemental core for you to keep your mind intact. But there’s one key difference — your core has a rainbow hue. You have access to all four elements. I have no idea how this happened or what to do next. No Taoist I know has anything like it. There might be true demons in Althea’s world who could explain this to you. And for that, you’ll need demons from the central palace, not the outer circles. Which brings me to the fourth point — though it pains me to admit it, you two will have to leave this world. By choosing to enter a conjunction, you’ve made your decision. The Heavens will restore your blocks if you reject that choice. From now on, you are bound to each other.” 
 
      
 
    “But I’m bound to you, too!” Althea protested immediately. “We have a triple conjunction!” 
 
      
 
    “One that was practically forced on you. It wasn’t your conscious decision. It was a necessity at the time. But now, a choice has been made. As for our triple conjunction, it won’t disappear. The energy threads and conjured cores between Vyllea, myself, and you will remain, including the elemental core. But once you leave our zone, all the channels connecting us will be temporarily sealed. You cannot just cancel such a conjunction, especially one as advanced as ours. But I don’t see any point in developing it further. Althea, you and I will have much to discuss about conjunctions and how to proceed. I won’t bother writing it down as instructions. You’ll have to return to your central palace and convince your uncle and father not to exile Læogh. You chose your mate, and now you must fight for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Mate?” Læogh glanced at Althea. “We’ve only known each other for a few weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “I…” Althea hesitated, looking at me as if expecting me to explain. But I just shook my head. She had to overcome her fears and doubts and confess everything to him. Althea understood the gesture. She exhaled and finally spoke, not taking her eyes off Læogh. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mate. There’s a certain scumbag in my world who’s planted his image in my head with the help of some mind-benders. I was supposed to see him as my ideal male and gradually fall in love with him. It would’ve been advantageous for our families. But my will turned out to be stronger, and instead of his image, I was left with disjointed voices in my head. When I met my future mentor, the voices went silent. It was unusual and pleasant, so I followed him into the human world, accepting the transformation into a human as the price for the silence. But when I met you and I felt your touch… I don’t have the words to describe it. I felt a kindred spirit in you. Someone just like myself. I didn’t care about your appearance. I didn’t even care that you were human, though you kept calling yourself a beast. With you, the voices don’t just stay silent. Something new appears — an urge to live and grow. And desire… I’ve never been drawn to anyone like this before. The mentor is right — if I’ve made my choice, I must fight for it to the end. Do you think two weeks are too short a time? For me it felt like an eternity! Mentor, Elda’s told me you have the right to bestow marriage bracelets. Læogh, I, Althea of the Lin tribe, wish to place a marriage bracelet on you! I wish to become your mate!” 
 
      
 
    “Mate,” Læogh repeated slowly, as if testing the word on his tongue. “My whole life, my father taught me that demons had no place in our world — or even theirs. That we must destroy them at every opportunity. And then my father was gone. They wanted to kill me, and my father’s right-hand man had to drag me into the Second Tier to save me from the fury of my kin and those hungry for power in the clan. I never imagined I’d end up in the company of two demons who would fight golems, risking their lives to save ordinary people… I don’t know what I feel for you, Althea of the Lin tribe. My father gave me many women, and I believe I have children, but I don’t know them and don’t care to. I’ve never looked at another woman the way I look at you. I enjoy your touch. I like your scent — in both your human and demon forms. I like being around you. I don’t want you to be my mate. Wife. Companion. Spouse. Mentor, do you truly have the right to marry us and put the bracelets on our wrists?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. No one ever granted me that right, so I had to claim it by force back in the day. 
 
      
 
    “Althea of Lin tribe, I, Læogh, a dissident from House Galth, an outcast, and a beast who’s taken the form of a demon, wish to become your husband. Not your mate — I don’t like that word. Will you become my wife — not my mate?” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, husband, if you hesitated, Althea would leave you for someone else,” Vyllea sighed as the green-haired girl moved closer to Læogh and they sealed their decision with a kiss. “Not only did you fail to hold onto a second wife, but now you’ve lost two apprentices! I’m done discussing this with you. If you want both worlds laughing at you, stay with just one wife. I’m sure there’s a jeweler in town where you can buy the bracelets. Heavens, I had such plans for Althea… While you and she roamed this world, I could have settled down in Tier Zero, had a child, and advanced their ascension… But no! Well, if you don’t want a second wife, then you’re coming with me to Tier Zero to raise the child together!” 
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    “THAT’S IT. WE’RE ONE DAY AWAY from our final destination, so let’s take a break,” I announced, bringing Muffin to a halt. 
 
      
 
    “The final destination being that black cloud hanging on the horizon?” Carmin clarified, pointing ahead. “Just looking at it sends chills down my spine and makes me want to run as far away from that nastiness as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a nasty cloud all right,” Læogh agreed. “It doesn’t look entirely alive. It feels creepy. And dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why we’re taking this whole day to rest,” I replied with a yawn. Another two-week stretch of heroic madness was finally over. As fast as Muffin was, it remained a mere vehicle, while distances in the Second Tier were measured in weeks rather than miles. I set up a tent, hoping to get some proper sleep before the next round of heroism, but Elda and Carmin blocked my way. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, when are we going to return to our question?” 
 
      
 
    I probably should have answered, but instead, I yawned again, wide enough for my jaw to pop. 
 
      
 
    “No dozing off now,” Carmin insisted, ignoring my exhaustion. “You’ve promised to help us with our conjunction and the formation of a nascent elemental core. Just look at that nightmare we have to face tomorrow. The weakest creatures there will be at the Master level, or maybe even Overlords, and the rulers might well be Nascent Gods. Gold Warriors have no place there.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked a few times, chasing away the sleep, and glanced at the horizon again. It was truly a chaotic storm, and the longer I looked, the more the unease between my shoulder blades grew. The Overlord guarding this place had fled. A logical reason would be that he had been summoned to the Fourth Tier. Overlords protected the lands of the Overlords, and Warriors protect the lands of the Warriors. But he’d been called to Olesaw, not the Second Tier’s western capital. Which meant he’d simply abandoned his post. Why? The answer was obvious — he couldn’t handle the enemies there. Or didn’t want to, but I found that unlikely. Whatever lay on the horizon seemed like some kind of Nascent God creating Overlord-level golems. Charging in at our current Ascension stage would be suicide, but we couldn’t ignore it, either. We’d been paid for clearing the badlands, so we had to follow through. The only small comfort was that there were no nearby settlements — the Tiger Clan had driven the locals out long before the badlands appeared. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk about it in the morning. Vyllea, our apprentices have too much energy and no idea what to do with it. Arrange a training session, please.” 
 
      
 
    The collective groan of disappointment was music to my ears. Vyllea herded the group into a warm-up session while I crawled into the tent and collapsed onto the bed. I didn’t even have the energy to wash. While everyone else slept and rested, I’d been pushing Muffin hard, trying to make it to our final checkpoint. We left the zones untouched; the Tiger Clan had finally gotten their act together and was systematically conquering them. Around each zone, protective formations had been established, preventing the creatures from straying too far, and warriors were confidently harvesting spirit stones and other resources from the golems. The anomalies had passed, but the Taoists had quickly found new energy sources. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes for what felt like a split second and opened them to find Vyllea asleep beside me. My body had reached its breaking point and simply shut down. Despite the nap, though, I still felt like I’d been run over — nothing had changed. At least I wasn’t yawning anymore. The apprentices were already awake. Elda was meditating, expanding the boundaries of her spirit vision. She’d reached a hundred and fifty feet and wasn’t stopping, aiming to extend her range to at least three hundred. A commendable goal. Ideally, I needed to find an ancient energy accumulator and implant it in her head. That would help. I was certain that, despite the disappearance of the ancients, the artifacts they left in the spatial pouches and clan storage rooms hadn’t gone anywhere. Accumulators, pulse generators, healing capsules… Our world still had many of their intriguing objects, and trading with clans would make it possible to obtain such items as payment for our services. All that remained was reaching the point where clans would start asking for our help. House Shao and their five paintings had nothing to do with this — we’d have cleared the zones without payment. The spoils from the golems and their masters were reward enough. 
 
      
 
    I realized I’d gotten lost in thought and distracted from my apprentices. As usual, Althea was immersed in a book. It was so normal by now that any other activity would’ve raised questions. Carmin and Læogh were sparring, testing each other’s skill with a jian. An ideal situation — apprentices training or studying while the mentors rested. If only it could always be this way! 
 
      
 
    But, unfortunately, a lot of work awaited me today. Elda was right — there was no point delaying their conjunction for “better times.” Those times might never come. I nudged Vyllea awake and stepped out of the tent. The training immediately stopped, and everyone turned to look at me expectantly. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be staying here for a while,” I said, prompting satisfied smiles all around. Of course they were happy — they thought they’d won over their mentor. Naïve, my apprentices were so naïve! If they only knew what I had in mind, they’d think twice about whether they really wanted to be part of it. 
 
      
 
    Elda and Carmin went first. Over the past two weeks, I’d dumped all the information I had about conjunctions onto Althea and Læogh. I didn’t hold anything back, fully aware that the pair would soon embark on their own journey — straight into the demon world, to live among our potential enemies. But I somehow felt that everything I’d shared with them would stay between us. Where that certainty came from, I didn’t know. Maybe the Heavens willed it so, and even Læogh, who had been skeptical about the term at first, was gradually coming around to it. The Heavens knew everything and saw everything. So we had to act in a way that wouldn’t anger them. And even after Althea and Læogh would leave us, they’d still remain our apprentices. The contract was for two years, and only they could break it. But they wouldn’t. It was another baseless certainty. 
 
      
 
    Since I’d explained the principles of conjunction while navigating Muffin and not in some quiet room with protective formations and locks all around, Elda and Carmin had overheard everything. At first, they’d been indifferent to the idea of a conjunction, but they’d eventually come to realize that it was unavoidable. Over the last few days, they’d badgered me nonstop, asking me to oversee the process. They were determined to go through with it, whether I participated or not — but they felt safer with me involved. 
 
      
 
    I had no choice but to help, first forming a triple conjunction with Elda. I didn’t form the meridians, nor was it necessary. It was enough that I could see her manage the energy flows perfectly, balancing the warmth of her body with the cold of her mind. Only after confirming her mastery did I allow her to enter a conjunction with Carmin. Once again, two stable circuits of energy formed — Elda and Carmin on one, and Elda, Vyllea, and me on the other. Satisfied that everything was running smoothly, I moved on to the next step — forming the nascent elemental cores. I was about to do the very thing I had scolded Althea for doing myself. As a Diamond Warrior, I initiated a conjunction with a Gold one, fully aware of the consequences. 
 
      
 
    When I formed Læogh’s elemental core, I had four crates of elemental crystals. This time we had a problem — I had only a few air crystals left. But I had plenty of the others. If we could form a rainbow core with just three elements, why not try it again? 
 
      
 
    Althea and Læogh stepped aside; they had no part in this. I partially detached my consciousness to begin manifesting our spoils from the zones — earth and water crystals. For fire, I conjured a volcanic heart about a hundred and fifty feet away. To keep it from burning through the ground, I placed it on a sheet of ancient metal. After a moment’s thought, I also took air monsters with air crystals inside them and manifested them nearby. They were small, of course, but they’d suffice for my plan all the same. I was bringing out everything we’d gathered over the last month, but I didn’t mind. Easy come, easy go. Seekers never bothered with such trifles. 
 
      
 
    Eight elemental threads surged toward us, embedding themselves into Elda and Carmin. The air crystals got depleted almost instantly, leaving six threads. But even that was enough. After a while, two tiny rainbow-colored spheres began to swirl within my students’ chests. The fact that all our gathered resources had crumbled into black dust didn’t bother me anymore. The result had been achieved! My students had become Diamond Warriors, capable of manipulating all elemental types. In that sense, Læogh wasn’t unique — any Taoist could attain such power if their elemental core was formed with external assistance. But who in their right mind would trust an “opener” once they reached the Warrior stage? That sort of help was normally reserved for Candidates and Apprentices. Later on, no one let any stranger near their energy structure. 
 
      
 
    Another thought crossed my mind. Before sending Althea home, it would be interesting to try this with her as well. I wondered if one elemental core could be replaced with a more advanced one. If so, there were fascinating possibilities for future development. Perhaps Vyllea and I would upgrade our own cores someday, too. 
 
      
 
    I stopped the conjunction with Elda, stood up, and stowed the volcanic heart back into the anomaly. Despite the distance between us, being near such an object was still draining. The ground around the elemental source had turned to black ash, with only a small patch remaining untouched, shielded by the ancient metal. Left alone with Carmin, Elda began forming a third energy circuit, weaving it together with conjured meridians. A useful practice, no doubt, but one they could focus on later, in a more relaxed setting. Now came the third part of my grand plan — the real reason for this entire endeavor. Trust. Until I demonstrated true trust, I wouldn’t receive the same in return. 
 
      
 
    “Althea, Læogh, come here. Lie down next to these two and enter the conjunction. You can blush later! I need a conjunction. No, not too close — Vyllea and I need space between you. Like this. Althea, start the conjunction. Vyllea, lie on top of me.” 
 
      
 
    What I was about to do completely defied reason. Forming a triple conjunction was problematic enough — and of course, my apprentices had no clue about the dangers, trusting that if their mentor said it was necessary, it must be. But forming two triple conjunctions simultaneously? That verged on the impossible. Vyllea lay on top of me, and I placed my hands on Althea’s and Elda’s shoulders. First I initiated the conjunction with Althea — our conjured elemental core was far more powerful than the one I’d created with Elda. Althea then started circulating energy with Læogh, forming two distinct energy streams. The first was ready. 
 
      
 
    To link up with Elda, I had to put in some effort — my body’s energy didn’t want to break free from its familiar circuits. I decided against creating a single structure for all four of us. Slowly but steadily, I established contact with Elda, and soon, two powerful streams of force flowed through me. The second one was ready, too! 
 
      
 
    Why was I doing this? The answer was simple — I intended to form a spatial anomaly. Huang Lung’s instructions were clear — you didn’t need to crush or deform objects to access an anomaly. You just needed to link them with powerful energy flows. I had briefly considered letting each of my apprentices open their own anomalies, but there was one major problem — the millenarian lotus. I only had one, and it had to be used as effectively as possible. 
 
      
 
    Vyllea and I had opened our own clearing that we were now using for storage through conjunction. Mentor Guerlon and Clyed Feng had each opened only about ten square feet because they’d done it individually, as Huang Lung’s instructions recommended. The conclusion was that you could open slightly larger spaces through conjunction than by working alone. But what would happen if you opened one through a triple conjunction? Or better yet, two triple conjunctions at once? With each participant being linked to another? A wild idea, but I had to try. Even if it failed and I wasted the millenarian lotus, it would still be worth it. 
 
      
 
    All the necessary ingredients appeared in my spirit vision, and I began infusing them with energy one by one. By the time I reached the lotus, sweat had pooled beneath me — maintaining concentration on two energy streams while manipulating the recipe from the Silver Heron School was beyond human capability. Thankfully, I had a demon lying on top of me! Demons had a different take on the limits of human potential. 
 
      
 
    When I opened my eyes, it was deep night. Vyllea was sound asleep, still lying on top of me. I loved my wife and her motto — “In any confusing situation, fall asleep, and your husband will sort it out.” The apprentices had finished their conjunctions and were stirring. 
 
      
 
    “Is it normal for a white haze to appear in front of my eyes?” Carmin asked immediately. “Or do I need urgent treatment?” 
 
      
 
    “Treatment won’t help,” Althea replied, having the same issue with her vision. Unlike Carmin, she tried healing herself — both as a human and a demon — but with no success. 
 
      
 
    “Focus on the haze and send your mind into it. It’ll feel awkward at first, but you’ll get used to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Zander!” Vyllea’s sudden yell nearly deafened me. “What is this?!” 
 
      
 
    “A side effect of the technique for accessing a spatial anomaly,” I answered, shifting my attention to my translucent projection. Our already vast storage had expanded significantly — much more than the expected threefold increase. Slowly, the transparent projections of my students began to appear within the anomaly. Elda, Læogh, Althea, and, finally, a bewildered Carmin. I probably should’ve explained what was happening, but instead, I watched Vyllea run around the new space in excitement, inspecting the various objects scattered about. 
 
      
 
    What had happened was beyond my expectations. Instead of each pair of apprentices gaining their own anomalies, my attempt to save resources had dragged them all into our existing storage. Before that, however, the destroyed school’s technique had doubled the size of our anomaly and added two more huge green clearings gathered from the folds of reality. Most of the smaller storage spaces were empty, but a few contained items that had caught Vyllea’s attention. We’d managed to link seven anomalies with valuable treasures. I approached the nearest pile to examine its contents — there were ancient books, paintings, and statues. All so old that without the anomaly, they would’ve long since turned to dust — and not even dust, just nothingness! The objects in this first anomaly belonged to the era of the ancients. 
 
      
 
    We got lucky with the second anomaly — it was from the Taoist era, and quite a prosperous one. On a small table sat four open chests, each containing the heart of an element: ocean, volcano, hurricane, and earth. On a nearby rack rested artifacts, some of which immediately caught my attention. Green daggers, almost identical to the ones mentor Guerlon had given me. Except these daggers bore significantly more symbols. They were at least at the Nascent God level. The same level as the massive spirit stones that filled a large chest, along with a smaller rack of scrolls containing techniques or recipes. The spoils were valuable, albeit not immediately useful. Everything here seemed to have belonged to a powerful Taoist from a high stage of ascension. It could take decades before we’d be able to make use of it all. 
 
      
 
    The other anomalies didn’t disappoint, either. One held centenarian plants — lots of them. The rest contained spirit stones, coins, various amulets, and a few artifacts that probably wouldn’t incinerate us if extracted, judging by their appearance. Vyllea gestured for me to start sorting through the items while she began hauling everything over to our side. The apprentices didn’t help. Judging by how they were standing still and watching us, they still hadn’t fully processed what had happened. 
 
      
 
    “Attention, apprentices!” Vyllea’s projection called out once we had moved everything to our side. She held an armful of weapons taken as spoils — the kind we should’ve thrown out ages ago. Making sure everyone was watching her, Vyllea began laying the weapons out on the green grass, creating borders for each section. “This is our storage! Anyone who enters without permission will be punished! This area is for Althea and Læogh, and this one is for Elda and Carmin. This little square in the center is the common space where we can all meet. Zander, explain to them what this is and how to use it. I’ll tidy up here — nothing annoys me more than a mess!” 
 
      
 
    “For now, everyone needs to return to reality. It’s easier to talk there. Right now, your consciousness is divided between two places. Eventually, you’ll start perceiving both as natural, but for now, concentrate and imagine that you’re standing in the real world, with the anomaly left behind. Come on out and I’ll explain what this is and how to use it.” 
 
      
 
    Explaining what a spatial anomaly was, how it worked, and where it came from didn’t take much time. It ended up answering a lot of questions that had been puzzling our apprentices since the beginning of our relationship. Læogh, for instance, had seriously started to suspect that we were disguised ancients, capable of pulling out items from ordinary spatial pouches that couldn’t possibly fit in them — like Muffin or a tent complete with pre-set objects and ready-to-use teapots. There was no point in hiding anything, so I not only explained the anomaly, but also how I acquired it. I even had to show them books and artifacts from the destroyed Silver Crane School, stashed away in chests. 
 
      
 
    Our apprentices roamed around our items with great interest, but when Carmin and Elda came across the only remaining corpse, they stopped in front of it for a long time. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the creature that had drained my energy, isn’t it?” Elda’s voice was filled with more hatred than I’d ever heard from her. “Mentor, do you still need it for anything?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I had planned to study its energy absorption abilities, but I figured that out on my own over time. Do you want it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Elda’s eyes gleamed with an unsettling intensity. “I want to burn it. Turn it to ash! That creature had nearly killed me… I hate it! Every time I remember those moments, I start trembling. If it weren’t for Carmin… Yes, I need it, mentor!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s yours. Do you need firewood?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it,” Vyllea assured, and a large pyre was blazing nearby before too long. Elda manifested the energy-draining creature and personally laid it on top of the pyre. Her face reflected a whirlwind of emotions — hatred, fear, thirst for vengeance, and determination. These emotions cycled through her expression, but her movements remained steady. Vyllea lit one of the torches, and we stepped aside to let Elda deal with her demons alone. As the flames shot high into the sky, Elda collapsed to her knees, burying her face in her hands, and started sobbing. 
 
      
 
    Carmin instinctively moved to go to his wife, but Althea stopped him with a shake of her head. It wasn’t the right time to comfort her, and I completely agreed with the green-haired girl. The longer the fire burned and Elda cried, the more cracks appeared in her spiritual barrier. The dam was beginning to break, and, eventually, as Elda stood up and wiped away her tears, it shattered into pieces. The creature that had given the blue-eyed girl her ascension barrier was gone, and nothing was holding back her spirit any longer. A vast white lake surged forward, obliterating the remnants of the barrier. Elda clutched her chest and looked at me, her eyes wide with shock. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to this difficult world, Spirit Absolute with maximum potential. I can’t promise your journey will be easy, but you’ve already done the hardest part — you’ve destroyed the obstacle that was preventing your progress. Now, the rest is up to you — reach the top and show the family that abandoned you how grievous their mistake was.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW I UNDERSTOOD WHY the Overlord had fled this place so urgently. There are barely more than a handful of Taoists in the entire world willing to stick their heads into the maw of a beast at the Nascent God stage, and six of them were concentrated in one spot. Though, strictly speaking, two of them weren’t Taoists — after their last conjunction, Althea and Læogh had never truly reverted to being human. 
 
      
 
    The black badland didn’t tolerate competition. The Overlord that was its master had destroyed every other badland before fleeing to Olesaw. As it stood now, only a single master remained, and its golems dominated this territory. The master was none other than the familiar flying monster, hovering several hundred feet above the ground, spawning golems. As before, the golems were made from the flesh and bones of other living creatures, but there was so little flesh in the surrounding world that the black badland was guarded by only thirty golems. The downside? They were all Overlords, and the master, a Nascent God. 
 
      
 
    The flying monster couldn’t leave its birthplace, as if something bound it to that location. The golems, too, couldn’t stray far from their creator. Instead of hunting down the beasts that entered my spirit vision’s range, they circled within the black cloud, only occasionally venturing out to release an ear-splitting shriek. The Second Tier was hostile to creatures at such high ascension stages. Whenever they tried to leave the protection of their master, the world began draining their energy. The anomaly may have looked terrifying, but as long as no one disturbed it, it was safe. 
 
      
 
    Ideally, we should’ve just passed by, but we’d already been paid to eliminate this chaos, and Seekers don’t go back on their word. Especially when the opponent was large, immobile, and anchored to one spot. It was practically a sign from the Heavens that we should attack, despite the difference in ascension stages. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t get too close. Even from half a mile away, the badland master’s monstrous aura forced me to stop. And it wasn’t just me — Althea and Læogh, who were born in the central regions of their worlds, froze as well. The master’s energy harmed everyone, no matter what their origin was. We were noticed but not engaged, since we were still too far from the black cloud. A few times, the Overlord golems flew out, but quickly returned. Only one dared to venture farther, screaming madly as it flew. It never reached us — the outside world punished it first. Pieces of flesh, drained of energy, rained down, along with a spirit stone, an elemental crystal, and spirit essence — the complete package for someone seeking to become a true Overlord. It was a pity we couldn’t collect it. The aura was just too strong. If I were in the master’s position, I’d deactivate the aura to lure in victims. But it seemed the flying monster sensed something. It didn’t understand how simple Diamond Warriors could harm it, but it felt the threat we posed and was defending itself as best it could. Ferocious winds raged around it, lightning struck the ground, and the earth beneath it had turned into black dust three hundred feet deep. This was a terrifying opponent, and one that Diamond Warriors could never defeat under normal circumstances. But there was a small detail that changed everything — the monster didn’t have any spirit armor! 
 
      
 
    I had no idea what was going through that creature’s mind, but it hadn’t put up any defense. And I intended to exploit that fully. I threw a glance at my apprentices and spoke, drawing out the exit from our anomaly as far as possible from myself. 
 
      
 
    “The systems of the ancients have left this world, so the chance of encountering projectiles is minimal, but we can’t rule it out entirely. Strange things happen in this world. You can rotate the anomaly’s exit plane in any direction. This will allow you to launch projectiles in the right direction. Our target is the black cloud. Here’s what you need to do.” 
 
      
 
    I aimed the anomaly exit toward the master of the zone and pulled one of the ancients’ small projectiles from the anomaly, letting it loose. The missile shot forward, trailing smoke, and gradually climbing into the sky. The golems rushed to intercept it, and a fireball exploded at the edge of the cloud. The ancient projectile had collided with a flying Overlord golem, turning it into chunks of flesh. 
 
      
 
    “Elda, your turn!” I said, approaching my apprentice and ignoring the chaos in our opponent’s camp. The master had strengthened its aura even further, activating a vast array of techniques, and the already massive cloud expanded even more. A three-foot-long ancient projectile appeared nearby, pointed horizontally at the ground. Just what I expected. As soon as Elda fired the smoking missile, I caught it and pulled it back into the anomaly. 
 
      
 
    “Wrong angle,” I said calmly, as if nothing had happened. “Your target isn’t on the ground — it’s in the sky. Try angling the exit upward. I’ll check on you later. Althea, your turn!” 
 
      
 
    The first successful shot came from Carmin, which was hardly surprising. He said it felt similar to shooting a ballista, so there wasn’t anything too challenging about it. The projectile hit its mark and exploded, scattering another Overlord’s remains across the surroundings. When I approached Vyllea, she gave me such a look that I moved on — she clearly had no intention of participating in the shooting. So it was Elda, and then Læogh, followed by Althea. My apprentices learned how to aim the anomaly’s exit in the right direction in that exact order. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have many projectiles left — just over a hundred three-foot shells and only twelve of the ten-foot long variety. However, even these few were dangerous weapons against any being foolish enough to neglect its defenses. If Vyllea and I were here alone, we would’ve already destroyed the flying monster, but working with apprentices required more attention to detail. None of them had reached the Absolute level of Mind, with the exception of Althea, so, unlike mentor Guerlon, I couldn’t just leave them to figure things out on their own. I had to repeat every small detail multiple times, making sure each apprentice understood it properly. Right down to ensuring they could accurately say where the anomaly’s exit was aimed. Why all this effort? Because it was the right way. When you took on the responsibility of teaching, you gave yourself to it fully. Your students weren’t just ballast you dragged along. The more I thought about it, the more I was convinced mentor Guerlon had been right to leave us on our own. He’d given us all he could and sent us off to learn independently. A mentor wasn’t obligated to clean up after his apprentices forever. If they couldn’t handle the problems they encountered, they were worthless. As was the mentor who’d failed to prepare them — but that was another matter. 
 
      
 
    “Now, all together!” I commanded, aligning the anomaly’s exit toward the black cloud. Once I was sure the apprentices were ready, I gave the signal, and four three-foot shells launched into the air. Ten seconds later, I followed them with a larger projectile. The golems, having realized the danger posed by our weapons, rushed to intercept the shots from my students, detonating them before they reached the black cloud. But the creatures hadn’t accounted for my shell — their second line of defense was too late. The projectile soared into the cloud, and the master of the zone activated every defense it could muster. The space around it turned to black dust for fifteen hundred feet around. We felt the impact even at our distance — our conjured shields had barely managed to protect us. The force was so intense it felt like the fabric of reality itself was melting! But the ancient projectile was unfazed. The metal it was made from easily withstood the energy pressure, and within moments, it pierced the cloud, followed by an explosion. 
 
      
 
    The black cloud was blown apart, revealing for a brief moment the monstrous body of the creature. Even from half a mile away, its size was terrifying. The explosion didn’t kill the master, but it cleared away the shroud hiding it. What happened next was the Second Tier’s doing — the beast, stripped of its techniques, let out a wild screech. It could no longer stay airborne. The ground shook as the Nascent God-stage master crashed from the sky. A massive plume of black ash rose up and spread in all directions. 
 
      
 
    “Brace for impact!” I warned, activating all the defenses we had. The air blast hit us within seconds, sweeping everything in its path. A second wave of black ash followed, engulfing us completely. It ignored our protective barriers, behaving like an inert force that bypassed energy-based constructs. The master of the zone wasn’t giving up, still fighting for its life, but it couldn’t recreate the black cloud. Finally, the enormous flying monster twitched one last time and went still. Its golems collapsed into unsightly chunks of flesh, and the surrounding world finally quieted. At least, outwardly, it seemed that way. 
 
      
 
    “Time to get out!” I said through the anomaly, as in reality we were buried in black sand. Vyllea was nearby, while the others had been thrown about thirty feet away. The black dust offered no resistance, making it surprisingly easy to move through. While the apprentices pondered how to escape, I grabbed Vyllea’s hand, using familiar gestures, and then dashed forward with movement techniques. The master’s enormous carcass was slowly sinking into the ground. The Second Tier couldn’t hold on to the energy sources burning within the creature’s chest, and it was caving in, acknowledging its defeat. In another minute, it would be too late to retrieve the body. Seekers couldn’t afford to waste such valuable resources. A Nascent God-stage spirit stone, an elemental crystal infused with the power of a Nascent God, and even a massively enlarged spirit core were treasures we couldn’t use now, but who said we wouldn’t be able to in the future? Besides, these would make excellent weapons against even an Overlord Taoist. You could just manifest one of these crystals nearby and enjoy the result. Even if it didn’t kill the Overlord, it would certainly delay them. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get inside!” I warned Vyllea, and soon we were encased in a massive suit of ancient metal armor. Breathing became much easier. The destroyed monster’s harmful influence hadn’t disappeared, but it was manageable now. I could definitely use a blacksmith to tailor the armor to my size and make it more solid and impenetrable. This kind of armor was essential for safely storing dangerous items in a spatial anomaly — mobility was a secondary concern. 
 
      
 
    The black dust that had previously shrouded the area had dispersed, revealing a giant hole in the ground. At its center, the earth had turned into swirling black mire. The monster was no longer visible — it had sunk a hundred feet and was still descending into the earth. I was fully aware of the danger, but I nevertheless stepped toward the edge of the new crater. Exposed patches of my skin immediately began to burn — not just sting, but actually burn. My flesh and muscle were steadily turning into black dust, and only Vyllea’s continuous healing kept the unprotected areas from disintegrating completely. But, notably, Master Maseel’s creations withstood the onslaught! The Seeker mantles, crafted to be used in the central region, endured the harmful force without issue. Without the ancient metal armor, we’d have been reduced to nothing more than finely tailored and very elegant corpses. 
 
      
 
    “Got it!” I exclaimed with satisfaction as the massive carcass of the flying monster entered the spatial anomaly. There was plenty of room now, so I didn’t need to use the apprentices’ storage. The downside was that the creature got placed inside the anomaly along with the black dust, essentially forming a giant black box with three gleaming crystals inside. Vyllea just sighed, hefting the box as if it were nothing and hauling it to the far side of our clearing, near the edge of the fold. Until we met with mentor Guerlon, that beast would stay there, out of sight. 
 
      
 
    “Back to Olesaw!” I commanded once we rejoined the apprentices, who had finally emerged from the black sand. We had to do some jumping around to retrieve all the elemental crystals and spirit stones from the golems. The power contained within them would fuel several rainbow elemental core activations! And it was air — one of the rarest elements, at least in the Second Tier. Maybe the Third wouldn’t have the same issue. 
 
      
 
    I took one last look around. The black cloud was gone, allowing Earis to illuminate the chaos we had wrought. A massive crater a quarter of a mile wide and five hundred feet deep now scarred the landscape. It wasn’t going to disappear anytime soon. A nearby underground river would eventually break through, and soon a wide and incredibly deep lake would form in the Second Tier. Some enterprising farmers would probably even stock it with fish. And some kind of monster would inevitably take up residence in the second pit, prompting the Tiger Clan to launch a new hunt. They’d call in Seekers again to clear the lake, but that would be for another day. Maybe not even tomorrow. But I had no doubt it was coming. 
 
      
 
    We reached the capital of the Second Tier in a week. There was no need to rush, so we leisurely spent our time on daily training. What pleased me most was Læogh’s progress — he had fully shed his former aloofness in his new form. He even smiled when he managed to last thirty seconds against Carmin in a jian sparring match. He hadn’t expected to win, of course. Carmin had reached a level of swordsmanship that even Vyllea couldn’t best, despite her efforts. In fact, she tried so hard that, after one particularly successful strike from Carmin, she lashed out with a technique that nearly tore the poor guy’s arm off. We had to pause training for a day while the healing capsule repaired our apprentice. After that incident, the jian training ended, and my time began. I didn’t want to openly punish Vyllea, but making her train with everyone else was always fair game. So, my wife endured three hours a day, trying to channel energy and absorb it. Though, in my opinion, she was just going through the motions, pretending to try while really just doing the bare minimum. Inwardly, she knew she’d made a mistake, but she wasn’t about to admit it. It went against her nature. After all, apologies were for slaves and servants. If the lady of the house messed up, well, it must’ve been necessary. And besides, her husband would always fix things. 
 
      
 
    Olesaw had transformed. In our absence, the city’s inhabitants had cleared the rubble, construction was in full swing, and even inside the Shao household’s palace, things didn’t look as dire as before. The Tiger Clan had restored two underground floors and was hard at work on a third. The fifth and sixth floors below had been buried under stone and leveled, with the sewer system moved up a level. House Shao decided that it needed those levels. 
 
      
 
    This time, our arrival didn’t go unnoticed. When we approached the central doors, one of the palace overseer’s assistants came out to greet us. 
 
      
 
    “Elder, on behalf of House Shao, I welcome you to the palace. Please state the purpose of your visit.” 
 
      
 
    “I need a meeting with the head of the house to report on the completion of our task, and afterward, I’d like to visit the library and use the portal to Busgal.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid the head of House Shao is currently unavailable, Elder. May I arrange a meeting with his assistant?” 
 
      
 
    It was true — the energy signature of the master wasn’t anywhere to be sensed. After weighing the pros and cons, I realized I didn’t really need the head himself. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the assistant will do. I have information regarding the black badlands. We’ll wait in the library. Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not often researchers drop by,” said the dwarf with a raspy voice as we entered his domain. There were no other visitors. Judging by the guards at the entrance, the library wasn’t open to the public. There were likely protective formations on the doors, invisible even to spirit vision. Not that it mattered to us — we entered without any hindrance. Althea’s eyes immediately lit up as she began pulling out the books she’d finished reading to exchange them for new ones. She even handed over a notebook to the librarian. The dwarf accepted it with surprise; inside, in neat handwriting, was a list of all the books Althea had read so far. He snorted, handed the notebook back to her, and shot me a questioning look. Naturally, a girl seeking unlimited access to book exchanges would need something in return — and I had just what was required. 
 
      
 
    I began laying out books before the librarian, all written in perfect calligraphy. Although I was never formally taught the art of calligraphy, I had to master it on my own, as it was part of the curriculum in the schools of Tier Zero, as well as the First and the Second Tier. Unfortunately, I never had the luxury of attending those lessons — either I skipped them, or the school itself was destroyed because of me, or I was too focused on winning tournaments. Still, as a mental absolute, I couldn’t allow myself to produce anything subpar. At first, it was slow going — I had to construct the text mentally before writing it out. But eventually, I got used to this method of conveying information, and the speed at which I chronicled Zander’s adventures increased significantly. While Carmin recovered in the healing capsule, I finished writing about my journey up to my visit to the First-Tier library, where I’d been given the task. But I didn’t stop there — I had another book that detailed our adventures with the ancient ark and our victory over the black badlands. I had completed my part of the deal — with a little extra! 
 
      
 
    “This is what I had promised back in the First Tier,” I said, pushing three books toward the librarian and keeping the fourth close to me. “In this one, I’ve documented everything that happened after our time in the First Tier up until now. But that hasn’t been paid for.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf gave me a less-than-friendly look as he pulled the books toward himself and sat down, beginning to leaf through them. His reading speed, if he was actually reading, was impressive — it seemed he spent no more than ten seconds on each page. I probably could’ve hurried him along, but instead, I gestured to my companions to make themselves comfortable on the nearby chairs. We had to wait. 
 
      
 
    Before long, the assistant to the head of House Shao arrived. I had to shift my attention to him, describing the situation with the completed mission. Five troublesome badlands had been destroyed, but there were details that still needed addressing — like the enormous crater that would soon turn into a lake. Surprisingly, the assistant even thanked us! It seemed the Tiger Clan was still in a state of turmoil, and no one had been sent from the central regions yet. The portal was still blocked, as far as I understood, but I had no doubt the portal keeper would let us through to Busgal in exchange for some spirit stones. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, researcher,” the dwarf librarian rasped as the assistant left, “I acknowledge that you have fulfilled your part of the bargain. Your apprentice will receive a new batch of books and will be allowed access to any library in this world or another. However, I see a fourth book before me, one that, from what I’ve heard, describes your adventures in the Second Tier. I’d like to know your terms, researcher.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of responding, I handed the dwarf a piece of paper listing the items I needed. Enough of playing the altruist — it was time to take care of my own well-being. And not only mine — Vyllea and I needed little from this life, but it was time to look after the well-being of my apprentices. If I wanted to turn Elda into an energy vampire capable of standing against the head of the School of Wrath on equal footing, her abilities needed to be expanded. 
 
      
 
    “You do realize this is impossible, don’t you? No book is worth what you’re asking for!” 
 
      
 
    “And yet, these are my terms. I need two accumulators and three pulse generators — or, failing that, three metal spheres that emit strange sounds. I’ve even sketched them, in case they go by a different name in our world. Surely the esteemed librarian doesn’t think that merely documenting our adventures is the end of it? Here’s what I’m offering in exchange for the items I need.” 
 
      
 
    I laid out a second sheet of paper listing several books from the Silver Heron School. They were no longer of any use to me. In time, they would become useless to my apprentices as well. What was the point of keeping them in the anomaly when they’re already committed to memory? But placing them in restricted sections of libraries to preserve the school’s legacy for future generations was a worthy purpose. From what I understood, the emperor had no authority over librarians, meaning his decree for the eternal erasure of the Silver Heron School didn’t apply to them. 
 
      
 
    I easily endured the dwarf’s stern gaze. It became clear that he was actively communicating with his peers. I wouldn’t be surprised if librarians had their own spatial anomaly, similar to ours, which all librarians across the Tiers and Circles had access to. A place where the rarest and most forbidden books from both worlds were stored. 
 
      
 
    “As I said, no single book is worth what you’ve requested,” the librarian finally creaked. “But you’ve offered seven books, and that’s a very worthy payment. We’ll need time, researcher, to acquire what you’re asking for. Let’s say one month. Speak to any librarian — they’ll give you what you need.” 
 
      
 
    I handed the dwarf the fourth book I’d written. 
 
      
 
    “Consider this an advance payment. When I receive what I’ve requested, the library will get the remaining books.” 
 
      
 
    “Accepted. During this month, the library will also consider how we might cooperate under mutually beneficial terms. From what we understand, you plan to hunt the Taoist-eating Master-stage monster in the southern sector. Before you destroy it, study it. After all, you’re a researcher, not an executioner. Your apprentice will confirm as much —  — in this world, knowledge is valued above all else. For only through knowledge can one gain true power in both worlds. Now, off with you — I need to study your adventures more closely.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE CAPITAL OF THE SOUTHERN SECTOR of the Second Circle was teeming with life. There were no active anomalies in or around the city, so the sudden appearance of the badlands hadn’t affected daily life in any significant way. People went about their business, rejoicing, grieving, falling in love, and fighting each other, without worrying that at any moment they could be wiped out by terrifying creatures. The portal keeper, didn’t interfere with intra-tier travel, as was expected of him, which allowed us to reach the palace of House Kahn of the Phoenix Clan. 
 
      
 
    “Elder, how did you get into the palace?” 
 
      
 
    There was no one standing guard by the portal, so the servants had missed our arrival. They only noticed us when we made our way toward the exit with confidence. The servants rushed to get the steward’s assistant, who’d met us near the palace gates. 
 
      
 
    “Through the portal,” I replied. I had to stop since the overly cautious Taoist refused to move aside. 
 
      
 
    “The portal is blocked, Elder!” The assistant was fully aware of who stood before him and bent low with every word, his head nearly touching the ground. Yet he stubbornly blocked our path. 
 
      
 
    “The portals work within the tier. Are you trying to stop us, junior?” 
 
      
 
    “Please forgive my impertinence, Elder! By order of the head of House Kahn, all who arrive through the portal, unless they are Overlords or Nascent Gods, must be brought to him or his assistant. Tell me, Elder, are you an Overlord or a Nascent God?” 
 
      
 
    “No, neither I nor my companions are Overlords or Nascent Gods. Fine, let’s go meet the head of House Kahn,” I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “He’s currently in a meeting.” The assistant gained a bit of courage, realizing we weren’t going to kill him. He even made up a nonexistent meeting. I could see clearly that there was only one Taoist in the head’s office. Judging by the size of his elemental core, he was either Silver or Gold rank. There was no spirit core present, and the heavy seals on his energy barriers showed that this Taoist would never advance beyond the Third Tier. Without help, he would never become an Overlord. 
 
      
 
    “Apprentices, follow me,” I commanded, marching toward the head’s office. Oddly enough, there was security in front of his office that refused to let us in. However, they were Gold-ranked warriors, and Elda needed some practice. 
 
      
 
    “Absorb!” I ordered through the anomaly, then sighed heavily. The speed at which Elda manipulated energy still filled me with a twinge of jealousy. Where I’d have to work to extract threads of energy from cores, Elda functioned on a completely different level. She absorbed energy whole, like the energy vampire I had fought in the arena of the School of Wrath. The guards instantly turned into statues, and we entered the head’s office. 
 
      
 
    The elderly Taoist was sorting through documents, and judging by his haggard face and the dark circles under his eyes, he had been at it for hours — if not days. When he raised his weary gaze, he didn’t show any emotion. He simply gestured toward the chairs near his desk. Setting the papers aside, the old man used a few healing techniques to gather himself. 
 
      
 
    “Seekers of the Sixth Rank, Zander and Vyllea, with their apprentices,” I introduced us, taking the indicated seat. “We’ve just arrived through the portal from Olesaw. According to the servants, the head of House Kahn has decreed that all who arrive through the portal and are not Overlords or Nascent Gods must report here. So here we are.” 
 
      
 
    “So the portals within the tier still work,” the old man muttered, leaning back in his chair. “I see Warriors before me, but my instincts tell me my eyes deceive me. Might I ask what the Seekers were doing in the capital of the western sector? As far as I know, the Seeker Guild tries not to interfere with the affairs of the Tiger Clan, especially after the death of their head.” 
 
      
 
    “We were helping with the closure of the badlands,” I replied, seeing no reason to hide the obvious. “House Shao had controlled three black and three blue anomalies. We had to assist them in saving the people who were in danger.” 
 
      
 
    “Neglecting the fact that similar dangers threaten Taoists of your own clan,” the old man said with an odd tone. 
 
      
 
    “Seekers have no clan. For us, the Tigers are no more or less important than the Phoenixes or Dragons,” I replied. “Is there work for us in the south, or does House Kahn have everything under control? We specialize in closing difficult and dangerous rifts and wormholes.” 
 
      
 
    “Even those of the Overlord stage?” The old man raised his voice, but I decided to ignore it. In the month and a half since the destruction of the anomalies, few people had gotten any real rest. We were an exception. 
 
      
 
    “Even if the badland is at the Overlord stage,” I confirmed. 
 
      
 
    The old man stared at me for a while before changing the subject. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any information on what’s happening in the other tiers? Since the portals have been sealed, the tiers have been cut off from each other, and the transitions have been closed by imperial decree.” 
 
      
 
    “We know only that the Overlords from the western sector were urgently summoned to the Fourth Tier, that the head of the Tiger Clan was killed, and many Executors of Fate have also perished. That’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not just the Tigers who’ve been decapitated. The Dragons and Griffins have also lost their leadership. The only one who survived the mysterious plague that wiped out half the Nascent Gods in the central region was the head of the Phoenix Clan — and only because he was meditating next to the Primordial Soul when it happened. The world is teetering on the edge of catastrophe, with infighting within the clans for power, and instead of helping the only stable clan, you wasted your time on the Tigers!” 
 
      
 
    The old man was clearly trying to provoke us, but he wasn’t succeeding. I didn’t bother repeating that Seekers didn’t belong to any clan. Instead, I asked again, 
 
      
 
    “So, can we assist House Kahn with the closure of badlands, or shall we mind our own business? We have a contract to hunt the creature in the Monster Forest near the border of the Third Circle, which devours Masters. If there are no more badlands, we’ll go after that beast.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you hunting just that creature, or also the demons that have turned into monsters?” 
 
      
 
    “Anything that isn’t a normal beast or Taoist.” 
 
      
 
    “There was only one black anomaly at the Master stage in the southern part of the Second Tier. It was in the eastern part of the Monster Forest. Nearby was the large city of Laritz, home to about a hundred thousand people. Should I continue?” 
 
      
 
    A Master-stage anomaly had become an Overlord-stage badland. That meant no one in the Second Circle could deal with it. It was likely the same situation as the western sector, where all the Overlords had been summoned to the Fourth Circle, and the Masters to the Third. But this wasn’t the western empire — it was the south, and the rules here were different. 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t the Nameless One and his aides taking action?” 
 
      
 
    “The Nameless One?” My question made the head of House Kahn laugh, but it was a bitter laugh filled with pain. “The one who’s supposed to keep a close watch on the Second Tier hasn’t shown up here in twenty years! Since the portal has been closed and all the Masters, Overlords, and Nascent Gods have gotten summoned to the central tiers, we’ve been left to fend for ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what type of elemental affinity the zone’s master has?” 
 
      
 
    Even as I asked, I already knew the answer — the worst possible one. 
 
      
 
    “Air,” the old man confirmed my suspicion. “Have you encountered such creatures before?” 
 
      
 
    “Two black anomalies in the western sector were air-based. We were fortunate — they were in unpopulated areas.” 
 
      
 
    “We weren’t so lucky.” The old man’s face became sharp. “A hundred thousand corpses, which the creature continuously uses to create its golems. The master sits in one place, but its airborne offspring have already consumed most of the Monster Forest. That’s over seventy miles! The demon-monsters that have lived in the forest for countless years have fled, and are now attacking villages and towns. Chaos reigns in the Second Tier, threatening to destroy the entire south. All because we didn’t close the badland in time. The Seekers of the Second Tier have proven to be worthless — not even deserving of life in this world.” 
 
      
 
    “Did House Kahn kill the Seekers?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Not us — the monsters they supposedly killed by the dozens. Master-stage creatures. Do I need to explain what they can do to ordinary farmers? House Kahn focused all its efforts on evacuating the residents of the northeast and asked only one thing of the Seekers: to live up to the boasts they had made for so long. I was there personally! I saw those swine on their knees, begging for mercy! They told us all about their clever plans… After witnessing that, I’ve grown skeptical of anyone wearing spotted robes.” 
 
      
 
    A city of one hundred thousand residents. Even if by some miracle part of the population survived by hiding in the catacombs, the numbers were still staggering — the sheer number of golems would be terrifying. And these weren’t just any golems — they were Master-stage creatures. I understood the old man’s frustration and disappointment. I’d encountered something similar firsthand when the guild registrar’s son dragged in a dead monster. I mentally reviewed the map of the Second Tier. Based on it, reaching Laritz would take at least a week, and we’d have to push hard without rest. 
 
      
 
    “Is there a portal near Laritz?” I asked, though without much hope. The old man shook his head. 
 
      
 
    I pulled out the document House Shao had issued in my name. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll need a paper with similar contents. If House Kahn has no objections, we’ll take on this task. Not all Seekers are scum, Elder. Just as not all Seekers are heroes who’d throw themselves at enemy spears without armor. This black badland will be closed.” 
 
      
 
    The conversation wrapped up of its own accord. The old man had swiftly penned a document granting us unrestricted travel throughout the southern Second Tier. This meant we wouldn’t have to waste time convincing the Masters conducting evacuations and fighting monsters and golems that we had the right to be there. Minutes later, Muffin was en route toward the Busgal market. As experience had shown, saving people from dangerous creatures was only half the battle. You also had to ensure that those people didn’t starve. If anyone survived in the catacombs of Laritz, they’d have been going without food and water for a month and a half. They could probably manage without food for that long, but not without water. We needed to be prepared for a rescue operation. 
 
      
 
    A gloomy mood settled over us all. Regular Taoists weren’t specialists in monster hunting, so one shouldn’t expect much of them. But Seekers living in the Second Tier? Why didn’t they follow the will of their Heavens and grow stronger? Why did they chase corpses instead of monsters? How did the monster hunters end up weaker than the monsters? We didn’t have answers to these simple questions, so we swept through the stalls of the Busgal market with a certain fierce determination. The merchants had a field day — they got rid of a bunch of goods on the verge of spoiling. We weren’t just buying provisions; we also took ready-to-eat food in huge vats. Everything cooked that day to feed the market visitors ended up in our spatial anomaly. 
 
      
 
    I stopped by the building that had once housed the Seeker Guild, unable to resist the urge. We were greeted by broken doors, shattered windows, and walls stripped down to bare stone. House Kahn hadn’t bothered with formalities — if the Seekers had discredited themselves, they no longer needed a headquarters. It didn’t matter that the Seekers were protected by imperial law and not by any clan. House Kahn had the right, and even if the Executors of Fate had showed up, there would likely be no punishment. Except, of course, the Executors wouldn’t show up — there were hardly any left. The old man had called it an epidemic. So it wasn’t just that most Nascent Gods had anomaly cores in their chests? There was something else going on? And if so, what about mentor Guerlon? Was he also summoned to the central region? Or were Seekers truly free and capable of disregarding outside orders? Knowing Guerlon, I’d bet he hadn’t left the Third Tier. The only problem was that the passage there was blocked. Which meant the only way to get to the Third Tier was to find a breach in the barrier. Incidentally, there were also anomalies, on the eastern continent — the domain of the demons. Surely they’d turned into badlands, too? How were the demons handling them? 
 
      
 
    I’d have liked to say we traveled along smooth and empty roads, but that wasn’t the case. Refugees from the northeast were streaming toward the capital. A lot of refugees. House Kahn had to evacuate entire cities, not to mention villages and large settlements. And people didn’t have much choice — either evacuate or become food for monsters or golems. Frightened, exhausted, and homeless, the people of the Second Tier cast all kinds of glances at our Muffin. But hope was the least discernible emotion in their eyes. I mostly saw apathy, indifference to the future, and hatred. Lots of hatred. Staggering from exhaustion, people trudged along the roads, forcing us to travel through the fields, which didn’t help much in terms of speed. The roads were crowded even at night! Warriors from House Kahn rode around with torches and lanterns, urging people to keep moving. They eyed us suspiciously but didn’t stop us. 
 
      
 
    As a result, what I’d hoped would be a seven-day journey ended up taking almost a week and a half! Too many refugees, too many guards, and too much of everything in general. We arrived in Charyk, a large village turned military outpost, ten days after leaving the southern capital of the Second Tier. Charyk had become a stronghold — House Kahn’s primary forces were concentrated here. I had never seen so many Master-stage Taoists gathered in one place — nearly one hundred and fifty! However, a third of these Masters had been seriously injured. Healing techniques couldn’t restore limbs. Arms, legs, and in some cases even torsos had sustained damage, and I had no idea how they were still alive. Despite their injuries, these Masters didn’t even think about leaving. They were bound by duty. 
 
      
 
    Artimal Kahn was in charge of everything — a Gold Master forever stuck at that stage of ascension. He hadn’t escaped the battles unscathed — his right side was a wreck. His arm had been ripped off at the shoulder, and half of his face had been clawed by monstrous talons. Nevertheless, his left side remained intact, allowing him to continue leading. The command post wasn’t in the center, away from the danger, but right on the edge of the village, where houses and fences had once stood. Now, nothing remained except a large tent bearing the Kahn family crest and a few dozen Masters attending to daily tasks. We were met with unfriendly glances, and a few times I felt a prick in my back — some of the Masters clearly didn’t like Seekers. But all of that paled compared to what I was seeing. We had to act quickly and boldly, so I signaled my team to follow me as I strode into the tent. 
 
      
 
    Artimal Kahn was conducting a meeting. He stood at a table with a detailed map of this section of the Second Tier. A large black circle marked the territory occupied by golems, and it was terrifying. It seemed the head of House Kahn had outdated information — this area was far larger than seventy miles. The Masters were reporting to Artimal about the evacuation of more settlements, pointing out the locations of monster attacks with red dots. 
 
      
 
    “Seekers? Who let you in? Leave the command tent immediately!” 
 
      
 
    “We let ourselves in.” I approached the table and handed Artimal Kahn the golden sheet signed by the head of his house. The Gold Master took it with some reluctance and stared at it for a while, even though it contained only a few lines. 
 
      
 
    “Another daycare group on my hands. Mere warriors…” 
 
      
 
    “Diamond Warriors,” I corrected. 
 
      
 
    “There are no copper Masters among the monsters or golems. You have no business here.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not for you to decide where Sixth Rank Seekers can or cannot be,” I said calmly. “I have permission from the head of your house to be anywhere, anytime. Right now, I choose to be here, even if that displeases you or the other Masters. We’re here to kill monsters. One of which will be at Charyk in a few minutes. It’s moving underground, about ten feet deep, and heading straight for us. You knew about it, right? Are you ready to deal with it?” 
 
      
 
    One thing you couldn’t take from Artimal Kan was his ability to make quick decisions. He had no idea who we were or what we were capable of, but he was responsible for this village and the evacuation of the entire northeastern part of the southern sector. So, he didn’t waste time verifying whether I was telling the truth or just trying to show off. That could be dealt with later — for now, the threat had to be handled. His voice echoed through the camp: 
 
      
 
    “Crawler! All hands, assemble!” 
 
      
 
    The Masters clearly knew what a crawler was and how to deal with one. They weren’t new to this area. Within a minute, a hundred Taoists stood in several rows, ready to repel the attack. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the creature?” Artimal Kahn was near us, right in the front line. 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen hundred feet ahead, near that huge tree, just off to the side. Why is it coming here? Doesn’t it know it’ll be killed?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re attracted to energy,” Artimal replied. “They’re so stupid that they lack any sense of self-preservation. They only care about eating and absorbing energy. Nothing else matters to them.” 
 
      
 
    “And yet the Overlord-stage black anomaly managed to drive them out of the Monster Forest,” I noted. 
 
      
 
    “Aura suppression. The dumb creatures don’t even know why they’d left the forest. They just decided it was the right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes a crawler dangerous?” 
 
      
 
    “It moves underground like a fish through water. That’s its element. It pops up right underfoot, swallowing its prey whole. You’ve only got a split second to jump away. If it bites, it won’t let go. Its teeth can easily crush any Master’s spirit armor, let alone a Warrior’s. But despite its strength, killing it is simple. It goes down with just a few techniques.” 
 
      
 
    “So, the main issue is finding the monster underground?” I clarified. “Vyllea, hand! Althea, stay a hundred meters from us, but no farther. The rest of you, stay here.” 
 
      
 
    Before Artimal could say anything, we were already sixty feet from the enormous creature. Judging by my spirit vision, the worm-like crawler was a grotesque, toothy, thirty-feet-long tube about six feet wide. It moved underground by using scales to push itself forward. It didn’t have to eat the soil, which simply parted before the creature like frightened peasants before a noble lord. The moment we appeared on its radar, it stopped. It took the worm only a moment to adjust and then strike. The ten feet between us were crossed in less than a heartbeat. Its massive tooth-filled maw appeared around me, and hundreds, if not thousands, of sharp, powerful teeth began grinding against my defense as if it were tissue paper. 
 
      
 
    Only the defense wasn’t giving way. It was hard for a Master-stage creature to break through Overlord-stage protection. No teeth were sharp enough for that. Althea followed my orders precisely — stayed close, but didn’t step beyond the boundary of our synchronized technique. A few spirit arrows turned the crawler’s brain and internal organs into mush. Unlike the golems, this creature didn’t have spirit stones. It did have an essence and an elemental crystal, but though these looked valuable, I left them alone. A good test to see how Artimal Kahn would behave. After all, the crawler was my kill. If the commander took the spoils for himself or failed to compensate for them, I wouldn’t lift a finger to help the injured Taoists. 
 
      
 
    And I did intend to do something for them. 
 
      
 
    They followed their Heavens’ will — they didn’t flee or complain about their circumstances. They simply did their job as they should. In our world, where every second person was a traitor or a coward, such dedication to duty was deeply impressive. As far as I was concerned, they deserved a reward for that. Of course, it was not exactly the proper thing to reward a Taoist for simply doing their duty, but… there was always that but. I believed it was the right thing to do. If there were humans here, then they should be treated humanely. The Heavens would accept nothing less. 
 
      
 
    It took some effort to free myself from the crawler’s toothy maw — it wasn’t eager to let me go. When I finally broke free from its “tight” embrace, other Masters had already arrived. Artimal Kahn was the closest. The commander had gotten so uncomfortably close that I wanted to take a step back, but I held my ground. No point in letting anyone pressure me, especially with a pit behind me where the Masters were already scavenging. 
 
      
 
    “A golden crawler!” someone yelled. “The essence and elemental crystal are intact!” 
 
      
 
    “How did you do that, Seeker?” Artimal Kahn didn’t beat around the bush. “The creature swallowed you whole. Why are you still alive, and without a scratch?” 
 
      
 
    “So you don’t trust your own clan head?” I met his gaze steadily. “Do you think he’d send us here to get ourselves killed? I bet you wouldn’t be able to replicate what I just did. It’s a trait unique to those who don’t just call themselves monster hunters, but are monster hunters.” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Charyk, Seeker,” Artimal Kahn nodded. “I would like to buy the essence and the elemental crystal. I’ve got too many depleted Masters, and earth element is worth its weight in spiritual coins to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Take them free of charge,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    Amazing. Sometimes the world surprised you. These Master-stage Taoists were actually people and not monsters in human guise! So what should I do next? The Heavens wouldn’t forgive me if I went back on my decision, even one not spoken aloud. Although… why was I even doubting myself? I knew exactly what needed to be done — we had to heal the Masters. The rest of the issues could be handled as they came. The Heavens would will it no other way. 
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    “SEEKER, I HOPE YOU REALIZE that I can’t stay silent about this, right?” Artimal Kahn was staring at the healing capsule with one of the severely injured Masters inside, hanging on to life by a thread. This poor Taoist was so gravely wounded that it would take the healing capsule an entire week to restore him to full health. Afterward, it would take another week for the cartridge to recharge. Healing fifty injured Taoists, including Artimal Kahn himself, would take at least six months. A blink for the Taoists, but an eternity for us. In six months, I could travel half the Second Tier. 
 
      
 
    “You understand, Commander, that I don’t have the right not to do this?” I answered his question with my own. “You’ve got too many injured, and without something like this, they’ll never fully recover. Even Overlord-stage healing wouldn’t help.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t,” Artimal confirmed, touching the ruined side of his face. “Does it restore vision too?” 
 
      
 
    “That it does. Elda, Carmin, you’ll stay in the camp. Elda, your job is to monitor for crawlers. We can’t leave Charyk unprotected. Commander, am I right in understanding that there are many of these underground crawlers?” 
 
      
 
    “Plenty. I don’t know how you’re able to spot them, but I’m glad the clan head’s sent you here. Crawlers are our biggest problem. Are you sure you’re acting wisely?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s only been two months since the anomalies appeared. There could still be survivors in Laritz. If that’s true, they need help. I’m confident not all the townsfolk ended up as material for golems. We’ll kill monsters on the way, but I won’t promise we’ll hunt them specifically. Right now, we have a different objective. We’ll deal with the demons after the badland.” 
 
      
 
    “An Overlord-stage badland,” Artimal Kahn reminded me, just in case. There was no point responding to that, so I just smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We’re wasting time. My apprentice knows how to operate the healing capsule. If we don’t return before the first Master is healed, Elda will put the next one in. Althea, Læogh, get into Muffin! Vyllea, get the lure ready!” 
 
      
 
    Artimal Kahn had mentioned that the monsters were drawn to energy. They sensed the Masters by their elemental essence, and were driven by an uncontrollable urge to devour it. There were people all around, not just Taoists but regular residents of the Second Tier as well, so we had to ensure that the creatures didn’t reach Charyk. How? Simple enough — we’d give them a new source of energy and make them follow Muffin instead of chasing after the one hundred and fifty Masters in the village. To do this, we attached four elemental crystals of Gold Master level to a long pole. Just one look at them made Artimal Kahn’s eyes nearly pop out of his head. But I did have such things in my possession. The pole was fastened to Muffin so that its upper end extended beyond the vehicle’s protective formation. If it stayed inside, the barrier would hide all the energy, and the monsters wouldn’t be able to detect it. 
 
      
 
    I settled into my seat with a nod to the commander, and Muffin sped off. Based on what I could see, there were at least fifteen monsters within a twenty-kilometer radius, two of which were crawlers. Nasty creatures. They spotted our bait immediately — the whole mob began surging toward Charyk, and they were moving fast. At this rate, they’d reach the village in an hour. Naïve little beasts! Muffin was pulling steadily away from the settlement, and the monsters constantly had to adjust their course. It infuriated them — one demon, resembling a boar, slammed into trees several times, even though it could have gone around them. The transformed demon was enraged that it couldn’t reach the desired energy, venting its frustration on everything in sight. 
 
      
 
    More monsters joined the group shortly. In addition to the initial fifteen, others began to emerge from the Monster Forest, cutting us off or coming from the sides, drawn by the bait. We still had a long way to go before we reached the black badland, so I decided to make a stop and thin out the first wave of monsters. We wouldn’t be able to kill them all, of course, but we could at least reduce their numbers. There’d be less work for others this way. 
 
      
 
    The number of demons within my range of vision had already increased to thirty, and was still rising. Every one of them was at the Gold Master stage, ravenous for energy due to the conditions in the Second Tier. That was why they were rushing toward the elemental crystals. I was preparing for battle when the nearest monster, which was just two miles away, suddenly disappeared. Its energy signature vanished, even though the physical body remained on the ground. Its essence and both cores had been ripped out, all of which had happened so quickly that the creature continued running for a few moments, unaware that it had already been dead. I rewound my perception to track where the valuable resources had gone. The result puzzled me — the monster’s cores and essence had been pulled out with a single swift motion, then seemingly dissolved into the air as if stored in a spatial pouch. Or perhaps devoured by something invisible to spirit vision. Logic suggested that a predator hunting monsters couldn’t resist such an opportunity, with demons practically crawling out of the forest on their own. Given that there were golems nearby, each of them holding valuable stones and crystals, it made sense for the predator to relocate to this area. Which meant the northwestern part of the southern Second Tier was now safe and Master Taoists weren’t dying there anymore. A small but welcome piece of good news. 
 
      
 
    When the second demon vanished, I wasn’t surprised — it had been moving next to the first. Once again, the cores and essence disappeared, and I could only marvel at the bottomless appetite of this unseen predator. What was truly odd, though, was that it was only a little over a mile away from us, and yet I didn’t sense any danger. My instincts weren’t sending any warnings, as if nothing threatened us. Perhaps this predator only feasted on Master-level creatures and didn’t care about Diamond Warriors like us? 
 
      
 
    The first visible demon appeared near us, approaching from the direction of Charyk. The creature looked exhausted — it was running with its tongue hanging out, madly searching for elemental crystals. It didn’t even notice me, dashing right past. Its mind must have completely snapped when it saw the crystals tied to the pole. The demon exposed its side, and I seized the opportunity. It wasn’t wearing any spirit armor, since it was conserving energy. This thing relied on brute strength, not defense. A spirit arrow pierced its side, straight into the heart. The giant boar’s legs buckled, and it plowed into the ground nose-first, stopping not far from Muffin. One down. Or rather, the fifth. By now, four monsters had already been quietly dispatched by the invisible beast. It seemed the predator was as shocked as I by how many transformed demons were running through the forest, all bunched together. It was getting closer, operating just half a mile away from us, likely also attracted by our bait. It was simply too succulent a morsel for any Master-stage creature in the area to resist. 
 
      
 
    I had to break off from analyzing the beast’s behavior when a wave of ten demons approached from the direction of Charyk, including another crawler. This one wasn’t interested in attacking Muffin right away, choosing to go for a lone Taoist instead — namely, yours truly. The ground beneath me opened up, transforming into a massive, tooth-filled maw, but I had no intention of getting caught in it again. Just before the crawler surfaced, I leapt into the air, using all the strength of a Diamond Warrior, firing spirit arrows from both hands as I did so. Both moves paid off — I soared nearly thirty feet high, and the creature, which normally slithered freely through the earth, froze with part of its snout exposed. Its scaly body continued to push it forward for a moment, but since it was deprived of its life force, the earth refused to part for it any longer. The demon was stuck. 
 
      
 
    I landed and surveyed the scene in a jiffy. Vyllea and the students were taking care of the remaining monsters with great efficiency, keeping them far from Muffin. Another demon suddenly slammed into an unseen barrier about three hundred feet away and collapsed. The invisible beast had finished off yet another one. I tried to see it with my own eyes, but the trees were in the way. Slowly, I began to feel a prickling sensation along my spine — the beast had finally noticed me. It couldn’t see Vyllea or the students, as they were protected by Muffin’s shielding, which was at the Bronze Overlord level. I doubted anything more powerful than that was at play here. 
 
      
 
    However, I didn’t have time to dwell on the beast, for new monsters were closing in. It looked like we’d have to stay in this spot for a while longer. More and more demons kept coming into the range of my spirit vision. Fifteen had already been killed, but thirty more were headed our way! If this horde reached Charyk, the Masters there would be overwhelmed. 
 
      
 
    Another demon reached our clearing — a typical lower demon, but one that had grown to an enormous size. I couldn’t imagine what they fed on in the Monster Forest to grow so large. I prepared to dodge out of its path, but then felt a gust of wind. Something invisible passed right by me, close enough to brush against my side. A sharp animal scent filled the air, and moments later, the demon, which had been staring madly at our bait, collapsed, no longer showing any signs of life. I hadn’t even seen when its vital organs had been torn out — it had happened that fast. 
 
      
 
    That was the moment I began to regret my earlier decision. If Elda were with me, she would’ve drained all the energy in the area. Even if this invisible beast were an Overlord, it would still have had a hard time. A true energy vampire can do incredible things, and Elda had become a true predator — a master at absorbing foreign power. 
 
      
 
    But Elda wasn’t here. My spirit vision showed nothing but the disturbed grass as I was vainly trying to make out the creature’s form. It had four powerful legs, that much was clear. My imagination pictured an enormous housecat standing next to me, sniffing curiously at me and Muffin, or perhaps waiting for the next wave of monsters. The beast clearly had some intelligence — it had figured out how our bait worked. Rather than launching a suicidal attack on Muffin, it was patiently waiting for the next batch of demons, which were streaming toward us from all sides. 
 
      
 
    The next two hours were some of the strangest of my life. Of the thirty monsters that eventually made it to us, I only had to kill two — the invisible beast had no interest in crawlers. The rest of the demons, which no longer required chasing through the Monster Forest, were efficiently devoured by the beast’s bottomless maw. Elda, whom I was sharing all of this with via the anomaly, kept wanting to rush over and help deal with the beast, but I repeatedly told her no. For some reason, the creature wasn’t attacking me or Muffin — we seemed to be of no interest to it. Several times, I could smell its sharp musk scent as it passed by me, sometimes just inches away. My spiritual vision even showed that, at one point, the beast was supposed to walk right over me but veered off at the last second. Was it actually avoiding me, perhaps out of respect for the source of its food? 
 
      
 
    Still, I prepared for an attack. I wasn’t naive enough to believe in some kind of magical bond between man and monster. The invisible creature was acting in its own self-interest for now. When that no longer aligned with mine, I had no doubt it would turn its attention to me — or my team. I couldn’t absorb invisible energy threads like Elda, but I could flood the earth beneath me with my element, expanding my control over the ground. At first, I could affect only about three feet, but gradually I extended my range to five feet, and then ten. I ended up using nearly ten elemental Earth crystals to extend my influence to thirty meters in diameter. 
 
      
 
    The last two boar-like demons crashed into our clearing and charged at Muffin, with an ear-splitting shriek. These dull-witted creatures didn’t care that the field around them was littered with their fallen comrades — they craved energy and saw nothing else. To them, the others were just weaklings who had died before claiming their prize. 
 
      
 
    The moment the boars entered my prepared zone, I acted. The ground beneath their feet became air for everyone except me. One of the demons grunted and plunged ten feet into the earth. The other didn’t even grunt — it’s hard to make noise when you no longer have any vital organs. It slipped beneath the surface silently, dragging the invisible beast along with it, one paw still embedded in the boar’s chest. 
 
      
 
    At long last, I managed to get a clear look at the creature I’d been dealing with. As the ground solidified, my spirit vision outlined the strange contours of an empty space. It had a head with an elongated snout and four massive legs ending in long hooked claws — not exactly ideal for running through a forest. Its body was almost formless, without any visible muscles. There might’ve been fur, but I couldn’t be sure. One thing was clear — it wasn’t a housecat. It wasn’t even anything remotely feline. I’d never encountered anything like it before. I only had a second to take this all in before the empty space began to shift again. The beast, whatever it was, had started manipulating the earth, trying to free itself. Was it an Earth-element creature as well? Given how many monsters it had devoured, it had an absurd amount of energy, but I wasn’t about to let it escape. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see the beast’s energy, but I could see the elemental force it was using within the earth, and I could manipulate that! A huge strand of energy reached out to me from the ground, and I managed to absorb the entire flow. The beast didn’t like that — it started spreading its energy to escape the trap, but I wasn’t about to let it go. I had to get closer, practically standing right over the formless void. It was about ten feet deep, constantly shifting as the creature thrashed about. At one point, it released so much elemental power that I nearly choked — our shared elemental core was overflowing. 
 
      
 
    “Ready!” My team appeared at my side in a matter of seconds. There was no need to invent new techniques — we immediately initiated a triple conjunction. Elda… How I wished she was here! She would’ve been able to absorb and distribute this chaos in seconds without breaking a sweat. When you were a Spirit Absolute with perfect potential, working with energy was child’s play. 
 
      
 
    But I wasn’t so lucky. The beast was going all out, releasing waves of energy so intense the earth around us was practically melting. The only thing keeping it together was my unrelenting determination to outmatch this unknown creature’s energy consumption. Our shared elemental core was reaching its limit — it couldn’t hold any more, no matter how much I tried to feed it. Three giants with blazing hands were hammering against Althea’s mind barrier frenziedly. Of all the barriers, hers seemed the most pliable. We weren’t making any progress, but we weren’t giving up either. Yet even with all the energy I absorbed, there was still too much incoming power. 
 
      
 
    A sensible idea came to me — why not let the excess energy flow back into the earth, not directly beneath us, but off to the side where the beast couldn’t reach? But just as quickly as the thought arrived, I dismissed it. I grew angry at myself. What kind of weakness was this? Who was I — a weak Taoist taking the wasteful easy route, or a Seeker specializing in uncovering hidden energy structures within himself and others? The first option wasn’t acceptable to the Heavens, so the second was my only choice. If I had this much energy, I needed to use it wisely! 
 
      
 
    But first, some preparations were in order. A part of my attention left the conjunction and began working in the physical realm. Plates of ancient metal appeared around the edges of the clearing, each bearing four elemental hearts. 
 
      
 
    “Althea, Læogh!” I shouted, but Althea, who was caught in the conjunction, didn’t hear me. I had to dive into the barriers and use gestures to communicate what I wanted. Another conjunction — a dual one this time. What I was planning wasn’t exactly rational — it was more of an emergency decision for a crisis situation, but since no better ideas had come to mind, it would have to do. Althea initiated her resonance at full force, but Læogh’s barriers didn’t materialize. So be it — I didn’t need him. I just needed to ensure Althea could save her husband if a surge of energy overwhelmed him. Once everything was set and the beast beneath us was still thrashing, I moved to execute my plan. 
 
      
 
    What was my plan? The answer was simple — and yet complex at the same time. I intended to form a rainbow elemental core for everyone. Just like Læogh’s. No, not like Læogh’s — Læogh didn’t have a full core yet, just the seed, as we all did. But walking around with such an underdeveloped thing was no longer acceptable to me. We needed to advance and break free from our current stagnation, which had everyone looking at us as useless Taoists. 
 
      
 
    Twelve elemental streams surged forward, ready to pierce our bodies, with four streams targeted each of us. At that very moment I reached downward, drawing everything possible from beneath the earth and forming four threads — one for each of us. The beast, trapped in its snare, had momentarily believed it had bested us, but upon seeing us return to our original state, it had lost its mind completely. Realizing that it had failed to take control of the earth, the invisible creature began to pull all the power it had left from within. It acted just as a Gold Master should — somewhat akin to what Mentor Guerlon had done during his battle in the Zou-Lemawn arena. The sheer power concentrated in this spot was enough to burn through the very fabric of reality and escape to the other side, but one pesky energy vampire wasn’t having any of it. Four streams of energy, each as thick as my arm, shot up from the ground while twelve streams of Overlord-stage power crashed into us from above. 
 
      
 
    The giants by their dams went mad with pain. Vyllea and Althea screamed so loudly that the conjunction nearly unraveled. I was screaming, too, albeit silently. Despite the agony, everyone understood that if we stopped for so much as a split second and ceased expelling the excess power, we would burn alive. Thus, the screaming giants kept slamming their flaming fists into the wall of the mind, where cracks had begun to appear — small at first, but growing wider with each moment. 
 
      
 
    I tried not to think about what was happening to our bodies — the pain was not just felt in conjunction, but seemed to drown out everything. The girls didn’t feel it, but I was struggling. Still, no one was willing to stop. Neither myself, nor my team, nor the elemental hearts, nor the beast, which had completely lost its reason. 
 
      
 
    The moment when something finally broke passed unnoticed. The part of me still grounded in reality had almost gone blind and deaf. My consciousness evaporated several times, and only by sheer willpower did I manage to stay in this world. The giants had stopped moving — they no longer had the strength. They were leaning against the dam of Althea’s mind and channeling what little energy they had left into the barrier. Not all of it — just the small portion that had made it through. But that was enough — the cracks continued to widen, and the dam began to splinter and crumble. The stream of power from the ground flared one last time, then abruptly vanished. The beast had completely drained its reserves. 
 
      
 
    I pried my eyes open with great difficulty and focused, severing the channels of energy linking us to the elemental hearts. As soon as they dissipated, I tossed the sources into the anomaly. For a few moments, the world froze, as if contemplating its next move. Even the wind seemed to have stopped blowing. My thoughts were jumbled — I couldn’t focus on anything. Something had changed, but I couldn’t quite grasp what. 
 
      
 
    Running on the last dregs of my awareness, I returned to the dams. Vyllea and Althea were no longer standing; they were sitting with their hands outstretched in front of them. They looked terrible, as if Muffin had run them over a few times, and they were missing their spirit armor. I thought about ending the conjunction, but then I remembered Læogh. If I cut everything off now, the three of us would be fine, but he would be hit so hard it would make everyone suffer. And we didn’t have a second healing capsule. Well, technically, we did, but it wasn’t active yet — that’s why I had demanded the impulse generators from the librarians. To have a backup capsule for emergencies like this. So, I couldn’t just cut it off. But I could make Althea not just a Pure Absolute, but one with a maximum potential of the mind! To do that, I needed to rise and strike. I could do it — because that was the price of Ascension! That was the price of being an opener! The price of breaking the barriers! 
 
      
 
    My giant took a few steps back from the dam, then charged forward, slamming its entire mass into the cracked barrier. The structure couldn’t withstand it any longer and started to break apart. Massive reserves of blue water surged, sensing the weakness of the crumbling dam. One stream appeared, followed by another, and another. A loud unpleasant crunch followed, and I was flattened under a giant slab, pushed down by Althea’s mind. 
 
      
 
    Both conjunctions broke off as if they had never existed. Reality reclaimed control over our bodies and immediately reminded us that they needed rest. The last thing I saw before losing consciousness were our brilliant rainbow-colored elemental cores. 
 
      
 
    Welcome to this harsh world, four copper masters, I thought. May the Heavens show us mercy and keep all the monsters, golems, and other beasts at bay until we awaken. It would be ridiculous to die right after becoming stronger. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “IT FEELS LIKE IT’S WAITING for something,” Læogh’s voice echoed through the darkness. The thought piqued my interest, so I focused and tried to open my eyes. No luck on my first attempt — it felt like they were glued shut. 
 
      
 
    “‘Something?’” Vyllea’s voice came with a hint of a smirk. “No, Apprentice. Not something. Someone. To wit, my husband, who should’ve woken up an hour ago.” 
 
      
 
    Someone waiting for me? Here, on the edge of the Monster Forest? After I turned my entire group into Copper masters with rainbow elemental cores? Who needed a meeting with me? Hold on — they said “it.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes still wouldn’t open, so I decided to rely on my assistant — spirit vision required no physical effort. The second Tier unfurled before me in all its splendor, and for a moment, I was mesmerized. Spirit vision had changed again! Before, only the Qi energy was multicolored, but now the elemental threads had color, too, weaving through the entire Tier. They hovered in the air, hid beneath the ground, danced in fire, and flowed in water. It was so stunning and mesmerizing that I struggled to focus on what was happening around me. I wanted to peer into the farthest reaches and see what lay beyond the edges of my perception. Which, notably, had once again expanded. Spirit vision now covered at least fifteen miles — maybe even twenty. 
 
      
 
    The Monster Forest, once beyond my reach, was now within range — and a vast chunk of it at that. Not only the forest, but also a hundred Master-stage golems soaring above it, searching for any signs of life. The creatures were eager to bring their master as much flesh as possible so that they could dominate the entire northeastern section of the second Tier’s south. 
 
      
 
    Still, I had to tear myself away from the mesmerizing scene of distant lands and focus on what was happening near me. It turned out I was sitting in Muffin’s driver’s seat. Vyllea was beside me, playing with a dagger, while Læogh sat in the back with Althea. Except, unlike the son of the late head of the Tiger Clan, Althea looked anything but fine. She sat with her head in her hands, muttering something to herself. I frowned but quickly realized what was happening — Althea was struggling with the flood of information overwhelming her. Being an absolute of the mind with full potential was incredibly demanding. 
 
      
 
    Now that I was used to processing enormous amounts of information, it was easy for me to shift focus from one part of space to another. But before, when my spirit vision covered just about a mile, I would get terrible headaches. Too much information for my untrained mind. Now, even twenty miles weren’t my limit. I felt I could handle even more. Or maybe it was the ancient device lodged in my head that kept me from going mad from all the data? 
 
      
 
    Fortuna the librarian was going to give me at least two accumulators. Althea and Elda would definitely need them. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing else critical or unusual in the spirit vision. The decoy was gone, and a few demon-monsters far off ignored us. They seemed more interested in the people in Charyk and other settlements. Although, in my opinion, the creatures were just wandering aimlessly, unsure why they had left their familiar forest. 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, I scanned the area around Muffin again. If Læogh and Vyllea were talking about someone waiting for me, that meant someone was indeed out there. My persistence paid off — I saw the grass flattening. The invisible creature we had drained of energy was circling around Muffin, occasionally stopping and sitting down, as if human. It would sit for a bit, get up, do another lap, then sit again. 
 
      
 
    Since my eyes still wouldn’t open, I started with my apprentice: 
 
      
 
    “Althea, your head is splitting from information overload right now. Focus only on what’s happening nearby. Three hundred feet, no more. You’ll learn to expand the space later.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you live with this?” Althea’s voice was strained with pain. Then she cleared her throat pointedly and added, “Mentor…” 
 
      
 
    “At first, it was rough, but you get used to everything eventually. Soon enough, you’ll realize what an advantage spirit vision gives you over ordinary Taoists and demons. Block your spirit vision. Focus only on Muffin. Only on yourself. On me. On my voice. On the fact that you must overcome your problems because you’re a prince’s daughter, and not some village girl seeing techniques for the first time!” 
 
      
 
    Without even noticing, I added a touch of power to my voice, sending Althea into a trance-like state. It worked — the green-haired girl stopped clutching her head and straightened up. For a while, pain still twisted her face, but I kept talking reassuring nonsense, and gradually, she calmed down. Focus on Muffin. Five feet around it. Ten. The entire clearing. A bit further. Stop! That was enough for now. 
 
      
 
    I stopped infusing my words with energy and finally managed to open my eyes. Vyllea was still playing with the ancient metal dagger, staring off into the distance. I was half-lying down, so I shifted into a more comfortable position and finally turned my attention to the beast circling Muffin. Its invisibility had faded, allowing me to fully observe our guest. A furry creature with a friendly-looking elongated snout smeared in blood. It seemed like it was smiling, ready to dance with joy, but I had serious doubts about that. Standing on four legs, each ending in massive, curved claws, the beast clumsily circled Muffin, let out a low mooing sound, which the vehicle’s protective formation muffled, and plopped down on its rear again. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been circling like that for two hours now,” explained Læogh. “When you all lost consciousness, I dragged you into Muffin. It felt safer under the protection, at least. Then this beast crawled out of the ground. It sniffed around and came up to the carriage. It scratched at the frame, realized it couldn’t do any damage, and started waiting. It hasn’t vanished again, almost like it’s out of strength. I removed the bait so it wouldn’t draw him to us, but it didn’t change anything. The beast is still here. I’ve thought about attacking it a couple of times, but decided against it. Too risky and unpredictable. I’ve never dealt with sloths of this size before.” 
 
      
 
    “A sloth?” I glanced again at the seemingly harmless creature. 
 
      
 
    “Not much is known about them. They’re found in the eastern part of the Empire. I heard the demons had wiped them all out. They’re generally harmless creatures, feeding on fruits and grass, not hunting. But the bloodstained claws and snout tell a different story. Plus, regular sloths are about four times smaller than this one. This particular beast only resembles its kin in appearance. You could say it’s the emperor of all sloths.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what does this emperor want from us?” I wondered aloud. “If it wanted to hunt us, it wouldn’t be showing itself now. So, it isn’t hunting. It wants something else. Althea, are you back to normal?” 
 
      
 
    “More or less,” my apprentice replied, her gaze still locked on the sloth. “My head still hurts, but not as much as before.” 
 
      
 
    “Forget about the pain — it’s helping your body adapt. As soon as it goes away, extend the range. Alright, I’m going.” 
 
      
 
    “Where to?” Læogh and Althea exclaimed in unison. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to find out why the sloth is still hanging around those with a contract for its death.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s dangerous!” Althea didn’t share my eagerness for acquiring knowledge. 
 
      
 
    “The place we’re headed is far more dangerous. This is just a beast, even if it’s a big one.” 
 
      
 
    Having uttered those words, I jumped to the ground on the opposite side from the sloth. Appearing right in front of it wouldn’t have been wise. The protective formation, configured for our group of six, didn’t budge at all — the person who’d designed Muffin was a true genius. Though I’ve probably said that twenty times already. 
 
      
 
    The sloth twitched its nose — it had definitely caught my scent. A resonant roar filled the air, causing me to frown. It seemed like I could hear a note of resentment in the sound. The sloth rose and began to circle Cupcake with an amusingly clumsy gait. I vividly remembered how fast the beast had moved during the battle with the monsters, and I almost gave in to the temptation of using the Tortoise Shell defense. That protection could withstand an Overlord’s attack, so it would likely keep me safe from the beast as well. However, instead of hiding behind an impenetrable barrier, I walked toward it. We ended up facing each other at arm’s length. Or paw’s length, if you will. The beast twitched its nose again and, upon confirming that it was indeed me who had drained its energy, plopped down on its backside and let out another resentful roar. It was complaining! 
 
      
 
    I conjured a chair beside me and took a seat. Even sitting down, the sloth towered over me, and it was at least three times as wide. As I sized up the creature, I barely suppressed a grin — it seemed I’d found a perfect candidate for armor made from the metal of the ancients, although some parts would need to be enlarged. That massive belly wouldn’t fit in the armor as it was. 
 
      
 
    The sloth let out an irritated growl again, followed by a plaintive howl. Understanding that conversing with a beast was futile, I nonetheless asked, “Are you saying you wouldn’t have attacked us?” 
 
      
 
    Amazingly, the sloth seemed to understand me! It nodded, just like a person would. 
 
      
 
    “What about those Taoists you devoured earlier? Did you not attack them either?” 
 
      
 
    Once again, the sloth seemed to understand. It exhaled heavily and growled something. This time, there was no hint of resentment in its voice. Rather, there was a tone of annoyance at having to recall insignificant past events. Who needed those worthless Taoists? They were just small fry. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t give me that indignant snort. You do realize a hunt has started for you, right? People don’t want an invisible creature killing them. They crave a peaceful, orderly life, not constantly looking over their shoulders, wondering when you’ll strike. That’s why I had to strip you of your powers. So you’d reconsider your actions.” 
 
      
 
    This time, the sloth wasn’t just growling — it felt like it was actually trying to communicate something to me. There was resentment, anger, and irritation! Its roars conveyed a range of emotions. But the most surprising thing was how it even used its paws to gesture, actively illustrating its thoughts. Thanks to those gestures, I managed to understand something. The beast was complaining that it was starving, that it was miserable here, and that it longed to go home. But there was no home — only the Second Tier, now devoid of energy and power. I pieced together most of this myself, but I felt confident it was what the sloth was trying to convey. A few gestures puzzled me at first — it kept showing that it touched something but then immediately drew its paw back as if burned. Only when one clawed paw pointed north, toward the barrier to the third Tier, did everything click into place. This creature had come from the Third Tier. How exactly it had managed that remained unclear. Maybe through demon lands, or, perhaps, someone had brought it here intentionally. Several times it approached the barrier, but couldn’t get through. It was infuriating and frustrating. The Taoists just got caught in the crossfire. The sloth was generally kind and harmless, not hurting anyone without reason. In short, people were to blame for everything. It felt like I should stop chatting with Althea. Her adventure books were messing with my head. Even their presence in the shared anomaly was having a negative effect on my imagination, since I was inventing things that couldn’t possibly be true. 
 
      
 
    “Can you still go invisible?” 
 
      
 
    The sloth shook its head. The gesture was so human that, for a moment, I considered the possibility of someone transferring a human consciousness into a beast’s body, but I dismissed the idea. I already had an inkling of who was sitting before me. The only thing left was figuring out what to do with it. I couldn’t bring myself to kill a creature that had embarked on the path of ascension and had managed to attain some level of consciousness. A strange and most peculiar consciousness, but one with self-awareness — not mere instinctual behavior. Still… why could the sloth understand human speech? 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a home in the Third Tier, and is there a person there?” 
 
      
 
    The question was a shot in the dark, but the way the beast began nodding vigorously and making long, drawn-out sounds left me puzzled. The sloth did indeed have a home! And someone who interacted with it as an equal! This was an unexpected discovery. Who could possibly raise beasts and teach them to understand human language? Hold on! The Second Tier was full of Taoists, yet until now, the sloth hadn’t made contact with any of them. It either killed them or ignored them. Why had it suddenly taken an interest in me and my team? During the battle with the monsters, it could have easily swiped me with those long claws and split me into two half-Zanders. But instead it had helped us fight, and afterward, when I attacked it, it didn’t escape from the trap, but waited to voice its grievances. Did it like my scent because it reminded it of its master? Or was it something else? What could resemble another Taoist that no one else in the second Tier had? Zander, think, I told myself! 
 
      
 
    The answer I came up with sent shivers down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “Does your master wear clothes like mine?” 
 
      
 
    A joyful growl confirmed my suspicion. Somewhere in the Third Tier lived a Seeker who not only raised beasts, but somehow managed to grant them a spark of intellect. But how? That was an excellent question. My team had long since climbed out of Muffin and was watching our negotiations with great interest. Vyllea had expressed skepticism several times about me talking to a beast, communicating with me through the anomaly, to which Læogh had shared stories about animals gaining consciousness during ascension. Apparently, this wasn’t an isolated incident — the Tiger Clan studied such animals closely. Most Tigers followed the path of the beast, prompting Taoist scholars to prepare the ideal donor for ascension. Ordinary beasts at high stages of ascension didn’t offer much, but those like the sloth, the ones that had gained the beginnings of consciousness, greatly aided in the ascension of Nascent Gods. Regular Taoists had no idea that such creatures existed among them. The South wasn’t interested, the East was preoccupied with demons, and it was too cold in the North to be breeding animals, leaving the West as the only sector able to devote time and resources to the matter. What made it all the more peculiar was that the creature had come from the southern part of the Third Tier. If the sloth’s master was a Seeker, then they definitely didn’t belong to Tiger Clan. 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t you home? Were you kidnapped?” 
 
      
 
    The sloth shook its head. It hadn’t been kidnapped. 
 
      
 
    “Sold? Given away? Did you run away?” 
 
      
 
    At the last question, the beast curled up strangely — another unmistakably human gesture. It was kind of a yes, but also no. 
 
      
 
    “You went out for a walk, got lost, and don’t know how to get back home? Do you want us to take you back?” 
 
      
 
    A joyful growl seemed to echo throughout the entire Second Tier. It even made my ears ring. The sloth jumped to its feet, excited. After spinning in place for a while, it plopped back down and let out a satisfied growl. It did want to go home. Desperately so. 
 
      
 
    “I need to touch you. Is that all right?” 
 
      
 
    This time, the sloth hesitated. My request seemed harmless, but I sensed it was making the beast tense. I had to explain. 
 
      
 
    “To figure out who you are and how to help, I need to study your energy structure. What if I give you a spirit stone and you don’t even have basic meridians? You could die. I don’t want that, and I’m sure you don’t, either. Without physical contact, I can’t see you with my abilities. You remain invisible, even though you’re right in front of me.” 
 
      
 
    The sloth sighed, and a look of sadness crossed its cheerful face. It scooted toward me without lifting itself from the ground as it moved its legs resolutely, dragging itself closer. I rested my hand on its fur, trying to ignore the fact that its tooth-filled maw was inches from my head. Læogh had said that sloths fed on grass and fruit, didn’t he? Those fangs didn’t seem suited for grass — more like for tearing flesh from the carcass of the sloth’s prey. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the beast’s inner world flashed in my mind. I saw nodes, meridians, an energy core, and an elemental core. There were also embedded artifacts — actual artifacts, not ancient mechanisms. The items were adorned with intricate symbols, all of them unfamiliar. One artifact was implanted directly in its brain, connected to its ears by channels, and responsible for understanding human speech, as far as I could see. Another artifact was located near its cores in the chest, resembling some sort of protective formation. Anchors spread across the sloth’s body created a constant energy field around it. It wasn’t invisible — it was simply shielded by a formidable defense, strong enough that even Overlords couldn’t detect it. This barrier was at least at the Nascent God stage, and because it hadn’t burned us, I figured it was tethered to the beast. The outcome was impressive, though to achieve this, the sloth must’ve endured a lot of pain. Tethering was never painless. But whoever had crafted the artifact wasn’t concerned about the sloth’s suffering — it was worth the cost to make the beast invisible. 
 
      
 
    It became clear why the sloth had become visible — the artifact had drained its power, and the creature couldn’t recharge it on its own. The elemental core was also depleted. The third and final artifact embedded in the sloth’s body fortified its claws, giving them the strength of steel from the central region. The claws themselves were artifacts, as the original ones had been replaced. Yet another example of the creator’s cruel disregard for the creature. How did I know it was central-region steel? The ease with which the claws pierced the hides of demonic boars. This deranged creator had turned the sloth into an invisible killer capable of causing immense harm — not out of malice, but because its mind functioned differently. What it considered “good” could be monstrous to humans. 
 
      
 
    Two of the artifacts didn’t need recharging — they drew on the world’s ambient energy. So I only needed to restore the spirit stone responsible for its invisibility. Or rather, the one responsible for the protective formation around the creature’s body. The sloth vanished immediately, only to reappear soon after. From its renewed excitement, it was clear this was the outcome it had hoped for. Since I had drained its energy, I was also expected to restore it. But this wasn’t enough for the sloth. Plopping back down beside me, it growled demandingly and even stretched out a paw, palm up. 
 
      
 
    “Is it asking for an elemental crystal?” Althea was stunned. The daughter of the demon prince was so shocked she stepped closer to us. Læogh and Vyllea remained at a distance. For the Tiger Clan native, creatures like this were nothing new, and my wife wasn’t one to bother herself with such things. A sloth that understood humans? Just a random quirk on our journey. 
 
      
 
    Journey? That was the very word I was looking for! 
 
      
 
    I pulled out a few Earth-aligned elemental crystals and placed them in the sloth’s paw. It immediately popped them into its mouth and growled contentedly. That was exactly what it wanted. 
 
      
 
    “You want to return to your master in the Third Tier?” 
 
      
 
    This time, the sloth managed to contain its excitement. It spun around a couple of times before calming down and sitting beside me. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll help you get home, but first, we need to establish some rules. No more eating people. Agreed?” 
 
      
 
    The sloth sighed, but nodded. Its growl revealed that it didn’t agree with my demand, but it would comply because it wanted to go home. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll travel in our carriage. Think you can fit? Give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    I walked over to Muffin and deactivated the shield. Nodding toward the seat that Carmin had occupied, I gave the sloth a demanding look. It stood up and clambered into the carriage, lumbering from paw to paw. A low growl echoed — it didn’t fit in the seat. Not even close. After some awkward maneuvering, it sprawled across two seats and finally let out a satisfied grunt. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was tolerable. 
 
      
 
    “Next — unless one of us says otherwise, you’ll remain invisible the entire time. If you need a break, let us know beforehand. Mess up the carriage, and you’re walking home. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    Another disappointed growl, followed by a nod. 
 
      
 
    “One last thing. We’re heading out to hunt Master-stage golems. Are you joining us or staying here? Every creature we kill will have a spirit stone and an elemental crystal.” 
 
      
 
    Muffin rocked as the sloth eagerly signaled it would come along. If there was a chance to eat something, it would be first in line. 
 
      
 
    “In that case…” I began, but Vyllea cut me off. She walked over to the sloth, stared at it for a moment, and then made an unmistakable gesture — she wanted it out of Muffin. The sloth grumbled something strange but obeyed. It stood on its four massive paws, towering over Vyllea, but my wife wasn’t the least bit fazed. She circled the sloth, then conjured a tub. Our tub, not the one from the demon world. 
 
      
 
    “Get in! I’m not letting you back into Muffin dirty! Either you wash up, or you’re running alongside the carriage. Clear?” 
 
      
 
    The sloth clearly hadn’t expected that. It let out a surprised growl, like a frightened animal, but complied, climbing into the warm water. Half of the tub immediately emptied, but that didn’t stop Vyllea. She summoned a bucket, started scooping water from the tub, and doused the sloth. She even pulled out a soapstone! The subdued sloth didn’t resist; it was too taken aback by the human’s confidence. The tub began rapidly cleaning the water, creating a massive pile of grime beside it. The sloth, it seemed, was quite the pig. 
 
      
 
    “You Seekers are truly remarkable,” came Althea’s amazed voice. “Just when you think nothing in life can surprise you anymore, you two come along and turn the world upside down.” 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t met Mentor Guerlon yet,” I replied with a grin. “Now that’s someone knows how to surprise you — and not in a way you’d want to experience twice. Vyllea, move it! At this rate, you’ll be washing it until the end of time. Apprentices, why are you standing around doing nothing? We’ve got a filthy sloth here, and you’re just lounging about! Grab some soap and get to work, don’t be shy! What’s with the pale faces? Vyllea, stop! Althea, Læogh — you’ve got a new assignment: wash the sloth! Get to it! And remember, anyone who refuses gets an eight-hour training session with Vyllea! We’ll even take a break for that! Ah, that’s better! Scrub harder! That sloth’s fur better be soft and silky!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No!” I roared, attacking another golem. “One for you — two in the bag! Pull something like that again, and you’ll be finding your way home alone! Now throw four crystals in the bag!” 
 
      
 
    A long growl echoed — the sloth wasn’t happy with my demands. Still, it complied, and the next four spirit stones and elemental crystals went into the large sack we had strapped to its side. I surveyed the massive field, littered with flesh. Vyllea and Læogh were busy burning it all while Althea and I focused on grounding the golems, handing them off to our temporary companion. 
 
      
 
    As usual, the battle plan had formed spontaneously. We’d approached the Monster Forest, where we were immediately attacked by flying golems. Initially, I’d planned to drive through the forest’s center under Muffin’s protection, but the golems kept throwing themselves at the wheels, slamming into the shield, and crashing into the sides. Their behavior was reckless and erratic. Any moment now, they might flip Muffin, and what would happen then? I had no choice but to stop and reduce their numbers, making it clear to their master that it was time to prepare for death. 
 
      
 
    That was all the creatures needed. The sky darkened with a swarm of flying pests, and this wasn’t even a tenth of the golems within my spirit vision’s range. There weren’t just a lot of them — there were too many. Using spirit arrows of the Master stage against them was pointless. Not only did the golems manage to dodge the invisible attacks, but the few that hit barely did any damage. Pierced wings and bodies didn’t stop the golems from flying and bombarding us with nasty techniques. The sloth, which was stuck in Muffin the whole time, howled in frustration — it could see its prey, but couldn’t reach it. If someone could just drag those pests down to the ground, it would teach every golem in this world a lesson. 
 
      
 
    That was when a brilliant idea struck me. I strapped a bag to the sloth and struck a deal with it — at least, I thought we had a deal. A slab of energy would slam into a golem, forcing it to the ground. The technique couldn’t harm them — a Warrior-stage skill was useless against masters — but it did knock the flying targets out of the sky and into the sloth’s waiting claws. All I had to do was ensure the creature kept its end of the bargain. One golem to eat, two in the bag. Not the golems themselves — the loot from them, but that was irrelevant. 
 
      
 
    The strategy we came up with turned out to be so effective that within mere minutes, we had cleared the skies of the flying plague. The sloth turned out to be a monstrous killing machine for Master-stage beings. Despite its clumsiness, it darted like lightning from one golem to another, ripping out spirit stones and elemental crystals. Eventually, I started noticing that the creature was getting sneaky, consuming more than we’d originally agreed upon. Every five minutes, I had to remind it of our deal. The sloth would growl in displeasure but obey — its desire to get home outweighed the allure of a few extra crystals. 
 
      
 
    At the beginning of the battle, the four of us were grounding golems, but soon we had to split up. I didn’t like how some of the creatures began diving toward the earth to snatch the scraps of flesh left from their fallen comrades. After grabbing the remains, they would flee toward the domain’s master to create new monsters. I had to send Vyllea and Læogh to burn the remains. This slowed our progress, but it gradually reduced the overall number of golems. As long as there were no reinforcements, we were gaining the upper hand. 
 
      
 
    “All right, time for a break!” I commanded as the day neared its end. Thousands — if not tens of thousands — of the flying creatures had been wiped out, yet it still felt like a drop in the ocean compared to how many were still swarming around. Even though Althea and I had only used the linked meridians, our energy had run out. Even the sloth, who had initially been sneaking extra stones into his bag, hadn’t consumed a single golem in three hours. Something unthinkable had happened — the beast was full! Its movements had slowed, and it even wanted to retreat to Muffin, but I had to yell at it to keep working. Without it, killing golems would have taken far too much time and energy. But we were forced to retreat regardless — a new wave of flying creatures was approaching, and we had nothing left to bring them down. 
 
      
 
    A massive pile of spirit stones and elemental crystals had formed in the anomaly. Læogh even chuckled, noting that we’d gathered as many valuable resources in one day as a fully-established house in the Third Tier would collect in a year, but there was little joy in that. Nor in the realization that we’d have to repeat this several more times. Moving forward with an army like that overhead was out of the question. We were Seekers, fearless against obstacles, but even we had a sense of self-preservation. It was clear that we had to work carefully before confronting the domain’s master. 
 
      
 
    The golems didn’t pursue us. Once we left their range of control, the flying creatures turned back, racing to the clearing in a desperate hope of finding so much as a scrap of flesh. But Vyllea and Læogh had been thorough — every golem remnant had been burned to black ash. Nothing left to make new flyers from. 
 
      
 
    “Camp time! We continue tomorrow. Vyllea, we need to recover.” 
 
      
 
    My wife, exhausted from the day, raised a heavy gaze and sighed. She knew it was necessary, but she had no energy left for the pleasant, yet draining task ahead. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, can you explain how you restore energy in your meridians?” Despite her fatigue, Althea never missed a chance to learn. “Where does the ‘Nascent God’ stage energy come from? Why doesn’t it burn you? How does it sustain not just the real but the linked meridians? I’ve seen your storage — there’s no source of that kind of power there.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s thanks to Vyllea’s heart,” I answered truthfully — there was no point in hiding it. “Every time we get intimate and reach a climax, a surge of energy occurs. At first, it had tried to destroy me, but I managed to tame it and direct it properly. Now, her heart doesn’t burn me — it restores our meridians. Before the pulse generator in Vyllea’s chest, there was a control structure there. It could even speak and send me images during the conjunction. The ancients left, taking the control system with them. But they didn’t take the most important part — the principle of energy restoration. Now, instead of the control system, it’s the pulse generator that produces the energy.” 
 
      
 
    “Get intimate, you say?” Althea blushed and glanced at Læogh. As far as I knew, they had gotten to that stage on the very first day of their official marriage. If the demon prince didn’t punish her for that, I couldn’t imagine what he could reprimand her for. Althea had defied her entire family, showing that personal matters meant more to her than the affairs of her tribe. As for Læogh, there wasn’t anyone to punish him. Most of his clan would gladly do anything to see my apprentice gone. But who would allow that? If Læogh was being hunted, it was for his bright yellow eyes. But now, his eyes were as green as those of any ordinary resident of the empire’s western sector — or any demon who had taken human form. Come to think of it, what if the entire Tiger Clan consisted of reincarnated demons? In this strange world, anything was possible. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, do we really need to destroy all the golems?” Læogh intercepted us near the tent. “Aren’t we running out of time?” 
 
      
 
    “Can you hide the entire carriage?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but I can conceal people. All I need is physical contact. We could run ten miles per hour without much effort. According to the map, the target is almost a hundred miles away. Ten hours of steady running. We can already be near Laritz by tomorrow evening. If there are any people left there, we’ll attack the master immediately. If not, we’ll set up a protective formation that will keep us hidden, and we can continue our hunt. Besides, there’ll be even more golems at the center than here.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thinking,” I agreed. “But we still need to figure out what to do with our companion. He’s fast, sure, but I doubt the sloth can handle such a marathon! Sloth, come here! Tomorrow we’ll be running hard. How’s your stamina?” 
 
      
 
    After some lengthy negotiations, it became clear that the beast wasn’t built for endurance. Sure, it could zip between enemies with lightning speed, but long distances weren’t its forte. It’d have its tongue hanging out within ten minutes. However, the sloth did manage to convey that it could track us by scent no matter where we went. If we didn’t abandon it and guaranteed that we’d get it to the Third Tier, it would slowly follow our trail. Even if it took a week or two, it would eventually reach the designated point, where it would gladly take another bath and hop back into the carriage. When I clarified about the bath and even conjured one, the sloth eagerly nodded. For some reason, Læogh and Althea paled at this reaction. It seemed they realized who would be washing the sloth next time. It would be them — natives of the central regions. What their servants used to handle was now their own responsibility. But that was good for Ascension — excess pride can be detrimental. 
 
      
 
    The restoration of the meridians proceeded as usual. A warm bath with bubbles and streams of water was usually enough to restore anyone’s strength — especially my insatiable wife’s. Instead of just the mandatory session, we indulged in an additional round of rejuvenation. Judging by what my spirit vision revealed, Althea and Læogh were doing the same in the next room. Thankfully, our tents were soundproof — there was no need to embarrass each other. 
 
      
 
    The next day was one long grueling marathon. The golems had clearly been waiting for us, and at the edge of the Monster Forest, their numbers were even greater than those we had killed yesterday. Meticulous as always, Vyllea counted the spirit stones and elemental crystals — nine thousand seven hundred and two in total. Considering the sloth had devoured at least another thousand, it was safe to say we had quite the feast yesterday. But what I saw today made yesterday’s slaughter look insignificant. The golems were now flying in two layers, as they couldn’t fit into just one. The sky wasn’t just dark — it was so thick with golems that the light of Earis couldn’t penetrate the dense rows. They didn’t even need to flap their wings; they flew using techniques. 
 
      
 
    Læogh took Althea’s hand in his right, and Vyllea’s and mine in his left. Running together wasn’t new to us. A strange wave of energy emanated from his chest, turning our bodies transparent. It wasn’t true invisibility like the sloth’s — more like a semi-transparency that still left faint outlines visible to the keen-eyed. When I was a Warrior-stage Taoist, such a thing was beyond me. But now that I was a Master, my perception had advanced with my ascension. 
 
      
 
    But the golems lacked the attentiveness of a mental absolute. We managed to dash into the Monster Forest, gradually delving deeper. The ten miles per hour that Læogh had boasted about turned out to be an exaggeration — we were moving at nearly half that speed. Still, it was enough to break through the bulk of the golems and reach an open space. The flying creatures here were far less numerous, and after another two hours, the sky was clear all the way to the horizon. Spirit vision showed where the rest were, but they were a good distance from us. 
 
      
 
    “Get into Muffin!” I commanded, pulling my hand from Læogh’s grasp. No one needed to be told twice. Just as my apprentices took their seats, a long, distant roar echoed. Not only that, but the familiar form of the sloth appeared in my spirit vision, rushing toward us as fast as it could, stumbling and falling. It must’ve feared we’d leave it behind, and it was pushing itself to the limit. We had to turn back for it. Not only did we have to drag the poor thing into Muffin by hand, but we also had to heal it and feed it crystals. The beast had exhausted itself. Clearly, the Second Tier was taking a toll on it. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” Muffin shot forward, pressing everyone into their seats. The more distance we covered, the less we’d have to run. Iron logic! Gradually, the golems realized something was moving through their territory. Groups of twenty or so flew back and forth, and several times I had to make long stops to let the flying scouts pass by. Even with the delays, though, this was much faster than going on foot — in four hours, we had covered nearly seventy miles. 
 
      
 
    Muffin halted once again, but this time, it wasn’t because of the flying creatures. We had finally gotten close enough to Laritz for the city to fall within the range of my spirit vision. And with it, so did the storm cloud of the domain’s master and the nightmare unfolding above the city. There weren’t just many golems — there were myriads of them. The creatures flew in seven layers, shielding the storm cloud and their master with their bodies. But the golems weren’t just in the sky — they were also on the ground. Some crawled through the ruined city, scavenging for flesh to create new golems. Others stood in place, forming three massive defensive rings. The master must’ve realized that the mystery invisibles were coming for him and had demonstrated a certain level of intelligence by setting up a strong and reliable defense. Breaking through it would be impossible, and sneaking past it wouldn’t work, either. The only way to reach the master’s body was to destroy all the golems. That would take more than a day — maybe even more than a week. The ten thousand creatures we had turned to black dust were nothing compared to the army awaiting us near Laritz. 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t the number of flying monsters or their strength that made me stop. There were people! Incredibly, there were still living people beneath the city! Not many — barely ten thousand — but they were there! They had no food or water, and yet they had somehow survived, which had forced me to adjust our plans. Fighting the golem army wasn’t an option — we simply didn’t have the time. A new plan was needed. Something bold, crazy, and bordering on outright suicidal. Seekers, as I realized, knew no other way. 
 
      
 
    My attention was drawn to the palace of Laritz. It was designed so that the central spire could be seen from afar — a symbol that mighty Taoists lived there visible to everyone. Nearly all the layers of flying golems were positioned below this spire. Only the last one, directly before the master, flew higher. If we were to attack the Overlord, this would be the place to strike from. But how could we get there? The answer came quickly: from the underground levels. The passages were currently blocked to prevent the golems from getting down there, but who said movement only had to be from top to bottom? Sometimes, going from bottom to top was a viable option, too. We just needed to find a way into the underground of Laritz without encountering the domain’s golems. With so many enemies, we’d run out of spirit stones long before we could break through. The conclusion was clear — we couldn’t take it head-on. In that case, how would be proceed? I found the solution! Yes, I was right — there was no standard route for us. If we were going to do something, it had to be pure madness. 
 
      
 
    Muffin surged forward — we still had fifteen kilometers of clear sky ahead of us. The golems were behaving logically — some clustered near the master to provide protection, while others were stationed along the perimeter. What was the point in flooding already-cleared land with crowds when a few dozen scout groups would suffice? Thanks to that reasoning, we had gotten practically within arm’s reach of Laritz. We were now only seven miles from the city walls. It was time to dismount and, under Læogh’s cover, move forward slowly and calmly. Running was no longer necessary — I had adjust to the changing situation constantly. The first line of defense — represented by the ground golems — was stationed beyond the city walls. They stood packed so densely together that even Carmin couldn’t have slipped through them, let alone our sloth. The beast trudged behind us, unwilling to lose sight of its companions. Our invisibility didn’t bother it — the sloth followed our scent. Læogh couldn’t conceal that. 
 
      
 
    Soon the sky above us darkened again — there were far more flying golems than their ground counterparts. We reached the walls and the first defensive ring. Judging by the reactions of Althea and Læogh, they were overwhelmed by what they saw. Thoroughly so. I’d never seen Althea look so lost before. She genuinely had no idea what to do next. Neither did Læogh. Logic and common sense told him we couldn’t win. That we were walking into a trap. That we would be destroyed. Even the sloth froze a few times — I could tell by the tracks it left behind. Everyone was worried, even me. What if my plan didn’t work? The only person who moved forward without a shred of doubt was Vyllea. As long as Zander said he had a brilliant plan and they should follow it, that was enough for her. The fact that I hadn’t shared the plan with anyone was just a minor detail, not worth fretting over. Why fill one’s head with unnecessary nonsense? 
 
      
 
    “Læogh, the barn up ahead to the right. That’s where we’re going.” 
 
      
 
    Merchants coming to Laritz didn’t always enter the city right away. Why pay extra taxes when you could wait near the city walls for your turn at the market? Of course, all valuable goods were stored in spatial pouches, but bulky items like hay couldn’t be packed into those. So, before selling it to the locals, it needed to be stored somewhere — like this barn, which was right near the city walls. There was nothing inside except walls and a roof. Well, part of a roof — clearly, people had hidden here at some point, and the golems had torn through it to get to them. But part of the roof remained intact, and that was enough to hide us from the prying eyes of the flying creatures. 
 
      
 
    People had indeed hidden here — the ugly dark stains could only be dried-up blood. After setting up a protective formation, I pulled out one of the crystals and began infusing myself with energy, explaining the plan to the others as I worked. The earth beneath me soaked in the elemental energy and parted, forming a gentle wide descent. It wasn’t too big — only ten feet deep — but this was just the beginning. Another crystal appeared in my hand, which I handed to Vyllea. 
 
      
 
    “Absorb this into yourself, discharge into the earth, and create the passage.” 
 
      
 
    “Zander!” Vyllea protested, clearly irritated. She was used to me doing all the hard work between the two of us. 
 
      
 
    “Actively draining and discharging the crystal strengthens your elemental core. I could do it all myself, but that would make my core grow so much that yours would seem tiny and weak in comparison. Are you really ready to accept that you’ll be weaker than your husband, daughter of Almyrda? Or do you still have some pride?” 
 
      
 
    “Give it to me!” Vyllea snatched the crystal from my hand. She descended and transferred the energy into the earth, continuing the passage in the form of a spiral staircase. Admittedly, that was more convenient. She pulled out a second crystal to keep going, but I stopped her. 
 
      
 
    “You have apprentices, Vyllea. Don’t behave like those useless mentors who don’t care about their students’ development. We’ll take turns until we reach our destination. Althea, you’re next. No, you don’t need to dig deeper. Your job is to seal the passage. The golems can’t find it. I’ve already removed the protective formation. Læogh, you’re up next. You can descend — we need to dig another twenty feet. And remember, the sloth is with us — the passage needs to be wide enough so that its fur doesn’t scrape against the walls. Whoever makes a passage too narrow will be the one washing our companion. We’ve got about two miles to tunnel, so let’s not waste time.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even want to think about how many expensive elemental crystals we’d used to form the passage to the underground level of Laritz. And not just the first level — there were no people there. The ten thousand survivors were hiding on the fifth underground level, far away from the master’s oppressive influence. His aura could be felt on the first three levels, so the residents of Laritz had fled as deep as possible. We took turns, and soon I noticed the result: all four of our cores had grown. Not by much, admittedly — just a few fractions of an inch, but for those who had only recently become masters, even that was significant. We were progressing well in our ascension. 
 
      
 
    The last barrier gave way, and we emerged into a stale and almost airless chamber. Althea created a fireball to light the space, while Læogh used up an entire crystal to generate fresh air. It was nearly impossible to breathe on the fifth underground level. People, skeletal in appearance, lay on the floor — they didn’t even have the strength to sit. Ten thousand half-corpses. No food, no water, no air. They couldn’t move. Only their clouded, colorless eyes and shallow, ragged breathing showed that life still flickered in their bodies. I bent over the nearest person and used healing. It worked — the rush of energy brought clarity to his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Water…” the man whispered. 
 
      
 
    I pulled out a cup and gave them a drink. Summoning a vat of ready-made food, I scooped some porridge into a bowl and offered it to the emaciated figure. They found the strength to eat. 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, go right and take the first corridor on the right. Althea, go left, first corridor on the right. Læogh, go left, first corridor on the left. Heal them, give them water, a bit of porridge, and move to the next. Sloth, you’re with me, and if you touch a single person, I swear by the Heavens, I’ll rip your heart out and force you to eat it. Let’s go, Seekers! These people need our help, and they’re going to get it! The golems and the domain master can wait.” 
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    “SO THAT’S OUR SITUATION,” the new leader of Laritz finished his story. The previous mayor had died a hero’s death, covering the people’s retreat into the underground. Nearly all the warriors of House Kahn had fallen as well. While some fled the battlefield, most stayed to take the brunt of the flying golems’ assault. It was only thanks to the former mayor’s brave and tactically sound actions that so many people had managed to cram into the underground levels of Laritz — almost one-fifth of the city’s population. But half of them had already perished. Hunger, cold, and darkness claimed the lives of nearly ten thousand people in the first week. The rest had held on. How? Even they couldn’t explain it. They simply endured, believing help would come. And it had. 
 
      
 
    The new mayor was a clothing store owner. No one had officially chosen him — the people hadn’t had the time or energy. He had simply stepped up, managing the crisis for almost two months and helping everyone survive. Raids were organized for food and water, and they had dug a pit to find water. They did whatever they could to stay alive. It wasn’t much, but it worked. 
 
      
 
    The food we brought was quickly consumed. Half the people couldn’t even stand on their feet, and they were the first to be fed. Cooks were found, who began preparing thin porridge from our supplies. People fetched water and forced it down the throats of the weakest. Where I had once marveled at how the people of Laritz had survived, now I was awestruck by their fierce determination to save every life. All we needed to do was heal the most critical cases. The self-appointed mayor and his helpers took care of the rest. 
 
      
 
    “You survived — that’s the important thing,” I said. “The Seekers will handle the rest. Are you sure we have enough food for everyone?” 
 
      
 
    “Positive,” the man nodded. “Even with extra to spare. Eating too much too fast would be dangerous anyway. The bigger issue is water and healing. We’ve been drinking such filthy stuff that many people have fallen ill. You’ve brought plenty of barrels, but they’ll only last a week. So, are you just here to bring us supplies, or are you planning to fight the beasts? If it’s the latter — are there enough of you?” 
 
      
 
    “There are exactly as many of us as needed,” I replied calmly. “Vyllea, apprentices, follow me. We’ve got work to do.” 
 
      
 
    We had long perfected the method of destroying flying monsters — using the Wasp’s Sting technique aimed at the creature’s vital points. We’d done it countless times. The only challenge now was climbing the tower under Læogh’s invisibility technique. The Tortoise Shell protected us from the master’s oppressive aura, but that wasn’t even necessary anymore. A Master-stage Taoist could withstand an Overlord’s aura. It would cause suffering, and perhaps even make them faint, but it wouldn’t be lethal. At least, that was the theory. Reality, however, often had many surprises in store, so I wasn’t taking any chances. I decided to ascend the tower under a protective technique. I’d rather restore my linked meridians in a comfortable environment later than bleed out now and give the golems a chance of success. We were here to punish, not to play games. 
 
      
 
    The top of the tower had gotten partially destroyed, so we couldn’t reach the very summit. But it was enough to get a clear view of the black cloud. Just thirty feet above us hovered the final defensive layer of flying golems, thickly packed. Using teleportation techniques wouldn’t work — I’d crash into the creatures instead of slipping through to the master. But I had a solid backup plan: three ancient projectiles. All I needed was a small gap in their dense formation, and the projectiles would give me that. I fired two, and Læogh launched the third. We could probably get away with fewer, especially since our supply of ancient weaponry was dwindling, but this situation wasn’t one for saving resources. There was no other way. 
 
      
 
    “Ready? Fire!” I ordered, and the three smoke-spewing projectiles soared into the sky. The thirty feet they had to cover took only seconds — the golems didn’t stand a chance to evade. Not that they could — their bodies served as shields for the badland’s master. Three fiery explosions blossomed above us, and before the blast wave could reach and fling us down the tower, I used a teleportation technique. It was a close call — the wave hit the tower just as I jumped. It tried to catch me, stop me, and even knock me off the tower, but a Master’s technique proved stronger. Just barely, but it held — I shot through the fireballs, losing nearly a third of my energy shield in the process. 
 
      
 
    The black cloud embraced me, and the Second Tier now had one badland less. The flying monster died instantly — it had no active spirit armor. Like all its kin, it had relied solely on its golems and the black cloud to stop techniques. Foolish and inefficient, as I immediately demonstrated. 
 
      
 
    The Overlord-stage domain master was now safely contained in the anomaly, and Vyllea moved its corpse towards to the Nascent God-stage master, still encased in its beautiful black ash casket. Meanwhile, Læogh was cursing profusely, as the explosion had damaged the tower, burying him under a pile of stones. He had only recently become a Master and hadn’t yet learned the protective techniques of his new ascension stage. The Warrior-ranked spirit armor had saved him from the blast, but it couldn’t withstand the falling debris. Fortunately, Althea was already rushing to his aid, effortlessly lifting massive stones and tossing them aside until she reached her husband. 
 
      
 
    “Elda, Carmin, notify Artimal Kahn that the black badland has been destroyed,” I instructed as I landed. “They can send their people in — the survivors need help. We’ve cleared the way of all monsters.” 
 
      
 
    The news that someone had survived in Laritz had caused an uproar — Artimal Kahn was ready to race there with all his Masters to offer aid personally. No one had believed in such a miracle anymore. The commander was so stunned by the revelation that he didn’t even question how Carmin had learned of it from a hundred miles away. A simple statement that it was true sufficed for him. While Althea tended to Læogh, making sure he was unharmed, Vyllea became a gatherer. No one could blame her — before releasing the citizens from underground, the city had to be cleared of spirit stones and elemental crystals. Otherwise, they could burn out the already weakened survivors. Ideally, all the remaining flesh should also be burned, but that would take too long — someone else would handle that. 
 
      
 
    We all had to help Vyllea as the golems kept coming. The sloth, having gorged itself, collapsed into sleep near the tower, too lazy to even activate its invisibility. Its mental faculties were clearly dulled by the excess energy, but I didn’t mind the resource expenditure. We needed all the help we could get, even if it came in the form of mindless crystal consumption. Nevertheless, we had to clear the area around the city’s palace of golem remains to start letting people out. 
 
      
 
    The first to emerge was the self-proclaimed mayor. He hadn’t believed for a second that four young Taoists could have wiped out the monsters that had destroyed most of the city. He decided to risk his life by being the first to climb out, convinced we might have struck a deal with the golems and planned to hand over the remaining citizens in exchange for some reward from the creatures. I couldn’t blame the store owner for such thoughts — two months of hiding underground can give anyone wild ideas. Especially since Seekers in the never had much prestige in the Second Tier. The mayor emerged, saw Earis setting on the horizon, and collapsed to his knees, sobbing. It was as if someone had pulled a rod from his spine, finally signaling that the worst was over. Not the challenges — the city still needed rebuilding, and the citizens needed care — but compared to the golems, those were minor inconveniences. 
 
      
 
    It took us two full days to clear the city of spirit stones and elemental crystals. We didn’t even venture beyond the walls. By the time we finished, Vyllea had stopped counting. After she hit thirty-five thousand, she lost interest in the futile task. Elda and Carmin helped us as much as they could. Since my apprentices didn’t own much, all the spirit stones were piled on Elda and Carmin’s property, while the elemental crystals were stored with Althea and Læogh. Althea had pulled out everything her relatives had given her before her journey to the human world, which made me sigh every time I passed by the fascinating artifacts. I couldn’t use them — all of them were attuned to Althea and required a high stage of ascension. Both she and Læogh possessed last-resort artifacts capable of sustaining life for six months. I could examine these amulets in the anomaly, but there wasn’t much point. Their creator had taken extreme care to hide the secrets of their design — none of the seals were accessible. To uncover the symbols powering the amulets, one would have to destroy them, and even then, they had self-destructive measures in place. Læogh had explained as much. All I could do was walk around these priceless artifacts, sighing and dreaming of the day I might be able to study them. 
 
      
 
    “The city has been cleared!” I reported to the mayor. “Artimal Kahn will be here within a few days — perhaps by tomorrow evening. They’ll handle the rest of the cleanup. You have enough food and water for a week, so you’re on your own after that.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re leaving already?” the mayor’s voice trembled slightly with panic. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no reason for us to stay in the city. Don’t let anyone outside the walls until Artimal Kahn arrives — we didn’t clear up the golem bodies that remained outside. People could die from proximity to those creatures.” 
 
      
 
    “But what if…” the man began. “Could you please stay until Artimal Kahn arrives? The people are terrified. If they find out the Seekers have left, it will cause panic. Any small spark could ignite a huge fire right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Husband, he has a point,” Vyllea unexpectedly sided with the townspeople. “Did we kill all the monsters? What if they come back? Right now, the entire city is a giant lure. Demons from all over the Monster Forest are probably headed this way” 
 
      
 
    “There are no monsters left in the Monster Forest. The master’s aura had driven them out,” I reminded her. “All the monsters are now lingering at the forest’s edge, trying to decide whether to return or wait it out.” 
 
      
 
    As I said this, I paused, a thought gnawing at me. Something wasn’t sitting right, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Replaying my own words, I stopped at the idea of the monsters gathering at the forest’s edge. They were deciding… deciding what? Why were they so drawn to this spot near the border of the third Tier? The barrier wasn’t visible yet, but in another seventy miles or so, you could already feel its power. Why were the demons leaving their lands and suffering from the air that didn’t suit them, only to turn into monsters that terrorized the Tier’s population? What was causing this transformation? Dozens, if not hundreds, of research missions must have been sent here over the years. Since the demons kept appearing, it was clear no one had found anything. If Masters, Overlords, and even Nascent Gods (and I had no doubt they had been summoned) couldn’t uncover the truth, what hope did mere Seekers have? 
 
      
 
    But Seekers could do anything. 
 
      
 
    “Stop pretending to be asleep!” I yelled at the sloth. The creature, flickering in and out of visibility, stood up with some reluctance and shuffled over to us, sniffing the air. It was clearly hungry again, detecting food beyond the city walls and wondering why we hadn’t gone after it yet. 
 
      
 
    “There’s something in the forest that lures demons. It turns them into monsters and gives them power — a dangerous kind of power. Can you find this source? Can you sense it?” 
 
      
 
    The sloth let out a strange sound. It wasn’t a definitive “no,” but there was no indication of eagerness either. It seemed the beast knew something about the place but didn’t want to go there. Why? Maybe it feared turning into a monster itself? When I asked this, the sloth began nodding. It was clear it didn’t want that fate, but it couldn’t deny the truth of my statement, either. 
 
      
 
    “All right, if you don’t want to take us there, at least show us the direction. Where do we need to go?” 
 
      
 
    More strange noises followed. Our temporary companion growled in every possible tone, scaring the townsfolk. Only the pale mayor, who was still pleading for us to stay, remained standing firm. The giant beast clearly terrified him, but his sense of duty kept him rooted to the spot. He had declared himself mayor, and now he would hold his ground until the end. 
 
      
 
    “So you’re not going to show us?” I deduced. “You can’t go there yourself, but you don’t want us to go either. You think we’ll leave you behind?” 
 
      
 
    Several nods followed. 
 
      
 
    “Nevertheless, we have to find this place that had apparently been cursed by the Heavens. As long as it exists, we can’t leave the Second Tier. If you want to go home, you’ll help us. If it takes decades of searching in that forest, we’ll do it, but with your help, it’ll be quicker. All I need is the direction. Where is it pulling you?” 
 
      
 
    “A place cursed by the heavens?” the mayor suddenly chimed in. “There is one such place in the forest. No one survives there. Animals go mad and people start bleeding out and die. Healing doesn’t always work. From what I know, people from the inner Tiers came to study it years ago. In the end, they claimed there was no curse — just peculiarities of the land. But they forbade anyone to venture there. This was about fifty years ago. My father had just planned to move to Busgal, so we remember it well — those Taoists from the inner circles made everyone stay put for a few extra years. My father was upset — he had contracts on the line — but who cares about a small trader’s problems when an entire city is involved? The guests stayed in Laritz for nearly five years. New ones kept arriving, but we weren’t even allowed to look at them. All wore masks. Then, one day, it all stopped. The inner-circle residents disappeared without a trace. Maybe the old mayor knew something about it, but I sure don’t. But when the Taoists left, the accursed place remained. Animals still go mad, and people still die there. That’s why no one goes near it.” 
 
      
 
    “And is that where the monsters come from?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, absolutely not!” the mayor replied in haste. “There have never been any monsters near Laritz! Sure, we’re practically in the heart of the Monster Forest, but it’s always been peaceful here. The monsters avoid our city.” 
 
      
 
    “But not the surrounding villages?” I pressed. 
 
      
 
    “Well… The villages sometimes see their share of trouble,” the man admitted, “like a giant boar showing up or some creepy thing crawling out from underground. But they usually vanished again as quickly as soon as they appeared. The monsters never really terrorized the villagers — they always stayed quietly in the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “As if something was keeping them there,” I finished his thought, turning to the sloth again. “You’ll have to live here in Laritz for a while. This man will take care of you. You are not to eat him, nor any other people. Agreed?” 
 
      
 
    The sloth gave a long disgruntled growl in response. It agreed, albeit with great reluctance. Before I could push it further about the location of the cursed site that attracted the beasts, the sloth lifted one of its clawed paws and pointed north — toward the barrier. I memorized the direction, nodded to my apprentices, and headed out. There was no need to say anything further to the mayor — he would have his hands full managing the giant beast, and that alone was enough of a burden. Especially with a creature that could understand him. That part seemed to scare the man the most. 
 
      
 
    “So much wasted goods,” Vyllea sighed as we passed the scattered remains of golems. There were as many outside the city walls as inside, maybe thirty thousand in total. The golems hadn’t just used humans to build themselves — they’d harvested all the creatures they could find. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t collect all the crystals, and we should leave something for the locals. They’ll need resources to rebuild the city. It will be a helpful boost,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “At our expense,” Vyllea grumbled, refusing to let go. “Why is everything always at our expense? Mentor Guerlon always said that Seekers weren’t altruists. They know what they need and when. And they expect to be paid for their efforts!” 
 
      
 
    “And yet he took you as an apprentice, against all laws and customs,” I countered. “Without asking for payment. You’re right, Vyllea — Seekers always get their due. But we’ve already taken our share. Do you need more elemental crystals and spirit stones? Fine, I’m willing to wait a week while you gather them. But you’ll be doing it alone. I’ve got enough resources to last a while. What about you, Althea?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Althea shook her head so vigorously her green hair swung side to side. “I’m not crawling through blood-soaked remains for a few more thousand Master-stage crystals. They’re useful now, but as soon as we return to the central palace, spirit stones and elemental crystals will become practically worthless. Besides, we can’t even restore our meridians with these crystals. How many would it take? A hundred? A thousand? All the ones we’ve already gathered? Our meridians were created with the power of a Nascent God. Simple spirit stones are of no use to us anymore. The same goes for elemental crystals.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re so annoying!” Vyllea grumbled with a pout on her face. Her practical nature couldn’t stand the idea of leaving such a fortune behind — one that Almyrda would sell half her palace to obtain. But we genuinely didn’t need any of it. What we did need, however, were the elemental crystals and spirit stones from the two flying masters lying in my anomaly. But none of us could harvest them — they’d burn us up before we got close. 
 
      
 
    Before long, I managed to retrieve Muffin — the number of golem remains scattered around had dwindled significantly. I double-checked the direction the sloth had indicated and drove forward. A sense of unease gnawed at me. The fact that representatives of the inner-tier Houses knew about a place that spawned monsters wasn’t surprising — there were only so many explanations for it. But instead of eliminating the threat once and for all, they had stayed here for a long time. Why? It wasn’t clear. One thing was certain, though — I finally understood the oddity I’d noticed when we first arrived in Laritz. The artifacts placed miles away from the city walls weren’t there by accident. I hadn’t initially fathomed their purpose, but after talking to the self-proclaimed mayor, everything made sense. The monsters hadn’t attacked Laritz for one simple reason — they either couldn’t see the city, or something scared them off! The inner-tier residents had created a kind of protection around the city, ensuring the people of Laritz didn’t start panicking and sending angry letters to House Kahn, demanding protection from the creatures that had flooded the forests. Similar artifacts had been placed in the surrounding villages, though not enough to ward off all the monsters. That was why there were occasional attacks. But in the grand scheme, no one really noticed — more peasants died from thirst than from the claws of monsters. 
 
      
 
    It was all orchestrated perfectly, but at some point, the scheme broke down. Something had forced the inner-tier residents to retreat, and the forest between the Second and Third Tiers eventually earned its notorious reputation. Soon the forest grew so dense that Muffin couldn’t pass through. I could clear a path, but there was no point in it. It was easier to run, especially since we no longer needed to hide. The golems were dead, and no new creatures had arrived in this part of the forest yet. And, in my opinion, they wouldn’t for a long time. We traveled for two days straight, heading exactly where the sloth pointed. Elda, Carmin, and a group of a hundred and fifty Masters had already arrived in Laritz. Initially, Artimal Kan had planned to release most of the Taoists, but after Elda showed him the spirit stones and elemental crystals scattered near the city walls, he changed his mind. He decided to help the rescued citizens with the full complement of Masters from House Kan. Everything else, including clearing the area, was just a byproduct of that assistance. 
 
      
 
    “So, how deep in trouble are we about to dive?” Vyllea asked cheerfully as I came to a stop. She had no doubt that trouble awaited us — my wife always expected the worst. However, she couldn’t possibly imagine the magnitude of the problem, which my spirit vision was now revealing to me. I finally knew the identity of the Taoists that had visited this place fifty years ago. The only question remaining was how to use that information and what to do next. Because our lives depended on it. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “THIS IS TERRIBLE,” Althea said, her face pale as she stopped a few meters from the gaping hole in the ground. We were surrounded by the Tortoise Shell barrier, which could protect against attacks from Overlord-stage Taoists, but it wasn’t helping much. Black energy particles floated in the air, piercing through the barrier as if it didn’t exist. These particles also penetrated everything else — both living and nonliving. Our only defense was that the black energy was somewhat controllable. I had managed to force it to avoid us, and even reduce the intensity of the energy escaping from the portal. 
 
      
 
    “Is this the work of the ancients?” Læogh approached the hole cautiously. Long ago, a tragedy had occurred here. An ancient device, buried tens of meters deep, had buckled under the pressure of the earth. Its casing cracked, releasing a viscous murky yellow liquid. The liquid created a foul-smelling mist and generated the same black energy I was now shielding us from. The sludge flowed slowly through the forest, gradually seeping into the ground. Nothing remained alive in its path, and the earth itself, down to a depth of about a hundred feet, had died, the decay spreading ever deeper as more sludge oozed out. 
 
      
 
    The area around the pit was strewn with bones. Some were fresh, as if the skin had only recently been stripped from them, while others were so decayed it was impossible to tell whether they had belonged to beasts or humans. Despite the fact that this territory had once belonged to the master of a black badland and his golems, they had avoided this place. And now we were witnessing the transformation of a demon into a monster. The creature lay near the pit, as though something had drawn it there. Its body, half-submerged in the dirty yellow sludge, was changing. The demon howled in agony — its muscles twisted, expanded, burned, and regenerated. Lower demons were never known for their intellect, and after such a dousing they would lose what little sanity they had, driven by a single desire — to kill in order to drown out the pain. For some reason, the energy didn’t kill this particular demon, although three others nearby hadn’t survived the lethal influence of the pit and its poison. But it wasn’t just the boar-like demon. Beneath the earth were two living crawlers — well, they weren’t crawlers yet — just enlarged earthworms. Not even demons! The creatures that Master Taoists had feared so much turned out to be nothing more than earthworms that had accidentally bathed in the ancient contraption’s poison. 
 
      
 
    The boar jerked again, trying to edge closer to the pit. Something was drawing it in, though I didn’t think it was the thick yellow sludge. Now that we stood near the edge, we began to hear a faint hum, so subtle it made our teeth ache. The sound was coming from a part of the ancient mechanism that remained intact. As my spirit vision showed, the foul sludge had once been contained in a sealed chamber, separated from the rest of the device by thick walls. But time hadn’t spared those walls, and after ten thousand years, cracks and then a breach had appeared. The sludge had once flowed through pipes into the depths of the massive structure, powering its operations, but now, instead of feeding into the pipes, it was leaking out. The mechanism didn’t like that and started emitting those strange, unsettling sounds. Sounds that, I was beginning to suspect, were drawing all the nearby creatures toward it. The conclusion was that the breach couldn’t be older than sixty years! If it had happened earlier, it would’ve surely caught the attention of more serious forces than just cultists. 
 
      
 
    And cultists were directly implicated in this. The mechanism emitting those nearly inaudible sounds was strikingly similar to a technological altar used by the Bohao Cult — a device that allowed one to ascend through the pain and suffering of other beings. Or perhaps not? What if the original premise was completely wrong? The technological altar didn’t absorb the pain and suffering of its victims. That was just a side effect. What if it injected that thick, yellow sludge into people, turning them into monsters? I urged myself to remember our time in the underground base. The slug that had been absorbing energy constantly tried to reach the altar, behaving exactly like the animals in the Monster Forest. That was yet another piece of evidence pointing to the involvement of the Pao family of House Feng. Delilah’s relatives must have thought they were mightier and stronger than the rest. Why would they want to brand themselves with bloody marks on their chests? First, anyone could see those marks. Second, it would stain the reputation of the great Lady Delilah. But if there were no bloody marks, no one could prove that the Pao family of House Feng walked the path of blood — the path of the cultists. They must have found a way to inject this yellow sludge into their bodies to transform themselves into monsters. 
 
      
 
    I glanced again at the demon, whose body was steadily losing its shape. For a demon to become a monster, something had to die. This sludge killed indiscriminately, but if fed the agony of other creatures, their death throes and final emotions, it changed. It selected one animal and granted it a new strength. As well as a new body. The Bohao Cult must have discovered this fifty years ago. Or maybe earlier? Perhaps, distant members of the Pao family had arrived, meddled with the container of sludge, and claimed they had handled everything, being extremely reluctant to confess their mistake to their elders. To maintain the forest’s normalcy, they littered it with their monster-repelling artifacts and returned to the central region, pretending nothing had happened. The loss of numerous people and animals didn’t concern them as long as the elders didn’t investigate. 
 
      
 
    My concentration almost slipped as I realized that my hypothesis was probably not some wild fantasy based on a few random facts but rather the reality of what had occurred here fifty years ago. The Pao family of House Feng must have known about these traps for beasts, but chose not to share the information with other houses or clan advisors. They intended to use it for themselves. Could this explain why Advisor Delilah was so powerful? She was weaker than her husband, but stronger than any other Taoist I’d encountered. Could it be that she didn’t have blood running through her veins, but rather this very sludge, infused with the agony and suffering of others? But how could I prove it? Artifacts! Fifty years ago, members of House Pao placed monster-repelling artifacts around Laritz. They didn’t repel regular animals, so they must have been tuned to something unique to monsters — such as the sludge in their blood! That meant there was some symbol or set of symbols that allowed one to influence the sludge inside a body. If we could figure that out, we could take on the entire Bohao Cult! If the artifact worked on someone, it meant they had sludge enhanced by pain and death in their veins. If it didn’t, the person in question was clean. 
 
      
 
    “Leave. I’m going down. I need to retrieve the Bohao Cult altar buried in the earth. It’s calling animals from all over the second Tier. If we remove the altar, demons and beasts will stop coming here. Eventually, the sludge will dissipate, and the Monster Forest will be renamed.” 
 
      
 
    “But this is a base of the ancient humans!” Althea protested. “The kind that disappeared two months ago. I want to descend, too. There might be something interesting down there!” 
 
      
 
    “And force me to control you as well? That sludge is emitting invisible black energy. Right now, I’m keeping it from touching our bodies. I think the outcome of exposure to it is lying right beneath us in the form of bones.” 
 
      
 
    I had to explain my theory about how the monsters were created. How the massive boars appeared, why there were so few crawlers, and why they were so strange — neither Althea nor Vyllea had ever heard of such demons. I also mentioned the Bohao Cult’s altar. I made sure to relay everything through the anomaly so that Elda and Carmin, who had been part of the team that had destroyed the previous altar, could follow along. 
 
      
 
    While I explained all this, Vyllea, who was looking bored, stepped a few paces away and directed a blast of fire at the sludge. A bright green smoke billowed up. Luckily, the wind wasn’t blowing toward us — I wasn’t sure the spirit barrier would hold against this new threat. The smoke drifted toward the nearest trees, which disintegrated almost instantly. They simply vanished, turning to black dust in seconds. Trunks dissolved, their tops falling into the fog and evaporating before they even hit the ground. The fog itself lingered for only thirty seconds, but it left a wide swath of barren earth in its wake. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting reaction to the element,” I said, walking over to a pale-faced Vyllea. It had been a long time since my wife had scared herself with her own actions. “Vyllea, hit it again with fire. The pool to your right.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” The paleness vanished from her face. If no one was going to scold her, there was no reason to worry. So what if she accidentally damaged a part of the forest? Who hasn’t done that? 
 
      
 
    Fire shot from Vyllea’s hands again, but this time, I was prepared for the fog. Absorbing an elemental crystal, I began channeling wind, forcing the thick fog to the ground. If it could dissolve trees in an instant, what would it do to its source? 
 
      
 
    It would dissolve it! Slowly, the dirty yellow sludge evaporated, while the bright green fog condensed, becoming thicker and more viscous. So thick, in fact, that Vyllea had to stop her flames and switch to summoning powerful gusts of wind from her palms. Only then could we push the dense fog toward the pit. I applied more pressure from above, and the ancient metal began to melt just as the trees had. The massive mechanism, which looked more like an abandoned, looted ancient base, started to crack. The container of yellow sludge emptied, replaced by acid that ate through everything in its path. The problem was that the acid needed constant pressure. Eventually, Vyllea and I ran out of strength and hands. We had to call in Althea and Læogh to help. We were still inexperienced Masters, only capable of basic elemental control, so while a single high-level Taoist might have handled this alone, it took the four of us working together. Even then, things didn’t go as planned. It was impossible to create wind inside the ancient base, so we had to rely on the sheer volume of green acid and gravity. Under its own weight and the pressure of the wind from above, the highly concentrated toxic green fog moved downward until only one barrier remained between it and the altar chamber. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, step back! Vyllea, grab my hand! Althea, hold onto Vyllea! Læogh, grab onto me! Now!” 
 
      
 
    I was shouting, and for a good reason, too — no one argued with a furious mentor. Not that they had any reason to — had they hesitated, I would’ve knocked them out on the spot. Pain shot through my back so intensely that I almost screamed. How could I have forgotten? Altars contained immense energy, and I was about to destroy one! What happened when you did that? 
 
      
 
    We found out about thirty seconds later. The Monster Forest now had a crater five miles wide and fifteen hundred feet deep, filled with black dust. The released energy obliterated everything in its path. The remaining yellow sludge, the toxic green fog, the beasts slowly turning into monsters, the ancient equipment, the forest, and all the land it could reach. The only thing left untouched, slowly sinking deeper, was the base’s ancient metal structure. The unleashed energy hadn’t been able to destroy it. 
 
      
 
    The altar’s energy wasn’t able to destroy us, either. Althea and Læogh hadn’t yet mastered moving at high speeds, relying only on standard demon techniques. Vyllea and I, however, didn’t have that problem. A leap beyond the treetops, followed by ten consecutive techniques, propelled us five hundred meters per use. I didn’t stop until we had put at least five miles between us and the gaping hole in the ground — and I was right not to pause. If we had delayed even a moment, the altar’s energy could have annihilated us. We hadn’t yet learned how to absorb such power to enhance our ascension. Besides, I didn’t like the forest surrounding the newly formed crater. The next three kilometers past the hole looked lifeless. Strange. As if the trees had been drained of all life by an unknown energy. It couldn’t destroy them, but it left them neither dead nor alive. 
 
      
 
    As I landed on the ground, I released Læogh. Laritz was still two days away, but the city wasn’t on my mind much — I kept thinking of the artifacts scattered near it. I wanted to figure out which symbols the Taoists with sludge in their bodies disliked. What if I could decipher them and create a device to identify Bohao cultists? The Pao family of House Feng had been banished from the central region, but as long as Advisor Delilah was alive, the Pao family would thrive. That meant the cultists would never disappear. They’d continue to torment their victims, tearing down anything in their way. If I could do something that made their blood boil, it would be perfect! I’d use such a device at the first opportunity without any hesitation. I had a feeling I needed formal training in artifact creation. As long as I only possessed user-level knowledge, without delving into the deeper workings, we were at a disadvantage. The Pao family Taoists would always be one step ahead — not because of their ascension, but because of their education. 
 
      
 
    I manifested Muffin before too long, and a day later, we arrived at the first site. There had been a village here once, but flying golems had wiped it out. Not a single living thing remained — not even a mouse or a chicken. Everything had been harvested for the creation of new flying golems. As much as it felt wrong to say this, it was fortunate that no one was around. I didn’t have to explain why I was tearing down what was left of the central house. Or rather, what had remained of it. The artifact had been buried a dozen feet deep beneath the central house. It seemed that when the visitors from the central region had arrived, they’d taken over the village elder’s home, kicked out his family, and then used their elemental powers to bury the artifact deep underground. I assumed as much, given that I had to use elemental manipulation to retrieve it, which suggested it had been placed there in the same way. 
 
      
 
    But when the artifact surfaced and we all saw it, Vyllea spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “Zander, I don’t want that thing in our anomaly!” 
 
      
 
    “I agree.” Althea shuddered, hiding behind Læogh. “Mentor, do you really need this?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to understand what this filth is,” I replied, placing the artifact in one of the demon’s spatial pouches. The artifact was a solid figure of what looked like a dried-up fetus of some sort of beast. I had hoped, until the very last moment, that it wasn’t a real unborn creature’s body marked with symbols. The paint used for the markings was the same yellow sludge, which hadn’t faded or evaporated even after fifty years. The drawing looked as fresh as if it had been applied that morning. Through spirit vision, the fetus appeared as a bright point, brimming with immense energy. The question of how such a small creature could possess so much power was valid, but there was no time to investigate now. The two women were looking at me pointedly, and even Læogh’s disapproving gaze was clear. They were probably hoping I would burn the thing, but I had too many plans for it. The symbols were too unfamiliar, the creature too strange, and its workings too unclear. 
 
      
 
    There were around thirty large villages surrounding Laritz. The cultists from the central circle hadn’t bothered with the smaller villages of twenty to thirty houses. In each of these larger villages, I found a similarly buried figurine. It became clear that there was no “outer” perimeter around Laritz. Fifty years ago, the Bohao cultists had buried thirty of these figurines around the city, creating a protective shield not only for the townspeople, but also the villagers. The figurines themselves varied. It seemed like different animals had been used as sources. I couldn’t resist cutting one open. Sure, handling others’ artifacts wasn’t usually wise, but I didn’t sense any danger. After splitting one in half, I couldn’t help but grimace — this wasn’t the work of a mad sculptor. It really was the unborn fetus of some animal. Inside the dry body was still liquid — more precisely, the thick yellow sludge that had filled the creature almost completely, replacing nearly all of its internal organs. It was strange. I clearly remembered the bodies of the demons the sloth had destroyed. They had looked grotesque, but were made of normal flesh and blood. There were no yellow sludge deposits in them. And they burned easily, without releasing that toxic green fog that devoured everything. So, it wasn’t about the creatures being similar. It had to be something else. The symbols? What did they do? 
 
      
 
    Then it hit me. What if these symbols amplified the sludge’s influence on monsters? After all, what was this sludge to them? Pain and suffering! They were drawn to the altar, but the yellow filth wanted to kill them — and it did! Demons and beasts suffered, and when they finally lost their minds, they stopped hearing the altar’s call and wandered away. But they couldn’t leave the Monster Forest completely. They couldn’t entirely ignore the altar. They would die if they did. But they didn’t want to approach it, either, because the sludge near it brought them pain. What if the Pao family had found a pregnant creature that had gorged on sludge, and they’d created amplifiers from its unborn offspring, also affected by the ancient base’s substance? That was it! The symbols enhanced the smell and influence of the sludge on the surrounding world. When monsters approached a village, they sensed this and instinctively turned away, trying to flee from the dangerous substance. So the hideous artifact was just an amplifier. But would it work on Bohao cultists? Did they really have that sludge in their bodies? Or were they like the monsters, still demons inside, but altered in a drastic way? I definitely needed to dissect one of the monsters to understand. Spirit vision wouldn’t show the true picture. If the monsters indeed had yellow sludge inside them, then there was a good chance the cultists did as well. If that was the case, the figurines could be modified — not to amplify the sludge, but to suppress its influence within a certain radius. This would weaken the cultists and bring back their barriers. The only problem was that this would require artifact creators. The best ones alive. 
 
      
 
    I paused to reflect on it. Why did I think those artificers were still alive? What if fifty years ago something happened that forced the Pao family to react swiftly? To influence those who made their artifacts? For instance, Huang Lung, the immortal head of the Silver Heron School. What if Chen Feng, the immortal founder of the School of Spirit Power, had attacked the artifact creators for a reason? What if it was part of a cunning plan by a particularly unpleasant figure named Advisor Delilah? The Silver Heron School wasn’t destroyed because the emperor was angry with it, but because House Pao of Feng was covering its tracks, erasing any connections to the Bohao cultists! 
 
      
 
    Where could I find the answers? I didn’t even need to look far! They’d been with me since nearly the beginning of my ascension. I had once retrieved boxes containing great artifacts of the Silver Heron School and examined them with spirit vision. 
 
      
 
    Ancient metal wasn’t an obstacle, so I was able to see not only various scepters, rings, and amulets, but also a hidden box containing a thick book. What would the founder of the school keep in such a secure place? Only one thing — a personal journal, which was missing among the manuals. If I was right — and logic suggested as much — this book holds many of Huang Lung’s secrets, including the creation of artifacts for the Bohao cult. The artifacts themselves were probably described in the handwritten manual meant for Nascent Gods. I couldn’t open that book yet. No matter what, I need Mentor Guerlon. I needed to get him to read it. If the book really contained instructions for crafting such horrific artifacts, then it all fit together. The Silver Heron School wasn’t destroyed out of greed by the School of Spirit Power. They were just hired hands. The true mastermind behind its destruction remained in the shadows, pretending to have no involvement. I have a suspicion that Clyed Feng needed to rethink who his true enemy was. He and I now had the same nemesis. A Nascent God of Gold or perhaps even diamond rank — Advisor Delilah of the Phoenix Clan. 
 
      
 
    How I wished her to have died from that plague that had hit the central region… But I didn’t believe in such gifts from fate. The Heavens didn’t solve others’ problems — especially not those of restless and troublesome Seekers like us. 
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    “IS THAT ALL, THEN?” Artimal Kahn asked, scanning the map once more, where I had marked the dangerous zone. It would take a long time for the black dust to settle and solidify. Until then, visiting that area was inadvisable — few would find it pleasant to sink into the black dust. Swimming in it wasn’t an option, either. 
 
      
 
    “It depends on how you look at it. There are still plenty of monsters in the forest. Now that there’s nothing holding them here, they’ll go looking for food. They’re Master-level beasts, so they won’t be easy to dispatch. And these creatures don’t have self-preservation instincts. They’ll attack any opponent, regardless of their ascension stage. The only thing that kept them in check was Overlord-level aura. That’s why they fled the Monster Forest when the golems appeared.” 
 
      
 
    “These creatures are mortal, and their numbers won’t increase anymore,” the commander said with newfound confidence. “All we need to do is hunt all of them down.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, the answer is yes, that is all,” I agreed. “The black anomaly is destroyed, the monsters have been significantly thinned out, and their source is gone. The rest is up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about the spoils? We’ve gathered a huge pile of spirit stones and elemental crystals near the city. I believe they rightfully belong to you. We have no claim to that bounty.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve taken what we needed already.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Seeker, that’s not how it works. House Kahn doesn’t accept gifts.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thing we’re not offered charity, at least,” Vyllea muttered, and I had to keep reining in my pragmatic wife to stop her from claiming everything as hers and only hers. Accumulating too much isn’t something the Heavens favor. 
 
      
 
    “I have a proposal that House Kahn won’t be able to refuse,” Carmin said suddenly, catching us all off guard. I glanced at Elda, and her blue eyes betrayed her discomfort. She knew exactly what her husband wanted and understood it wouldn’t please us. Once Carmin had everyone’s attention, he continued, “There are still too many monsters in the Second Tier to ignore. The Heavens won’t tolerate that, so something needs to be done. As far as I know, the mentors are planning to move to the Third Tier. How? I have no idea, given that the roads are closed. But if they’ve decided on something, nothing will stop them. So, we know they’ll show up in the Third Tier. But it’s too soon for Elda and me…” 
 
      
 
    “Carmin, you’re starting too far back,” Elda interrupted her husband. “Let’s keep it simple. We’re staying in the second circle. Mentor, you’ve seen what the Seekers here have become and what they’ve done to our guild’s reputation. We can’t leave things like this. The Heavens wouldn’t approve. I don’t know why, but it feels like this is our path — Carmin’s and mine. We have to restore the good name of the Seekers’ Guild and finish off the remaining monsters. That’s what our conscience demands of us. What the Heavens demand of us. House Kahn will rebuild the Seekers’ Tavern, protect it from the angry townspeople, and make sure everyone knows what the Seekers did for the Second Tier. People need to know who the true Seekers are, not those moral abominations who presented themselves as such before. Once we’ve destroyed the monsters, found replacements, and ensured the Seekers are a force to be reckoned with, we’ll move to the Third Tier. But not before. Also, don’t forget we still have about fifty wounded House Kahn Masters who need healing. That will take at least six months. Seekers gave their word to heal them all, and Seekers must keep their promises.” 
 
      
 
    “Long time coming,” I said, barely holding back a smile. “This may sound a bit grandiose, but I’m proud of your decision. Sooner or later, every student realizes it’s time to live independently. Everything Vyllea and I could teach you, we already have. Now it’s time to put it into practice.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re not going to talk us out of it or scold us?” Carmin seemed genuinely surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Why would I? I like that you’ve made a decision to drastically change your lives. Everything else is irrelevant. As your mentors, all we can do now is support you. Vyllea?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘Vyllea’? We ran away from Mentor Guerlon, now our students are running away from us. The eternal runaway cycle. Everything’s stable and predictable.” 
 
      
 
    “House Kahn accepts your decision,” Artimal Kahn nodded. “I have the authority to speak for the entire house, and I don’t need the approval of the head. But the head wouldn’t oppose such a decision, either, especially after what you’ve done.” 
 
      
 
    “One more request,” I said, turning to the commander. “The distances between settlements in the Second Tier are vast, and my apprentices will have to run a lot to find the remaining monsters. That’s not always convenient.” 
 
      
 
    “House Kahn will provide the Seekers’ Guild with one of our self-propelled carriages,” the commander responded, understanding my point. “As long as your apprentices are in the Second Tier, they can use it.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no other demands. Vyllea?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re all getting on my nerves! Are you going to start hugging and crying now? Since everything’s decided, let’s get on with it! Make them Masters, and let’s get moving!” 
 
      
 
    I loved this about my wife — no sentimentality at all. If something needed doing, she wanted it done immediately and with minimal fuss. But her words didn’t go unnoticed. Artimal Kahn furrowed his brow and asked, “What do you mean, ‘make them Masters’?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly what he said!” Vyllea wasn’t one for polite phrasing. “Before leaving them behind, we need to make them Masters — Bronze Masters at the very least. They can handle the rest on their own.” 
 
      
 
    “Make them Masters? You speak as if there’s nothing unusual about that.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t it surprise you that we left Charyk as Diamond-ranked Warriors and now we’re Bronze Masters?” Vyllea’s irritation was growing. 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing surprising about a rise in ascension stage after battling golems…” Artimal Kahn began, but Vyllea interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “Such progress from battling? Do you even hear yourself? If that were the case, we’d be Nascent Gods by now! There’s no ascension from combat. It’s a slow and arduous process of slaying creatures. Everything else takes time and resources — or my husband.” 
 
      
 
    The commander pressed his lips together, but held back his retort. He was used to dealing with others from a position of power, so Vyllea’s bluntness created an internal conflict. He wanted to punish the insolence to set an example, but punishing Vyllea? That was an art form in itself. As far as I knew, there wasn’t a single person alive who could pull that off. My wife would tear anyone apart without my help. And while I didn’t agree with her tone, I had to admit she was within her rights. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to observe the ascension process,” Artimal Kahn said, trying to smooth over the tension while still gaining something from the situation. Vyllea shot me a look, indicating that I should handle it. I couldn’t refuse the commander’s request, especially given how much he had done. Even if it came across as a command. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need an open space and no other Taoists around. Observing from a distance is fine, but you can’t be near the concentration of power. Other than that, I have no objections.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the Second Tier knew that Seeker Zander could unlock ascensions, so Artimal Kahn wasn’t going to witness anything extraordinary. Still, he’d leave knowing for sure that Seeker Zander had the ability to trigger stage advancement — assuming it wasn’t blocked by the tier’s barrier. For now, I was powerless against that. My students would be staying in the Second Tier, and the head of House Kahn had proven himself to be a shrewd Taoist who could find benefits for his house anywhere. That meant he wouldn’t sabotage my students’ efforts. Heroics were forgotten eventually, but the practical advantages of having Seekers around lasted forever. We’d return to the second circle someday — I needed to visit Tier Zero to check on my parents. There hadn’t been any anomalies near our home, but I knew my father — he was probably off doing something reckless and heroic. I had two younger brothers growing up there. I’d need to take a closer look at them and decide their fates in ascension. If my parents naively thought they could keep my brothers in Tier Zero, they were deeply mistaken. I’d make sure their path to ascension would be as hard and challenging as it should. That’s what the Heavens wanted. 
 
      
 
    Turning Elda and Carmin into Masters took the rest of the day. Most of the time wasn’t spent on the actual work, but rather on the preparations — specifically, feeding the ravenous sloth. When the creature saw the Heart of the Volcano, it nearly lost its mind. Luckily, I was prepared for such a reaction and managed to store the source in my anomaly before the nimble beast could reach it. The loud disappointed roar had echoed so far I swear it was heard in the capital. The sloth bounded over to me, flailing its long-clawed paws in front of my face, growling and demanding. I had to figure out why it had become so emotional. The reason was laughably simple — the sloth was hungry, and the Volcano’s Heart could have fed it for days. But I wasn’t about to give such a rare elemental source to a hungry beast. It turned out that dumping a pile of crystals in front of it was enough to make it forget the Volcano’s Heart even existed. After devouring nearly three hundred of them, the sloth flopped onto its back, folded its paws under itself, and fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    “Who is that?” Artimal Kahn’s voice carried a note of shock as he finally laid eyes on the sloth. The creature had remained invisible the entire time he and his people were in Laritz, only occasionally seen by the self-appointed mayor in his tent. At first, the man had been terrified, but over time, he seemed to develop a sense of pride in his responsibility — being entrusted with the care of the beast was no small honor. 
 
      
 
    “Have you heard about the creature that was killing masters in the north of the second circle?” I began, easing into the explanation. Judging by the commander’s reaction, he was well aware of the monster and its rampage. He even seemed prepared to attack, so I had to step between him and the sloth. “This is the one responsible. He’s originally from the Third Tier and ended up here by accident. He was starved and went a bit wild, but he’s intelligent and can be reasoned with. We promised to take him home, and that’s why he’s been behaving himself.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s killed dozens of Masters!” Artimal Kahn’s anger was palpable. Clearly, the sloth had caused far more damage than I had known, and the commander was furious. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not here to defend or excuse his actions,” I said calmly. “What he did was wrong, no question. If he were just a dumb beast, I’d have killed him myself. But he’s intelligent, though his mind works differently from ours. I made a promise to take him home, and I’ll keep that promise — even if it means fighting the entire Second Tier. I hope that won’t be necessary.” 
 
      
 
    “For now, let him leave,” Artimal Kahn said, his voice filled with barely concealed hatred. “But if he ever shows up in our lands again, we won’t hold back. Now that we know who to look for, the creature will be destroyed.” 
 
      
 
    I could have told him what the sloth was capable of doing to the entire Second Tier if pushed too far, but there was no point. People believed whatever was convenient to them. Instead of arguing, I summoned the elemental hearts, and this time, the sloth didn’t even twitch an ear. He was fast asleep, having gorged on regular crystals. 
 
      
 
    To elevate my students to Bronze Masters with a rainbow elemental core, I ended up using nearly two thousand elemental crystals. Artimal Kahn meditated nearby, observing through his spiritual sight. He wanted to understand how I performed this miracle, but seeing and doing are two entirely different things. Just because he could witness my control over energy didn’t mean he’d be able to replicate it. By the time I finished, the sun had long dipped below the horizon. The sloth woke up, eyeing the elemental hearts with interest — hungry again, of course. 
 
      
 
    I summoned the carriage, packed up our belongings, and signaled for my group to board. Vyllea was right — there was no need for long goodbyes. We’d still communicate through the anomaly, no matter the distance between us. Artimal Kahn looked like he wanted to say something, but hesitated. That was fine — he’d come around eventually. Sooner or later, the road between the circles would open, and we’d return to Busgal. By then, the commander would be ready for a serious conversation. I was certain that House Kahn had several Taoists stuck at a barrier in their ascension, unable to become Masters despite the potential. What Artimal Kahn had just witnessed should give him hope for the future, though he wasn’t ready to discuss it now. He wanted to see how Elda and Carmin handled themselves. It was one thing to ascend on your own, and quite another to be advanced with the aid of a third party. What if they were fake Masters, unable to wield their new power? I needed to spend time reviewing the Master-level techniques we’d been given for escorting Læogh. Otherwise, not only my students, but also Vyllea and I could be accused of being fake Masters — all brute force and no finesse. 
 
      
 
    As we left Laritz behind, the townspeople were still dragging golem remains into piles for burning. The commander had appointed a new mayor, and the man wasted no time — no one was resting. The former shopkeeper seemed to have a knack for giving everyone, even the weakest, something to do. The respect the townspeople showed him was impressive. He had truly found his place — not as the strongest, but as the wisest. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, we need to talk,” Althea approached me the next morning. Like me, the green-haired girl hadn’t slept all night, clearly struggling to find the right words. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no point in this conversation,” I said, confidently driving the carriage eastward toward the front line where the humans and the demons had fought their ceaseless battles. There was a temporary truce, sure enough, but that didn’t mean it would last. We had to seize the moment. 
 
      
 
    “And yet I still want to voice my thoughts,” Althea insisted. “My husband and I will need to part ways with you.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly what I told you the moment you became a demon,” I reminded her. “Your time in the human world was over before it even truly began.” 
 
      
 
    “But not my apprenticeship!” she said, her voice a bit too heated, causing Læogh to stir beside her. “You’re still my mentor for at least another year and a half!” 
 
      
 
    “Althea, think,” I couldn’t resist using one of Mentor Guerlon’s favorite phrases. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘think’?” she asked, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Explain why you won’t stop being my apprentice. You’re a mental absolute with full potential — start using that brain of yours. It’s a useful trick, especially for someone returning to the central palace. Your world’s quite the snake pit, isn’t it? Both humans and demons have decent beings among them, but for some reason, there are far too few of them. Most are more like Bohayle Rin.” 
 
      
 
    “We still have a contract for a year and a half. We share a spatial anomaly. We can communicate across distances. Being a mentor isn’t about protecting from all dangers — it’s about giving the right advice, guidance, or tool when needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the real world, o mental absolute,” I remarked sarcastically. “Looks like you’re finally starting to use your head.” 
 
      
 
    “It still feels wrong,” Althea admitted, her voice tinged with uncertainty. “I understand Elda and Carmin — they’ve found a goal. A proper one. It’ll lead them to success and help with their future ascension. But we don’t have a goal like that. I’m only returning home because you broke my barrier, made me a Master, and gave me a husband…” 
 
      
 
    Althea hesitated unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s not a goal!” she nearly exclaimed. “Making my father and uncle accept a human isn’t a goal — it’s a necessity!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s your choice — one you’ve made without the approval of your clan,” I reminded her. “Unlike Vyllea and me, you’ve never truly abandoned your clan. Even during your marriage to Læogh, you introduced yourself as Althea Lin, not just Althea. That’s perfectly normal. Not everyone gets to call themselves a Seeker. It’s especially hard for those in the central region or the palace. You and Læogh have your own fate, your own path, and your own goals. But just because you swap your mottled robes for something plain doesn’t mean you’ll stop being our apprentice. Even if you both surpass us in ascension, you’ll remain our apprentices. That’s the will of the Heavens from the moment we were brought together. In fact, your goal is harder than Elda and Carmin’s — not just yours, but that of you both. You have to prove to the demon world that a human can find a place there — not as a slave or servant but as an equal. You’ll have to break all the traditions of the demon world, just like our mentor Guerlon once did. I still don’t fully understand why he chose Vyllea and me — he must have sensed something. But he made sure Vyllea was accepted in this world. If one day you can make your world accept Læogh, you’ll have achieved your goal.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re suggesting we could end the war between our worlds?” Læogh asked, his voice rough from just waking up. 
 
      
 
    “Why not? What draws demons to this world? Resources? The need to devour Taoists? Something else? Find out, understand why demons keep attacking, and then you’ll know how to stop it. There are always points of connection — it’s just about understanding the real reason.” 
 
      
 
    “And getting rid of those who profit from the conflict,” Vyllea chimed in, showing she’d been listening all along. “As long as there are Taoists or demons who benefit from war, it’ll continue. Even a total doofus can understand that.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly why I’m saying that Althea and Læogh’s goals are far more serious than those of Elda and Carmin. But that’s the fate of those at the center — they can’t afford to get caught up in the problems of the Second Tier or the Second Circle. And they can’t stay with us anymore, either. We’ve already given all we could. Breaking the remaining dams at this stage of ascension is not an option. I don’t know why, but it’s not allowed. And it’s certainly not the time to turn Læogh into some kind of absolute. Once we’re Overlords, I’ll start breaking barriers. But not before. As I said, this discussion was pointless. The decision has been made — no one is turning back. That’s not the way of Seekers.” 
 
      
 
    “Which we’ll never become,” Althea wasn’t calming down. 
 
      
 
    “Which you’ll never become. But the spirit of the Seekers has seeped into you, and it’s there to stay,” I corrected her. “Being a Seeker doesn’t mean wearing mottled clothes and carrying a plaque. Those are external markers. A Seeker’s essence is inside each of you now. There’s no tearing that out.” 
 
      
 
    We only reached the border forts after three weeks. Unlike in Tier Zero, the lands of the Griffin Clan in the Second Tier hadn’t yet been fully overrun by demons. The region could even be described as thriving. Upon realizing there was no point in hiding behind tall artifact-guarded walls anymore, everyone spilled out into the open. Some tended to crops, others wasted time lounging on the grass, while others still strolled, trained, or fought. The residents of the borderlands had forgotten what life without war was like and had no idea what to do with themselves during this lull. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t enter the town to restock supplies. There were likely shortages, and the last thing we needed was to scrounge for leftovers. However, there were plenty of caravans hauling goods. Shrewd merchants, realizing the demons wouldn’t hunt them, had rushed to the borderlands to sell what was nearly worthless in the wider world — metal for weapons, food, spirit stones, various plants — anything and everything was for sale. But spirit vision didn’t reveal anything interesting, so I veered off the road and bypassed the border fortress entirely. Beyond, as I understood it, lay neutral lands, where most of the conflicts took place. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the enemy?” Vyllea asked when I stopped suddenly. There was scorched and barren earth with no cover all around us, yet the three Warriors had managed to blend in perfectly. They merged with the ground so well that I would never have found them without spirit vision. In truth, I wouldn’t have paid any attention to this trio if it weren’t for the fourth member of their small group — a demon, bound hand and foot. It seemed scouts from the border city had gone hunting and captured one of the residents of the demon city. There was a truce, of course, but the war never really ended. 
 
      
 
    I could have ignored this scene, but something about the demon struck me as odd. So odd, in fact, that I halted, focusing all my mental resources on my memories. Something about this demon was off. Why did he seem so strange? I didn’t recognize him — the energy structure was new to me. But something nagged at me. Unable to place the memory, I turned Muffin around and headed toward the hidden warriors. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Seeker Zander, and I need your prisoner!” I shouted, stopping about ten meters from the scouts. “I’ll pay three hundred spirit coins!” 
 
      
 
    “Not for sale!” came a gruff reply. The warriors realized they’d been found and stopped hiding. “We’ve been hunting this bastard for two years! He carried out public executions right in the center of their city! He’d tie up live girls and slit their throats, bathing in the gushing blood. This demon has to die!” 
 
      
 
    “He will die — Seeker’s word! But before that, I need to speak with him. I’ve got questions for a creature that delights in others’ pain. Come out — you’ll enjoy our conversation.” 
 
      
 
    The scouts’ words completed the puzzle for me. I understood what had unsettled me about the demon’s energy structure. There were certain elements I’d seen before — in the palace of Clan Phoenix. I had no idea how the Bohao cult had infiltrated the demon world, but I intended to find out. This could be the key to Delilah’s undoing. It looked like I’d have to revisit some unpleasant memories from my travels with mentor Guerlon. A Seeker always reached their goal, even if it meant torturing other sentient beings. 
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    “THERE SEEMS TO BE NO END to the kinds of filth you find among demons.” The head scout from the border city of Gwyant shuddered as he turned to me. “Elder, may we take the corpse?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need it.” I furiously scrubbed foreign blood off my hands, trying not to think about what I’d just done. It was a necessity — not something to be proud of, but also something that couldn't be avoided. Seekers needed to obtain information by any means available, and if that meant torturing another living being, then so be it — such was the decree of the Heavens. I didn’t want to delay the scouts, so I let them depart soon after, taking the mutilated body with them. 
 
      
 
    “I need to discuss this matter with my father and uncle,” Althea said in a pensive voice. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I suspect that someone among the high-ranking demons is involved — perhaps even a Prince. A few years ago, the God of the Querancy cult was destroyed. He was once a Prince. Something tells me that the God of the Bohao cult is also connected to the demons — either actively working with them or actually being one of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Husband, could you stop beating around the bush?” Vyllea stood facing me. “I can see from your face that you have some thoughts on this. Care to share?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have a single fact — only conjectures. I might as well start with a question. Althea, do you know anything about devices of the ancient people that are brought to the demon world?” 
 
      
 
    “Brought to the demon world?” Althea frowned. “I've never heard of anything like that. There are some artifacts made of the metal of the ancient people, but they are extremely rare.” 
 
      
 
    “But demons ravage anomalies completely!” It was Vyllea’s turn to frown. “Why is there so little ancient metal? Zander, you heard what my mother said — she sent devices and metal of the ancients to the central palace in entire caravans! Or did they never reach the central palace?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded. “The central palace didn't receive anything that Almyrda from the tribe of Urbangos sent. Because none of it went to House Lin, but rather to the palace of a rather cunning and sly demon who once became your stepfather.” 
 
      
 
    “Overlord Shang Li.” A note of hatred slipped into Vyllea’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “The very one. An exile from House Lin who secured the support of one of the Princes and took over the entire south of the demon world. Doesn’t it seem to you that he’s gained too much power and influence for a demon Overlord? Why don’t the Nascent Gods rein in this upstart? Is it because they don’t want to? Or simply can’t? Shang Li ensured the supply of devices and metal manufactured by the Ancients. Why? I suspect it was to create the altars of the Bohao Cult. Someone must have figured out how to make them so they wouldn’t need to rely on such rare finds anymore and could flood nearly every major city in all the Tiers and Circles with them. That’s precisely what the prisoner told us.” 
 
      
 
    The public execution enthusiast turned out to be an amazing character — as soon as he felt pain, he started spilling everything, from how many demons there were in the city to where he got the Bohao Cult’s altar as well as its current location. The technological sect had expanded significantly — there were about a dozen of its representatives in Ka-Dalin alone, which was just a minor border city of the demon world. And not just among your regular run-of-the-mill demons. For example, the mayor of Ka-Dalin, his top aides, and the heads of several trade guilds — the majority of demons with resources and influence, in other words — were members of this vile organization. Torturing people didn’t form bloody clots in the cultists’ chests — instead, a murky yellow sludge spread through their bodies, breaking through any barriers in ascension, including the Tier or Circle variety. The cultists still had to consume the pain-inducing substance — without it, nothing worked. Essentially, both demons and humans turned into monsters without changing outwardly. People would go to such lengths for the sake of ascension. While examining the corpse, I found many differences: some organs were missing, while others were altered. Yet outwardly everything appeared perfectly regular. 
 
      
 
    The demon I had just killed was the son of the leader of one of the Second Circle’s wealthier tribes. He felt untouchable, and therefore reveled in murdering people, wasting precious resources not for development, but to satisfy his own sadistic urges. This creature enjoyed killing, so I ended his life without regret. Before that, of course, I conducted several experiments with animal figurines. For some reason, I wanted to call the dried carcasses of unborn offspring figurines. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that the demon whose blood contained the murky yellow sludge from the device of the ancients felt pronounced discomfort near the figurine. And when I placed it on his chest, he squealed like a stuck pig. This completely overturned all my ideas about where these figurines in the second Tier came from. Previously, I’d been thinking that House Pao had placed them there to prevent monsters from reaching large settlements, but now I no longer believed that. Someone else had placed the figurines. Someone who hadn’t tainted themselves and their blood with the poison from the world of the ancients. Someone whom House Pao came to hate afterward. For example, the personal apprentices of the great artifact master Huang Lung. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that the figurines can identify a Bohao cultist with perfect accuracy. Moreover, due to the presence of additional impurities in the blood, its structure had very distinctive features. Unfortunately, only three beings could see this — myself, Elda, and Althea. Not the greatest army in the fight against a cult that had overrun two worlds and subjugated many high-profile Taoists and demons. 
 
      
 
    Despite my efforts, the prisoner couldn’t name the Deputy or Lord of the cult in the Second Circle or Tier. He simply didn’t know. Born in the First Circle, he was never supposed to become a Warrior, but the dirty-yellow sludge that had entered his body through the altar allowed him to break through the block in his ascension. 
 
      
 
    “And yet I refuse to believe my father and uncle are involved in this,” Althea was determined to defend her family to the last. “They would never stoop to torturing others and reveling in their suffering.” 
 
      
 
    “They wouldn’t even need to,” Læogh replied thoughtfully. “If I understand how the Bohao cult’s altars work, the suffering and agony of the victims are used to charge the dirty-yellow sludge so it doesn’t kill the host, but gives them strength instead, breaking their barriers. If any of your kin are involved, they wouldn’t have to do anything themselves — just arrive at the right time, sit on the altar, and receive their portion of sludge. The demons handle the torturing. The ones ascending don’t need to participate in it. They may not even know about the tortures. For them, the ascension comes through the kind of suffering sanctioned by the Heavens. My question is, how many living beings are needed to charge the altar? I’m sure the number varies with each stage of ascension.” 
 
      
 
    “The demon mentioned three dozen lives were needed to turn him into a Warrior,” I mused. “It would take far more to become a Master or break through to that level.” 
 
      
 
    “So, could it be that all high-ranking Taoists and demons are part of the Bohao cult?” The news clearly unsettled Althea. 
 
      
 
    “One of the Nameless Ones told us this — the cult’s altars vanish, but they aren’t destroyed. Those who control this world couldn’t care less about the lives of ordinary people and demons. They have entirely different goals — their own ascension.” 
 
      
 
    “Not caring about the lives of others…” Althea pondered. “Mentor, what if the conflict between our worlds exists because of this? Because of resources, but not the ones we’re used to — living resources? The demons need humans, and the Taoists need… demons?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not demons,” I corrected her. “Altars. They’re made in your world. One of the Princes oversees the process. The God of the Bohao cult resides in the central palace of the demon world and doesn’t even bother to hide. Why would he, when most of those around him are dependent on him?” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s just wrong!” Althea exclaimed passionately. “Thousands of people or demons dying an agonizing death in exchange for ascension is something that has no place in our world!” 
 
      
 
    “And so it shouldn’t,” I agreed. “That’s why we need to decide what to do about it. The Bohao cult isn’t some local organization — it’s a massive structure with tendrils spread across both worlds. As soon as we start eliminating its members, a hunt will begin. And no one will care about your origins. The daughter of a prince will be killed just as easily as the son of a village elder from Tier Zero.” 
 
      
 
    “Husband, enough with your lectures! It’s seriously annoying! We all get it — wherever we see these scumbags, we’ll destroy them. We’ll find a secluded spot to pile up their altars. The Ancients are gone, so the resources to make altars are dwindling. Sooner or later, they’ll run out. Why drag this out? You’re all so maddeningly indecisive!” Vyllea’s frustration was palpable. 
 
      
 
    “I’m in, Mentor. Torturing for the sake of ascension is wrong,” Læogh declared when I looked at him. “Killing for ascension is fine, I don’t see anything wrong with that. But tormenting hundreds or even thousands of defenseless beings — that’s an abomination. Something like that should be punished.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in,” Althea nodded when I turned to her. “I don’t believe my family is involved, but I do believe this has to be stopped.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to know the structure and details,” Elda said when I told her about the news and our decision. “I don’t think there will be many cult members in the Second Tier, but I’ll keep my eyes open. If they’re anywhere, it’s in the capital. Everyone loves comfort.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll kill them all!” Carmin assured us. “Ascension through the pain of others is not sanctioned by the Heavens.” 
 
      
 
    “It seems the Heavens themselves had led the scouts to capture the demon and cross our path,” I remarked. “Well then, let’s visit Ka-Dalin and see what kind of cultists lurk there.” 
 
      
 
    Life became so much simpler when you had a grand purpose. Ascension for the sake of ascension was all well and good, but sooner or later, you’d realize it to be meaningless. Why crawl toward the central Tiers? You could just live peacefully in the First Tier, or even in Tier Zero — plant wheat or rice, raise livestock, have children, enjoy life, and not worry that at any moment those who’ve hit their ascension ceiling might come for you. You could be taken, among many others, just so your last moments would be filled with pain and suffering. Even though the Bohao cult had spread its tentacles across both worlds, and there were only six of us (eight, if I could convince Mentor Guerlon and Clyed Feng to join the fight), we would still fight. Because such was the will of the Heavens! 
 
      
 
    Ka-Dalin resembled a massive fortified citadel, surrounded by an enormous barrier reinforced with protective formations. There was no wall stretching to the horizon like the one in the First Tier — Warriors at this stage wouldn’t allow the demons to establish a formal boundary. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a wormhole here,” I noted as we approached the city. Despite attempts to conceal it with additional formations, my spirit vision pierced through them effortlessly. If there was a wormhole leading to the demon world, it meant there was a portal on the other side, through which Althea and Læogh could travel to the central palace. 
 
      
 
    “Turn back! Humans aren’t welcome here!” came a gruff voice as Muffin neared the gates. They had seen us coming from afar and had prepared by sealing the entrance. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Althea Lin!” the green-haired woman shouted. “I am the daughter of a prince! I demand entry into Ka-Dalin, passage to the other side, and access to the portal!” 
 
      
 
    What a magical phrase — “daughter of a prince.” Althea and Læogh removed their rings, transforming into demons, and the locals began scrambling like they’d been stung! Within twenty minutes, the mayor of Ka-Dalin appeared on the wall. He was a short and unpleasant individual with murky yellow sludge coursing through his veins. He was the only demon in the human part of Ka-Dalin who had tasted human pain. As I could see, there were no other cult members present. There was no altar anywhere, either — my spirit vision scanned the city down to the last brick, but no relevant energy structure appeared. It seemed the ritual took place on the other side. 
 
      
 
    “How can you prove you’re the daughter of a prince?” The mayor was cautious. He wasn’t rude, as Althea’s claim could be true, but he wasn’t fawning, either. 
 
      
 
    “Is this enough?” Althea pulled out a small emblem and held it high above her head. “Or do I need to shove it down your throat? One way or another, I’ll reach the portal, Junior! There isn’t a single Master in your city. I’ll give you one minute to make the right decision. I need to speak with my family, and you’re the only one standing in my way. Time’s ticking!” 
 
      
 
    The gates creaked open — the mayor had indeed made the right choice. We were eyed like exotic animals as we passed through. It seemed it had been a long time since free humans had wandered the streets of Ka-Dalin. If it had been up to the mayor, he’d have done something to us, but Althea’s confident stride left him no choice but to comply. Soon enough we crossed the wormhole and found ourselves in the demon world. Althea inhaled the familiar air deeply and even shuddered with pleasure. Læogh, too, seemed to breathe more easily here than in his homeland. As for me, I had no time to pay attention to such details — my mind was focused on analyzing the scene revealed by my spirit vision. Ka-Dalin in the demon world was about three times the size of its human counterpart. I detected Masters and even several Overlords here. My mind highlighted those demons with the murky yellow sludge in their blood in a sickly green hue. There were fifteen in total, including the mayor who accompanied us. Ten Warriors and five Masters. Judging by the fact that all of them were peak-stage demons, none of them were simple. It was as our prisoner had said — only the wealthy or influential could afford to ignore their ascension problems. The most remarkable discovery was the cult’s power source — an underground chamber sealed with ancient metal where the altar was kept. Hundreds of prisoners were held there, along with a familiar beast that drained energy. The cult’s base was an exact replica of the one I had found in the First Tier of the human world. Clearly, someone had a team of builders working off the same blueprint. 
 
      
 
    Our escort grew considerably as a few Masters joined the mayor. They cast hostile glances at us, but said nothing. What if Vyllea and I were also important enough to be here? The news that the daughter of a prince had arrived in Ka-Dalin spread across both sides of the city like wildfire. 
 
      
 
    Under such a tight escort, we were brought to the central palace. The portal was already active, with a portal keeper standing beside it. 
 
      
 
    “I need to speak with my uncle,” Althea said in a tone that suggested she had every right to. Our escorts froze — this was the moment of truth. If the portal keeper asked even one question like, “Who are you, child?” we would have to eliminate everyone. But he didn’t. Giving Althea a once-over, the portal keeper declared, 
 
      
 
    “Wait here, Althea of House Lin.” 
 
      
 
    That was the turning point — in mere moments, the portal chamber emptied. It was clear that the inhabitants of the Second Circle weren’t eager to cross paths with any members of the ruling House. 
 
      
 
    “Vyllea, come here,” I called my wife over and immediately initiated a conjunction. Before Althea became a demon again, our double conjunction hadn’t affected Vyllea and me. Now, though, everything should work — staying in Ka-Dalin in human form wasn’t quite right. It didn’t take long to activate all five energy streams and check the dams. By the time the portal shimmered again and the powerful figure of Phasor Lin stepped through, there wasn’t a human left in the room. The conjunction was working as it should again. 
 
      
 
    “So, this is how it is,” Uncle Phasor said, looking at Althea and Læogh, who were holding hands. The Nascent God formed four identifying sigils and sent them flying, but only one reached its target — the one aimed at Læogh. I had expected this and intercepted the seals meant for Vyllea and me. It didn’t cause any major issues. Althea managed to unravel the symbol aimed at her, leaving only Læogh defenseless against Uncle Phasor’s curiosity about who he was dealing with. 
 
      
 
    “So, this is how it is,” the demon repeated. “My girl, have you really become an energy vampire? And returned to your original form as well? And you’re a Master now, too? Or are my old eyes deceiving me into seeing what I want to see?” 
 
      
 
    “A lot has happened to me, Uncle.” 
 
      
 
    “But of course it has. Do you have any idea your father nearly tore down the palace when he saw the golden scroll with the notification of your marriage? And not just to this Seeker — your body had chosen him as your mate, and we were already prepared for that. But it had to be someone nameless! And, as far as I can see, not even an absolute. Just a demon. Or not a demon?” 
 
      
 
    “Not a demon, Uncle. A Taoist,” Althea said, and for a brief moment, Phasor Lin’s emotions slipped. The usually gentle uncle allowed himself a sharp, piercing gaze. I was sure those who had seen that look didn’t live long. However, Phasor Lin hadn’t earned his place at the prince’s right hand for nothing. He quickly regained his composure, returning to his usual carefree expression. “Well, this should be interesting. I hope this isn’t the reason you wanted to see me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming home, Uncle. Mentor Zander broke through my barriers and helped me become a Master. But not an ordinary Master, Uncle. I control all four elements, without the need for conjunction. I have a rainbow elemental core. And not just me — my husband has the same. Tell me, Uncle, how many demons can work with all four elements? I’m guessing none.” 
 
      
 
    “So, this is how it is,” Fasor Lin said for the third time, and this time his surprise seemed genuine. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, what do you say about my uncle? Is he clean?” 
 
      
 
    “Your uncle is clean,” I answered aloud. Now that I was a full-fledged Master I could sense the energy structures of those on the path to immortality at the Nascent God stage. There wasn’t a trace of the murky yellow sludge in Phasor Lin’s body. 
 
      
 
    “That’s quite a statement.” Phasor Lin gave me a hard look. “What do you mean by ‘clean’? I doubt you’re talking about outer cleanliness. Seekers aren’t as suicidal as they want the world to believe. So, are we talking about inner cleanliness? I’d like a bit more information.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to speak with my father. Now that I’ve become a demon, he won’t avoid meeting me, will he? I’ll explain what my mentor meant there.” 
 
      
 
    “Your mentor? The Seekers are coming with you? Is that why they became demons?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m returning home with my husband. But Mentor Zander will remain my mentor forever, Uncle. He’s earned that right. Look at what he’s done for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Frankly, the only reason he’s still alive is because of what you’ve become. But I still haven’t received an answer. What do you mean by ‘clean’?” 
 
      
 
    “The Bohao cult. There’s none of their sludge in you,” Althea said. The pleasant smile vanished from Phasor Lin’s face, his features sharpening. The demon closed his eyes for a moment, as if checking to see if there were any invisible cultists around us. 
 
      
 
    “Sloth, reveal yourself — it’s safe now,” I said before the Nascent God could act. Phasor Lin opened his eyes, and I added, “There are no cultists or Bohao representatives nearby. Ka-Dalin houses fifteen cult members and one altar. This beast is with us, so please don’t destroy it.” 
 
      
 
    Before replying, Phasor Lin waved his hand, creating a protective formation around us, just in case. 
 
      
 
    “Good thing you’ve clarified that about the beast, Seeker. As for what you said, girl, that’s not exactly a popular topic in the central palace.” 
 
      
 
    “This is the path I’ve chosen, Uncle. The Bohao cult must be eradicated. We know their altars are made in our world. Probably not in the central palace — too many witnesses there. Most likely, Overlord Shang Li is involved. It’s no coincidence he’s under the patronage of one of the princes. I’m not returning home to smile at people and attend receptions. I’m coming back to find the creator of the altars and destroy them. Whether I do it alone or with your help doesn’t matter. That is the way of a Seeker.” 
 
      
 
    “Which you are not,” Uncle Phasor noted, turning his gaze to me. “I suppose I should thank you, human, but I won’t. I don’t like the resolve you’ve instilled in my niece. When she was a meek little mouse, she was much easier to deal with. You didn’t become a demon just to visit the central palace. Remember, your task is to make sure my niece isn’t implicated in the destruction of fifteen cultists and their altar. You’ll begin in a week, no sooner. Well then, niece. Let’s go and introduce your father to his new son-in-law and show him how much you’ve changed. None of this will end well, mark my words.” 
 
      
 
    Moments later, there were only three of us left in the portal chamber: Vyllea, Sloth, who quickly faded into invisibility, and me. So, Phasor Lin needed a week? Fine. A week wouldn’t change the bigger picture. 
 
      
 
    The Seekers’ war against the Bohao cult had officially begun! 
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