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Chapter 1

MY VYLLEA WAS dead. The leader of the Tiger Clan had sacrificed himself to complete some bizarre incomprehensible order. And what was the point of living in this world if Vyllea wasn’t next to me? Such sappy thoughts plagued my bewildered mind as I mourned the grim fate of my partner, but my body refused to give up. It decided to act. A healing scroll appeared in one hand, and the heart of a Master stage blue anomaly in the other. I used the healing technique, burning one node. First on myself — it was hard to accomplish anything with broken legs. Bones snapped back into place with a crunch, and I nearly passed out from the pain. I growled and shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. There was no way I could rest now! Yet the pain was so sharp that tears started flowing against my will. I wiped them away and burned another node — it would be too wasteful to jump up and run to Vyllea. Every second counted, and I’d deal with the nodes later. Another healing scroll jumped into my hand, my palm already laid on Vyllea, and I activated the healing technique, sacrificing another node.

Vyllea arched, gasped for air with a noise that resembled a scream, but then went limp. I was stunned for a few moments — the healing hadn’t worked for some reason. It should have worked! A rational thought occurred to turn her over to see the wound. It was horrific, and what scared me the most was that the healing scroll couldn’t handle it. An enormous hole gaped in Vyllea’s body, and as I recalled her last moments, I came to a horrendous realization: the healing scroll wouldn’t work without a heart. A heart! I desperately needed a heart!

Some sixth sense told me that time was slipping away. Not just slipping, but fleeing at the speed of Molly going full throttle! My eyes landed on the fallen leader nearby, and before I knew what I was doing, I was already crouched before him, tearing open his chest. Since this bastard had taken Vyllea’s heart, I’d use his own organ for the healing. Tearing out the bloody piece of flesh, I inserted it into my partner’s wound and burned another node, activating the healing scroll.

The way the foreign heart popped out of Vyllea with a loud thud nearly shocked me — the body rejected the alien organ. Vyllea arched again, inhaling, but this time without screaming. She didn’t even open her eyes.

A heart! But where would I find one? I would rip out my own and give it to Vyllea without a moment’s hesitation if I knew it would help, and consequences be damned. I looked around frantically, trying to figure out what to do, and my gaze fell on my right hand, holding the heart of the Master stage blue anomaly. A heart? Indeed. It didn’t matter that it wasn't human — Vyllea wasn’t human, either. Maybe it would work with demons?

It didn’t. The egg shot out of Vyllea’s back as swiftly as her killer’s heart. But this time I was mentally prepared and managed to catch the energy source right in the air. Warrior-stage healing didn’t work. A foreign heart didn’t fit. The blue anomaly’s heart didn’t fit, either. Would I give up? Never! I still had plenty of scrolls and nodes left. I’d burn myself out until Vyllea woke up! Or until I lay down beside her.

“My father used to say that the ancients could heal ailments that even the healing of a Nascent God couldn’t always cure! They could even resurrect the dead!”

Darna’s words resurfaced in my memory as I prepared to use another scroll and burn through another node. Why didn’t I think of the device in our anomaly first? An autonomous resuscitation transport capsule, as the strange Taoist from the central region had called it, appeared next to Vyllea. I had no idea how to use it; the memory crystal only showed the process of placing a person in the capsule, but it was unclear if any additional steps were needed. In any case, I had no other choice. I lifted the lid, carefully placed Vyllea inside, and closed it. I knew the sequence of buttons to press, especially since I understood most of the labels now. “Power on” — “Activate” — “Stabilize” — “Fix.” A red dot lit up, and a moment later, it changed color. Not to green, as in the memory crystal, however, but to yellow. Yellow! What did that mean? Why yellow instead of green? What did it signify? The capsule of the ancients provided the answer: several pictograms appeared on the surface of the lid. How grateful I was to the strange Taoist for giving us a book on the language of the ancients!

“Required resources missing. Insert cartridge.”

Grateful? Scratch that! What cartridge? What the hell was a cartridge, damn it?! There was a click, and another small lid opened on the side of the metal box. Behind it was an empty space, but its shape gave me an idea. Anomalies were echoes of the world of the ancients, who had lived before the appearance of the Primordial Soul. The heart of an anomaly somehow allowed interaction between the two worlds, feeding the echoes of the ancients with Qi energy. The shape of the cartridge, whatever it was, resembled the projection of the egg and matched the size of what I still held in my hands perfectly.

There was no doubt about what to do — the egg filled the void, the lid closed itself, and the box made a strange rattling sound, as if mechanisms that hadn’t moved for thousands of years started working, and then everything went silent, and the yellow dot disappeared. In its place appeared a green one. Green!

“Patient stabilized. Fixation for transport not required: injuries are minor, can be treated by the capsule. Time for resuscitation procedures: quinzain.”

I didn’t understand some of the words, but I grasped the main idea — Vyllea would live! The device of the ancients considered having her heart ripped out a minor injury. What level of medical skill did the ancients possess if their transport capsule could do this? It was only meant to support the body during transportation to a more advanced facility, apparently. I needed something like that, too! I needed everything related to the ancients! A countdown timer appeared on the capsule. The ancients’ time system was complex and confusing, but thanks to the timer, I managed to convert the time into understandable units. A quinzain equaled two weeks, three days, and twelve hours.

As I sat on the ground, I noticed my entire body trembling. I tried to calm down, but it was futile — my body appeared to have a life of its own. It had completed its mission by saving Vyllea, and now it was catching up with my mind in its eagerness to rail at the world being so unfair. Another healing scroll appeared in my hand, but I put it back in my personal inventory after some thought. It was dangerous to use it again. I no longer had the heart of a blue anomaly, and five of my nodes had already shriveled into raisins. Given that there were invisible meridians with immense energy reserves between all our nodes, I didn’t even want to think about what would happen if Vyllea and I entered into conjunction. The meridian energy would surge outward, sweeping away everything in its path. This was Master stage energy, so Vyllea and I would be reduced to two handfuls of dark ash. I had a little over a fortnight to restore my nodes to normal, but there was a problem — the source had just been destroyed (or, at the very least, become inaccessible). Over the next quinzain, it would be healing my partner, growing her a new heart.

The sigil on which the Tiger Clan group had once stood began to fade. Without its sustaining source, it released energy into the surrounding world. I had to wrest control over my rebellious body, rise, and approach to memorize the structure of its components. Losing a source of knowledge was unacceptable — you never knew when and where it might come in handy. Moreover, I managed to intercept the smoldering threads of energy and drain them completely, destroying the sigil in its entirety. There was no doubt where to direct the scraps of new energy — I needed a meridian to survive without Vyllea for these two and a half weeks. At least one. I spent all the energy from the sigil on forming it. There wasn’t even enough to encircle a single node.

However, this was just the beginning — I had a clear goal and understood how to achieve it. My personal inventory anomaly enveloped the capsule with Vyllea and vanished, leaving the box in place. My heart warmed — a living person couldn’t enter an anomaly even inside an autonomous resuscitation capsule. My demon was indeed alive! I summoned Molly and loaded the box with Vyllea onto the carriage. It took some effort to secure the cumbersome structure to the folded seat, but it seemed to hold well. The capsule wouldn’t fall off even if Molly started climbing a mountain. As I drove over to collect the bodies of the dead, I was positively thrilled with my cart: it didn’t jolt, even on large bumps, didn’t sink into potholes, and moved smoothly and confidently. Nothing should hinder my girl’s recovery!

The bonfire was large — I had to use a considerable amount of my wood supply. I still couldn’t work with elements, and I wasn’t even sure what my element was. Leaving ten corpses behind without knowing how First-Tier folks would react to them was dangerous. Especially since the group belonged to the Tiger Clan, who, judging by what had transpired, were vengeful bastards. I decided their clothes were useless and disposed of them along with the bodies. The weapons were more interesting. My haul included two crossbows with a dozen simple bolts, a chain with a spiked ball at the end, and several jis. The latter were my favorite — my father had taught me how to handle a spear, and this pole weapon wasn’t much different. I wouldn’t become a ji master anytime soon, but I could still fend off an opponent, albeit, perhaps, not the most experienced one.

The most valuable item, however, was the spatial pouch I’d taken from the group's leader. My spirit vision was still blinded by the proximity to the barrier, so I had to open this bastard’s chest wide open to count the meridian threads. There were seven, but there was no energy core. As I suspected, the group was led by a Golden Apprentice. Nevertheless, he was no simple apprentice — after all, he’d survived the attachment of the spatial pouch. Or, to rephrase it, this Taoist had somehow earned the right for a spatial pouch. I did the right thing by burning them; such a Taoist would undoubtedly be sought after. Although… what would be the point? Many in the village saw them chase after us, and then suddenly, the client, whoever they were, ended up with Vyllea’s heart in their possession. Those who really wanted to know what happened to the group could figure it out without leaving their armchair, just by pure conjecture.

The death of the owner didn’t remove the binding — the leader’s storage remained sealed. The process of undoing the binding of an artifact was well-documented and studied along with the actual binding process, but the Taoist performing this action had to be at a level comparable to that of the artifact. Spatial pouches were the creations of Overlords, so only an artificer of a corresponding ascension stage could remove the binding without consequences. I needed mentor Guerlon. And in order to get inside this spatial pouch and learn more about this group, I was even willing to meet with Darna. I needed the client, and I had a strong feeling that the pouch would yield a name. The name of a future corpse. If someone thought they could order the murder of Seekers without any repercussions, I had bad news for them.

The fact that the group leader had a storage artifact made almost all valuable items of the group inaccessible to me. There were a few pouches with spirit coins, three healing scrolls, and about ten spirit stones of the Apprentice stage. That was all these bastards, who nearly killed Vyllea, could offer. Gathering all the spirit stones into a pile, I began extracting their energy, swirling it around two nodes. It immediately felt nauseating: forming a meridian in the real world as opposed to the spiritual was accompanied by bodily changes. It felt like someone was twisting my chest muscles in order to form an energy transfer channel out of them. The procedure was so unpleasant that I wanted to stop it several times — some part of my consciousness wanted to give up and wait for Vyllea’s return unhurriedly, because forming real nodes with her wasn’t unpleasant at all.

A realization struck me like a bolt out of the blue — I was exhibiting an unforgivable weakness! Vyllea would have walloped me with all her might for such behavior! No weakness was allowed — to survive in the First Tier, we had to become stronger! I drew energy from the pile of spirit stones, completely ignoring the sensations in my chest. A weak body shouldn’t stand between me and ascension!

The energy between the two nodes accumulated, solidified, and spiraled, but it took a long time for it to start yielding the desired result. I had to replenish the pile with useless spirit stones from the Tier Zero — after all, they had to go somewhere. The energy poured into me like water into sand. At some point, I even began to think that achieving any result at all without the heart of an anomaly was impossible. Then the energy between the nodes started to condense at last. The pain in my chest became so intense that I growled, barely maintaining concentration — one of the nodes started to turn into a focal point. The energy no longer disappeared like water into sand — it vanished into the focal point as if it were a bottomless pit. However, the solidification of the conduit between the future focal point and the first node allowed me to work with the ambient energy. The solidification absorbed energy, but I didn’t let it dissipate; I redirected it into the focal point. The lack of proper and comprehensive training had nearly played a cruel joke on me again — before forming the first meridian, a Taoist needed to transform one of the nodes into a focal point. A place that would eventually connect with seven nodes, giving rise to seven meridian threads. Somehow, I had completely forgotten about the focal point and was now draining all the available energy to rectify the situation.

The moment of transformation was unforgettable. At one point, the focal point and my first meridian flared brightly, jolting me out of concentration. But there were no consequences — my body had advanced to the next stage of ascension already. As I opened my eyes, I gasped in astonishment: the world had changed. Now it was filled with colors I had never known existed. A sense of power, freedom, and a thirst for action surged through me. My senses felt changed. Scents were sharper and could be unfolded into a myriad components; I could see grass stalks thirty feet away, and my hearing picked up new sounds. Surely my taste and touch had also changed, but I didn’t want to waste time on that right now because my spirit vision had also transformed. The barrier wall no longer blinded me, and the world of the First Tier revealed itself to me in all its glory.

What did spirit vision show me in Tier Zero? Only things that contained a hint of energy. Artifacts, spirit stones, places of power, Taoists’ nodes and meridians, while items or Taoists beyond my ascension stage were seen as black cutouts. However, the world itself remained hidden — there was so little energy that I couldn’t see the objects themselves. But here in the First Tier, things were entirely different — absolutely everything contained energy here. Every living thing has adapted, absorbing the higher volumes of energy permeating the very fabric of being here. I saw everything! Every detail, every leaf, every blade of grass within a mile’s radius! Moreover, now I could see underground, too. My spirit vision was much weaker there — visibility was limited to just fifteen feet, but the fact that I could observe the movement of a worm on the path of ascension as thick as my arm, for instance, was thrilling. I could probably walk with my eyes closed now! The only discomfort was the deathly white color of the energy. Still, the new vibrancy of colors interested me more.

A bright place of power immediately caught my attention — a flower on the path of ascension was about a mile away. Yes, there were differences between plants that had simply absorbed energy and those on the path of ascension. I suppose the same applied to animals. The same worm that was gnawing through the earth six feet below the surface so diligently was vastly different from its counterparts doing the same above. Ordinary worms had merely adapted to living in such conditions, and their energy didn’t burn them, but the worm with two meridian threads clearly had some mission known only to The Heavens. It moved with too much purpose and in too straight a line, leaving behind a rather wide tunnel. This strange creature used techniques to compact the soil around its passage, leaving no trace behind. I focused, trying to see where this strange worm had come from: I needed to locate a place in the ground devoid of energy. It was easy, but I saw nothing useful within the mile-wide radius of my spirit vision. Just an endless tunnel forming two meters deep the width of my bicep.

Wasn’t that strange? As far as I knew, nothing in nature was ever straight. Worms, even if they were out of their minds, never crawled in a straight line. They didn’t leave dense tunnels behind. They certainly didn’t crawl at that depth! I shook my head and returned to more important matters. First, I needed to deal with myself. Then I could start thinking about worms.

My first meridian was but a flimsy thread. Exactly as it should for any standard Copper-ranked Apprentice. It was embarrassing to compare it to the meridians between Vyllea and me. Those were several times thicker and more powerful. But that wasn’t my concern right now — I simply didn’t have enough energy to open the second meridian. All the spirit stones had been used up to open the focal point and the first energy channel. Even though I had channeled the ambient energy into my new formation, which was now gradually being filled with energy, and might even grow into something quite formidable someday, I was practically void of any power myself. One meridian allowed for only two techniques: either Spirit Armor or Steps. Not both at the same time — I had to choose and essentially bind a technique to a specific meridian. It was terribly inconvenient and wrong, but such was reality. The energy between two nodes needed to understand how and for what it would be used. None of this was even an issue for a couple in conjunction.

So, defense or speed? The choice was obvious — with Molly, I had speed covered. Especially since my current meridian allowed me to use a technique no more than ten times. Maybe fifteen, but that was the absolute limit. I wouldn’t test it now — the meridian looked empty. My gaze involuntarily rested on the resuscitation capsule that had consumed the heart of the blue anomaly. Enough! That item was gone. I’d never had it to begin with! Therefore, spiritual defense was more important to me now. I closed my eyes, visualizing my body and aligning it with the studied technique. Binding it wasn’t difficult, and the meridian changed in a specific way. It now bore the imprint of a simple first-rank technique. Adding another first-rank technique to it wouldn’t be possible.

After ensuring there was no trace left of the group of assassins, I climbed into Molly. Showing up with an ancient artifact in crowded places was a bad idea. Treasure hunters or members of Houses who would turn me over to the Clan would attempt to grab me on sight. There’d be no shortage Powerful Taoists vying to take the capsule — and I was sure they wouldn’t balk at throwing Vyllea out of it. Thus, villages and any potential encounters with other Taoists were out of the question for now. I had enough food in my inventory, and I had already created a protective formation, albeit only with two reinforcements. All I needed was to find a suitable place with plenty of energy where I could meditate to my heart’s content. The mountains ahead seemed to be calling me, but something inside resisted. The strange worm, carrying out its monotonous but crucial task, kept crawling toward an unknown goal. I wasn’t lazy and checked its path again: a perfectly straight tunnel, wide enough for some rodents to run through without fear of predators. I was itching to understand this oddity, and after checking the direction in which the worm was travelling, I couldn’t help flashing a smug grin — the Heavens were clearly on my side. The strange creature crawled almost parallel to the barrier, moving away from it at a slight angle. Most importantly, it was heading away from the village — to some place without people. At least, none were detectable anywhere. What else could it be but a sign from the Heavens?

As soon as I got my bearings, I steered Molly away from human settlements. From what I’d learned about the First Tier, there was little free energy near the barrier, which made it pointless for any Taoists to remain here. All the noteworthy and interesting objects lay further — beyond the mountain range rising to the side. Thus, it was highly likely no one would be around. I needed to find a safe place, set up a formation, and wait two and a half weeks, gradually strengthening my meridian or trying to replenish my depleted nodes.

Hold up! What was this? That worm was one sly mother!
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Chapter 2

MOLLY MOVED ACROSS a broad foothill plain dotted sparsely with stunted trees. There was nothing remarkable or interesting here. Over the entire course of my journey I found nothing but a few plants on the path of ascension. My spirit vision revealed that they were less than a year old — Taoists arriving in the first tier must have cleaned up everything near the checkpoint. After all, all this stuff was free, and it was almost safe. Even animals had no business here. Judging by the trampled grass, this place was well-visited by folks searching for anything useful or valuable. Even the most unremarkable burdock plant on the path of ascension was a worthwhile find to someone fresh in from Tier Zero. However, the most valuable things were not on the surface but where the sight of a mere Candidate or even a Copper-ranked Apprentice couldn’t reach. And experienced Taoists of the Warrior or Master stage had no business in such backwaters. To be honest, if it weren’t for the worm with its strange determination, I would never have thought there was treasure to be found a mere ten miles from the checkpoint.

The worms were unusual enough for me to pay close attention to their movements — the one I had spotted first wasn’t the only one. As I got closer to its goal, I noticed another dozen creatures crawling in similar routes just as confidently. Some were moving toward the goal, while others, glowing with energy so bright they looked a little like the barrier between the tiers, were crawling back through the dug tunnel. They had completed their task by gorging themselves on free energy, and could now move to another rank with a clear conscience. That was why they were forming their tunnels: after such a feast, not everyone could use techniques. I counted thirty empty passages, twelve worms feasting at the moment, and another seven confidently crawling away. Considering that my acquaintance was supposed to appear here in a couple of months, these worms had known about this place for a long time, but told no one. This was their secret power center, allowing them to ascend without much trouble.

The power center itself was located almost fifteen feet deep and was a small shinbone. This bone lay at the center of a nine-foot pocket of black dust — everything surrounding the bone had been destroyed. Given that we were in the First Tier, such a phenomenon could only have been caused by an Overlord stage item at least. The worms didn’t risk approaching the bone itself. The earth and everything surrounding the bone had turned into very fine energy-saturated dust, which was enough for them. I wondered how many worms it took to realize that moving beyond the dust was impossible. Surely not just a few hundred, maybe even a thousand.

Above the bone, three feet below the surface, lay a large metal plate that protected the area from ground subsidence. It also provided almost perfect protection: if you used spirit vision on it, the bone was invisible. Since the plate had been taken from an anomaly of the ancients, the bone clearly didn’t end up here of its own accord. The earth had been compacted, and the worms had managed to inform many of their kin from different parts of the First Tier about this free method of ascension, so the bone had been here for a long time — hundreds of years, most likely.

A protective formation, formed by four stakes, concealed an unremarkable part of the plain, hiding me from prying eyes. My perfect creation with three conditions had been confiscated by a Taoist from the central region, so Vyllea and I had to make ourselves a new protective artifact back in the Tier Zero. The weaponsmith couldn’t quickly get Warrior-stage stakes, so we had to settle for First-Tier items. This meant only two conditions, so it wasn’t perfect protection. I was unseen, and no one could get to me, but I could still be heard. No shouting. However, even such protection would have saved me from a group of Tiger clan assassins if I had half a minute to set it up.

Even after the formation activated, hiding me from the world, I stood on Molly for a long time, looking around. Ten miles wasn’t much of a distance in this world. I was practically right next to the checkpoint chock full of registrars and strong Taoists. Before implementing my plan, I needed to ensure no one would disturb me. It seemed quiet — not a soul was visible on the plain, and within a mile-wide radius, spirit vision showed no Taoists or beasts. Except for those under my feet, whom I now considered allies. After all, their comrade had led me here, so I wouldn’t kill the worms unless necessary. Let them live.

After a brief consideration, I decided to store Molly in the inventory — the capsule with Vyllea would rest on the ground in the meantime. I looked at the ancient plate again — it worked perfectly, blocking all the energy emitted by the bone. All the power from the ancient beast’s remnant seeped into the earth. Whoever had created this place was meticulous about guarding their cache. If I hadn’t noticed the strange worm, I would have easily overlooked this spot. It couldn’t be seen from a distance, the plate blocked everything up close, and you could only peek beneath it to see the hidden item from the distance of a few dozen paces.

I would have to do some digging. The previous time I engaged in this activity was about eight years ago, back home in the village. The shovel we had tossed into the anomaly just in case came in handy at last. The energy source was too attractive to pass up. But to reach the energy threads, I needed to mimic the worms and dig a burrow several meters from the black dust ball, gradually moving closer to the bone, tracking the energy flows. If this really was an Overlord stage artifact, it would turn me to dust if I tried to dig down to the plate and move it aside. Haste could prove fatal here.

The plan took three days to execute. The pit was sizeable, and at a depth of ten feet, I began to sense the source’s energy. It didn’t penetrate any higher, so the grass above me did not experience any unnatural growth. I had to stop about a foot and a half from the sphere of black dust — getting closer was too dangerous. The annoyed worms moved away from their feeding ground, feeling the ground’s vibrations, and trembled with anger. Perhaps they were communicating, plotting my destruction. Who knows what those worms were up to. I didn’t care about them much; what mattered was that I could finally meditate properly and focus on my own power enhancement.

First, I needed to restore the constricted nodes. I grabbed one of the energy threads traveling underground and started wrapping it around the first node — only to realize that it wouldn’t suffice. The thread was too thin to be of any help. I had to increase the level of absorbed energy. Eventually, a thick stream of energy, as wide as a worm, flowed from the bone into me. This was the only way to unfurl my constricted nodes, making them ready for further work. I was wrong to think the bone belonged to an Overlord stage creature. No! It was a Master, maybe a peak Master, but no more. Why? Because my nodes worked easily with familiar power. The nodes formed by the anomaly’s heart required a corresponding power source for restoration. It was quite amusing — if I got closer to the bone, I’d turn into black dust. My body couldn’t handle the energy flows. But I wouldn’t entirely disintegrate — seventy-two adapted nodes would remain.

Why seventy-two, I asked myself? Was I here to mess around or get serious? I was an opener, after all!

It turned out I couldn’t get quite as serious as I’d have liked to. The seventy-third node was a struggle — so much so that I had to interrupt its formation several times. I even took a day-long break, returning to the surface. The protective formation worked perfectly — I was still unseen. Spirit vision showed a year-old daisy a kilometer away, and a gatherer approached it. A Bronze-ranked Apprentice Taoist with four threads extending from fifteen meridians. He didn’t even glance my way: there was nothing remarkable in this part of the First Tier, and the piles of earth were within the formation. Ensuring the gatherer moved on, I reassessed my condition. As unpleasant as it sounded, my current body wasn’t yet ready for the seventy-third node. It was too weak. Even though I could break the limits and force the node to appear, I’d have to stop there. My body needed development. My muscles were weak, my bones way too brittle, and my ligaments nowhere near supple enough. Without the conjunction with Vyllea, where I borrowed some of her body’s energy to force mine to adapt, I doubted I would have managed to open even seventy-two nodes.

The node appeared only after two days, leaving me utterly exhausted for four more. Even healing didn’t help — my body rebelled, demanding gentler treatment. I remembered mentor Guerlon’s words about pills, and I regretted ignoring alchemy. I had a few herbs left, and they might have been enough to create body-strengthening pills, even at a basic level. My body had reached its limit — I wouldn’t be able to push it any further without breaking it. It felt unpleasant to realize that without pills or Vyllea, my ascension limit was that of a Golden-ranked Apprentice, like my father. Seventy-three nodes out of two hundred fifty-six. However, my limit might be slightly higher: there was a chance I could form an energy core and my body could endure it. So, in the distant future, I might become a Copper Warrior. But advancing beyond that would be problematic. Forming all two hundred fifty-six meridians with my current body was impossible. This issue needed immediate resolution.

I descended into the pit again after a week. The worms, realizing no one was hunting them, returned to their feeding, nibbling one or two particles of dust a day. Their bodies couldn’t handle more. They kept gnawing, digesting one minuscule portion after another. And so it went until their bodies reached a peak energy level. While I was there, two worms began crawling away without turning around. Judging by what I saw, they had advanced to a new rank and hurried back home to find a mate and bring another worm into this world — one that would crawl back to this bone. And so it would go until the end of time.

I settled into a meditation pose and focused on one of my development’s most crucial aspects — forming meridians. I already had the first, but it looked so pitiful that even the worms feeding on free energy would have laughed at me. Their channels looked powerful — like those of real Warriors rather than Apprentices. I had to work on my first meridian again, enlarging the channel and wrapping it in a kind of sheath. Basically, I had to do everything I had done when I was forming the channels between my nodes and Vyllea’s.

However, I’d overlooked an important detail that hit me like a hammer, nearly breaking my concentration. The pain from working with such an energy flow was monstrous. The body between the two nodes burned to ashes. It couldn’t handle the raging currents and disintegrated, turning to dust. But this dust immediately compacted, forming a massive channel of pulsating power. What I was doing was dangerous and inaccessible to ordinary Taoists. They had to fully immerse themselves in the raging vortices of power, concentrating it between their nodes. If the body couldn’t withstand the energy levels, it fell apart. This was how it worked for most people. But us openers were different. I didn’t need to persuade my body to adapt immediately. Adapting to the energy surrounding the bone was impossible in the First Tier. However, that didn’t mean this energy couldn’t be harnessed and made to work for me!

A bright light flared between the focal point and the first node, and a satisfied grin spread across my face — the energy trapped in the new organ couldn’t harm me anymore. It had submitted. It was almost disappointing that the bone was merely at the Master stage. I wouldn’t have minded upgrading my nodes and forming a meridian with the power of an Overlord. I wasn’t sure I would have survived it, but I definitely would have tried. In any case, my personal energy channel now resembled the one connecting Vyllea’s and my nodes. It was powerful, saturated, and wrapped in several energy streams consisting of multiple intertwined strands like a sheath. I now had the ability to use Spirit Armor as many times as a typical Master — about a hundred techniques. Quite respectable for a Copper-ranked Apprentice.

Forming the second meridian was surprisingly easy. If not for the excruciating pain of my burning body, its creation went off without a hitch. With a focal point and a source of Qi energy, forming meridians between nodes was almost effortless. The body of a former Diamond-ranked Candidate was both physically and mentally ready to develop energy channels, so it didn’t resist. The only thing I needed every two meridians was a short break of two to three hours. I needed to forget the nightmare of my body burning during the meridian formation. Ignoring the sensation of being burned alive was impossible.

A Bronze-ranked apprentice with eleven meridians was the result of my work. Ten meridians were in one thread, and one in the second, which allowed me to call myself a Bronze Apprentice. I would have continued opening channels, but I ran into an unexpected problem when the bone’s energy ran out all of a sudden. This was quite unpleasant — while forming the twelfth meridian, it felt like a bucket of cold water had been dumped on me, abruptly cutting off the energy. I sat there for a while, not understanding what had happened and watching the worms crawl back slowly with my spirit vision. They had submitted to the will of the Heavens unquestioningly. A bone was good. No bone was okay, too — they would find another. It took me a while to realize what was missing: the bright flame of power had vanished. The bone had given me its last scraps of energy and crumbled, finally returning to the Heavens. It must have remained there for too long.

The timer on the capsule showed that only half the allotted time had passed. I didn’t want to remain idle, so I decided to dig up the plate extracted from the anomaly. It took an entire week — without seeing an object’s clear boundaries, my spatial anomaly refused to absorb it. I had to work hard to free the five-by-five-foot sheet. The material was completely impervious to all techniques — spiritual arrows and ramming blows did nothing to the ancient artifact. The sheet simply ignored my efforts, yet it was easily scratched by an ordinary knife, as if made from the cheapest metal. A crossbow bolt pierced the sheet completely, as if it was a sheet of paper. My dreams of creating armor from the sheet that could ignore any techniques were shattered before they could take shape. A single stab of any sharp object would bring the adventures of a Taoist hiding under such armor to a swift end. Nonetheless, I decided not to discard this find — there was plenty of space in the spatial anomaly. I would fill it with all sorts of odds and ends in the meantime.

Questions arose again about Huang Lung’s personal inventory. Why had the founder of the Silver Crane School only unloaded a few bookshelves and a couple of crates of artifacts in his prison? Where was everything else? Food? Weapons? Basic artifacts? But a counter-question arose immediately — was there ever anything else? I hadn’t yet reached the book describing the detailed process of creating spatial anomalies. The textbooks for Candidates and Apprentices didn’t cover such artifacts. Maybe the secrets were in the restricted books of the Silver Crane School, but I wasn’t ready to access them yet. My back started burning intensely whenever I picked up books meant for the next stages of ascension. Over my time as a Taoist, I had learned to trust my sense of danger, which had saved my life more than once. So, I had to accept it. Until I formed an energy core, most of the Silver Crane School’s library was off-limits to me.

The timer on the resuscitation capsule had reached the end, and another green light appeared. I had spent the last couple of hours restless. I understood that a true Taoist should remain calm and composed at all times, but emotions overwhelmed me nonetheless. Thoughts raced through my mind, forcing me to prepare a healing scroll. There was a real possibility that Vyllea might turn into an ordinary person, not yet on the path of ascension. In that case, her body would start burning up, and I would have to heal her urgently, forming nodes and meridians. And what about our conjunction? Did it remain? Ultimately, where would this metal box get a heart to put into her? There were countless questions, and not all of them were pleasant. I should have taken a deep breath, cleared my mind, and trusted the Heavens, but I couldn’t. Vyllea was too close to me… and too important.

I held my breath as I lifted the lid of the resuscitation capsule. Vyllea’s eyes were closed. My heart nearly stopped, thinking the healing had failed, but then I saw her chest rise and fall. Vyllea was breathing. I pressed my head to her chest, listening. My Vyllea had a heartbeat! The resuscitation capsule had managed to give her a heart!

“Zander, I can hit you, you know!” came her voice, sounding annoyed but oh, so sweet nonetheless. “Get your head off my chest! And why do you stink like a human?”

Only then did I realize Vyllea had become a demon. The resuscitation capsule had not only given her a heart, but also normalized the energies within her body, returning her to her original form. A specific metallic smell of death hit my nose. I looked into her bright yellow eyes with overly wide pupils of a demon.

What happened next can only be attributed to overflowing emotions or a momentary lapse of reason. Fully aware that Vyllea could kill me with her bare hands, I leaned in and kissed her full on the lips like I never did before. For a few moments, she didn’t react, but then it was as if a rod was pulled out of her. Vyllea relaxed and returned the kiss. Without breaking the kiss, I lifted her out of the resuscitation capsule. I should have set her down, checked if she was okay, asked how she felt, but none of that came to mind. The tent stood a few steps away, and I headed there with Vyllea in my arms, continuing to kiss her. As the tent flap closed, shutting us off from the world, I heard an incredible phrase before the world ceased to exist for me,

“Now you’ll find out just how grateful demons can be, human…”

* * *

The worm crawled steadily towards its goal. Devoid of reason, it didn’t question its purpose — it simply crawled, driven by the law embedded by generations of its ancestors. Whoever wanted to be strong must crawl in this direction. Only here could they prove its strength, only here could they advance to the next stage of development, only here could they gain the rudiments of intelligence. To become like their distant ancestor, continuing their path somewhere in the depths of the earth. At some point, the worm realized it had reached its goal. The memory of generations suggested that the most important thing was about to begin, but it didn’t happen. Confused, the worm moved a bit further and felt the space around it suddenly lose density. This was part of the worm’s inherited memory — this emptiness should be absorbed to become stronger. But the worm felt nothing that could give it new strength. The emptiness was scandalously empty. Disappointed, the Copper rank apprentice stage worm crawled back through the tunnel it had formed over many months. Somewhere at the other end of the passage, a mate awaited. It needed to produce offspring and pass on the new sacred knowledge — there was no need to spend half their life crawling here. The ancestral memory had proven to be a deception…
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Chapter 3

“DO YOU UNDERSTAND what happened to me?” Vyllea lay beside me naked, half-buried in the black dust, staring straight up at the sky. Though not long ago, the tent had blocked the view. I lay next to her, also naked, also half-buried in the black dust, and also staring at the sky. Spirit vision didn’t need me to look directly at the object.

“I see what happened to you, but I don’t understand why it works or how to react to it. We need to enter into conjunction to figure it out.”

“Zander, I… I’m afraid to enter into conjunction. I might kill you.”

“You might,” I agreed. “Any mistake will lead to my death. But you’re mine, and I’m not backing down because your new heart doesn’t accept me.”

“What if it’s for life? What if no other male can touch me?”

“What do you mean, ‘no other male’? Say that again and you’ll get a punch in the nose! I’m your one and only! You won’t have any other options, understood?”

“Understood.” Vyllea turned to face me. “But I’ll still find you a second wife. A worthy immortal-to-be shouldn’t walk through life with only one wife. Everybody will laugh at you.”

“I don’t care how anyone reacts to you being my only wife. First, we need to figure out what’s happening, and then we can think about other stuff. Come here.”

Vyllea climbed on top of me, naked and infinitely desirable, and passion engulfed me immediately. However, we couldn’t give in to it now — our previous experience had nearly killed me. At the peak of ecstasy, Vyllea’s new heart had created such a powerful energy surge that I almost got incinerated! If not for the eleven Master stage meridians I managed to open in two weeks, I would have been reduced to a pile of ash, so monstrous was the impulse generated by my girlfriend. Fortunately, my personal inventory was always within reach, even in the nude, so I retrieved a healing scroll before losing consciousness. It was lucky we were lying on top of each other, which allowed me to use our shared meridian, completely depleting it. It was lucky that Vyllea didn’t thrash around and throw me off. Too much luck in one moment to risk repeating it without understanding what had happened. Though I had to admit, it was worth it… Unfortunately, what worked for me had a devastating effect on the tent, blankets, and our clothes. Everything within a few feet around us had turned to ash. Even the ground was scorched, though less so since Vyllea was lying on her back and the main blast went upward.

The problem was that the ancient resuscitation capsule didn’t create anything new. It had somehow transformed the cartridge, or the heart of the blue anomaly at the Master stage, into a living heart and placed it in Vyllea. The egg attuned itself to its new owner and didn’t harm her, even during these involuntary energy outbursts. But this didn’t work for me — I didn’t want every intimate moment with Vyllea to be a battle for survival. I needed to understand the heart and show it that I was on its side. I had no idea how to do this, but I had a clear sense that it could be achieved through conjunction.

I closed my eyes and I entered the energy control mode. Neither Vyllea nor I wanted to initiate the energy exchange right away. It was strange to see my demon scared. It was as rare a sight as seeing Mentor Guerlon smile. As I initiated the circulation of body and mind energy within myself, I looked at what was happening inside Vyllea. It was a nightmare — the energy was not concentrated, and moved in huge uneven layers, causing her pain. Carefully sending part of my warmth and coolness into Vyllea, I began to stabilize the flows. At first, everything went perfectly: her body remembered what to do and started transferring part of its chaos to me to become stabilized and condensed. Gradually, the warmth and coolness turned into two powerful intertwined ropes, and I felt Vyllea exhale — the pain was gone. However, for me, the most unpleasant part was beginning — the volumes of warmth and coolness were significantly greater than I was used to. Moreover, most of the energy was coming from me, and there was nothing I could do about it except try to keep the thick ropes in check. It turned out that all of Vyllea’s current pain was caused by me, because she was still a Diamond Candidate, while I had already reached the Bronze Apprentice stage. She needed to create a focal point to continue, but for that, we had to activate the third conjunction circuit — the Qi energy exchange. I hesitated to do this because I saw the bluish energy accumulating around her heart. This energy was ready to burst out, destroying me and everything related to me. The anomaly heart was doing what it knew best — generating colossal amounts of energy. If Vyllea’s new heart wasn’t stabilized, another explosion was inevitable sooner or later, at the most unexpected moment for her or those around her.

Well… this was exactly why I had entered into conjunction — to achieve stabilization. My nodes flared, ready for energy exchange, and Vyllea’s responded in sync, creating seventy-two energy flows between us. Most of the nodes were intact, but some hadn’t yet recovered from the battle with the Tiger Clan group. This, apparently, had saved me. When the blue energy from Vyllea’s heart rushed toward me, I managed to withstand the initial blow by redirecting it to the reset meridians. I could almost hear the disgruntled grumble — the pulsating egg clearly didn’t like being prevented from destroying the intruder in its host’s body.

The restoration of the meridians lasted only a few moments, but that was enough for me to envelop the bright source of power with invisible hands. Not to squeeze or press — just to embrace it, as I would embrace Vyllea.

“Calm down. We are kin. Remember me. We are kin.”

If anyone had told me I’d one day be talking to a heart, urging it to behave, I’d have been quite surprised. But now, talking seemed the only way to calm this ancient creation. Yet nothing worked — my pleas remained mere words. The energy moved to the last meridian, and I could feel its anticipation, ready to finally reach me. I had to let go, and as the stream of blue madness surged toward me, I redirected it into Vyllea’s node, forming a focal point. Again, disappointment, now mixed with anger, but this gave me some more time.

Pleading wouldn’t work. I couldn’t overpower the heart — it was much stronger than me. I couldn’t keep running forever — after forming the focal point, I’d start opening meridians for Vyllea, but sooner or later, the free nodes would run out, and then I’d have to face the blue madness anyway. It wouldn’t go away, and stopping the conjunction would be tantamount to admitting that Vyllea and I were no longer compatible. Seventy-two meridians were the limit of our conjunction without the ability to restore energy in them.

But what could counter the raging heart? The blue madness finished with the focal point and started coiling around the first meridian. Then the second. Vyllea trembled, and my body convulsed from the transmitted pain — she was being burned just like I had been. Ten meridians. Vyllea began to convulse, and I had to hold her to prevent her from breaking the conjunction — if that happened, we’d both die. The eleventh meridian was the final straw — when the raging energy from Vyllea’s heart finished with it, I took the hit myself. Enough of Vyllea suffering — she was almost losing consciousness. If I was barely holding back from screaming, I could only imagine what was happening inside her. The blue stream of energy rushed into me eagerly, but suddenly hit a wall.

I had no idea how it happened. It must have been an attempt to mirror: if Vyllea’s heart created the blue madness, it could only be stopped by another madness. One that would come from my heart. I never thought I’d have to fight for my girl with her own self, but that’s exactly what it seemed like — my heart suddenly flared and entered the conjunction circuit, channeling stabilized warmth and cold through itself. And yet the bright flash wasn’t the end. As Vyllea’s blue energy nearly entered my body, it was met by the red force from my heart.

“This is my female, and you have no right to keep me from her!”

I spoke again to the lifeless object that had, by the whim of the ancients, become my girlfriend's heart, and this time it seemed to listen. Even if the object wasn’t responding to my words, announcing my actions and desires out loud made things a lot easier for me.

“You’re wasting too much energy fighting! Are you sure you have enough to keep your host alive? Stop the madness and stabilize! Your host’s life depends on you!”

The forces were definitely unequal: my defense was cracking and bending; the stream from my heart was much thinner than the chaos pouring into it, but somehow, the invisible barrier held. However, it was clear that this wouldn’t last long. My heart started to pound and thrash as if a bird had nested in my chest. I needed to stop and think about what to do next, but that was simply impossible. The only way to calm the energy was to use it to open more meridians for Vyllea, but agreeing to that would be the height of cruelty. Vyllea didn’t deserve such treatment. Nor did I. Only the blue energy from the anomaly’s heart considered itself the center of the universe, deciding to bend everything and everyone to its will.

Long ago, back in the demon world, Overlord Nurgal Lee had guided my actions during the formation of full conjunction, advising what to do in each situation. He wasn’t here now, but his words kept resurfacing in my mind, making me think. Stabilize. How could I stabilize a flow from an inexhaustible source? Maybe make it work at its limit? Fight fire with fire, as my uncle used to say. But how? I had one idea, and I hoped it wouldn’t end in disaster…

I focused and began to mentally rotate the point of contact between the blue and red energy streaming from our hearts. Even in my thoughts it resisted, requiring additional effort. I had to use invisible hands, burning them on the energy, but nothing worked — I lacked the strength. I even started thinking the idea was somehow flawed until I heard Vyllea’s voice,

“Together.”

My invisible hands felt her touch. We grabbed the point of contact and began to twist it — not across the streams, which would have been easier, but along them, as if winding up the raging energy. At first, nothing seemed to work, but soon a thickening appeared, which we grasped, and started twisting together. The initial coils were so hard I lost my breath. I felt sweat pouring off me, both mine and Vyllea’s. Our bodies trembled and our consciousness blurred, but we didn’t stop. We growled, cursed, yelled, but continued winding the energy. At some point, we felt something give — the point we were holding flared brighter than Earis and began spinning on its own, drawing energy from both of us. This would have been dangerous if the energy hadn’t returned to us as red-blue threads. They pierced my heart, and for a moment, I died. There’s no other way to describe the engulfing darkness. When I revived, my heart had taken on a strange color — it was no longer red. It was… different. But Vyllea’s heart had also changed. It still had raging blue whirlwinds inside, but they couldn’t break through the mesh of red threads wrapped around it. Gradually, the powerful flow from Vyllea’s heart subsided until it matched mine in volume. It was still tied to the spinning point — so tiny it was barely visible. I remembered having created the seed of a node in my body — a small dense bead that would eventually become a node. What appeared between Vyllea and me, fed by the energy of our hearts, was even smaller. And yet it existed!

However, I had no idea what it was.

I probably should have stopped the conjunction and figured out what had happened, but I noticed something else that immediately caught my attention. Vyllea’s heart had lost about a quarter of its volume! This was such an unexpected discovery that I created invisible hands again and enveloped her new organ. Now that my threads were surrounding her heart, there was no pain.

“A few weeks ago, I witnessed an artifact at the ‘Master’ stage lose all its energy and disappear. It just dissolved as if it had never existed. If you continue raging, you’ll deplete yourself in three days at this rate. Do you understand what will happen to your host? You are my woman’s heart! You must protect and care for her, so why are you wasting precious energy fighting me instead of aiding her development? What kind of anomaly heart are you, willing to vanish and kill your host just to keep me away?”

Heavens, I was talking to an inanimate object again! But something had to be done. If Vyllea’s heart continued to waste energy like this, it would just deplete itself! What would happen to my demon then? I didn’t have another anomaly heart! I probably needed to rush to mentor Guerlon and… what was that?

The raging organ, enveloped by my invisible hands, started to calm down. The energy vortices subsided to a normal level for an anomaly heart. And yes, now the energy deficit was more apparent. This foolish object had wasted almost a quarter of its… life force? Power? Something Vyllea definitely needed to survive and thrive! The spinning point between Vyllea and me remained, and the red threads from my heart continued to wrap around the now-calmed anomaly heart in her chest, so I decided to press on. Maybe I was being foolish, but if it worked once, it might work again.

“Remember, we share the same blood. We both want your host to live as long as possible and become stronger. But you’re weakened now. Can you replenish energy? I don’t like that a quarter is already gone. If you can, what’s needed to restore it?”

What happened next was a clear testimony to the amazing power of the technology of the ancients that seemed all but sentient. A clear image formed in my mind of Vyllea entering an anomaly, approaching its heart, and squeezing it in her hand. One egg disappeared, and the energy in the other increased.

“I see. You need to be fed with similar energy sources. One more thing: if strong Taoists see what’s in your host’s chest, they’ll rip you out. We need to conceal you from spirit vision. How do we do that?”

I took the second set of images in more calmly. The fragment of the ancient world embedded in Vyllea’s chest showed red energy from my heart enveloping it completely. The glow dimmed, making Vyllea’s heart indistinguishable from a regular organ.

“Can I maintain this from a distance? Without constantly touching your host? If so, what’s the current range, and how can I increase it?”

The answers came in a series of impressions and visions, indicating that with practice, the range could be extended. At the moment, it seemed I needed to stay within a few feet of Vyllea to keep her heart stable, but the more we synchronized and strengthened our bond, the farther away I could be while maintaining control. To increase the range, I would need to focus on enhancing our connection through repeated practice and careful energy management. This meant that while I could not leave her side for extended periods yet, there was hope that, eventually, I would be able support her from a greater distance.

The third set of images came as something self-evident. The anomaly heart created its golems and developed its available territory, so, theoretically, it possessed some rudimentary intelligence. Even though it now resided in Vyllea, it hadn’t ceased to be an ancient artifact. Two figures appeared, representing Vyllea and me. The figures began to separate until they reached a limit of about thirty feet. Then, Vyllea appeared in the anomaly, absorbed its heart, and the distance between the figures began to increase. The more hearts Vyllea absorbed, the greater the distance my protection could cover. Thirty feet… not bad for a start, since Vyllea was always close by. The important thing was that we no longer had to fear an immediate attack in the presence of high-ranking Taoists. The anomaly heart would be reliably hidden.

“You won’t go wild anymore when we’re together?” I asked.

There was no image for a long time, but one finally appeared. The anomaly heart showed that at the peak of pleasure, it couldn’t control itself but suggested a solution: I needed to completely remove the net of red energy from my heart and allow the egg to release the transferred energy from its host into the spinning glowing point between Vyllea and me. A few images later, the point grew, transforming into a familiar structure — an energy core. The revelation almost made me lose concentration. So, to form an energy core with Vyllea, we needed to practice intimacy? The more, the better? But where would the core get its energy? The anomaly heart seemed to hear my thoughts and again showed Vyllea entering an anomaly and absorbing its heart. Everything has its price, including intimacy.

“How much energy is spent in one intimacy session?”

After a pause, images of Vyllea and me lying together flashed five times, followed by the egg shattering, completely drained of energy. So that was what had happened! The anomaly heart was protecting its host. Who knew what kind of Taoist I was? What if I was insatiable and needed six sessions in a row? That could be fatal!

“Can this number be increased?”

Another image with the absorption of an anomaly heart.

“Can spirit stones, places of power, or items of higher ascension levels help with recovery?”

The answer remained unchanged — an anomaly heart. The heart then proceeded to show me that energy from other sources went to meridians and the spinning foundation of the energy core. Armed with this knowledge, I was about to stop the energy flows of body and mind when more images unexpectedly appeared. They depicted Vyllea and me standing side by side, not holding hands. Energy threads stretched between us, the point glowed, and the energy from my heart formed a dense cover over Vyllea’s heart. What amazed me the most was that I used techniques, harnessing the energy of the meridian and the energy core without physical contact with my partner in conjunction. Full contact was maintained by the energy from my heart. Asking about the distance was unnecessary — the ancient artifact had already explained this when it explained how hiding Vyllea’s heart from high-stage Taoists would work. Right now, the distance was thirty feet, but if I kept feeding Vyllea anomaly hearts, it could be increased.

The conjunction ended, and I opened my eyes. Vyllea lay on top of me, afraid to move for fear of accidentally disrupting something.

“You spoke to me,” I smiled at Vyllea, who had returned to human form.

“Well, yeah. It seemed like you needed help. I saw something bright and somehow understood that we needed to spin it. So, I said, let’s spin it together.”

“Want to hear something funny? I can’t speak in the mode of conjunction. I see your energy and I can work with it, but no matter how many times I tried to communicate with you before, it never worked. Yet you managed to reach me on the first try. It seems that communication is tied to the body and its development. It’s kind of frustrating to become so painfully aware of my helplessness. How do you feel?”

“Weird, really,” Vyllea listened to her sensations. “That bright spot — it hasn’t disappeared, has it? I can still see it and even touch it mentally. It wasn’t there before. What is it?”

“Our future energy core, but we’ll get to that later. Tell me more.”

“There’s not much to tell. I… Oh!”

Finally, Vyllea noticed that everything around her had changed. I remembered how I felt at that moment — it was like I had entered another world. The same, but closer to perfection.

“Welcome to this challenging world, Bronze-ranked Apprentice Taoist,” I smiled and pulled Vyllea in for a kiss. There was no resistance, but I had to break the tender moment sooner than I’d have liked. “You’ll need some time to get used to your new sensations, but that can wait. What about your heart? The energy? Can you feel it? Can you use the heart like a spirit stone?”

“Yes!” Vyllea’s green eyes widened. “I can! Oh, but this stone is incomplete! Zander, what’s going on? Did you do this?”

“Your heart is alive. I misspoke. Your heart has its own consciousness. During the conjunction, we managed to agree on cooperation. Now you’ll need to communicate with your heart on your own. Just imagine talking to it mentally and don’t think you’re crazy. Importantly, the heart can be restored and developed, like our bodies, and made more voluminous and stronger in that manner. For now, without developing your new organ, it will release a fifth of its energy each time we get intimate, only it won’t be into me or the world around us, but rather that bright spot that caught your attention. Only through intimacy can we create our energy core.”

“A fifth?” Vyllea pondered this, strange sparks dancing in her eyes. “So, you did make yourself my only mate in that fashion? Clever, human, very clever. Well… If the energy can be restored, I suppose I can endure losing another fifth now. I must prove my right to be called the first wife!”
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Chapter 4

“THAT’S WHERE WE NEED to go.” Vyllea confidently pointed in the direction opposite the entry point to the First Tier. If I remembered the direction of the road from the village correctly, it went to the left, while I had led the Tiger Clan group to the right. Now, my girlfriend confidently pointed even further in the opposite direction, as if no explanation was needed.

“Why do we need to go there?” Heading into unknown territory without justification was never a good idea.

“That’s where we need to go,” Vyllea repeated and frowned, seemingly trying to figure out where her certainty came from. “There’s an anomaly there. That’s what my heart showed me. It needs food, and it’s there.”

“Do you need a reminder that even in Tier Zero, all anomalies are under strict control of House Wang? This is the First Tier; the local Taoists have much better ways of finding such places. Besides, we’re near the entry point. Everything here has been studied and explored long ago.”

“We need to go there,” Vyllea declared even more firmly. “This anomaly has not been touched once in the fifteen hundred years of its existence.”

These words silenced me. Who am I to argue with a creation of the ancients? Why assume I knew better? Vyllea seemed ready to defend her position, but I stopped her by simply hugging her and whispering in her ear:

“Let’s trust your heart. Show us where we need to go.”

The trip to the capital seemed to have gotten postponed indefinitely. Mentor Guerlon, who was currently located in Hardes, could assist us in several ways. First, he could unlock the spatial pouch of the Tiger Clan’s leader, allowing me to find out more about who had placed the order and where Vyllea’s heart had been sent. Second, he might trade a valuable heart of a powerful anomaly for several books from the Silver Crane School. The events in the library of Tier Zero had shown how valuable those books were. Huang Lung wasn’t lying when he said the one who found his cache should remain silent. However, Mentor Guerlon had once been an instructor at that school, so the textbooks, albeit useless to him, would be a nostalgic reminder. He could place them on a special shelf in his spatial pouch and gaze at them in the evenings, lost in memories. Thirdly, even though this matter was not directly related to him, I needed to visit the First Tier’s library. I was sure I’d find many fascinating things there, considering the accompanying note I’d been given. I also needed to stop by the partner of the weaponsmith from Tier Zero; I still needed Second-Tier stakes. It would be easier to source them here. Besides, the schooling at the school of ascension would begin in a couple of months. I wanted to attend the First-Tier school properly. Not only would it be free for Vyllea and me, but we would also learn much about our world. We had lots of things to do, some of which couldn’t be delayed, so a trip in a random direction just because “the heart said so” unsettled me. Moreover, I doubted that the Taoists of the First Tier hadn’t explored all the available territory. The only plausible explanation could be that the anomaly had appeared recently, perhaps because someone had destroyed another anomaly. But this was inconsistent with Vyllea’s claim about it having been there for fifteen hundred years. That was absurd, right? I thought so, but until proven wrong, we had to trust the ancient creation. If it believed that Apprentice Taoists hadn’t found the anomaly in fifteen hundred years for whatever reason, then so be it. If we encountered guards protecting the area, the next conversation with Vyllea’s heart would be very different.

Molly moved effortlessly across the rugged terrain of the First Tier. I noticed Apprentice stage Taoists of Copper rank at the edge of my spirit vision a few times, and once, even a Bronze-ranked Taoist. They were gatherers, searching for any plants in these areas. Considering that there were no “ownerless” Taoists in the first tier, they were carrying out orders from some houses or, more likely, smaller clans. What did this indicate? It suggested that herbs were indeed a valuable commodity in the first tier. I remembered the village near the entry point, where plants were strewn all across the ground. It all looked quite colorful, but upon reconsidering, I realized those were Zero-Tier plants. Spiritual vision didn’t work in the village, so I couldn’t assess the strength of the herbs. I assume none of those who came out of Tier Zero were capable of it, either. So they bought the herbs, thinking they would make them stronger. Merchants in both the Zero and First tiers were the same. I thought we needed to stop by a few plants to understand their value better. The herb book given to me by the Nameless One showed prices for the central region, which could be very different from those in the First Tier.

“There!” Vyllea said confidently, pointing to the mountains. We had been traveling for two days. We no longer encountered any Taoists — only animals, but those were too cautious to attack a mysterious red target with two such tasty snacks inside. Only once did a particularly daring Copper rank Apprentice-stage wolf decide it had nothing to lose and chased our cart. We could have ignored the animal, but I was eager to test the new ability of our conjunction — the use of techniques without direct contact with Vyllea. It worked perfectly: the force of our Ramming Strike threw the foolish beast several dozen meters away. I had no intention of killing it. I looked at Vyllea with a triumphant smile and realized we should develop the energy core as soon as possible. Ideally, we should do this several times a day to see results quickly. And hunting anomalies for such a purpose would be totally worth it.

Soon enough we reached the mountains, and Molly had to be put away, for she could not navigate vertical slopes. Someday we’d be able to get her airborne, but not before the third tier. It was incredible not having to hold hands all the time while using techniques! Such freedom was intoxicating. We spent almost a whole day teaching Vyllea to use the energy of the conjunction meridians instead than her own. Currently, both sources of techniques were equivalent, although using personal strength was preferable, since we could replenish meridians from the surrounding world, while the conjunction meridians required energy from spirit stones or Vyllea’s heart. However, I wanted Vyllea to have full access to arsenal of techniques, from Spirit Arrows to Healer’s Touch. I was also planning for the future — Vyllea needed to get used to working with two types of sources, one of which might eventually reach the Warrior stage. Everyone would see us as Apprentices, while we could operate at Warrior level. Any advantage in upcoming battles would be beneficial and could save our lives. Since the Heavens gave Vyllea such a heart, we needed to extract the maximum benefit from it.

We moved through the mountains for two more days. Judging by the number of plants, no Taoists had ventured here in a long while. However, I didn’t find any centenarian plants. Those acquired additional properties over their long lives and were highly valued by alchemists and artifact creators. It seemed they simply didn’t exist in this part of the First Tier. After plucking another thirty-year-old edelweiss, I became convinced that gatherers had scoured these mountains a few decades ago. Too many plants of the same age. Furthermore, these mountains might belong to a certain clan or house, and Vyllea and I could be breaking all sorts of laws by being here. There were too many flowers on the path of ascension, giving the impression they were left to grow for a century to bring enormous profit later. If that was the case, someone would be in for an unpleasant surprise. I had no intention of stopping.

“There!” Vyllea stopped on an unremarkable ledge on an equally unremarkable mountain and pointed towards an almost vertical wall. There was no anomaly in sight, but asking whether she was sure the heart had led her correctly would imply doubt on my part. And, as I had already decided, I would trust the ancient creation until it was proven wrong.

I approached the wall and touched it with my hand. I had seen a similar trick six years ago — a seemingly solid wall was, in fact, an illusion. Now I understood what had happened: the formation had been discharging over the course of time. The energy from the “density” sigil had dissipated, but the “concealment” sigil still held some trace amounts, making the passage appear as a wall to any person. But not to a beast. Here, the stone felt like stone not only to the eye but also to the touch — cold and rough. I even managed to break off a few small crumbs — it wasn’t a protective formation. It was part of a solid stone mountain. Spirit vision could only penetrate a few feet into the rock due to its density. But as far as it went, the stone appeared homogeneous, without any voids. I glanced again at Vyllea, who was confidently looking at the wall, and moved to the edge of the ledge. I stretched my arms toward the mountain and used two Ramming Strikes simultaneously: one from my own meridian, the other from the conjunction. Apparently, something like that was possible, too! I now knew exactly what I wanted from the librarian of the First Tier, who resided in the palace of House Soth — I didn’t need books on the ancient language. I needed books about the Conjoined. I wanted to understand what Vyllea and I were truly capable of.

Stone chips sprayed in all directions, creating a small indentation in the wall. Without a pickaxe to break through manually, I had to continue using techniques. Vyllea joined me, and I explained to her how to work with both meridians simultaneously. We began blasting the wall with our combined efforts, the noise resembling a giant chewing on a piece of rock. Stone chips flew towards us, causing significant damage and forcing us to renew our spiritual armor every minute. Unfortunately, our personal meridians depleted before too long. One hundred and two technique uses was their limit in the First Tier. Our conjunction meridians had also gotten depleted, but we had a significant advantage over all the other Taoists — we could use as many energy-saturated connections as needed for our purposes.

The stone couldn’t withstand our onslaught, and gradually we began to make progress, pausing to clear away debris or dislodge particularly large pieces. We advanced by a foot, then three feet, then five. Vyllea kept assuring me we were on the right track, but doubts began to creep in. When we paused to clear more stones, the depth of our tunnel had reached ten feet. I pressed against the rocks and peered into them with my spirit vision. Seven feet of solid rock. At the very edge of my vision range, there was something dark, devoid of energy. After unleashing a few more Ramming Strikes to widen the hole, I stuck my head in to get closer to the strange area. Indeed, seven feet further lay something unusual — an area that contained no energy whatsoever. Could it be a cavern?

Apparently, it was.

We depleted a total of ten conjunction meridians plus two of our regular ones to reach it. Nearly eighteen feet of solid rock — I’m not sure what kind of Taoist could penetrate such a defense with their spirit vision. Probably only an Overlord or a Nascent God, but what business would such powerful individuals have in the wilderness of the First Tier? After all, we were the middle of a mountain range with absolutely nothing of interest to anyone for miles around!

I pushed the obstructing stones aside, lit a lantern, and entered the cavern, which turned out quite sizeable. Even though it had become a cave only now that we had carved a path into it, it had originally just been a pocket of space in the rock, a few dozen feet wide and tall. There was nothing here but rocks and an amusing play of light on the array of floating mirrors. I approached closer and was surprised to see a red spot beneath the anomaly. This echo of the ancient world was complex, but navigable for Apprentice-stage Taoists. Preferably Gold or Diamond-ranked Apprentices. Our Bronze rank seemed painfully insufficient.

“See? I told you there was an anomaly here! My heart doesn’t lie! Come on!” Vyllea didn’t hesitate for a second. Grabbing my hand, the fearless — or rather, reckless — demon led me into the mirrors. For a moment, the space around us blurred before solidifying into one of the most common anomalies of the ancients — a small piece of forest surrounded by a black void. The anomaly was quite small — my spirit vision could see its opposite edge, but what was inside… I gasped several times, causing Vyllea to burst into laughter. Before me lay a forest that had spent fifteen hundred years absorbing ambient energy. Like in the First Tier, most of the plants and trees had adapted without starting on the path to immortality, but a few — one in a thousand — had begun their ascent. These plants had done so at the inception of the anomaly, fifteen hundred years ago. Bending down, I picked a millenarian chamomile. This was one of the simplest and cheapest flowers that grew in all tiers. Many would call it a weed, except for one crucial point: it was a weed until it turned a thousand years old. At that point, it transformed. Pills made from such a plant could strengthen my body, and if I used this chamomile in artifact creation, I could impose two conditions on a Tier Zero base. For a Warrior-stage base, there would be four conditions instead of three! One more than usual, and all because of a single flower that had reached a thousand years!

“Come on! You can gather your flowers later!” Vyllea tugged me toward the center of the anomaly, but I managed to stop my carefree companion.

“Where do you think you’re going? This is a red anomaly! You might not see it, but there are fifty Golden Apprentice fighter golems, twenty builder golems of the same stage, and one Warrior architect! Do you know how to fight a Warrior-stage creature? I, for one, am not ready for that yet.”

“Fight?” Vyllea grinned enigmatically. “Did I say we’d be fighting? Come on! And don’t even think about attacking anyone, even if the metal beasts start nuzzling you with their noses. Oh, here they come!”

It seemed Vyllea could somehow sense the anomaly creatures because at that very moment a dozen tigers emerged from behind the trees. The golems, which these definitely were, looked terrifying — the smallest tiger was taller than me. Inside each one, a powerful spirit stone of the Gold Apprentice stage glowed brightly. I squeezed Vyllea’s hand. We no longer needed to hold hands constantly to use conjunction techniques, but it still felt more reassuring this way. And it was easier to cope with the overwhelming fear. It wasn’t every day that ten striped killers charged at you.

“Why are you standing still?” Vyllea turned to me and even winked. “Let’s go! As long as we don’t attack, they won’t touch us. Just trust me! He’s with me! You can’t eat him!”

Ten fighter golems enclosed us in a ring, but didn’t come any closer. I felt like I had aged two hundred years during the minutes it had taken us to walk to the forest. I hadn’t felt such fear since the moment the mentor demanded I touched the seed of the wormhole. I understood that if those ten tigers used their techniques against us simultaneously, no Spirit Armor would save us. The golems wouldn’t even need to attack physically — their techniques would suffice. But instead of worrying about our safety, Vyllea marveled at the massive golems, even lamenting that they weren’t living creatures. She didn’t elaborate, but it was clear that my demon needed to be fed as soon as possible. Otherwise, she might start putting anything and everything into her mouth.

We encountered builder golems in the forest. These sluggish beings were busy laying pathways and tidying up the area. In fifteen hundred years, they had managed to cultivate almost half of the available space. I wondered what they would do once they finished. Start building houses? Or just stop?

The fear only left me when we reached the center of the forest. Here, in a small clearing, stood the architect golem. When Mentor Guerlon took me to the blue anomaly, he only showed me fighter and builder golems. I hadn’t seen an architect golem or a Master-stage overseer golem. That gap in my education was finally filled. Even the fear disappeared when I saw the creature in charge this anomaly. If they wanted to kill us, now would be the perfect time. The architect only needed to release its aura to turn us into smears of red mush. However, the golem didn’t do that, and continued with its crucial tasks. The architect looked like a statue of a person enlarged three times with four arms, suddenly granted the ability to move. It towered over everything, even some of the trees. Inside it was not one, but five spirit stones of the Warrior stage. In its lower pair of hands was one of the disassembled builder golems, while the upper hands, moving as if each motion was slowed down by several dozen times, fiddled with its innards.

The creature paid no attention to us. Essentially, we were of no interest to anyone here, except the warrior golems. And even then, only to this particular dozen. The other tigers were scattered throughout the anomaly and didn’t look our way.

“There.” Vyllea confidently headed to the center of the clearing, as if she had been there many times before. Between the giant’s legs was a descent to the underground part of the location. Three underground levels, where warrior golems ran around and builder golems moved slowly. The lighting was standard — light strips on the ceiling as favored by the ancients. The fact that part of the walls was made of the ancient metal, which blocked my spirit sight, indicated that I urgently needed to explore all three underground floors. But as soon as I was about to head there, Vyllea pulled me back to the staircase.

“We cannot! That area is restricted for us. My heart can’t hide us there.”

“But you understand we need to go there too, right?”

“I understand, but we can’t; all the golems will become aggressive.”

“An anomaly disappears immediately once the heart is destroyed,” I reminded her. “We’ll end up inside the mountain. I hope your heart knows what it’s doing. Wait. We cannot explore the three underground floors. Let’s accept that as a fact. But there are plants up here that will make our life in the first tier much easier. Maybe we shouldn’t take the risk and instead gather at least those first? That area isn’t off-limits, right?”

“No,” Vyllea pondered for a moment and then answered, “Gathering plants isn’t prohibited. Yes, we can take a break.”

It was clear that my girl was thoroughly shaken, like she was about to devour a tiger. Her heart seemed to yearn desperately to reach the room with the crystal and consume it. The question remained: how would she manage to do it? It was amusing how both Vyllea and her new heart couldn’t go long without specific nourishment, and went into crisis mode if deprived of it. Vyllea would start attacking everyone in sight, while her heart… why, it would simply kill her by gradually losing its power. I didn’t like this dependency at all. Neither in her case, nor in her heart’s. I would have to read up on how to break them free from this. It seemed I would need to study the path of the beast. My Vyllea was too reckless and didn’t think about the consequences of her actions. If you gave her a Warrior-stage tiger right now, she’d devour it. She’d die, but she’d devour it nonetheless.

What happened over the next few hours would be a pleasant memory for the rest of my life. The anomaly shared its energy with its plants generously. Millenarian Warrior-stage flowers were a valuable find even in the central region. If we decided to sell them, we’d have a host of buyers lining up. But, of course, we wouldn’t sell them; too many recipes used these flowers. I would order stakes from the Second Tier and, once they arrived, create a protective formation so strong that even a Warrior-stage Taoist wouldn’t be able to detect it on the first try!

We managed to gather almost two hundred flowers, missing only three for an even count. I left the trees alone; I didn’t have the tools necessary to cut down something like a millenarian Warrior-stage oak. My sword didn’t even leave a scratch. We needed special artifacts, so I made another mental note to get collector’s tools when we got to Hardes. It seemed we would have to sell a plant or two — our supply of spirit coins was dangerously low. Despite what we took from Vyllea’s would-be killers, we had only nine hundred left. That was a pittance, given the lifestyle we had gotten accustomed to. Modesty was becoming an obsolete concept.

By the time we returned to the entrance of the anomaly’s underground section, I was the happiest of Taoists. Even the fact that we had to skip three underground levels, two of which were clearly some sort of a base, couldn’t dampen my spirits. Below, in a small cave, was the crystal — the heart of the local anomaly. Vyllea approached it confidently, but didn’t break it. She placed her hand on the ancient creation but quickly withdrew it as if burned.

“Zander, I cannot handle the currents on my own. Will you help?”

Instead of answering, I lay down close to the crystal without touching it. Vyllea took her place, and we entered full conjunction. The currents stabilized, even those circulating between our hearts and the future energy core, after which I placed Vyllea’s hand on the red anomaly crystal. She couldn’t do it herself during conjunction. Communicate, yes, but manipulate her body in reality — no!

A red surge of energy rushed into our bodies, intent on pulverizing anyone who’d dare to disturb the crystal’s peace. However, I could communicate with Vyllea’s heart, during conjunction, so I followed the instructions given by the images and directed the turbulent vortex straight into her heart. The space around us trembled — the local power center realized what was happening, but it couldn’t resist a master-stage heart. When I opened my eyes once the conjunction was over, I found myself in a cold cave, lit up only by a small lantern. A satisfied grin crept across my face despite our failure to explore the three floors of the anomaly. Upon fully absorbing the Warrior-stage red anomaly, Vyllea’s heart showed eight very explicit but identical images. From now on, we could enhance the energy core three times more than before. Only three, but that was a lot for eighteen-year-old Taoists! I urgently needed another anomaly! The core wouldn’t enhance itself!
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Chapter 5

“SO THAT’S HOW it is,” I mused, trying not to show my disappointment. “Well, so much for our plans.”

“So annoying,” Vyllea agreed. “It’s not a heart, it’s a useless egg.”

The news Vyllea brought was quite unexpected. Her heart had conveyed through images that the next anomaly absorption wouldn’t be possible for at least three months, preferably even later. It’s astonishing how well Vyllea and her new heart suited each other. My girl only consumes high-ranking tigers, suffering from energy overload afterward, and I have to normalize everything. Her heart decided to start its development not with a simple white anomaly but with a red one, and it also overestimated its capabilities. If not for the energy core where it eventually started dumping excess energy, I don’t know what would have happened to it. Probably would have burst. In short, after overindulging, the heart informed us that it shouldn’t be disturbed for a long time. Better to forget it exists for three to four months and not even draw energy from it, instead restoring meridians with spirit stones. All I could do was gently wrap it in the red shroud of my heart and let it rest. The bright side: not only did the number of energy core enhancements increase, but so did the distance at which we could maintain conjunction. Sixty feet were a more than respectable result.

I emerged from the newly-formed cave, scanning the area with my spiritual vision. Several power spots came into view, but after gathering nearly two hundred millenarian plants, expending more energy to climb sheer cliffs felt like being overly greedy. The Heavens would surely frown upon such behavior. Besides, I was feeling lazy. Vyllea approached from behind and pressed against my back.

“There are two ways we can proceed. We could return the way we came, get back to the village with the checkpoint, buy a map, and head to the capital where classes start in two months. Alternatively, we forget about logic and head further into the mountains.”

“Why?” Vyllea asked, surprised.

“If I knew, I’d explain. I have no idea how far these mountains stretch. Maybe to the border with the Second Tier, but… I don’t know, I just want to see what’s beyond that huge mountain. Besides, I’ve never seen snow in my entire life, and there’s something white up there on the peak. We’ll spend a week, maybe two, getting to the mountain, and then we’ll see what to do next. We can always come back, but missing the chance to touch what we’ve only read about in books feels wrong. We’re Seekers, after all. So I suggest we go explore something new.”

The word “explorer” surfaced in my mind. That was what the librarian from Tier Zero called Seekers, and now I think I finally understood him. Exploring the world was truly fascinating. Discovering something new, reaching places where no one had ever gone before — personally, I enjoyed it, and judging by how Vyllea was clinging to me, she fully supported my ambition. The demon clearly didn’t want to go back to the petty world of humans.

“Catch up!” I yelled to Vyllea, dashing down the steep slope towards the towering mountain with the help of my techniques. I had overlooked one small detail: Vyllea was still hugging me, and she was significantly stronger physically. So I wasn’t going down alone, but rather with Vyllea on my back. She clung to me, closing her eyes in pleasure. Why work herself when she could make someone else do it? When I tried to protest, the crafty demon just squirmed into a more comfortable position and declared, “You need the training, so train. Don’t disturb my sleep.”

The idea of traveling on each other’s backs was quite sound, so I didn’t bother to argue. This way we used half the energy we would have if we were jumping separately, and I really did need to develop my physical body. Relying solely on conjunction wasn’t enough — my body needed to adapt to the work. For the same reason, once I found a flat area, Vyllea and I spent several hours training. We practiced with the jian as well as hand-to-hand combat. The Tiger Style was extremely challenging for me. Any kind of combat was, really. I could mentally analyze our fights and find all the mistakes, both mine and Vyllea’s, but during a real fight, my body couldn’t keep up with the speed of thought. That was why all the mistakes happened in the first place.

It took us almost a week to reach the gigantic mountain, even though it had seemed very close. I realized that jumping up vertical walls wasn’t the fastest activity. We got into such a wild area that even the places of power could no longer be seen anywhere. Around us, there were no plants, no animals, nothing at all. Nothing but an expanse of bare and lifeless rock.

The higher we climbed, the harder it became, although I thought it should have been the opposite. The closer to the Heavens, the easier and more pleasant it should be. Not at all! First, it became hard to breathe. Then the strength began to drain from our muscles. Then the cold set in. The awful, awful cold! We were crawling towards Earis, which illuminated and warmed our world, but instead of sweating, we were freezing! Even Spirit Armor didn’t help much. It may have protected us against techniques and physical blows, but could do nothing against the biting cold and piercing wind. Vyllea continued to cling to my back. She was trembling, but gritted her teeth and endured the hardships. If her mate decided to reach the snow, she would shut up and do what he wanted.

I looked up with dismay — we had about a hundred more jumps to reach the nearest snowy section, maybe less, but I wasn’t sure we could make it. The speed at which things were worsening was alarming. Another thirty or fifty feet, and there was a chance we’d simply run out of breath. No snow was worth this kind of risk.

“Descend!” I barked, trying to be heard over the howling wind. Though it seemed I was yelling more for my own sake than Vyllea’s. She was ready to agree with any decision I made, even if I decided to climb to the very top. After descending about three hundred feet, I sighed in relief — it became easier to breathe, even though the wind remained just as fierce and piercing. Nonetheless, this allowed me to take stock of our surroundings and decide on our next move. On one side, the barrier to the Zero Tier loomed — a wall of pure energy that looked intimidating. When I looked up, I couldn’t see its end — the energy seemed to vanish into infinity. On the opposite side of the barrier, somewhere on the horizon, lay a green strip. The mountains ended there. It seemed much closer to that point than to the barrier — there was no point in going back. The decision on what to do next came quickly: we needed to reach that green strip. If it was a forest, there should be animals. If there were animals, there should be predators — or to be specific, tigers. Vyllea needed to feed.

How much easier life became when you had a goal! I started moving down the mountain, gradually descending to the ground. Soon, the wind disappeared, and the cold abated. Breathing became easy again, and the girl on my back no longer felt like a heavy stone. I even managed to find several power spots on the edge of my scanning range — it was as if the plants had sensed the Taoists suddenly acting reasonably and decided to come out of hiding to reward us.

Vyllea was delighted by the edelweiss flowers. She had never seen them before. and here, in the mountains, she fell in love with them at first sight. The silver flowers not only looked beautiful, but also felt very pleasant to the touch. Like velvet. Four days after we started descending the giant mountain, I spotted one such flower growing on a cliff nearby. I changed the direction of my jumps — the flower had little energy, but its value was not in its power, but in how tenderly Vyllea held it. I was practically bursting with happiness at the thought of grabbing another one, but I never reached the edelweiss: the scene that unfolded before my spirit vision forced me to stop.

Below the cliff, about three hundred feet down, stood a platform the size of a decent city square. It was strewn with rocks, and the ground was heavily eroded, making it uninviting for a stop. Honestly, I wouldn’t have paid any attention to it if it weren’t for the four strange Taoists present. Judging by the number of their meridian threads, they were Silver-ranked Apprentices, but inside each body was something else — a bloody lump of something wrong that, in my spiritual vision, which only showed white, looked like a bloody clot of something unnatural. The clot was concentrated near the center, spreading its bloody tendrils throughout the body, and looking incredibly disgusting — an abomination that clearly had no place in this world.

The four Taoists with the unpleasant bloody clots in their chests were unloading tied-up people from simple carts pulled by horses. I was once again struck by how blind I had been in Tier Zero. Here, in the First Tier, I could see all the details of energy-saturated objects or beings even from a mile away. The people weren’t even Candidates. Just regular people who had not started on the path to ascension. They weren’t struggling, and behaved rather inertly, as if they were unconscious. Judging by their size, they were either children or dwarfs of some sort. I recalled the librarian from Tier Zero and realized dwarfs were a bit stouter. So children it was.

There were three carts, each carrying ten children. After unloading, three of the Taoists with the bloody clots seated themselves on the carts and left, allowing me to observe the road. What the last one did sent chills down my spine. He grabbed one child, slung them over his shoulder, took a few steps towards the platform, and vanished. Vanished! My spiritual vision couldn’t see him, as if he had instantly moved into an anomaly or under a protective formation designed to hide its contents from Taoists. After several seconds, the Taoist emerged from his hiding place, grabbed another child, and disappeared again.

“Children? Are you sure?” Vyllea’s reaction to my account was predictable. I had to hold her back to prevent her from immediately rushing to enforce law and order. There was likely no law in the First Tier permitting the binding and dragging of children deep into the mountains.

“We need to scout first. The three Silver-ranked Apprentices are heading somewhere down the road. I suggest we catch them, interrogate them, and then figure out what to do about the protective formation. Judging by the fact that my spirit vision couldn’t penetrate it, it must have been set up by someone serious. Maybe even a Warrior. We’re not ready to fight a Warrior. We need intelligence. Give me your hand. It’s foolish to conserve energy now.”

I decided we should leap together — there was no room for even the slightest chance that Vyllea could end up more than sixty feet away from me. The hidden platform was about a mile away, but going directly wasn’t advisable. Who knew what protective artifacts these strange Taoists could have used? I had a growing suspicion concerning what I had just seen, but I kept pushing the thought away, refusing to let it take shape. People couldn’t be such monsters. Or could they?

We had to make a wide detour, keeping as far from the protective formation as possible. We quickly found the road the three carts were following — it wound along the mountain slope and, if I understood correctly, led to a small village far ahead.

Vyllea and I swooped down on the enemies like hawks. We needed only one person for interrogation, so two were dead before they realized what had killed them. Not even their spirit armor, which they had managed to don a moment before the attack, could save them. This trio had a good sense of danger. But our daggers didn’t care about the spirit armor of mere Apprentices. The stench that suddenly emanated from the dead was more fitting for a week-old corpse left under the blazing rays of Earis. I almost vomited, but Vyllea’s grip on my hand kept my nausea at bay. The third Taoist jumped off the cart and started bombarding us with techniques indiscriminately. I didn’t waste energy blocking them with spirit armor, instead using my jian to deflect the attacks. A red aura appeared around the enemy, extending three feet from him, and as soon as I decided to get closer, a bolt of pain shot through my back. Dangerous!

“Go for the legs!” I commanded Vyllea, continuing to parry the techniques. The jian began to tremble treacherously; the power this Silver-ranked Apprentice was pouring into his techniques far exceeded what one would expect. When he unleashed his thirtieth Spirit Arrow without even thinking of drawing a weapon, my suspicions solidified into certainty.

Vyllea threw three knives. He deflected two, but the third embedded itself in his shoulder, piercing it completely. My clever girl had hit the muscles controlling his right arm, making it impossible for him to use techniques. Apprentices, including us, needed to channel power through their arms. Roaring, the man with the blood clot in his chest charged us, but didn’t reach us — Vyllea’s fourth throw struck his forehead with the knife handle.

As his consciousness faded, so did the red aura. Vyllea pulled out a rope and began cocooning our captive, while I exhaled in frustration. The rope wouldn’t hold. Made in Tier Zero, it had started to absorb First-Tier energy and was gradually thinning. It wouldn’t last many more uses before turning to tatters that any moderately strong Taoist could easily break. We needed to update our inventory, discarding useless items from Tier Zero.

“Vyllea, make sure he doesn’t wake up, but don’t kill him,” I requested, sitting beside the enemy. “Ensure contact.”

“Got it. Will do.”

One of her hands rested on my neck, while the other held an iron rod. Vyllea didn’t question my plans, trusting my decisions and instructions completely. It was good I clarified not to kill him — when I touched his hand and started examining his energy structure up close, he opened his eyes and tried to use a technique. But he didn’t succeed — Vyllea’s rod struck his head, sending him back into unconsciousness.

I closed my eyes, trusting Vyllea to keep an eye on the real world, and immersed myself in the realm of energy. The unpleasant bloody blotch resided in the enemy’s chest, enveloping his nexus intimately. Several large tendrils extended from this blotch. At first glance, I thought the blood clot was asserting dominance over the entire body, but now, upon examining him closely, I realized my mistake. The tendrils extended in four directions: right and left arms, abdomen, and right leg. Four pathways of tendrils transforming the Taoist into a Bronze and then a Silver Apprentice. Some of the nodes and meridians that granted him the Bronze Rank were clean, but the further from the center, the more blood clots appeared. Both pathways transforming him into a Silver Apprentice were intertwined with bloody tendrils.

Revulsion surged through me, almost making me break the connection and kill the scum. Here was a Taoist whose limit was the Bronze Rank. Faced with a barrier on his path to ascension, he didn’t push through by developing body, soul, and mind, but took the path of least resistance — the Path of Blood. He absorbed the blood of victims, their emotions during torture fueling his progress. This development method made him significantly stronger than regular Taoists. In terms of technique quantity, strength, and physical prowess, this bastard was even stronger than Vyllea! I was sure if he regained consciousness, he could easily break the Tier Zero ropes holding him.

The Path of Blood… My mentor had spoken of it. He explained that any Taoist must do everything in their power to cleanse the world of such filth upon encountering any of those who walked this path. Now, I understood why he called them filth — a stench of decay came from the blood clot enveloping the nexus.

My memory flashed back to what I had seen earlier. Thirty small cocoons. Thirty children. These creatures fed on the emotions of not just any Taoists, but children specifically. Rage surged through me, and it took all my concentration not to kill the scumbag immediately. He certainly needed to be interrogated, but conversing with an enemy filled with borrowed power was not the best idea. Especially one who outranked me. But who said he had to remain stronger?

I focused on the first node. When I turned my father into a Silver-ranked Apprentice, I started from the end, unraveling his meridians one by one. Now, I didn’t need to be gentle, and time was of the essence. I drew my knife, focused my spiritual vision, positioned the blade at the right angle and pressed. The assassins’ sigils worked perfectly — the blade cut through the enemy’s flesh like paper. It sliced through the first meridian, stopping just a hair’s breadth away from the lungs. Inflicting irreparable damage was not an option. The second knife came into play — it plunged into the body next to the first, severing the first meridian of the next thread. Then another. I used six knives, each with engraved sigils, to destroy the initial meridians of all energy threads.

When the sixth thread snapped, the blood clot began pulsing wildly, sprouting new tendrils. The prisoner groaned in pain — blood pushed through his body, trying to create new meridians to replace the destroyed ones. It looked like a parasite living by its own rules, trying to ensure its host’s long and carefree life. The seventh knife struck near the nexus, targeting the blood clot. The stench of decay filled the air as blood sprayed, drenching me in foul fluid. But I achieved my goal — the clot lost its power. It didn't disappear entirely, but it stopped trying to repair the body. I pulled out all the knives and observed the prisoner for a while. He was alive, his meridians pulsing as they released energy back into the world. Severed from the nexus, the energy yearned to escape. In less than a minute, the Taoist before us was temporarily nullified. He would be able restore the cut meridians with a few meditations — perhaps even with a single blood ritual. But who would let him?

I opened my eyes — the stench was overwhelming. Vyllea stood next to me, pale and gripping the bloodied rod tightly. She had already had to use it several times. We were certainly in for a long and arduous cleaning session, but that was for later. I wanted answers, and this future corpse would provide them.

The Taoist opened his eyes after ten minutes. The ropes creaked but held. His face twisted as he tried to use a technique. Then another. And another. He attempted to reach for the blood clot — I saw it twitch, but it couldn’t help him. Then he screamed, trying to call out to those hiding on the strange platform. But I was no longer a child making childish mistakes.

“You can scream all you want; you’re inside a silencing protective formation. Now, I will ask questions, and you will answer them. If you don’t respond or if I don’t like your answers, my companion will start cutting you. If you want to live, you’ll talk. If you don’t, you’ll suffer and then talk anyway. I have several healing scrolls: if I mess you up, I’ll heal you and start over. Believe me, I’ll eventually match the precision with which you torture your victims.”

The bastard’s eyes widened. This was not some helpless pawn following orders and driving carts. He was a piece of filth who chose to exploit the suffering of others to break through his barriers in Ascension.

“First question: how many of those who follow the Path of Blood are inside the protective formation, and how do we get in?”

* * *

(The Emperor's Palace, central region)

“Master, urgent news from anomaly watchers.”

Dokravit, Nascent God of the Golden rank, opened his eyes, interrupting his meditation. The Taoist before him was the only one, besides the Emperor and his envoy, who could expect leniency when interrupting the meditation of one of the senior Executors of Fate. But even personal aides faced grim fates if they disturbed their master without cause.

“Speak,” commanded the Judge in a low voice.

“The number of anomalies in the First Tier has decreased by one.”

“Has one of the Clans forgotten the prohibition?” The news was so disturbing that the room, designated for meditation, became oppressive even for Dokravit’s personal aide, a Nascent God of the Silver Rank.

“No, Master.” The aide bowed, barely able to stand. “We have checked the altered ones in all Tiers. The levels of their hearts haven’t changed. We have verified all the regeneration and healing capsules of the Clans — they haven’t produced any unregistered altered ones. Our spies confirm that no unregistered capsules have appeared in the Clans in the last several decades.”

Judge Dokravit pondered, retracting his oppressive aura. The news warranted an interruption of his meditation. If word reached the Emperor that anomalies were disappearing again, it would spell disaster for everyone. The last time anomalies started to vanish, almost three hundred years ago, it resulted in the destruction of Dokravit’s predecessor. He had no desire to suffer the same fate.

“Seal off the First Tier and don’t let anyone leave without inspection. Special scrutiny for smugglers — no caravan should enter the Underworld without prior approval. Inform the head of their guild of the reasons — they won’t cover for an altered one. Inspect every Taoist in the First Tier, even if they are mere Candidates. I authorize the examination of personal belongings of all the Taoists currently in the First Tier. Remove any dissenters and resistors. Find the violator and determine where they obtained an ancient device. The Empire’s safety outweighs any individual’s life.”
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Chapter 6

LIFE FADED FROM THE PRISONER’S EYES, and I pushed him away in disgust. Cultists… The very word conjured something filthy and repulsive, but when our prisoner had spilled everything he knew, I felt so sick that I didn’t even try to stop Vyllea from driving a knife into the temple of this Taoist — rotten to the core in every sense of the word.

Until now, I had never encountered cultists, and mentor Guerlon had spoken of them only reluctantly. Stripping away all the filth, it was an organized group of people led by a figure known somewhere in the inner Tiers as a God. Yes, with a capital letter, as pretentious as one got. Naturally, only a limited number of people or demons knew his true identity. Indeed, the cultists included both humans and demons, and the God could reside in either our world or that of our demonic neighbors. In each Tier, the God of the cult had his own Overlords, who had Lieutenants responsible for smaller regions. Too many veiled titles were used as names. The cult denied the supremacy of the human Emperor or the demon King, believing that only their God was the true ruler of both worlds, granting his followers the ability to overcome all barriers to Ascension without undue difficulty. Yet it was hard to feel anything but revulsion towards the cultists. They had chosen the Path of Blood, after all, with all its inhumane simplicity and efficiency.

There were several cults in our world. The one we encountered was called Querancy, and one of the Lieutenants of the First Tier was due to arrive here soon to recharge his energy and begin the process of advancing to the Warrior stage. For this purpose, they had brought “food” from all over the First Tier. This particular Lieutenant preferred his “meat” young, so they had prepared children for him. Today they brought the second and final batch. Thirty tormented children were already in the caves. What I took for a clearing was actually the entrance to a network of caves under the mountain, invisible to spirit vision. The entrance to the caves was open — the emphasis was on concealment, not defense. The protective formation that blocked my view of Querancy’s hidden lair was set up by the Overlord himself. A Taoist of immense power, capable of crushing two cocky Seekers like cockroaches…

Vyllea had to intervene, directing the prisoner’s mind in the right direction. There were about twenty cultists in the caves. Most of them lived in the village at the foot of the mountain, where the carts were headed. The prisoner couldn’t say exactly how many cultists were in the village. There were not just members of the cult living there, but also their families. Spouses and parents all knew what their providers were up to, but didn’t seem to care. The cultists recognized each other by a secret gesture, and Vyllea had to work hard on the prisoner before he showed it to us. Each had a special mark on their wrist, invisible to normal sight — only to the higher echelons of the cult could see it by using a special technique. Our prisoner had such a mark, but no matter how hard I examined it with my spirit vision, I couldn’t see it. Not even with the touch of a healer. The prisoner knew no names; he was at the very bottom of the hierarchy, which allowed Vyllea to carry out the sentence.

There was no doubt about what to do next. Going to the village was not an option; we couldn’t risk alerting the Lieutenant. That meant we first needed to clear the caves and free the children. The question remained about what to do with the three wagons, the bodies, and the horses. Letting the animals go wasn’t an option — they would return to the village and cause a commotion, which we couldn’t afford. Burning the bodies was also out of the question — it would produce smoke, attracting unwanted attention and causing unrest in the village. The only option was to turn around and take the wagons to the caves, hiding them under the protective formation.

After loading the bodies into the wagons, I managed to turn them around on the narrow road, albeit with some difficulty. I tied them together in a line and took the lead wagon, slowly moving up the road. Managing live transport was significantly harder than driving Molly. The horses resisted moving uphill, spooked constantly, and often turned in the wrong direction. The rear horses kept slowing down, refusing to move forward. The stench from Vyllea, the corpses, and me didn’t help the situation. I had to dismount and lead the horses by their bridles. This made things easier, as I was much stronger than the average animal.

When we finally reached the clearing, we were met by three grim men in peasant clothes, holding spears that looked like homemade halberds. These were broad blades attached to long poles, not true halberds, but they were still formidable weapons against someone armed with a simple jian.

“Who are you?” one of the men asked, and that was the end of our negotiations. Vyllea didn’t wait for the cultists to see the bodies; she sprang into action at once. I barely had time to cast Spirit Armor on her before the whirlwind of spinning steel hit the cultists. The three men were Bronze Apprentices and stood no chance against my Vyllea. Their spears were useless in close combat. Another wave of stench hit me as the bloody clots in the slain cultists’ bodies escaped through their skin, creating a horrific odor. Vyllea lowered her jian, flicking off the remaining blood, and looked at me. The look in her eyes promised nothing good for those hiding in the caves, and I had no intention of stopping her from bringing justice.

“Go. I’m right behind you,” I nodded, with no intention to interfere with Vyllea’s actions. She took a few steps and disappeared under the protective formation. Anxiety gnawed at me — what if the prisoner had lied and Vyllea was suffering at the formation’s edge? I grabbed one of the bodies, which had definitely come out from under the protective dome, and followed her. The space wavered for a moment, transforming into a clean, rock-free clearing. Vyllea had already reached the wall where the cave entrance was, and two cultists lay on the ground. The enraged demon didn’t even need a conjunction to handle the creatures hiding in the caves, but unlike her, I had certain limitations with weapons. For example, I wouldn’t go against a halberd with a sword — I knew my limits.

Using a few Steps, I caught up with Vyllea but stayed a few meters behind. Spirit vision was only slightly more useful than normal vision in the caves, so we had to rely on our strength, the element of surprise, and our instincts. The latter allowed us to almost accurately determine where to turn — towards the faint burning sensation.

It wasn’t a fight — it was a massacre. None of the cultists were Silver Apprentices. Many of them even fell to their knees, begging for their lives. Fools. Judging by the bloody clots in their chests, there were no innocents in these caves. The only one who put up any real resistance to Vyllea was the cultist guarding the cave with the prisoners. It was a massive brute in a bloodstained butcher’s smock, who skillfully wielded a chain with a spiked ball, preventing Vyllea from getting close. Such a weapon was ineffective in the narrow corridors but here, in his lair, he had plenty of space. I didn’t want to risk Vyllea’s safety, so I simply directed a Power Burst underneath his feet. Not even his Spirit Armor helped — my spiritual power far exceeded that of all the local cultists combined. The brute collapsed to the ground, screaming in agony; his lower half was gone. Vyllea flicked the blood off her jian and sheathed it, leaving the wretch to die on his own. There were more cultists than the prisoner had mentioned, and he hadn’t said anything about the executioner. Perhaps he hoped we would run into him and get killed. That bastard had so much blood in him that he was as powerful as a Gold Apprentice. If Vyllea had faced him in a fair fight, I wouldn’t have guaranteed her victory. But why fight cultists fairly? The Heavens must have been on my side, since the brute never left his spot, making it easier for us.

There were no more Blood Path followers in the cave. We found the prisoners in the executioner’s cave, along with an altar for sacrifices. Judging by the state of the stone, it had been used for several centuries. The altar emanated an unpleasant bloody aura, similar to the one that surrounded our first opponent. Approaching it was dangerous, as indicated by the tingling between my shoulder blades. Unfortunately, my spirit vision couldn’t penetrate the altar — it was just a black void, like Taoists at the Master stage and above. A Ramming Strike that disappeared into the altar’s red aura confirmed my unpleasant suspicion — this was one of the gifts the cult’s God bestowed on his followers. An altar that fed them power by draining it from sacrifices. We couldn’t destroy it, but we couldn’t leave it to the cultists, either. I threw one of the spears I picked up from the dead at the altar. The metal tip shattered into tiny fragments as if it were made of glass, leaving not a scratch on the altar.

We had to improvise. I pulled out the ancient plate that had once hidden the bone. The metal was easy to cut and bend by hand, so Vyllea crafted a makeshift box out of it. It had no lid and there were visible gaps, but it was enough to risk placing the altar in the spatial anomaly. The cult God’s creation vanished from this world, placed within the makeshift box we crafted, positioned at the very edge of our anomaly, near the black void surrounding it. I covered the unpleasant artifact with the remaining plate pieces and stood by, projecting myself next to the altar to monitor its effects. If it began to affect our anomaly, I would push it into the black void. It was better to let it drift in the black timelessness than risk it returning to its creator for more nefarious purposes.

We couldn’t take such risks. I knew what to do with this artifact — I would give it to someone who could undoubtedly destroy it. And no, it wasn’t mentor Guerlon, though I would show it to him as well.

The ancient panels did their job — the red aura stayed within the makeshift box. Even the air felt lighter without the altar absorbing all the power. While I dealt with the altar, Vyllea tended to the children — most of them were in terrible shape. Some were so weak they couldn’t even drink, and were barely breathing. We had a little over twenty healing scrolls, and they were all used up today. I had to step in to help identify the most critical cases, those whose internal organs were already failing. The children were so exhausted they couldn’t even muster fear. They watched us impassively, with only a couple of them, likely on the path of ascension, trying to help. Two girls, probably under ten, stumbled and swayed but stubbornly refused treatment, pointing to others instead. I had to use Healer’s Touch. It wasn’t very effective, but it improved minor cuts and their general condition. After a few hours, the cave was filled with sixty tired, exhausted, but alive and somewhat healthier children. Vyllea brought out all our food and water — our supplies weren’t meant for such a crowd. The oldest was twelve; the youngest six. They tried to explain things to us, but most of it blurred into a jumble of village and town names and people. I would sort it out later, but for now, I needed to live through it. The two girls, Shumila and Turalia, helped — they were clearly from some Houses. They hushed the kids and explained the situation clearly.

The children in the cave were from all over the southeast of the First Tier. Shumila and Turalia were from the Hima Family of House Soth. It wasn’t a large family, but well-known nonetheless: a supplier of timber to House Soth and other Houses of the Phoenix Clan. Shumila and Turalia had been kidnapped almost a month ago and kept here, only occasionally allowed to wash. Nearly everyone taken with them had been killed — anyone who lost consciousness from exhaustion was laid on the altar. The girls shared their food, water, and scraps with everyone, but it wasn’t enough. As Bronze Candidates, they could handle hunger better than ordinary children.

“I heard there’s a big event in four days,” Shumila concluded. “They even cleaned our cages, and the executioner was as angry as a wolf when they forbade him from touching us.”

Vyllea and I exchanged glances. A big event could only mean one thing: a Coordinator would be arriving to start work on the energy core. Other cultists would come with him. I didn’t believe the Coordinator would come alone. He was a Gold Apprentice, strengthened through the blood path, likely possessing many unfamiliar techniques. The fight with him would be valiant and dangerous affair, but we had sixty exhausted kids relying on us. If we lost, they’d all get killed. Maybe not here, but on another altar. I was ready to risk my life and maybe even Vyllea’s, but the Heavens would never forgive me if I risked these children’s lives as well.

“Has anyone here seen a map of the First Tier or the local lands?” I asked hopefully, but both girls shook their heads. There was no point in asking the others. The prisoner we had interrogated wasn’t much help with maps, either — he could name villages and small towns he’d been to, but had no idea about the distances. Two days by cart, four days at a slow pace — these measures meant nothing to me.

“Zander, I’ll stay here. You take the children.”

“No one is staying here. Listen up! We’re getting you out, but there are only three carts, so we’ll have to squeeze in, and some will have to walk. Who can drive a horse cart? Raise your hand!”

Two twelve-year-old boys and a smaller girl hesitantly raised their hands.

“Shumila, get me a charred piece of wood. Turalia, start leading everyone out of the cave. Vyllea, help the weak ones. I’ll check the cave for anything useful for our journey. Move! We only have four days to escape this mountain!”

It was a relief to have someone else deal with the kids — I had no patience for it now. While we were running through the caves, looking for cultists, my spiritual sight had shown me several interesting places where the cultists had likely stashed their goods. The Heavens would never forgive me if I left all that to the followers of the Path of Blood. While Vyllea and the girls were getting the children outside, I restocked on Bronze-level spirit stones and First-Tier weapons. I grabbed anything useful: ropes, empty crates, even a few empty barrels for water.

Shumila brought me a charred piece of wood, and I scrawled a message back where the altar had stood,

“I will take the children and return to kill you all. Don’t go anywhere. Seeker Zander.”

At first, I just wanted to wish these bastards death. Then I thought of writing my name to make sure they knew who did this and started hunting me down, making my task easier, but finally decided on this message. Seekers always kept their word, so they’d be sure to wait for me. I didn’t specify when I’d return. I would definitely come back — getting here with Molly wouldn’t be a problem — but not immediately. First, Vyllea and I would have to form our energy core, learn some defensive and offensive Warrior-level techniques. Then, with the support of Nameless One, to whom I planned to give the cultist altar, we’d return to dispense justice. But there was no need to tell the cultists all this — let them wait. It would keep them from causing trouble in the First Tier.

“Not everyone will fit,” Vyllea worried, seeing the children wouldn’t all fit in the carts. If we put twenty in each, the horses wouldn’t be able to handle it. The descent was too steep — they might not hold and could fall.

“We’ll manage, Seekers.” Shumila once again showed her noble spirit. “Everyone who can walk, get on the ground! We’ll go on foot. Only the youngest and weakest stay on the carts. Turalia, you’re in charge of the first cart. Make sure no one cheats.”

“Yes, milady,” slipped from Turalia’s mouth. Shumila shot her a look, and Turalia quickly corrected herself. But we’d already heard what we needed to. Should we react to it? No! She was just Shumila from House Hima. The fact that she was potentially the head’s daughter wouldn’t change our attitude toward her. We judged by actions, not birth, and Shumila’s actions were the right ones.

“We need more carts.” I looked at Vyllea and nodded toward the village. “The children don’t need to see your anger. They’ve seen enough blood. There are no innocents there, but one request: don’t eat them. They’re not worth it.”

Vyllea nodded and took off without another word. One of the children saw the Seeker running off and began to wail, thinking they were being abandoned, but Shumila quickly calmed them down. She didn’t even flinch when I suddenly climbed up to the cliff, carefully plucked the edelweiss, and placed it into the spatial anomaly. Vyllea’s projection smiled at my actions. War was war, but beauty had to be preserved. She even tried to kiss me, but we couldn’t interact physically within the inventory. We could only talk.

As I had returned to everyone, I found ten flags planted in the ground. The formation had been made by an Overlord-level Taoist — there were too many conditions and components. Trying to break it was pointless. The sharp pain between my shoulder blades wouldn’t let me touch it, and I couldn’t place the flags in the anomaly. To do that, I would have had to place all ten parts simultaneously, but I couldn’t expand my inventory that much. I had to leave everything as it was.

When I got back to the children, I took the lead horse by the reins and started away from this cursed place. The older boys followed my example — it was shameful to sit in the cart when even six-year-olds were walking. A few hours later, Vyllea’s projection in the spatial anomaly grinned. She had descended from the mountain. By the time we reached the village, it was deep night. Nearly all the children were barely standing — the time spent in captivity had taken a toll on them. Vyllea was waiting for us outside the palisade with four large carts. Behind her, the village was ablaze — my demon had left no one alive. Not even the animals. Women, the elderly, men — Vyllea had killed them all. Perhaps only the children would have been spared, but there were none in the village — the two boys lying in the cart, exhausted, were locals. The scum who had lived in the village didn’t breed to continue their line, but to offer their own children as sacrifices to their god.

“Shumila, there’s food and water in the cart,” I called to the staggering girl. She may have been tired and barely walking, but who had it easy right now? “Organize dinner for everyone. Make sure they don’t overeat — it’s dangerous. After eating, everyone should rest — we leave early in the morning. Vyllea, get some sleep. I need you fresh in the morning. I’ll take a little walk around the village.”

I didn’t tell Vyllea about the five Bronze-level Apprentices with blood splotches in their chests hiding in one of the cellars. What Vyllea had done would already stay with her for a long time. Judging by the bodies burning in one of the houses where my demon had gathered everyone she’d killed, she’d had quite a spree. At least a hundred dead bodies. Five more wouldn’t make much difference, but I saw how Vyllea was trembling. She needed to calm down. Also, the central house, which now burning like a haystack, had an interesting cellar. It was the mayor’s house, and its cellar contained a stash of the cultists’ treasures. Using several forceful blows to push aside the burning walls, I went down. As mentor Guerlon used to say, you could never have too much loot. Especially when there were so many spirit stones and herbs to be picked up. Small things, of course, but they would come in handy for forming the energy core. And Shumila needed to form her nodes — her behavior and help had earned her the right to become a Golden Candidate. Seekers always repaid their debts. That was the Law.
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Chapter 7

“HOW MUCH LONGER can you hold on?”

“As long as I need to!” Vyllea’s hands were shaking like those of a seasoned drinker. Sleep hadn’t helped — in fact, it made things worse. The hundred cultists she’d killed, each with one or two meridian threads in their core, had taken a toll on my demon. She’d been hungry for a long time, and remembering our past adventures, I couldn’t fathom how she’d managed not to eat even one cultist. Saying something banal like “just hold on a little longer” was pointless. Vyllea might have taken such a comment as a sign of weakness. If I wanted to help, I should find her a tiger. If not, I might as well keep quiet.

Seven carts moved steadily along the well-worn road. The village we had burned down maintained active communication with its neighbors. I hadn’t had a chance to fetch Molly — only three of the sixty children knew how to drive carts. But there was no room for weakness here, so I put Shumila in one cart without a driver, Turalia (her maid, servant, friend or whatever she was) in another, and took the third for myself, tying the fourth to mine. We started off slowly as everyone adjusted to the new mode of travel, but once we descended from the mountains, our speed increased significantly. By the end of the day, we reached a settlement surrounded by high stone walls. My spirit vision couldn’t reach the far end of the village, and I didn’t even try to count the people — there were too many. Both those on the path to Ascension and those who had merely absorbed the energy of the First Tier, but remained ordinary humans were present. In Tier Zero, a place like this would be called a city; here in the First Tier, it was considered a middling village, according to our prisoner. Earis had already set beyond the horizon, so we were met with closed gates. The one consolation was that there were no signs of cultists’ red auras within my range. Whoever these people were, they weren’t following the Path of Blood.

“Identify yourselves!” a voice called out. “This is the village of Itarik, under the protection of the Family Hima, of House Soth of the Phoenix Clan!”

The guard’s hand, hidden behind the stone blocks atop the wall, held an artifact I didn’t recognize. It emitted an invisible energy aura that spread a good three hundred feet from the wall. The aura would change as it passed through any living being, taking on an imprint. Upon reaching its limit, it returned to the artifact, only to shoot out again, intact. Logic suggested it was a harmless way to determine the exact number of people approaching, possibly even their stage of Ascension. A useful tool, especially when your enemies couldn’t see the techniques or their application. I’d need to get my hands on one of those. For now, creating one was out of the question — there was no mention of such artifacts in the Apprentice-level textbooks of Huang Lung’s school. It was hard to believe the school of artificers wasn’t interested in defensive techniques, so these artifacts must be crafted at later stages of Ascension. Vyllea and I definitely needed to establish our energy core as soon as possible. Too much depended on it, as it turned out. We shouldn’t delay with the nodes and meridians either. It was time to bend the body into submission.

“I am Seeker Zander!” I announced, showing my Seeker’s plaque just in case. “I have six dozen children with me, whom I rescued from the clutches of cultists!”

“I am Shumila Hima, junior daughter of the head of the Family Hima!” The confident voice of the girl rang out. She jumped from her cart and approached me. “The Seeker speaks the truth. The cultists wanted to kill us to take our blood, but the Seekers have saved us!”

“My lady!” The speed at which the guard scrambled down the wall made me wince. It looked like he slipped and tumbled almost fifteen feet. Luckily, he wasn’t hurt. A bell rang out, more people rushed to the gates, the doors began to open slowly, and soon we were surrounded by a large crowd. What followed was exactly why I didn’t want to come to the village: children cried, adults cried, even a few small dogs, inexplicably in the midst of the crowd, seemed to cry. People tried to explain things to Vyllea and me, thanked us constantly, tried to touch us, bowed, and so on. It was infuriating.

“Quiet!” The thin, childlike voice quieted the crowd. Word had already spread through the village that the daughter of the head of the House was among the rescued children. “Where is Elder Oramit?”

“I am here, Lady Shumila. Do you remember me?” The crowd parted, and an elderly gentleman stepped forward. He appeared to be around fifty. He must have been strong once — a Gold Apprentice, seemingly with a hundred meridians, but I was too tired to count them. Seven threads? Check. The rest didn’t matter.

“What kind of daughter of the head of the House would I be if I didn’t know the names of the elders of our main settlements? Elder Oramit, please send a messenger to my father immediately. Ensure the messenger’s protection — he must reach his destination at all costs! He needs to inform my father of my rescue and the need to send an armed detachment led by a Warrior-lever Taoist at the very least. There are cultists in our lands; we must burn out their nest. Distribute all the children among the families so they can be cared for until my father arrives. Bathe them, feed them, and clothe them. I need a house where I can talk privately with the Seekers. We also need a map of the First Tier or at least the surrounding lands. This is important. On behalf of the Family of Hima, I ask Village Itarik for help.”

“Yes, my lady, it will be done! Itarik will fulfill its duty! Come forward one by one and take the children! You will be responsible for them!”

Shumila was only ten years old, but carried herself as a true highborn lady. I had to admit it was somewhat enviable. I couldn’t act like that. Moreover, it didn’t resonate with my soul. I liked being responsible only for myself and my moody woman, who stood there hugging her waist, trying to control the turmoil of emotions and sensations within her. I needed to try to ease her suffering with conjunction tonight.

The carts emptied quickly, and we were led to Elder Oramit’s house. He offered to arrange a bath, but Shumila declined. The girl looked very thin, but she decided to put off even her feeding, wanting to discuss something with us first.

“Seeker, can you set up a protective formation so no one can hear us?” Shumila asked when only the three of us remained in the room.

Instead of answering, I released the stakes, and within thirty seconds, they had enveloped us in a soundproof shield.

“Even if the messenger rides without rest, it will still take him a day to reach Dzong, our city. They won’t let him see my father immediately. And that’s assuming he’s even in the city in the first place, and not traveling. In any case, even if everything goes perfectly, and my father can receive the messenger right away, the head of the Family will not arrive here sooner than four days from now. That’s if he already has a detachment ready to depart immediately. You know what the cultists were planning to do in three days. I took a look at the map that the elder gave me… Well, see for yourselves.”

Shumila spread out the map on the table, given to her by Elder Oramit. It depicted the province of Dzong — one of the southeastern parts of the First Tier. It included the mountains and the small village of the cultists, called Kharitog, which was not marked as anything special. It was one of nearly fifty villages in the province of Dzong. I immediately understood what Shumila wanted to show us. In fact, I had already figured it out earlier today. The only road leading to Kharitog passed through the village of Itarik. Considering that the “Warrior ascension” process was supposed to begin in three days, the cult’s overseer was either already in the village, or would arrive tomorrow. I couldn’t believe he would travel through fields and forests, avoiding people. Most likely, he would arrive accompanied by guards and a large entourage, posing as an untouchable high-born Taoist. I closed my eyes and scanned again — among the white background of my spiritual sight, any blood-stained aura would stand out, but there was nothing like that in the village of Itarik.

The cultists hadn’t arrived yet. Or they could have a way to conceal their true nature. I couldn’t dismiss such an obvious possibility. That meant we had to consider all Taoists with artifacts, but there were far too many of them in a village of the First Tier. And most of these artifacts were unfamiliar to me. It was like with plants: to truly understand a plant, you need to hold it in your hands at least once. The same went for artifacts: by handling them, I could immediately understand the structure of their energy flows and then accurately identify them from a distance of one mile. A convenient ability, but it required too much time.

“We will stay in the village until your father arrives,” I promised.

“Thank you, Seekers. I promise, my father will reward you.”

“Don’t make promises on behalf of someone else, Shumila,” I cautioned. “But it’s good that you have requested this meeting. Close your eyes and don’t move.”

I took the girl’s hands. Strangely, she trusted me completely, without even asking what I was going to do. Vyllea approached and practically leaned on me, slipping her hands under my cloak. My girl was suffering, and it was getting worse with each passing hour.

“Now you need to get yourself cleaned up, eat well, and get a good night’s sleep. Your future ascension depends on it.”

“I can feel the energy in the air,” Shumila said, stunned.

“That’s because you’re now a Gold candidate. Your nodes were almost formed, but the events of the past month had taken a toll on them. They started to disappear to put up the first barrier before you, but I didn’t let that happen. You now have two nodes, which will allow you to use technique scrolls. Don’t forget about the spirit stone. And you’ll need to focus on developing new nodes until you’re eighteen. If you can do that, you’ll advance to the next rank. I’m sure diamond candidates are valued here in the First Tier just as much as they are in Tier Zero.”

“Thank you, mentor.” Shumila rose from the table and bowed deeply.

“No need to give me titles I haven’t asked for,” I shook my head. “I’m not your mentor, and you’re not my student. I’m a Seeker, Shumila. Let’s keep it that way. When you return to your father, ask him to assign you a mentor. You’ll need one now. For now, please leave us. I need to tend to my companion.”

“Was she injured in the village? She looked unwell the entire way here.” Shumila’s observant nature was evident.

“Yes, but it’s a special wound that healers can’t fix. Tell me, are there tigers in your House’s forests?”

“They used to be, but they were exterminated,” she replied, and Vyllea groaned at the news. Shumila quickly added, “There might be tigers in the western part of the province! I’ve heard that there’s no logging there, so there’s no reason to kill the beasts. If there are any tigers left, they’d be there!”

I looked at the map — we were in the southeastern part of the province of Dzong. If the tigers were in the west, it would take us several days to get there on Molly. We were stuck here for an indefinite period, so the tigers would have to wait. Shumila left, calmly passing through the protective formation, and I turned to embrace Vyllea.

“Come here…”

I only opened my eyes in the morning. Vyllea was no longer trembling, but the dark circles under her eyes indicated that we had troubles we couldn’t handle on our own. Conjunction alleviated the symptom of shaking hands but couldn’t cure the illness called addiction to consumption. The Beast Path was still unclear and foreign to me, especially the variety followed by demons. Vyllea’s body had become human, but the demonic core still lingered within her. For some reason, her body reverted to its demonic form without conjunction. This meant it remembered its origins and longed to return to them. In Tier Zero, where energy was scarce, this wasn’t an issue. Here in the First Tier, Vyllea had to fight not only a constantly growing hunger, but also her essence, which desired to break free. Two years in human form hadn’t passed without consequences for a demon. Ideally, we needed to find a way to enter her world for at least a few days. Turn her back into a demon, let her run wild — I was convinced this would be immensely helpful in the future. I glanced at her again, and a realization struck me: in Tier Zero, meant for Candidates, conjunction made us Apprentices, so our bodies adapted to the new world. Now we were in the First Tier, meant for Apprentices, but our conjunction had also stalled at this level! To ease Vyllea’s struggle, we needed to form an energy core and become Warriors. But this required an enormous amount of energy, even though we already had the foundation of a core. Consuming tigers would only delay the problem, just as conjunction would. Energy. We needed as much energy as possible, and the crumbs in our spirit stones wouldn’t suffice. Even the vast amount of energy in the air wouldn’t help — we needed concentrated places of power.

“What an interesting formation,” an unfamiliar voice said as soon as I removed my stakes. Two men were standing inside the room, just a step from where my dome had been moments earlier. One was an elderly man with graying hair — a Gold-ranked Apprentice who, judging by his appearance, didn’t neglect physical or spiritual practice. His lean face, devoid of facial hair, had the look of an aristocrat — similar to the Faceless One, an Executor of Fate, or even Overlord Nurgal Lee. He looked down on everyone. The other man was simpler in every way: a simpler hairstyle, a younger face, and a less imposing presence. He was a Silver-ranked Apprentice, yet to begin forming the meridian thread that extends to the head. Most notably, these two wore the same mottled robes as us. They were Seekers, and from what I gathered, a mentor and his protégé. The elder spoke first.

“Elder Oramit mentioned that two unexpected Seekers had arrived in the village and rescued fifty children from the clutches of cultists. But it seems you two aren’t far from being children yourselves. As the Heavens are my witness, I’ve never met Seekers so young. May I see your plaques?”

I didn’t like the Seeker’s voice or his tone. He didn’t introduce himself, which was odd — Seekers usually introduced themselves first.

“It would be courteous to introduce yourselves first,” I said, surrounding myself and Vyllea with Spirit Armor. Something about this man put me on edge. My spirit sight revealed nothing unusual except for a few amulet artifacts around his neck, including, notably, a Seeker’s plaque. I didn’t need to hold it to recognize the unique structure of energy flows.

“The junior is forgetting his place,” the elder Taoist snarled, releasing his aura. If we had been ordinary Bronze-ranked Apprentices, this might have been intimidating. But it wasn’t. Vyllea’s condition was stressing me out, so anyone who got in our way was seen as an enemy. Especially someone who, without understanding the situation, tried to impose their power and authority. Usually, I would handle this delicately, but today I had no desire to soften the edges.

“You’re only older in age. But it seems it hasn’t brought anything but arrogance into your thick skull. Drop your aura, fool! There are ordinary people in this house! A Seeker attacking civilians? Do you want to bring the clan’s wrath upon the entire guild?”

“How dare you speak to a mentor like that?” The younger Taoist started towards us, but the elder stopped him with an outstretched hand.

“Our younger comrades have done the impossible — destroyed a bunch of cultists. Judging by their appearance, they’ll be dealing with the aftermath for a long time. Very well, we’ll respect our younger peers. I am Seeker Pascor, Gold-rank Apprentice. This is my apprentice, Svoom, Silver-ranked Apprentice. Here is my plaque.”

The man removed one of his amulets and handed it to me. An interesting test. Since he hadn’t explicitly given me permission to take the amulet, the plaque should destroy me if it didn’t find and recognize counterpart. That’s what mentor Guerlon had said, and doubting his words made no sense. I took the plaque and examined it curiously. It was quite different from mine in size, color, and even content — a snarling tiger’s head with the legend “Seeker Pascor” on it. There was nothing else on the plaque. Nevertheless, it was a genuine Seeker’s plaque, as indicated by the swirling power within and the structure of energy flows identical to mine.

“There’s no need to show yours.” Seeker Pascor took back the plaque and allowed himself a smirk. So it was indeed a test. “Greetings, fellow Seeker, and forgive my distrust. There aren’t many Seekers in the First Tier, and none as young as you two. The elder’s words compelled me to come and verify. We cannot allow anyone to wear our robes and tarnish the noble name of Seekers. Please satisfy my curiosity — who might you be?”

“Seeker Zander and Seeker Vyllea. Bronze-ranked Apprentices. We arrived a few weeks ago from the Tier Zero.”

“Bronze Apprentices from Tier Zero?” Seeker Pascor seemed taken aback by this revelation. “And already Seekers? Is that even possible?”

“Anything is possible in this world,” I replied. Despite his explanation of his actions, I still didn’t like Seeker Pascor. Moreover, I felt a barely perceptible tingling between my shoulder blades. My intuition was telling me this man had some grudge against me and had just entertained the thought of killing me. Did he dislike my answer? Perhaps. But it didn’t make our interaction any more pleasant. Examining him further, I focused on his dimensional pouch.

“How long have you been in Itarik?” I asked, recalling everything mentor Guerlon had said about artifact binding and Seekers. If I remembered correctly, the minimum entry threshold for the guild was Gold-ranked Apprentice. Only then could Taoists activate the portal and summon the overseer to initiate the plaque formation procedure. Nothing unusual there — the rank and stage of ascension matched. However, obtaining a dimensional pouch wasn’t easy. It required a high-ranking patron among the Overlords to bestow such an item. How did a Seeker who hadn’t yet surpassed the Apprentice stage acquire a dimensional pouch? Or was this just my greed talking? No one had given me such an artifact, after all…

“Three days now. Seeker Zander, I’d like to know more about these cultists. It’s not every day you encounter this plague. Who are they, what are they called, how did they appear here, and how did you discover them?”

“If you’re expecting some free report from me, it won’t happen. Information in this world is costly, especially information about cultists and their lair.”

“A greedy Seeker? Aren’t you afraid of angering the Heavens?” Seeker Pascor even allowed himself a grimace, showing his disdain for my words. But I couldn’t care less about the opinion of some obscure Taoist. He didn’t like me, but I couldn’t pinpoint why exactly. So, I continued to press my point:

“My Heavens closely monitor my actions and are extremely displeased every time I engage in wanton altruism. Information about the cultists costs five hundred spirit coins and fifty spirit stones of the Gold-ranked Apprentice stage.”

“Are you out of your mind, boy?” Seeker Pascor was taken aback.

“This is the price of the information about the cultists. And you’re getting a huge discount as a fellow Seeker. When I get to Hardes, I’ll sell this information to House Soth for three to four times as much. And they will buy it. You know this as well as I do. Does that satisfy your curiosity? You’ve seen your pair of Seekers and you’ve tested them. You’ll get nothing more here.”

I was deliberately defiant, ignoring the usual respect younger Seekers were supposed to show their seniors. According to the rules of this world, the difference in rank was reason enough to demand politeness from the weaker. But I didn’t feel weak. That was one. And I couldn’t force myself to respect this Taoist. That was two. Besides, for reasons I couldn’t quite formulate, I found him utterly distasteful, and I trusted my instincts. That was three.

Seeker Pascor seemed ready to say something, perhaps even challenge me to a duel or strike me from the shadows, but he held back when he saw the look on my face. It wasn’t directed at him but at those who had just entered the range of my spirit vision. Five Gold-ranked Apprentices were guarding a carriage, inside which sat a sixth — also a Gold-ranked Apprentice, but with a remarkably high number of nodes — significantly more than a hundred. This Taoist had the most meridians I had ever seen among Gold-rank Apprentices. I memorized the exact arrangement of the energy channels for future counting but had no desire to do it now. I had a different urge — to kill. All six of them had bloody blotches within them. The cultist lieutenant had arrived in Itarik with his retinue.
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Chapter 8

“YOU WANTED TO KNOW about the cultists?” I turned my gaze to Seeker Pascor, who seemed ready to react to my change in expression. “You’re about to get your chance. Several of them have entered the village.”

“You can see them?” Pascor’s eyebrows shot up.

“I can sense them.” I didn’t explain about my spirit vision. From what Darna had told me, only a few pure absolutes could simultaneously see the world with two visions, let alone ordinary Taoists. Who was the Seeker standing before me? An ordinary person? Some kind of absolute? A pure absolute? Seeing the structure of his meridians didn’t give me any knowledge about this Taoist’s real strength. I needed to create an artifact with a sigil I had learned from the head of Tier Zero’s School of Ascension to understand who I was dealing with. You met someone, you activated the artifact, and you immediately knew who you were dealing with — an absolute or an ordinary Taoist. And if they were an ordinary Taoist, you could learn what their potential was. Waving hands to form a sigil in front of people wasn’t the right approach. It wasted time and irritated people.

“Interesting ability. Can you sense all cultists, or just those hiding in these mountains? Will you at least tell me the cult’s name, or is that paid information too?”

“There’s no such thing as free information. Curious? Destroy those who have entered the village and investigate them. I won’t claim any of the loot.”

“How generous of you,” Seeker Pascor sneered. “We’ll do all the work, and you’ll leave us with our own spoils.”

“Zander, we’re wasting time.” Vyllea had grown tired of standing around. “If these weaklings don’t want to deal with the cultists, we’ll do it ourselves. Let’s go!”

"Not so fast, Seeker Vyllea." The Seeker struggled to maintain his composure. He was clearly accustomed to being treated with a certain level of respect in this Tier, and now these two ragged Seekers, by some foolish chance, didn’t care for him at all. Why, they even refused to share information!

“What do you want?” Vyllea asked grimly. The dark circles under her eyes bode no good.

“Before rushing into a battle, I’d like to know the number of cultists, their Ascension stages, and ranks.”

“Zander, how many cultists are there and what are they?” Vyllea’s projection in the anomaly asked. It was the perfect place for conversations that needed to be held without eavesdroppers.

“Six, all Gold-ranked Apprentices. But we’re not sharing this information. I don’t like this Seeker at all. He shouldn’t know I can see energy structures over long distances.”

“I completely agree. He smells strange. I can’t pinpoint it, but people shouldn’t smell like that. He’s really annoying me now. I’m tired of him!”

“The fact that you’re weak was something I realized the moment I saw you,” Vyllea sneered, her face twisting in a scornful grimace. “Seekers are guided by the Heavens, and not by any desire to assess the number of enemies, who they are, or how strong they are. If we thought about that, we would never have ventured into their lair. Let’s go, Zander. I have no desire to talk to these people.”

Seeker Pascor said nothing, merely stepping aside as we passed. His apprentice, however, looked ready to tear us apart and, if not for his mentor’s presence, probably would have. He seemed highly unstable — a trait that had no place in a Seeker. But they didn’t let us go so easily. Barely had we walked a few dozen paces from the mayor’s house when the odd pair emerged and followed us.

“They plan to join the fray at the last moment,” Vyllea suggested immediately. “They heard about the loot and now they’re in a rush, all of a sudden. They’re not real Seekers. Are you sure that plaque is genuine?”

“Yes, it radiates the same energy as ours. The only difference is the color and emblem. Ours has a phoenix, whereas theirs…”

I froze, struck by a sudden recollection. Despite being a mental absolute capable of remembering everything I saw, this knowledge still needed to be utilized properly. Recently, I had been recalling everything related to Seekers and their formation, but I had overlooked one crucial fact. And Mentor Guerlon had specifically pointed it out.

“What?” Vyllea instantly appeared beside me, her hand on her jian. She didn’t look around, trusting that I would inform her if danger approached. But there was no immediate threat. Or rather, the threat was there but decided to toy with us, trying to find out how much we knew. Now I understood why Seeker Pascor had a spatial pouch.

“Seeker Pascor’s plaque has a tiger emblem. Mentor Guerlon said that the Tiger clan is the only one whose head refuses to spend energy on Seekers. They don’t make plaques. But the plaque is genuine — it contains the same energy structure as ours. How? The plaque looks ancient. What if, two hundred years ago, the Tigers did make plaques? But Seeker Pascor doesn’t look two centuries old. What does that tell you?”

“Zander, you’re pissing me off!”

“He’s not Seeker Pascor! He's an impostor. But his plaque doesn’t kill him. There’s only one answer: it has been altered by someone powerful enough to meddle with a Nascent God’s creations. Another Nascent God… someone who fancies himself a god.”

“So they’re cultists?” Vyllea turned towards the Seekers who had just left the house. They assumed she was reacting to their presence and stopped, not wanting to provoke a conflict.

“There’s a high probability he’s the Overseer. The ones who had just arrived in the village are his retinue. Posing as a Seeker is actually a very clever way to hide. Flash the plaque and you walk around unchallenged. He and his so-called apprentice wear strange amulets. They likely conceal the blood clots from spiritual sight. So I have no proof, except for the plaque that shouldn't exist.”

“Zander, too many words! A simple question and a simple answer are all it takes. Do we kill them?”

“No. We need the Overlord. If we attack now, we lose the element of surprise. If he turns out to be just an old Seeker who’s been living in the First Tier for two hundred years, it would be very unpleasant. We cannot completely disregard that possibility. Right now, we treat him as a hidden Overseer who could strike at any moment. We need to force him to reveal himself somehow.”

“Rip off the amulets and be done with it. Why complicate things?” Vyllea looked at our opponents again.

“That would force us into a fight. If we kill him, all the leads to the Overlord will be cut off. I’d like to find out who runs this plague in the first Tier. What if the cults have their own secret society where they discuss how many people they’ve tortured? Information about such a gathering would be worth a fortune to Clyed Feng. We could order you tigers for breakfast every week.”

“You’re so annoying!” Vyllea hissed at me in reality. Apparently, mentioning tigers was a mistake.

“We’ll kill the cultist sextet now, then take the supposed Seeker to the cultist lair, telling him the cart with the altar on it is waiting for us near the village. If he insists on coming with us to guard the altar, we’ll agree. We’ll kill his apprentice, capture him, and interrogate him, cutting his meridians and releasing most of the blood clot. We’ll also reset all his meridians… No! Wait! Change of plans! We won’t kill all the cultists here and now! We’ll catch them one by one! They have no idea what to do next! Their Overseer is nearby, if I’m correct. They’ve probably already heard about the children and the destroyed cultists. So now they’re waiting for their senior to explain the new strategy. We’ll catch them one by one! They won’t get away from us.”

“Why do we need them?”

“Energy. I'm going to do the same thing to them as I did to my father. Turn them into ordinary Candidates. I’ll remove all their meridians, and the power that’s released will go into our energy core. It’s time to stop being weak. Once we have an energy core, you’ll feel better immediately. You won’t even need tigers.”

“Promise?” Vyllea’s voice held so much hope that it made me uneasy. What if I was wrong and her condition was due to hunger and not because she had been living as a human for two years?

“I promise!” I responded firmly. A Seeker never made empty promises. If the energy core didn’t help, a tiger wouldn’t, either. The only way to restore Vyllea was to take her back to her world. And I’d do whatever it took to find a way. If necessary, I’d find a battlefield or a wormhole — or even pay a visit to the demons.

“Then let’s go back. I’m hungry. The cultists aren’t going anywhere.” Vyllea turned around, adjusted her hair, and headed back to the house.

“Did something happen? Did the cultists leave?” The fake Pascor’s voice was filled with genuine concern.

“No, we just remembered we haven’t had breakfast,” I explained. “I don’t know about your Heavens, but ours is very negative about us fighting on an empty stomach. First, we take care of ourselves, and then we punish the scum. Besides, they have nowhere to go. The lair is destroyed, and I hid the altar. Let them go to the mountains, see what happened, come back, and we’ll meet them here.”

“You hid the altar? So it’s not in the mountains?” The emotions radiating from Pascor were so sincere that I almost believed them.

“Would we leave such a valuable thing in the lair? This ancient artifact was clearly made by someone very powerful, likely not from the First Tier. I’ll take it to Hardes and give it to the head of House Soth. I’m sure they’ll pay handsomely for it.”

“If you don’t get killed along the way!” It seemed Pascor had made up his mind. “I’ve heard about altars. They emit such power that beasts from far away can sense them. To them, it’s free food. Are you ready to fight not only the cultists who will try to retrieve their treasure, but also beasts?”

“I hadn’t thought about that.” I pretended to ponder. “Indeed, I should hire some kind of guard. I’ll wait until the head of House Hima arrives and ask for protection.”

“The head of the house? Do you want to give him all the glory and money? He’ll act like any treasure hunter as far as the altar is concerned. A scavenger who would gladly kill you as soon as you show him where it’s hidden. No, fellow Seeker. If you truly want to deliver this item to the capital, you need the help of someone more reliable. I think two Seekers can always come to an agreement. You can keep the coins; they’re of no interest to me. In return, I want my name to appear on the list of those who destroyed the lair. I don’t think that would be a big deal for you, but it would be very useful for my future advancement.”

“Protection in exchange for a small fib?” I pretended to think. “Why not? But let’s agree on one thing: the coins and stones you receive as a reward are also mine. I just came from Tier Zero, so I need a lot of things and can’t afford to refuse someone else’s reward. For that, I can tell a little white lie.”

“Loot comes first?” Pascor smirked.

“As far as the Heavens will it,” I confirmed. “Alright, we’re going to have breakfast. Would you care to join us?”

“I think I’ll pass. The altar isn’t somewhere in the village, I hope?”

“Don’t make me say something you wouldn’t like,” I cut off the schemer. “The altar is securely protected. You couldn’t break through my protective formation, could you? Did you really think I’d leave such a valuable thing unguarded? Vyllea, let’s go. Let’s see what the elder has for us.”

I deliberately played the role of a greedy Seeker. The worse the enemy’s opinion of us, the more they’d underestimate us. After all, you can always “buy” such Seekers by offering a few more spirit coins or something equally valuable. Maybe they’d try to find out how I managed to “sense” the cultists. That knowledge would help them hide even better.

“How long have you known Seeker Pascor?” I asked Elder Oramit. They really laid out a fantastic breakfast for us, likely driven by the desire to thank us for saving the head of Family Hima’s youngest daughter.

“About five years. He comes here every six months, stays for a few days, then leaves again. Yes, we’ve known him a long time. Good man. Helped us get rid of the beasts that were troubling the village.”

I nodded, watching as the “good man” entered the cultists’ room in one of the village’s three taverns. It wasn’t just that he happened to walk into the same building — no! He went up to the room with them, and from what I could see, the cultist who had arrived in the cart was reporting to his master. How wonderful it was to have spirit vision capable of tracking energy flows from such a great distance!

“Honored Elder Oramit, may I ask you to share some of your wisdom?” I asked unexpectedly. The elder blushed at my question, clearly flattered by my words. “Imagine a situation: there is a Warrior-stage Taoist who can use techniques, is strong, practices constantly, and perhaps can even use power borrowed from other beings. Yes, you guessed it right — I'm talking about cultists. Shumila, no need to freeze, the question is purely hypothetical. Allow me to continue. The easiest thing would be to kill such a cultist to cleanse the world, but that’s not an option — we need to deliver him to the capital so that the inquisitors of the houses or even the clan can work on him. I suppose the Phoenix Clan would also be interested in interrogating a cultist. As you know, Vyllea and I recently arrived from Tier Zero, so much of what is common knowledge here is still unknown to us. How can we transport a powerful Taoist over a long distance without worrying that he might use a deadly technique against us at some point? Constantly hitting him on the head with an iron rod isn’t a solution. The path to the capital isn’t short, and the rod might not hold up.”

“So you’re not worried about the cultist’s head, then?” The elder chuckled. “Can’t say I blame you. If you need advice on safely transporting him to the capital, you might want to try this. You’ll need wormwood, chamomile, and juniper. From these three plants, you can make a pill that will put any Warrior-stage Taoist to sleep for two days. Feed the cultist these pills, and you can take them anywhere you want. But let me warn you, this only works on Warriors. A Master wouldn’t even notice the pill.”

I nodded, mentally going through all the artifact recipes I knew. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a single one that induced sleep.

“I have the necessary plants, but I lack the experience in making pills, the recipe, and, to be honest, the desire. Elder Oramit, is there anyone in your village who could make such pills, and how long would it take?”

Elder Oramit's smile indicated that making the necessary items wouldn’t be a problem. The pleased Taoist took the plants from me dashed off, leaving the four of us — Turalia, Shumila’s maid, had already reached her mistress and didn’t leave her side for a moment.

“Is this wise, Seeker?” Shumila asked. “You’ll have to drag the cultist nearly across the entire First Tier. I’ve found out where the capital is. If we travel without stopping, it will take about a month to reach it from our province.”

“Would you be able to torture a cultist?” I asked, looking straight into Shumila’s eyes. She held my gaze for a moment but eventually looked away.

“Me neither. And you can see for yourself what happens to Vyllea when she does it. Simply killing the scum is doing them a favor by giving them an undeservedly easy death. You saw what they did to people on the altar. You heard their screams. You saw their suffering. Tell me, younger daughter of the head of Family Hima, is it wise to simply kill such scum without finding out where the others are?”

Judging by the way the girl’s face twisted, the answer was obvious. Elder Oramit returned shortly, looking quite pleased with himself. He hadn't trusted anyone else and made the pills himself. There were only ten, which, according to Shumila’s estimates, wouldn’t be enough to get us to the capital. But then again, who said we’d be taking these scumbags to the capital?

“How long does it take the pills to kick in?” I asked, tucking the small box into my sleeve. At least, that was how it should appear to everyone. In reality, the box went into my personal inventory, where Vyllea’s eager hands immediately placed it on one of the important shelves. Despite her terrible state, my girl couldn’t stand disorder in the anomaly.

“Within a minute of ingestion. It’s a simple recipe, without any enhancement.” This information seemed difficult for the elder to part with, but he quickly added, “But to ensure the cultist doesn’t do anything in that minute, there’s an old trick. Put a metal bucket over his head and hit it with an iron rod. A few minutes of daze are guaranteed. During this time, you can slip the pill under his tongue — it doesn’t even need to be swallowed. Just placing it under the tongue will allow it to absorb into the body.”

“Our gratitude knows no bounds, Elder. And since you have such great skills in alchemy, tell me, do you know the recipe for pills that enhance the body? I need to overcome a barrier.”

“Enhance the body?” the mayor was surprised. “Few Taoists would openly admit they have a problem with a body barrier, Seeker Zander. I don’t even know how to react to such frankness. Is it foolishness or boundless trust?”

“I prefer to think it’s the latter. Though it could easily be the former. As I mentioned, Vyllea and I have recently arrived from Tier Zero, and we don’t know many things accepted in the first Tier. I need pills for the body. Of the Silver rank, ideally Gold.”

The elder made a strange noise when he heard my requirements.

“No, Seeker Zander, I do not have such recipes in my possession. I can make simple pills for a Copper Apprentice. If I try hard, I might manage to make some for a Bronze Apprentice to make their body a bit stronger. But I don’t have anything for the Silver rank, let alone Gold.”

“Well, it doesn’t hurt to ask,” I shrugged. “Thank you for such a delicious breakfast, but now Vyllea and I need to meditate. The fight with the cultists was tough, and we need to restore our energy and try to improve my companion’s health a little.”

I looked at Shumila.

“It’s safe in the village now, and there’s also Seeker Pascor with his apprentice. We’ll try not to be gone long and return by tomorrow. Vyllea, ready for a run?”

“I was ready this morning.” My girl stood and nodded to the elder, thanking him for breakfast. We had already agreed that while we were in the village, we wouldn’t bring out Molly. I needed to put a decoy pouch on my belt to avoid unnecessary questions, since the previous one had unfortunately burned with our first set of clothes during our initial conjunction. It was now clear that spatial pouches weren’t uncommon here in the First Tier and didn’t attract attention.

We left the house and briskly ran towards the mountains. The guards at the gate didn’t stop us, but we had to pause, pretending to look at the nearby forest and try to decide where to go first. In reality, I was closely watching the movements of the cultists. As I expected, the fake Pascor would send a few cultists to the hideout to see if things were as bad as I claimed. But these bastards didn’t leave right away — Pascor returned to the elder’s house, seemingly wanting to talk to us again. Of course he would — my sense for cultists must have been bothering him. He didn’t understand how it worked, and was worried. Good, it was useful. Once convinced we had long since left the village, the fake Pascor spoke to two cultists with blood clots in their chests. Soon after, they got on a small cart and headed out of the village, in our direction — towards the mountains.

“Run,” I warned Vyllea, and we dashed away. A mile was a decent distance, but the nearest trees only started to grow half a mile away from the village, so we had to hide before the cultists left. They didn’t hurry much, and by the time they reached the spot where we hid, they seemed quite careless. They laughed, told each other stories, and didn’t look around. They acted in a manner incongruous with a person sent to check a dangerous location. The cultists themselves looked quite impressive — expensive clothes, rings, and numerous ornaments in their hair and all over their bodies. I even found myself staring at the clothes — I had never seen such beauty before. Even the residents of the central region I had run into were dressed more modestly.

Vyllea twitched, ready to jump at the cultists, but I stopped her. It never paid to underestimate one’s enemy. Careless cultists would never reach the Gold rank of the Apprentice stage. I had to ask Vyllea to look away so this pair wouldn’t feel anything. They emanated a threat, and despite their ostentatious appearance, I knew they were very dangerous opponents, ready to tear us apart at any moment. But that wasn’t what stopped me. At some distance from the first pair was another cultist. The same Taoist with two hundred meridians who had arrived in the cart. He wasn’t using the road and kept moving between the trees very quickly.

The jolly pair of cultists passed by us and soon disappeared into the forest. Their accomplice maintained a considerable distance of at least half a mile. It seemed as if he somehow saw the cart with the cultists, and possibly more than just that. He moved with too much confidence and ease for it to be a coincidence. At one point, I was even glad I had the foresight to set up a protective formation. None of the Apprentice stage Taoists could see us.

Soon, the pursuer reached the place where Vyllea and I were hiding. This Taoist was markedly different from the pair on the cart. His tight black clothes were reminiscent of a ninja from the Tiger Clan. His face was covered by a mask, leaving only his eyes exposed. He had many artifacts of unknown purpose, and one look at him made an unpleasant burning sensation appear between my shoulder blades. This cultist was far stronger than any Apprentice we had encountered before.

After a quick glance around, the cultist resumed his run, deftly leaping over low bushes. But at his next landing, he was met with a nasty surprise: the Power Burst technique. At the same time, Vyllea surged forward. The cultist’s defenses were remarkably strong — he was the first one not to lose his legs. Blood did spurt out, but it didn’t stop him from using Steps to get several dozen feet away from Vyllea and even managing to launch some sort of attacking technique. It resembled a Spirit Arrow, but moved significantly faster. This might have stopped my demon, but Vyllea was no longer in the same spot; she was already pursuing the scoundrel. He wasn’t the only one who could use Steps. A leap, another, and another. I wasn’t far behind, having managed to gather my protective formation. Vyllea was using the energy of the conjunction, so I couldn’t let her get more than sixty feet away.

The cultist noticed me, too, and techniques flew in my direction as well. Unlike Vyllea, I could see them clearly, so I even smirked: the more he attacked me, the less time he had for Vyllea. After all, she looked so delicate and fragile, with dark circles under her eyes from all the exhaustion — why waste time on her? Everyone made that mistake. I ducked under another energy stream, letting it pass over me, and used another Power Burst. There was no percentage in standing still! The blast was so strong that this time the cultist even screamed — I managed to nearly shatter one of his legs. The next technique became his last — Vyllea finally reached the enemy. An ominous red aura began to form around him, but it was too late — a knife pinned the cultist to a tree, piercing all his defenses and immobilizing his arm. A second cry of pain rang out, and then several things happened simultaneously. Vyllea threw two sleeping pills into the bastard’s throat, I tossed my stakes to create an impenetrable shield around us, and finally, my brilliant partner pulled out an extra container from the inventory. Following Elder Oramit’s advice, she placed a bucket over the cultist’s head and struck it with all her might with a rod. The blow was so powerful that the bucket shattered. The clang echoed through the forest, but the main goal was achieved — the cultist collapsed to the ground unconscious. The best part was that he was still alive.

Vyllea produced a sturdy rope and tied up the cultist’s shredded leg to stop the bleeding. I took a small stick and began to slowly remove the artifacts from the cultist and throw them into the personal inventory. Touching foreign items without destroying their bindings was foolish, and dealing with artifacts, as practice had shown, was much easier inside the anomaly.

Vyllea also tied the cultist’s hands and shoulders, just in case, before sitting down on the ground. Her palms looked terrible — almost as if the skin had been flayed off. The red aura had managed to injure the demon. I used Healer’s Touch to little avail, and nearly growled at the extensive damage inside Vyllea. It seemed every organ was on the verge of collapse. A little more, and her body simply wouldn’t bear the strain.

“Lie on me,” I demanded, lying down next to the captive. My hands rested on the cultist's chest to ensure close contact for the upcoming work. I had no intention of ensuring his well-being. Vyllea complied and lay on me with a groan that was unbecoming of a demon. The red aura hadn’t just mangled her hands, but had also poisoned her with something invisible to me. My own helplessness was infuriating!

I initiated the conjunction and almost gasped from the onslaught of pain. Vyllea was in terrible shape. I had to give my all, pushing the maximum energy my body could muster. The power of the flows was so immense that it barely passed through my body, causing additional discomfort. No matter — what mattered now was taking away Vyllea’s pain; I’d deal with my own later. Engaging my mind, energy, and heart, I turned to the cultist and his threads. I would show no mercy — this bastard came to kill us. Therefore, I wasn’t concerned about his health, comfort, or pain. I started with the head thread and the farthermost meridian. I grasped the energy conduit and drew it to the spinning seed of our energy core, which clung to the flow with a death grip, absorbing all the strength the cultist had between the two distant nodes in an instant. Only a thin strand remained — just as in my father’s case. The meridian was nullified, but not destroyed.

There was no need to reduce the cultist’s ranks — I had no intention of sparing his life, so I didn’t waste time unraveling the thread between nodes completely. Instead, I pulled the power from the next meridian, carefully ensuring my energy core seed didn’t touch the red threads emanating from the clump and only absorbed pure Chi. I wanted nothing to do with that filth. The third meridian. The fourth. So the pills worked for two days? Excellent. I’d only need a few hours. In the meantime, I’d count how many meridians this ninja-like creature had.

When the last meridian — the two hundred eighth — was absorbed, the cultist’s body twitched and finally went limp. Life left him along with his energy, filling the space with the unbearable stench of a decomposing corpse. I looked at Vyllea — she was sleeping, occasionally moaning in her sleep. Her palms had stopped bleeding and were now covered with bloodied scabs. A healer’s vision showed that while her body was in critical condition, it was quite stable. Carefully getting up and laying the girl on the ground, I spent some time looking at the cultist, then threw him into my personal inventory. The dead body fit into the anomaly without any problems. There were too many artifacts left on the corpse, including a spatial pouch, but I couldn’t remove them with a stick. I needed a more experienced artifact handler, and, as I began to realize, it was time to visit one. The Heavens give me the strength to fulfill my promise to Shumila and wait for her father. I wouldn’t even hunt for the fake Seeker. It wasn’t the time for that now, although the desire to do to him the same as I did to the deceased cultist was immense. The energy from the two hundred meridians was enough to nearly double the size of my energy core’s nascent seed. It seemed I had found the ideal method of ascension — by fully absorbing the energy of my opponents’ meridians. For now, Vyllea would lie under the protective formation while I’d go for a short run. Those two cultists who had served as bait should play their role fully. There was no such thing as too much energy.
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Chapter 9

“WHAT A STENCH! What died here? Seeker, where did you… Heavens, have mercy on us! Did you kill them?”

“These are cultists,” I dropped two bodies on the ground near the mayor’s house.

The crowd, which had mysteriously gathered around the cart, recoiled.

And it wasn’t from the sight of two bodies. They had seen corpses before. It was the monstrous stench of decomposing bodies that repelled everyone. And yet the bodies looked as though their owners had been killed just a few hours ago. One of the villagers even threw up. When you first encountered this stench, your stomach started acting up. I knew from experience.

“Cultists?” Seeker Pascor stepped forward. “What makes you think so?”

“Their core is hidden by a clot of blood they had absorbed from their victims. In their normal state, the body manages to contain the stench of this clot, but a corpse can no longer handle it.”

“So that’s how you find them?” It seemed Seeker Pascor even sighed with relief. “By the smell? What about Seeker Vyllea?”

“She got hit by some cultist technique and got hurt. She needs a healer,” I replied, shifting my gaze to Vyllea. She was still asleep and, as it seemed to me, wouldn’t wake up until fully healed or until the energy core formed. Her body was in a critically dangerous state, albeit stable. I couldn’t absorb the energy from the killed cultists: when I caught up with them, I realized I couldn’t capture them without Vyllea. I had to just kill them — with a step, I was on the cart next to them, thinking about squirrels, and no matter how they prepared to repel the attack, they couldn’t deal with the knives that ignored their Spirit Armor. They died instantly. I took the cart and returned to get the sleeping Vyllea. I even thought of placing her inside the regeneration capsule, but the yellow dot and the opened cartridge compartment showed that restoration required an anomaly’s heart. Any sort would do, even the simplest one. But I had nothing like that. I had to lay the girl on the cart and head back to the village.

“Wait, Seeker.” Elder Oramit looked at the cart, then at the pair lying on the ground. “These are the ones who had arrived in the village yesterday. There were six of them. Are they all cultists?”

“Yes, all of them. Where are they heading? They are all Gold-ranked apprentices. Are you sure you can handle them? There are four left, and this pair managed to offer enough resistance to Vyllea and myself so that my companion needs urgent treatment now. Elder Oramit, I understand the question is naive, but do you have a scroll with healing techniques? I’m ready to give a hundred spirit coins for it!”

“Had I any, I’d give it to you for free,” Elder Oramit sighed heavily. “But we have nothing like that. We have an herbalist who makes decoctions, and we have healing pills, but they’re only for simple illnesses. If something serious happens, we send people to Dzong. They have a healer there.”

“Alright, we need to deal with the remaining four cultists and then figure out what to do next. Brother Pascor, can I count on your help?”

“Apprentice, it’s too early for you to go into this fight,” the false Seeker said instead of answering, addressing the grimacing apprentice. The apprentice kept glancing from the dead bodies to me, clenching his fists as if ready to jump into battle and personally finish off the scoundrel who had killed two of his friends.

“Then let’s go. Elder Oramit, please take care of Vyllea. She needs rest. And also — where are the four guests staying?”

“They’re at the Wolf’s Maw inn,” some man said. “I’ll show you!”

“I know where it is. Brother Seeker, don’t lag behind!” I said and used my Steps. The last thing we needed was for the whole crowd to follow us and get caught in some random technique. The inn was about a mile down the street, so I deliberately chose to use Steps to test my opponent’s capabilities. To cover such a distance with simple Steps required thirty uses of the technique. That was the level of a Golden Apprentice, but the meridians would be nearly depleted afterward. So if a fight happened, he’d be able to use displacement only a few times. However, I immediately adjusted my thinking — that only applied if he didn’t use the same technique as the group from the Tiger Clan. But from what I saw, Pascor used Steps, constantly staying a few feet behind me.

We got to the inn in half a minute. I kept sniffing, pretending that smell was the sense leading me. As I burst into the house, I took another deep breath. If I was going to play the part, I had to go all the way. Pascor appeared in the doorway, watching my actions. The dining hall was full of people — many villagers came here to eat. As did the guests, coming down from the upper floors. The trio that interested me stood at the far wall. They, like everyone else, stared at me but did nothing. Why should they, if they were used to their fancy clothes with the emblem of House Soth and haughty looks being a great defense against any lunatics? Nevertheless, I immediately saw the use of Spirit Armor. These cultists hadn’t seen me before, but they couldn’t help noticing my attire. Few folks sported spotted clothes. Especially in a village located in such a backwater.

I used a tried-and-true method of execution — a step towards an opponent clearly unprepared for such madness, and a double-handed knife strike. I decided to spare the third one. Judging by the number of meridians, he had just recently reached the Golden rank of the Apprentice stage, which made him the least dangerous opponent. I heard people at nearby tables start to retch — the stench from the chests of the killed cultists had instantly reached their noses. I threw the third cultist against the wall with a Ramming Strike to the head. His Spirit Armor held, but the force of the technique blurred his consciousness — the man began to slide down the wall to the floor. But he didn’t make it: Pascor’s jian pierced his chest. The strike was so strong that it broke through the Spirit Armor of the Golden Apprentice. My temporary partner pulled out the weapon and sheathed it, wiping off the blood. I couldn’t make out the symbols on the blade, but the fact that the jian was an artifact was undeniable. Considering how easily the sword broke through the defense, it likely bore killer symbols or some additional enhancements. In any case, I saw everything I wanted: Pascor was an extremely dangerous opponent — one I couldn’t afford to engage in open confrontation. He didn’t look winded or tired, and the amount of energy in the meridian responsible for Steps had only decreased by half. Thirty uses… What did Almyrda say when Vyllea and I demonstrated our prowess with fifty techniques? That it was the level of a Copper-ranked Warrior. Therefore, right now Pascor surpassed Vyllea and me in strength, techniques, experience, and even weaponry. The only thing preventing him from killing me right now was his lack of understanding about what had happened to the altar. As well as not knowing where the sixth man had gone. Especially since I started glancing around, constantly sniffing the air, and finally said,

“The sixth one isn’t here! I can’t feel him!”

Pascor looked at me skeptically but said nothing. He knew where the sixth one had gone and didn’t understand why I returned without his body if I had managed to kill him. I wouldn’t tell everyone about the considerable greed of a particular Seeker. If there hadn’t been a spatial pouch and several interesting artifacts on the corpse’s belt, I would’ve handed over the body without question. But I couldn’t do that. Loot didn’t just fall into your pocket by itself. Sometimes you had to carry corpses around in your inventory to get it.

“Is that all?” A crowd of villagers ready for battle burst into the inn. Someone brought a crossbow, someone else came with a spear, but most came to deal with the cultist with their bare hands, relying on their techniques.

“Store the bodies someplace cold and hand them over to the head of Family Hima.” Pascor started giving orders as if he destroyed a hundred cultists every day. I just sneered inwardly. I wasn’t the only one playing to the audience. The cultist’s Deputy was also diligently diverting any suspicion from himself. He even personally killed a potential prisoner. I figured the false Seeker had perfectly understood my plan and immediately cut the thread that could tie him to the cultists. My opponent had too much experience, so I needed to act with utmost caution.

I returned to Vyllea — she was still unconscious. The herbalist had brought some supportive decoctions from First-Tier herbs that were supposed to strengthen the body, but it wasn’t responding. A tremendous amount of energy was required to activate the rotating energy core, but I doubted that even “draining” all of Pascor’s and his apprentice’s meridians would suffice. Incidentally, I replayed the incident with the prisoner in my mind, trying to understand why he had died. It turns out, I didn’t kill him — I had only nullified his meridians. If I had done this to any other Taoist, he would have temporarily become a regular human but would have regained everything lost after one or two meditations. The cultist was killed by his bloody core: as soon as the last meridian was nullified, the blood clot sent its tendrils throughout the body, attempting to replace the meridians. The cultist died from sheer pain shock, unable to endure the simultaneous formation of two hundred and eight meridians. It felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders — I liked the idea of draining energy, but didn’t want to become a killer in the process.

For the next few days, the villagers combed the area, searching for the sixth cultist. I immediately said that he wasn’t in the village of Itarik, so groups of ten armed Taoists of various Apprentice ranks scoured the nearby forests. But, as expected, they found no one. Pascor and his apprentice also went searching. I even went to the edge of the village to see where he was heading. As I suspected, they were going towards the mountains and the cultists’ village. The Deputy wanted to see the lair with his own eyes to verify my statements about the altar. A day’s journey either way, and maybe a day at the site. In total, I had three days to spend on myself and Vyllea, who was still sleeping. I put on a brave face, but the girl’s condition worried me greatly. I wasn’t the only one, though. Elder Oramit, the herbalist, and even Shumila — everyone came to visit her. Elder Oramit even sent a messenger to Dzong to buy a healing technique scroll. The messenger returned in four days, and during that time, I felt like I had aged twenty years. I didn’t leave Vyllea’s bedside, attempting to initiate a conjunction several times, but I couldn’t do it alone. I even asked if there was an anomaly nearby to extract a heart and place Vyllea in a regeneration capsule. Unfortunately, nothing like that was around. As promised, the scroll had cost me nothing, so I drained all the energy from one of our meridians and directed it into the healing technique. The way Vyllea arched and moaned almost broke my concentration. It felt like all of the world’s pain coursed through her body at that moment. However, what happened next nearly made me embrace the messenger who had arrived so quickly — my girl opened her eyes. Ordinary eyes, without any dark circles or cloudiness from a fading mind. Just healthy, bright green eyes.

“It feels like I’ve been through a grinder,” Vyllea said, listening to her sensations. Since there were many people around, she spoke this in our personal inventory. However, she fell silent when she saw my “gift” — the cultist’s corpse. She looked at me. Then back at the corpse. Then at me again. And then Vyllea exploded:

“What the hell is this filth doing here?! Zander!”

"There are many valuable artifacts on him. When we reach mentor Guerlon, we can ask him to deactivate them and give them to us. I'm sure there’s a lot of useful stuff there."

“Zander, I’m against any filth near my home! You’ve already brought that accursed altar here! Have some decency, you bone-headed male! This is my territory! Don’t litter it with all kinds of trash!”

“A month, Vyllea. Give me a month, and I’ll get rid of the corpse and the altar.”

“You infuriate me, Zander! You really do! Did you kill everyone, or did you leave someone for me? I feel like tearing someone apart.”

“Everyone’s dead. How are you feeling?”

“Better than before, but I still feel some pressure. It’s as if something inside me wants to break free.”

“Demonic essence,” I nodded, telling her my guess about what had happened to her. I also explained how I planned to form the energy core. And I told her what had transpired over the past five days, including my plans regarding the Deputy. We couldn’t let that bastard go, especially since the mayor had made me two more boxes of sleeping pills. Now we definitely had enough to reach the capital.

Pascor returned in three days. He was sullen, irritable, and even angry. His apprentice clutched his weapon every time he saw me. Apparently, they had reached the cultists’ lair and, as I suspected, found nothing but empty walls and my inscription. This indicated that I had taken the altar, so they couldn’t kill me stealthily. A First-Tier cultists’ treasure had disappeared, and only I knew where it was. The Seeker saw that I didn’t have a spatial pouch, which meant I had hidden the ancient artifact somewhere. Moreover, he couldn’t find any traces of the sixth cultist. Our battle took place off the road, and if you didn’t know the exact location, it was hard to find. I did everything I could to help form search parties, and Vyllea and I even went on searches ourselves (though we were looking for power spots, but who cared?), so it all looked as if the cultist had suddenly realized our strength and fled. The Deputy couldn’t believe that, of course, and was furious that the logic of the situation had completely eluded him. When you were used to controlling every step, it must have been pretty damn hard to live in a state of complete uncertainty.

The village calmed down gradually. The raids ended, and all the guests were brought to me so I could “sniff” them. There were only two or three guests — merchants who had long dealt with Itarik. So they were brought more for me to look at their goods first. There was plenty to choose from: weapons, armor, jewelry, and even new robes that looked much nicer in design than ours. But we couldn’t afford any of it right now. It wasn’t about the prices, which were frankly quite steep, but about having nowhere to store all this. No one was supposed to find out that we had a spatial pouch in the form of a personal inventory. Otherwise, Pascor would definitely try to kill us to get the pouch. Vyllea was walking around angry as a dozen hungry tigers. Even the conjunction didn’t help.

Shumila’s father arrived only two weeks later. A huge detachment of armed Taoists filled the village, driving everyone into their homes. The army was led by a Warrior — his energy core shone brighter than Earis. Unfortunately, I still didn’t know the difference in warrior ranks, so I couldn’t say for sure if he was a Copper, Bronze, Silver, or a Golden warrior. Just a Taoist at the Warrior stage, but even that was enough for the false Seeker Pascor to hide in a corner, avoiding the powerful Taoist’s gaze. He was truly formidable — it was hard even to be near him, and that was despite him undoubtedly controlling his aura.

Shumila’s father was a Gold-ranked Apprentice who had long abandoned his ascension. I was beginning to characterize all the bigwigs like that now. Actually, Erit Hima wasn’t fat — he was quite a massive man, resembling my blacksmith uncle. Sure, his belly betrayed that he relished the sweet life of a prominent timber merchant, but his confident gait and physical control indicated that his former mastery hadn’t been lost. Shumila had told me that her father personally led the squads to clear the forests of beasts, and now, seeing him in person, I was ready to believe it.

The squad leader went to the icehouse where the bodies were kept and soon returned with a report: they were indeed cultist. My spirit vision showed that he had formed some kind of sigil for analysis, but I couldn’t make out its structure from a distance. Nor could I see the movement of his hands. Which was quite unfortunate — such a sigil would be useful to me. After clarifying where exactly the lair was located, the Warrior-stage Taoist left the village. I watched him run with some envy — the Taoist managed to maintain a speed comparable to Molly’s without using techniques. Neither Vyllea nor I could even dream of that yet. The difference in ascension levels was staggering.

Erit Hima met with us only after talking with his daughter, the mayor, and even a few children from those we had saved. The head of the House wanted to fathom the situation before making any decisions. This was understandable: Seekers were very ambiguous individuals in any tier. It was unlikely anyone normal would like the idea that nearly all the residents of a given tier could hunt them down if they so wanted. Erit Hima himself could have ordered us killed on the spot, and no one would have said a word against it. Yes, the locals would have grumbled a bit, just for decency’s sake, but they would have forgotten about our existence the next day. When we put on our colorful robes, we knew what we were signing up for.

“You have saved my daughter, Seekers.” Erit Hima’s voice was low and a bit hoarse.

“Today is a good day, and we are in the village of Itarik,” I replied.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Erit Hima clearly didn’t like our company.

“You stated a well-known fact. I thought it would be polite of us to reciprocate. Aren’t we playing some sort of game?”

“You are too insolent for someone whose life is in my hands!” Erit Hima clearly stated his position. Despite us managing to save his daughter, he would not tolerate Seekers on his land. Apparently, one of our fellows had seriously crossed him in the past. Such antipathy didn’t arise from nothing. Shumila had said that her father personally led the squads to exterminate beasts? I suppose, in his youth, he and a group of loyal men also hunted Seekers. And one day, the prey turned into the hunter, and Erit Hima still couldn’t forget his humiliating defeat. Amusingly, the false Seeker was right. If the head of House Hima learned about the altar, he would order his Warrior to kill us.

“My life is in the hands of the Heavens, and only they decide whose hands they place it in. My partner and I have fulfilled the promise we made to your daughter, head of Family Hima. We delivered her into your hands and can now move on with a clear conscience. If you have summoned us to kill us, do it. Don’t waste words in vain. You’ll need them when the representatives of House Soth start asking questions about how a cultists’ lair appeared on your lands. Let’s go, Vyllea. We’ve already stayed in this village longer than we planned.”

"Stop!" Erit Hima roared. The guards pointed spears at us, and someone even cocked a crossbow. Spirit Armor appeared on us, but no one fired — Shumila was next to us in an instant, spreading her arms as if trying to shield us with her body.

“If you decide to kill them, kill me too! I don’t recognize you, father! Is this how you show gratitude to those who pulled your daughter from the clutches of the cultists? Those who have saved the lives of sixty children from across the province?”

Shumila’s steel backbone wouldn’t bend even before her father. She saw injustice and wanted to correct it. For a moment, silence hung in the hall. Everyone awaited the reaction of the head of the Family Hima, who kept his heavy gaze on his daughter. But she didn’t back down — she had matured almost decades in the month she spent in the cultists’ cage.

“I suppose two Seekers shouldn’t be present at a family quarrel of House Hima.” My voice sounded like the beating of a giant drum in the cloying silence. Shumila quickly turned, breaking eye contact with her father, but I just nodded to her: “Seekers always keep their promises, Shumila Hima. We have handed you over to your father. As I told you, don’t make promises on behalf of others: your father is only ready to reward us with death to prevent news of the cultists from reaching House Soth. Remember this: only you decide who you are and how you react to what happens around you. Meditate, continue to develop your nodes, and soon you’ll become a Diamond Candidate. You have potential. Farewell, youngest daughter of the head of Family Hima. If The Heavens will it, we’ll meet again. Try to surprise me by then, and who knows, maybe I’ll allow you to call me mentor.”

I took Vyllea by the hand and left the hall. This time no one stopped us. The squad leader hadn’t returned from the lair yet, so no one present could suppress us with their aura. Nor would they after what had just happened. I suppose Shumila had much to learn about life, but I wasn’t going to take responsibility for her upbringing. She was not my student. At least, not yet.

“Already done?” The false Seeker and his apprentice met us at the village gates. Judging by Pascor’s words, he knew full well how Erit Hima felt about Seekers, but didn’t tell us anything about it. I didn’t dwell on it. Svoom stared at the ground, not daring to look up. Just like I did in my distant childhood. Apparently, he had taken quite a beating for his indiscretion. The Deputy needed the altar, and didn’t want to risk such a valuable asset due to his apprentice’s foolish temper. The elder had offered us a cart a week ago, but we declined, citing that it was more convenient and familiar to travel on foot.

“Yes, you were right. If the head of the Family Hima had found out about the altar, we would’ve been in trouble. Brother Seeker, would you mind accompanying us to the capital? I’m ready to accept your offer — your name will be listed as one of the eliminators of the cultists’ lair.”

Svoom snorted but restrained himself, keeping his head down. Unlike us, Pascor had prepared in advance, and waiting for us outside the village was a cart with two horses. Svoom took the driver’s seat, and soon we were briskly moving away from the village of Itarik. With one caveat: we were heading towards the mountains, where my stash was supposedly located. After a couple of hours, I tensed up — a Warrior stage Taoist was running towards us. When he caught up with us, he stopped for a moment, standing still with his eyes closed. An unfamiliar aura emanated from him, enveloping the entire cart before returning to him. I didn’t understand the nature of this aura — it originated from the energy core. As soon as the aura collapsed, the Taoist ran off again. His check showed that we were not cultists. A poor check, I’d say… or the Deputy had some very good artifacts.

“Here!” I asked Svoom to turn several times before finally stopping the cart. Judging by his heavy breathing, the cultist was barely holding himself back. Vyllea and I had discussed the entire capture procedure in advance, so now my girl jumped off the cart confidently, took a few steps to the side, spread her arms wide, and then started making strange movements as if forming a sigil. Pascor stood between me and Vyllea, who had gotten out of the cart, so I craned my neck as if trying to see what she was doing. My thoughts didn’t hint at what would happen next. No matter how experienced and wise the Deputy was, he couldn’t resist watching Vyllea’s movements. At certain moments, her robe clung to her, highlighting her perfect figure. The Deputy allowed himself to be distracted for just a moment — after all, he understood that his apprentice was nearby, ready to attack me as soon as the altar appeared.

But that moment was all I needed to execute my favorite capture scenario. I continued to look at Vyllea while my hands acted on their own: a metal bucket and rod appeared in them. A resounding blow echoed as the rod became useless, and the bucket flew at Svoom, while two sleeping pills went straight into Pascor’s gaping mouth. Upon hearing the signal, Vyllea jumped next to me, intercepting Svoom’s strike with her jian. The opponent began to envelop himself in a red aura, but this time I didn’t let my girl get entangled in it — a Power Burst destroyed not only the cart but also Svoom’s legs. The cultist screamed in agony, only to be silenced forever by ten Spirit Arrows in succession. The red aura vanished, and his body went into the spatial anomaly under Vyllea’s silent approval. This bastard had artifacts, and I needed to figure out how they worked, especially since even a Warrior stage Taoist couldn’t detect the cult member. Mentor Guerlon would handle it. Who else if not him?

When we returned to the cart, Pascor was already asleep, his eyes rolled back. Vyllea bound him tightly, and broke his wrists, too, for good measure. It wouldn’t kill him, but would make using techniques much more difficult. Ideally, I should have nullified his meridians, too, but I didn’t want to risk it without seeing the actual energy structure. Even touching the amulets with a stick was dangerous — the twinge between my shoulder blades immediately hinted at as much.

After untying the horses, we set them free — if the Heavens willed it, they would return to the village. If not, they would become food for the local beasts. Although no beasts had been sighted around here. Finally, Molly emerged from the spatial prison where she had languished all this time. If our self-propelled cart could talk, it would surely be displeased with such treatment — so much time without work. Who would like that? After securing the sleeping Pascor in the spare seat, I settled into my favorite chair and smiled at Vyllea, who had jumped into the passenger seat. Now, our business in the province of Dzong was truly finished. The capital awaited us!

All that remained was to figure out where it actually was…
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Chapter 10

“STOP! WHO ARE YOU and what do you want in Hardes? State your stage and rank!”

The foolish question from a foolish guard nearly prompted Vyllea to get out of the cart. I could clearly see how the guard’s aura, positioned at the top of the gate, scanned the entire area every thirty seconds, so the capital’s guards knew our rank and who we were. The Seeker’s plaque interacted with the city’s protective aura, informing them of our approach. The three-week race to the capital had left us extremely exhausted, a fatigue that even constant conjunctions couldn’t alleviate. Moreover, Vyllea’s condition was worsening again. It was still bearable, but the dark circles under her eyes had appeared. She needed treatment, and even better, energy for forming the energy core. All of this awaited somewhere ahead, together with mentor Guerlon, so I didn’t put on a façade of being offended. On the contrary, the offended and insulted party would soon appear on the other side. Taking out the plaque, I introduced myself.

"Seeker Zander, Bronze Apprentice. This is Seeker Vyllea, Bronze Apprentice. We have come to Hardes to deliver a prisoner to the Nameless Ones of the Phoenix Clan. Who this is and what this Taoist is doing in our cart is an internal secret of the Phoenix Clan. You can insist that I reveal it to you, but in that case, you’ll have to deal with the Nameless One yourself. I request the guard of Hardes for protection and escort to the palace of House Soth. Please summon a representative of the Phoenix Clan urgently."

“Aren’t you laying it on a bit too thick, Seeker?” The guard gaped. He had descended to me clearly intending to mock, starting the conversation with such a foolish phrase, and was not ready for such an unexpected response.

“I’ve said my piece. I had to rush here from the province of Dzong for three weeks; my business is that urgent. You can delay me, deny entry, or ignore the request for protection and escort — the choice is yours. When the representative of the clan arrives in Hardes, they will certainly inquire why I was delayed.”

I was exhausted. Deeply. I wanted to spend a week soaking in a hot bath, hugging Vyllea, and not thinking about anything at all. I couldn’t even appreciate the beauty of the first-tier capital, though its walls alone could impress me. Compared to Vorend… Who in their right mind would compare the capitals of the two tiers? It was like comparing the current me to the Zander who hadn’t yet met mentor Guerlon! The difference was in everything. If I had a little more time, I would have definitely stopped for a few days on the nearest elevation to the city to enjoy my fill of daytime and night-time views. The majestic tall buildings alone were worth it. But I had neither the time, nor the inclination. I needed to hand over the prisoner, the altar, find mentor Guerlon, let Vyllea beat up Darna, and finally get into a hot bath.

“Commander, there’s some strange Seeker here!” The guard had finally decided to pass the responsibility up the chain. A rather intimidating Warrior stage Taoist descended to us. I was surprised to see him at the gate. Clearly, House Soth took the city’s security very seriously. The sigils on the gates alone were impressive! I repeated my request for protection and escort. Those passing by cast curious glances at us but didn’t dare interfere. I assumed the news that the guard was not allowing Seekers with an unusual red cart into the city would spread quickly. The guard commander understood this, too, watching another cart pass by with a frown. They didn’t stop ordinary people. There was no point — there was no fun in it, nor could you expect a bribe. I hoped I was wrong about the latter. I wanted to keep a good opinion of people, after all.

“Junior Yerta, you’re in charge!” the commander ordered. “I need space, Seekers. You — get in the back.”

He directed this phrase to me, naively believing he could drive Molly.

“This cart was gifted to me by the Phoenix Clan, as the symbol on the doors indicates. The binding was performed by a Nascent God stage Taoist. If Elder wants to become the twenty-eighth Taoist to get incinerated attempting to control this artifact, I’ll gladly yield my place. However, I must warn you of the consequences.”

The aura that pressed Vyllea and me into the cart nearly killed both of us. I think I may even have fainted for a moment. The senior was furious. However, soon I felt his hands on me — the commander used healing, but only on Vyllea and me. He didn’t even glance at the prisoner or the innocent bystanders, who had gotten affected as well.

“Know your place, junior!”

“Yes, Elder.” I struggled to keep the anger out of my voice. Jumping down, I bowed. “Please, senior, you can control this transport. It’s driven with pedals.”

“You — get in the back!” This time the warrior’s finger pointed at Vyllea. Healing helped again — her dark circles disappeared. She wanted to protest, but I managed to stop her — we needed to complete our mission. Climbing into the back, Vyllea used Healer’s Touch on the prisoner just in case. It didn’t have much of an effect, but it was necessary to check how the warrior’s aura had affected him. Surprisingly, there was almost no damage. The technique showed that the false Seeker’s body had handled the aura quite well, while it had nearly killed the two of us.

I returned to the driver’s seat, and as soon as the commander settled into the passenger seat, I sped forward. The healing invigorated me, as did the Warrior’s aura — the fatigue vanished, and I could finally enjoy the beauty of the capital. In some ways, it resembled Vorend. Wide streets for the transport, convenient paths for pedestrians, tall and beautiful buildings on both sides of the streets, with the first floor of almost every building being a shop or workshop. Colorful signs, lanterns with artifact lights, statues, many trees, and flowers were everywhere. We passed beautiful parks where vehicle access was prohibited, and wide squares, each with a fountain and some statue. Flags of houses, families, and even clans were hung everywhere — the residents proudly displayed their affiliations. It all looked… stunning. Especially to me, who had never seen such luxury before. When we arrived at the palace of House Soth, Vyllea declared through the spatial anomaly,

“Zander, I know what material I want our house to be made of! Just like this! We need to find out what it is, how much it costs, and where to get it!”

She was referring to the beautiful iridescent stone from which the palace was built. From a distance, it seemed otherworldly, as something that couldn’t possibly exist in our reality. The creator of this marvel had managed to combine the stone with some figures, strange curves, and protrusions. I lacked the education to name all the elements. I felt like a country bumpkin visiting a big city for the first time, gawking at everything and everyone.

“Do the Seekers wish to use the portal to summon the Nameless One of the Phoenix Clan?” Judging by the tone, the guard commander still didn’t believe our words. "They claim to have a clan secret!"

Compared to the Taoist who met us, we looked like complete ragamuffins. He was stately, dressed in a beautiful suit adorned with many ornaments and artifacts. He looked at us with disdain and only lingered on Molly for a while. Such a cart was quite unusual even for the First Tier, and if I understood correctly, my Molly might soon be targeted for theft. Several suspicious figures lurking in the shadows of a building across the square had been following us for some time. The capital looked absolutely stunning in spirit vision. It turned out there were four or more underground levels where Taoists lived. There were Candidates, Apprentices, Warriors, and even a few dark figures of Masters. Despite being in the First Tier, there were many Warriors in Hardes. There were currently a dozen warrior-stage Taoists in the palace of House Soth alone. However, the most gratifying thing was that I hadn’t encountered a single cultist in the capital. Either they truly weren’t here, or they were hiding behind artifacts.

“What business could two trash-ranked Seekers have with the Nameless One of the Phoenix Clan?” the Taoist who met us finally deigned to ask. If I understood correctly, he wasn’t even the palace manager — just one of his assistants. A Gold-ranked Apprentice with a rather modest number of meridians.

“Senior, I beg you to escort us to the portal and summon the steward. The matter is of the utmost importance!”

“It’s not for you to decide, junior, how important your insignificant matter is to the clan,” the assistant manager looked down at me. The guard commander’s snigger could be heard from the side. Who wouldn’t enjoy watching two Seekers being humiliated? Especially ones arriving in such a cart? I sighed, regaining my inner calm, bowed to the Taoist who fancied himself a great arbiter of fate and said,

“I rely on the wisdom of the Elder and his ability to make well-considered decisions. Our prisoner is a member of the Querancy cult. He may know when the meeting of his cult’s Overlord with the Overlords of other cults is taking place. This meeting might be happening right now, and if the Nameless One learn about it soon enough, they may yet destroy the Overlords. Now you possess this information, and, as I have just told the Elder who has brought us here, delay could cost us all our lives. The Nameless One will decide what to do with us.”

“You — take the cultist! You’re responsible for him! Follow me!" the now-pale assistant manager almost shouted to the warrior. The Warrior remained calm but visibly tense, ready for action. The smirk was gone from his face. They decided to ignore Vyllea and me completely, so I added,

“Elder, I also request that you inform the steward that — “

“Enough!” The Taoist who met us wanted to be on the other end of the palace to avoid opening the door for the cursed Seekers. “No secret matters to be discussed in the street! Follow me!”

Why they couldn’t react like this right away was a mystery to me. Did lunatics in Seeker robes appear at the palace gates daily, demanding meetings with clan representatives? Or did they take us for clowns who had come here to entertain the crowd?

The portal room was located in the central wing of the palace. Clearly, the portal was frequently used — no high-ranking Taoist would want to be forced to walk a long distance, as was the case in Tier Zero. The assistant manager didn’t demand any spirit stones from us, and personally activated the portal. A shimmering veil appeared, from which the familiar steward emerged.

“Elder,” I bowed. “I request a meeting with the Nameless One who had named me his protégé. This prisoner is the Coordinator of the Querancy cult of the First Tier.”

The steward shifted his gaze to the false Seeker. I didn’t even comprehend what happened — judging by the energy movements, some technique has been used, but I couldn’t discern the force’s motion. I only caught echoes of it. The Coordinator’s body arched, his eyes opened only to immediately close again, plunging into a new sleep, now induced by the nascent god-stage Taoist’s technique. Moments later, a protective formation of the same Nascent God level appeared around the one who called himself Pascor, causing unsightly cracks on the floor.

“Hold on, Seeker,” the steward said and disappeared into the portal. I slumped to the floor wearily, sitting in a meditation pose. It seemed we would have to wait a long time — the Nameless One we needed could be anywhere.

“You didn’t even introduce yourself to the steward… Are you really the protégé of the Nameless One?” The finery-wearing Taoist uttered, looking even paler than when I mentioned the cultist.

“We don’t work with the Nameless Ones,” Vyllea replied, sitting next to me.

There were no more questions. It was as if we had disappeared from the palace, falling into some anomaly. People came by, asked questions, even the palace manager himself made an appearance — House Soth’s official representative. His assistant reported what had happened, the guard commander confirmed his words, yet no one touched Vyllea or me, allowing us to meditate. Though it was hard to meditate when you kept getting interrupted — for instance, when a servant ran in and declared that the red cart parked near the palace had just killed someone? So much for the twenty-eighth, Molly.

The portal shimmered only six hours later. First, the steward appeared, followed by our acquaintance in his ever-present wide-brimmed hat. Everyone bowed, not daring to lift their heads; Vyllea and I rose to our feet. The steward removed the protective formation and disappeared into the portal, leaving us with the Nameless One.

“You’ve always seemed like a reasonable Taoist, Seeker Zander, so you should understand that a first-tier cult Coordinator, even from a big cult like Querancy, is too small a fish to summon me. Or are you trying to demonstrate your connection to the clan to the First Tier?”

“The Coordinator is a bonus. Whether a pleasant one or not is for you to decide. My main gift is something else.”

“Junior, I need a room,” the Nameless One said, looking at the palace manager, who had decided to stay in the portal room to show his respect to the central region’s representatives. Within minutes, we were in a cozy room where our interlocutor casually tossed the prisoner on the floor and set up two protective formations. Clyed Feng removed his hat and face mask, and sat in a chair, giving me a piercing look with his green eyes.

“Go on, surprise me. What do you mean by your main gift?”

“First of all, another bonus. I assume this information is already known, but I gave my word to relay it to the clan. It concerns how the Tiger Clan created the conjured ones we fought during the imperial battle.”

“Nullification. The standard procedure for turning a Taoist into a regular human. Their focal point and ability to work with energy were blocked. They drew energy from the essence of beasts they were fed before the battle and only worked with conjunction energy.”

“That sounds logical, but it wasn’t the case with our opponents. Their meridians were detached from their nodes without blocking the focal point. Essentially, we were fighting peak-level Apprentices and Warriors without an energy core.”

I had to explain the principle of rank reduction in detail. Clyed listened silently, then sighed heavily when I finished.

“You’ve given me quite the puzzle, Zander. Now I have to think of a way to explain how I obtained this information without mentioning you and your companion.”

“Are, uh, shutters banned in the empire?”

“I’m hearing the term for the first time. There are plenty of openers, which is why no one has bothered you. But the idea that someone can draw energy from meridians and detach them from nodes is completely new to me. Believe me, I’ve heard and learned a lot in my life. Nullifying is not a problem. But reducing rank while allowing for recovery through meditation — this is a first. I want to study this process when I have more time. Perhaps it’s only accessible to an opener who is also in conjunction with someone. You don’t dissipate energy; you convert it into the energy of your conjunction meridians, correct? If I’m right, the Tiger Clan has a very interesting and dangerous pair that needs to be dealt with. What kind of secrecy is this if our spies haven’t reported anything like it for so many years? Alright, let’s set this aside for now. If this is the bonus, what do you consider the main gift?”

“The altar of the Querancy cult, made by their God and, as I understand it, containing some connection to its creator.”

“Where is it?” The transformation in Clyed spoke volumes. From a kindly uncle watching two naïve children taking their first steps, he turned into the figure feared by residents of all tiers, including possibly half the Taoists of the central region.

“That will do,” I ignored his transformation. “I need a spatial pouch to bring the altar here.”

“Don’t tell me you left it somewhere in the First Tier.” Clyed spoke calmly, but each word felt like a physical blow to the chest.

“So I was supposed to haul it here, to the capital, where any guard at the city gates would be eager to show off his power and status by mocking unknown Seekers? Or should I have fought my way through all the palace servants of House Soth, who wouldn’t even let me near the doorstep despite my request to meet the steward? At what point would I have been killed for the altar?”

“An altar made by a cult’s God emits a monstrously dangerous aura over a great distance. Neither beasts nor Taoists can resist this aura, and will flock to it like moths to a flame. The Querancy cult’s altar doesn’t need additional hands to consume victims. It will accumulate souls to give to whomever it deems worthy. How long has it been since you hid it?”

“So, the esteemed Clyed Feng really thinks we’re clueless children? I fully understood the danger of the altar, so I hid it. The altar is placed in a sealed box made from this material.”

With these words, I pulled off my backpack and, pretending to rummage through it, took out a small piece of ancient metal. Just the right size to fit in my bag. Clyed Feng took the small piece of metal and examined it.

“There’s also my protection over the box,” I activated the stakes, forming the third layer of protection. “No creature at the Apprentice stage, regardless of rank and power, will be able to find it.”

“Ancient metal… I’d love to ask how simple Seekers have managed to come by such a treasure.”

“But it’s better not to, right?”

“Of course. Because any answer you give will only raise more questions. I haven’t asked why you need a spatial pouch either. Hauling a dental chair out of an anomaly on your back is quite a feat. And the sudden appearance or disappearance of Molly would also need some explanation.”

“The pouch is for the altar,” I said. “I have a feeling that if we put that nasty thing into a spatial pouch, it will become contaminated. Dirty. Unusable.”

The way Vyllea started breathing upon hearing this unpleasant news made Clyed smirk.

“It’s amusing how you manage to combine recklessness with caution. So, besides the fact that the altar is in a box, you put it in a spatial pouch as well? In that case, it’s sufficiently protected. And you were wise not to bring the pouch here, where it could be taken. But your reckless use of it while being mere Candidates makes me personally want to whip you like little children. If I hadn’t personally bound the cart and understood that you could withstand such pain, I’d have long brought you to the central region and handed you over to our interrogators. Believe me, Zander, visiting them is the last thing any being would wish for. The body lying on the floor will soon find this out. You’ve committed far too many foolish acts for those who wish to continue on their path as Seekers.”

“Does that mean Clyed Feng’s path to immortality was so perfect that he became a Nameless One without making a single mistake? Oh, but there are no Nameless Ones in the Tiger Clan; they have ninjas. So perhaps mistakes are not unique to Seekers? The Phoenix Clan needs the altar. Vyllea and I need a spatial pouch with a binding, two anomaly hearts of at least blue rank Master stage, and Warrior stage techniques, including one healing, two defensive, four offensive, and several movement techniques. I assume these are trifles compared to the altar and another bonus. The Coordinator has a Tiger Clan Seeker’s plaque on his neck. Someone’s managed to alter it so it doesn’t kill the bearer. I suspect the same remarkable God had a hand in this. The energy structure is identical to the plaque issued to Vyllea and me.”

Clyed Feng opened the prisoner’s robe and fell silent for a moment. He didn’t touch the artifacts, as if he didn’t trust his ability to handle the binding.

“So that’s how it is. I hate to disappoint you, Zander, but the value of the altar just dropped to zero. As did that of this prisoner. And, for that matter, the entire Querancy cult. One of the princes isn’t satisfied with the current state of affairs, hence the move against the demon king. The cult’s God is not in our world.”

“You figured this out just by looking at the plaque?”

"They haven’t been made for almost two centuries. Back then, fifty Seekers, most of whom received their plaques from the Tiger Clan, went to close a wormhole that appeared in the Third Tier of the western lands. None of them returned, and over time the wormhole turned into a battlefield, forcing the top brass of the Tiger Clan to personally deal with the problem. After that, the head of the clan decided that Seekers were useless trash, incapable of fulfilling their duties. It turns out the plaques are still active and being used. We need to check the archives to find the names of the Seekers who died in that battle. If I’m right, there will be cultists and demon spies active in our world under their names. Another blow to your already almost destroyed guild. The time is near when the emperor will outright ban you. There are only a few like you and Vyllea or your mentor. I accept the first bonus as payment for the summoning. The information is indeed valuable and worth investigating. The altar, created by a God of the demon world, is useless to the clan. We can’t use its power or trace the founder of the cult. However, leaving the altar with you is unacceptable. Ideally, I should take it for free, but, as I said, the information about ‘shutters’ was too valuable to do that. You will get five hundred spirit coins for the altar. I’ll notify the steward — you will give the pouch with the altar to him. I give you four weeks for this, just in time for the start of training at the School of Ascension. As for the last bonus — the concealment amulet and the modified Tiger Clan plaque are interesting, but don’t merit the reward you asked for. The most I can offer is a thousand spirit coins. Another five hundred for the live Deputy. That totals two thousand spirit coins. Believe me, Zander, it’s a fair price for everything you’ve brought me. But I have something else for you."

Clyed Feng placed a plaque on the table, bearing the clan’s strange symbol — a phoenix veiled in a shroud. The plaque exuded power, and I somehow knew that if I took it, nothing would happen to me. It was made for me.

“We don’t work with the Nameless Ones,” Vyllea said, notably looking at me.

“And we don’t intend to become Nameless Ones,” I added, reluctantly tearing my gaze from the plaque, which essentially guaranteed our safety all the way to the central region. The sign of the Nameless Ones. Who in their right mind would go against the clan’s intelligence network? The pause lasted almost a minute, after which Clyed Feng chuckled and put away the plaque. In its place, a map of the First Tier appeared on the table. My attention was immediately drawn to a bright red cross, located far to the west of the capital. The Nameless One allowed me to look at the map for only a few moments before he took it away.

“They say there’s a red anomaly of the Master stage somewhere in the first tier. It’s new, uncharted, and unguarded. House Soth is making every effort to find it but has been unsuccessful so far. I’m glad you chose freedom. I’d have been a bit disappointed if you’d followed Darna Feng’s path. Perhaps Seekers will have a chance to regain their former glory if you manage to survive. You have four weeks, Zander, to deliver the altar. I’ll inform House Soth — they will open the portal. You’ll receive the spirit coins from the steward. Disband your formation.”

With a few familiar movements, Clyed Feng transformed back into the Nameless One and then removed the two protective barriers. Although I now understood where I needed to run at the first opportunity, I still felt wretched. This was not the outcome I had expected from my meeting with the Nameless One. Spirit coins were good, of course, but their number was laughable even by the standards of the First Tier. Two thousand… The same governor would have offered me ten times as much if I hinted that I was ready to sell the altar! How was this fair? Besides, Vyllea’s fury was adding to my chagrin. She had already declared it back at the anomaly,

“Zander, if this filth infects my home, I’ll strangle you! I swear by the honor of my tribe, by the Heavens, and by everything else! And in your next life, you’ll think twice before bringing such filth to my home!”

The Nameless One grabbed the governor by the leg and dragged him to the portal, but the troubles did not end there. Two Taoists with strange artifacts blocked the path. The Taoists themselves appeared as black spots in spirit vision. Masters, or perhaps someone even higher.

“Elder, by the order of Executor of Fate Dokravit, we must check all guests and residents of the first tier. No one can leave the tier without inspection. The altered have appeared here.”
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Chapter 11

“SO WHAT’S THE RESULT?”

The Nameless One hadn’t left yet. Vyllea and I had been inspected separately, and then some symbol had been drawn on our skin. I had no idea what the altered ones were or why they were dangerous, but since our guide had remained calm, we had no reason to worry, either. I certainly didn’t feel “altered” in any way, and Vyllea was a demon — how could someone like her possibly get “altered”?

“These Seekers have ordinary hearts. They don’t possess spatial pouches to store any ancient artifacts in. They’ve been marked with an inspection seal, which allows them to leave the First Tier peacefully. The cultist’s situation is worse: he isn’t altered, but he has a bound spatial pouch, which is currently missing. What do you plan to do with him?”

“He will be handed over to the interrogators. If he was involved in creating any altered ones, they’ll report it.”

“On behalf of Executor of Fate Dokravit, we request that the Phoenix Clan keep us informed about the cultist’s interrogation if it concerns the ancient healing mechanisms.”

“The Phoenix Clan respects the law and will ensure all information regarding the ancient regenerative or healing capsules is passed on to the judges,” assured the Nameless One. “There’s something I’d like clarified, though. As I understand, you have checked specifically for the binding of spatial pouches and not just their presence?”

“That’s correct, Elder. If these Seekers had had bound storage, we would have asked to inspect it. That’s the directive received from Executor of Fate Dokravit. If they would refuse, those Taoists would have been destroyed. The Empire cannot afford the anomalies to be put in jeopardy. However, as the inspection shows, these Seekers don’t have access to any storage, nor did they ever have any. This is just as expected — they are Bronze-ranked apprentices, after all. It’s unlikely they could endure the binding. Frankly, we don’t even believe the cultist could — those on the path of blood cannot use the ancient healing mechanisms. But we can’t rule out any possibility, no matter how ludicrous it seems. We'll await the interrogation report.”

The Taoists left, and I felt an unpleasant tingling between my shoulder blades. The Nameless One stayed with us. Although he was looking at a painting of a beautiful landscape, I knew the Taoist was studying Vyllea and me with every method at his disposal. The streams of energy and elemental power swirling between our bodies felt exhilarating. It was as if a dense structure had formed, connecting Vyllea and me to the Nameless One. Then everything ended as abruptly as it began: the energy vanished as if it had never existed.

“So that’s how it is…” The Nameless One finally stopped scrutinizing the painting and turned to us. The burning between my shoulder blades became so intense it felt like a blazing torch had been stuck there. Two protective formations appeared in the middle of the corridor, blocking the way completely. But the Nameless One seemed utterly unconcerned. He watched us with a peculiar gaze from under his hat, but eventually, he took it off. Then came the blindfold. Clyed Feng was standing before us once again.

“Your lives depend on your answer to the next question, Seekers. Once might be a coincidence, but twice is a pattern. How did you acquire the secret technique of the Silver Crane School?”

“Who was Huang Lung to you?” I replied, answering a question with a question.

Clyed Feng leaned forward slightly, glancing behind me. A crowd had gathered at the other end of the corridor, unsure of what to do since the passage was blocked. The Nameless One remained silent, and the pain in my back grew worse with each passing moment. I had to say something, so I started rambling whatever came to mind, just like mentor Guerlon had taught me.

“You know who Huang Lung was. You know about the secret spatial anomaly technique of the Silver Heron School. This secret wasn’t shared with many, probably only the inner-circle or personal apprentices. Most likely, just the personal ones — the few Taoists who had proven their worth and talent to be close to the school’s head. Fifty years ago, the school was destroyed, along with all its students. But as it turned out, Chen Feng of the School of Spirit Power was wrong. Many students and mentors had survived. Nurgal Lee, Guerlon, and, apparently, even one of Huang Lung’s personal apprentices. The latter did everything to join the Phoenix Clan and become one of the Fengs. You’re trusted with the Tier Zero — maybe a bit of the First Tier, too, but no higher. They’re still testing you, assessing your loyalty to the clan. And you, offspring of the Tiger Clan, patiently await your chance to reach your main enemy — the Silver-ranked Nascent God, the immortal founder of the School of Spirit Power — Chen Feng. Correct me if I’m wrong.”

“Sometimes it seems like you’re directly inspired by the Heavens, and they whisper to you things you couldn’t possibly know.” Clyed Feng’s voice was strange. It held detachment, but there were also some emotions — bitterness, perhaps? I couldn’t quite tell, as I lacked the experience.

“Six years ago, I found the cave where Huang Lung spent his last days — the place where he had been imprisoned by the emperor’s order. His personal inventory was one of the rewards for finding his grave.”

“Along with the book from his personal library that you had so carelessly revealed in Tier Zero,” Clyed Feng said in his usual tone. The pain between my shoulder blades vanished.

“While mentor Guerlon was still in Tier Zero, we discovered and sealed a blue anomaly of the Master stage. He gave me the heart and all the spoils found there, including the millenarian flower necessary for this technique to work. It seems the Heavens had inspired me to unlock the Silver Heron School’s technique. And you know what plant I’m talking about.”

“The millenarian lotus,” Clyed Feng nodded. “A plant that functions as a conduit between our world and the other side.”

“The founder of the school didn’t write down any such details. Vyllea and I have managed to master this technique, but we use it cautiously. I’ve even hung a decoy pouch on my belt. The thing is, I need a spatial pouch so there are no more questions about where Molly and the items disappear.”

“You didn’t unload all the spoils from your inventory in Tier Zero, did you? The dental chair is useless, and you knew that. Same with the tools. But you saw the memory crystal’s recording of the regenerative capsule’s operation. You couldn’t have missed its significance.”

“Once again, I have a question in response. Who are the altered ones, and why are they dangerous?”

“The altered ones are those who underwent treatment in the ancient devices. Their hearts have been replaced by anomaly hearts, or refueling cartridges, as the ancients called them. Energy containers. The altered ones are dangerous because they disrupt the Empire’s income balance. What happens when an anomaly crystal is destroyed? One gets an egg filled with energy as a reward, and the anomaly reappears somewhere else in the same Tier. However, for an altered one’s heart to develop and grow stronger, it requires the entire anomaly’s energy and not just the egg. The altered one absorbs the anomaly’s power entirely, growing stronger as a result. When that happens, the anomaly doesn’t regenerate. There are special artifacts that count the anomalies in each Tier, so whenever a reduction occurs, it causes a commotion. The disappearance of anomalies is detrimental to the Empire since it removes the leash controlling the clans and their houses. No one knows what will happen if the last anomaly disappears. Maybe every single remaining memory of the ancients will vanish. Maybe the worlds of the humans and the demons will merge. There are many theories, and some of them give the imperial officials reasons for serious concern. That’s why an inspection was sent to the First Tier — to find anyone with an unusual heart or an ancient device in their spatial pouch.”

“We’ve passed the inspection,” I reminded, just in case. How fortunate it was that Vyllea and I had fortified her heart’s defenses just in time! The power of my heart had enveloped the ancient creation, making it appear to all as an ordinary human organ. Without this, I believe the inspectors would have destroyed us on the spot or taken us away. I had no idea what they did with the altered ones. At any rate, we needed to extend the range of our concealment. Sixty feet, which used to seem like a lot, were painfully insufficient, as I realized.

“Useless artifacts in the hands of incompetent users.” Clyed Feng allowed himself a grimace. “They’ve appropriated the Silver Heron School’s techniques, yet remain completely ignorant of their usage. I don’t need confessions or explanations, Zander. All I need to know is whether you have a regeneration capsule. I couldn’t care less how many anomalies you consume. I’ve already pointed you to one, by the way.”

This seemed to be the moment of truth. I didn’t sense any threat from Clyed Feng now. My sense of danger had gone wild before our conversation started — he had been ready to kill me on the spot. But now I sensed none. Could my assumptions have been so accurate? Did this Taoist truly join the clan just for revenge against his mentor’s killer? I looked at Vyllea — she nodded. Someone who had made revenge the obsessive focus of one’s very existence held a very high place in my beloved demon’s hierarchy. They acted according to what their heart dictated — not the circumstances. I took a step back, and a regeneration capsule appeared between me and Clyed Feng. The clan scout opened the lid, examined the contents and, then nodded.

“One day I will come to you with a request, Zander. It won’t be soon — you must reach the Third Tier, and I need to earn the clan’s trust and gain access there. But sooner or later our goal will be accomplished, the Heavens willing. Then I will need your capsule. Hand me the altar — no need to soil your inventory with this filth.”

“Let him take the corpses too!” Vyllea burst out. “I don’t need them there!”

“Corpses?” Clyed Feng frowned.

“Two cultists with far too many interesting artifacts. Not as powerful as the deputy’s, but I’d like to take a closer look at them nonetheless.”

“The palace of House Soth isn’t the place for the corpse of a cultist following the path of blood. The stench would attract guards from all over the capital. The altar, Zander.”

I returned the regeneration capsule to my inventory and replaced it with the accursed box. Red mist had already begun to seep from it, so our anomaly could get infected at any moment. The beautiful stone floor blackened and cracked as the cultist’s altar hit it, but the item vanished into one of the Nameless One’s spatial pouches almost immediately, along with a large piece of the plate made of ancient metal, much to my chagrin.

“The size of your inventory concerns me,” Clyed Feng remarked. “Regeneration capsule, altar, two corpses, Molly, and formerly also a dental chair and a bunch of various cabinets with items. This doesn’t resemble a spatial anomaly from the Silver Heron School. Even the mentor’s inventory was a lot more modest in size.”

“I wondered about that as well, but I haven’t found an answer yet. We had opened the inventory during a conjunction,” I explained. “Apparently, we did something incorrectly, so we both have access to it, and the space is quite large. I think a dozen Mollies could fit in there easily.”

“Still figuring it out, are you?” A surprisingly pleasant smile appeared on Clyed Feng’s face. “So I assume Huang Lung left something besides the instructions for opening the inventory — such as a valuable, albeit simple, beginner’s manual, perhaps?”

“As well as a few other things,” I admitted.

“Survive to the Third Tier, Seekers. If the Heavens permit, we’ll talk more substantially there. The Nameless Ones, despite all their strength and power, have plenty of limitations imposed on them. As soon as I return to the central region, I’ll be thoroughly inspected — and that includes my spatial pouches. We have too much freedom of movement and too high a level of access for anyone to take any risks. We have to account for every spirit stone spent, let alone anomaly hearts. The two thousand spirit coins I’ve offered you are my personal funds. The clan won’t pay for the transfer of the altar. That’s the Seekers’ duty. And any reasonable Taoist’s as well. These things are too dangerous to leave lying around. They might pay for the deputy, but the payment will go to the interrogators who will work with him. You’ve failed to make the cultist talk, so others will have to do the job for you. I understand it sounds crazy, but that’s the law. The only thing the clan might pay you well for is information on “shutters.” However, I highly doubt it’s wise to share that information now. It would attract undue attention, including that of players too powerful for you to refuse. Instead of ascending, you’ll be locked away somewhere to work for the clan’s benefit. An honorable job, no doubt, but would you enjoy it?”

“You’re right, it’s best to keep it secret so far.” A chill ran down my spine at the prospect. Sitting and destroying the cores and meridians of condemned individuals or spies. We’d have no shortage of energy, but neither of us would want to walk such a path.

“If nothing changes, I’ll come back to the First Tier in about six months to check on Darna’s progress. They envision her as joining the ranks of the Nameless Ones, but for now, she’s been left in the care of Seeker Guerlon, who is expected to tame her spirit somewhat. She’s considered too impetuous in her judgments and actions. She needs to realize the world doesn’t revolve around her, and a few years of training in the First Tier should help with that. When I return, I’ll be able to give you much more than I can now. My inventory isn’t as large as yours, but no one knows about it or checks it. I’ll think about sneaking two or three anomaly hearts of the level you need through. Hand the corpses over to your mentor, but only when Darna isn’t around. I believe you can tell him that you found Huang Lung’s final resting place. Guerlon is one of the few Taoists who still remember the Silver Heron School in his heart. He’ll help you navigate the finer details of what you’ll find in the textbooks. The mentor had surely kept the most valuable things in his inventory. You remember the map. Absorb the anomaly. Especially since you’ve already passed the inspection.”

“So you’re certain it’s us they’re looking for?”

“An ancient capsule that’s unaccounted for as well as a firm belief that it works. A tough nut to crack, isn’t it? It’s also very convenient that the anomaly disappeared right when a strange pair of Seekers appeared in the First Tier. But don’t overdo it. Four or maybe five anomalies in the Tier during your time here is the limit. Any more than that, and the search will become much more serious. Even your conjunction won’t save you. Hand me the deputy’s spatial pouch — I’ll break its binding and re-bind it to you. You really need a plausible explanation for where the items are disappearing to.”

The unbinding process didn’t take long — judging by the Nameless One’s confident movements, he practiced breaking into Taoist storages regularly. Clyed’s face twisted as the artifact in his hands began to shimmer — the Taoist had entered the cultist’s storage, and from his expression, he didn’t like what he saw at all.

“I hope you have enough sense not to use any of this, Zander. I won’t take anything — consider this a test. If you decide to get rid of it, give it to Guerlon. He’ll burn it. You can’t handle it yourself. Give me your hand.”

Binding an artifact of this level was quite painful, even though I transferred much of the pain to Vyllea. It felt like the thirty minutes would never end. Sweat poured into my eyes, my body shook, and I desperately wanted to run away. It wasn’t even this bad during Molly’s binding.

“It’s done. The artifact is yours now. Even if someone steals the pouch, they won’t be able to access it.”

“Do you know anyone who could help with techniques here in the First Tier?” I uttered with some difficulty, still trying to cope with the residual pain. The spatial pouch attached itself to my belt; it didn’t even need tying. The artifact shimmered as if inviting me to explore it, but I didn’t want to get distracted right now.

“The librarian. Complete a few tasks for him, and he’ll become more cooperative. Don’t even think about openly giving him the Silver Heron School’s book. I barely managed to resolve the conflict in Tier Zero; my authority is greatly limited in the First Tier. You asked for Warrior stage techniques. When will you form your energy core?”

“That depends on how much energy I can access. If I get a Master stage anomaly heart, we’ll manage in a day. If we do it through meditation, I can’t even guess — years? Absorbing meridians — about thirty more Taoists, but that’s a rough estimate. I’ve only absorbed the meridians of one Golden-ranked Apprentice with two hundred meridians.”

“Don’t leave any traces,” Clyed Feng warned. “Absorb the energy, then kill the one you drain. It’s important. It’s unlikely you’ll find Warrior stage techniques easily available in the First Tier. Your mentor is your best bet, but don’t reveal your strength while Darna is with him. Think of her as part of the clan. Everything she sees goes back to the clan. That’s her current task — they’re teaching her to report. In six months, I’ll bring you some techniques. I can’t promise a lot, but you’ll get at least ten.”

“Why do you object to us working with assassins? If it wasn’t for the techniques they’d showed us in Tier Zero, we wouldn’t have survived until now.”

“They work for imperial officials. All the information about orders and executions is stored with the Executors of Fate. They’re the hands of the Judges, eliminating the undesirables or those who overstep their authority. The techniques I’ll bring you will be just as interesting as those you could learn from the assassins, but you won’t have to get exposed.”

“Got it. One more thing: can you unlock this pouch? When we entered the First Tier, a group of ten golden Apprentices ambushed Vyllea. They had powerful techniques and many spirit stones. We destroyed most of them, but the dying leader had ripped out Vyllea’s heart and pressed it to a golden leaf, yelling that the mission was completed. The heart and the leaf had disappeared, and I had to place Vyllea in the regeneration capsule. That’s how I lost the anomaly heart. The pouch belonged to the group leader. I think it might lead us to those who ordered the hit on Vyllea. If anyone thinks they can get away with killing my girl, they’re sorely mistaken.”

“They were waiting for Vyllea specifically?” Clyed Feng frowned. “At the village checkpoint in the First Tier? Why would a Tiger combat squad attack an ordinary Candidate, even if she’s Diamond-ranked?”

Once again, Clyed Feng started working on the spatial pouch. When it began to shimmer, various items spilled onto the floor. Several technique scrolls, pouches of spirit coins and stones, clothes, weapons, some tools, and a couple of books. Most interesting to all of us were the several golden contract leaves.

“The group leader’s name was Shere Chour, from Family Chour of House Drole in the Tiger Clan. Shere followed orders from the head of House Drole. Your contract isn’t here anymore, but all the others are signed by Stef Drole. I’m sure the order to kill Vyllea came from him. When did you manage to cross one of the strongest houses in the First Tier?”

“We’ll have to find that out from Stef Drole,” Vyllea declared, nodding at the items scattered on the floor. “Can we take these?”

“I’ll have to take the pouch — it’s dangerous for you without a binding, and I can’t afford to spend another thirty minutes on it right now. The items are yours. Find Guerlon. He’s not in the city, but he should return by time your training at the School of Spirit Power begins. Darna needs to be taught as well. Asking you not to stand out is foolish. Seekers who don’t stand out are dead Seekers. Our next meeting won’t happens for at least six months, maybe a bit later, depending on Darna’s reports. Heavens, Vyllea! Why would you want the painting?”

“It’s pretty,” she shrugged. “It will look good in our future home.”

“My time is up,” Clyed Feng transformed back into the Nameless One. “Find the Seekers’ workshops in the capital — you need to upgrade your weapons and clothing. It’s surprising they even let you into the palace of House Soth looking like that.”

Both protective formations vanished, and the Nameless One, holding the cultist deputy by the leg, strode towards the portal. He stopped only once, next to a Warrior-stage Taoist. Judging by the man’s appearance, he was quite influential, but the Nameless One didn’t even glance at him, addressing the air instead,

“These two Seekers are under my protection.”

The Nameless One disappeared around the corner, apparently deeming that sufficient. His spiritual presence was still undetectable, but I tracked his movements through the cultist deputy, who reached the portal and vanished, along with the energy stream forming the shimmering veil. I glanced at the floor just in case — while we were talking, Vyllea had managed to stash everything Clyed Feng had pulled out into her inventory. Taking her hand, I resolutely headed for the exit. I had no desire to interact with the representatives of House Soth personally, and they probably felt the same — no one wanted to traffic with Seekers that looked like peasants from some backwater village dressed in rags. The Nameless One was right; to stop being seen as ragamuffins, we needed to stop looking the part.

It was high time to explore the shops of the First Tier’s capital city.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 12

“ZANDER, I NEED it!” Vyllea nearly pinned me to the wall.

“Vyllea, that’s fifteen hundred spirit coins!” I raised my voice, trying to reach the reason of my mad demon girlfriend.

“What difference does it make? I need it!” Vyllea was adamant, and, frankly, I could relate. But Heavens, fifteen hundred spirit coins for two red scraps of fabric, one for the hips and one for the chest, seemed excessive to say the least. They were doubtlessly beautiful and pleasant to the touch, and accentuated my girlfriend’s shapes so well that I seriously considered another energy core upgrade, but fifteen hundred spirit coins … Even though the lingerie came from the Second Tier, with three enhancements making it durable, clean, and soft, as well as the potential for another enhancement using the millenarian chamomile, but fifteen hundred spirit coins… I balked at such extravagance inwardly and I couldn’t help it.

“We offer this lovely umbrella as a gift.” The shopkeeper showcased a small red umbrella adorned with beautiful flowers, clearly sensing an opportunity. The handle ended with the snarling face of a tiger, which seemed to tip the scale of the balance irrevocably. Vyllea looked at me in a way that made my heart beat faster. Her gaze promised immense gratitude — or a sound trashing.

“Fifteen hundred? What discounts do you offer?” I made one last attempt to haggle, which yielded me nothing but a contemptuous look. The lingerie shop, which Vyllea had dragged me into first, was staffed exclusively by Golden apprentices of the Tiger Clan. Naturally, they looked down on Seekers from the Phoenix Clan, so discounts were out of the question.

“Damn demons!” I muttered, starting to lay out fifteen heavy pouches. It was exactly half of what we had. I understood it was extravagant, but Heavens, it was worth it! Vyllea looked so stunning in that outfit that I couldn’t deny myself the pleasure. And I argued that if I didn’t like it, I would never have bought it.

“We look forward to seeing you again, Seekers! In two months, we’ll have new arrivals from the Second Tier, and the suppliers promise something truly unique this time. We’re planning an auction. I can offer a pass to this exclusive event to such esteemed Seekers with an appreciation of the finer things in life. The participation fee is only one hundred spirit coins, and the number of tickets is limited.”

Vyllea snorted, showing her disinterest in some vague future auction, but I pondered the offer. I didn’t know what kept me in the store, especially after having spent so many spirit coins. I trusted my intuition just as I trusted my sense of danger. I had no idea why, but Vyllea and I needed to attend this exclusive auction. However, it was clear we needed to find a lot of money first. Entering the auction with less than ten thousand spirit coins would be pointless.

“Will the auction only feature items from your store?” I finally asked, looking at the salesperson, who seemed to hold a higher rank based on how other shop employees addressed him. It wasn’t every day that two ragged-looking Seekers came in and bought red lingerie for fifteen hundred spirit coins in cash. Perfect customers.

“It’s the annual closed auction of Hardes’ choicest boutiques,” the salesperson explained readily. “Usually, up to twenty shops participate, depending on whether they’ve acquired something unique during the year. The owner guarantees that our shop’s items will cause quite a stir and attract active bidding. Noble families from all over the First Tier are invited to participate. Their representatives come to the capital for this specific purpose, and hotel prices have already quadrupled compared to other seasons. Though the prices are also influenced by the start of training at the schools of ascension, too, of course, but prospective students prefer to rent houses or rooms rather than stay in hotels.”

“Is payment only in spirit coins?”

“Spirit coins, spirit stones, beast essences, anomaly hearts, ancient items, artifacts — the payment options are limitless. The final price is calculated in spirit coins, but the auction appraisers give a fair price for the items offered by the buyer. There have been cases where an item used as payment was then put up as a separate auction lot.”

“We’re in,” I decided. The shopkeeper smiled and gladly accepted another pouch of spirit coins. He signed the golden leaf, then handed it to Vyllea and me to sign. His smile faded when we sliced our palms, pressing them to the leaf, which vanished, to be replaced by two small golden plates in our hands a moment later. The plates emanated power, displaying our names, the auction venue, and a countdown timer. The organizers had clearly put a lot of effort into ensuring participants wouldn’t forget about the auction. I had never seen artifacts like these.

“Shall we pay the Seekers a visit now?” Vyllea looked as pleased as could be, clutching her purchase without even thinking of stashing it in her inventory. The shop staff had wrapped it beautifully, placed it in an equally beautiful box, and then in a pouch made of some pelt that was so soft I felt the urge to press it against my cheeks. Fifteen hundred spirit coins… Heavens, would I ever stop being so greedy?

“Yes, now’s a perfect time for that,” I smiled. We were clearly seen as valued customers now, and the shopkeeper had even showed us a map of the capital. Specifically, the central part, where the main shops, administration buildings, house and clan palaces, banks, various guild offices, and the estates of the First Tier’s wealthiest residents were located. The Seekers’ shops were on the outskirts of this district but still in the city center and not in the residential or industrial areas. The shopkeeper explained that the First Tier’s ascension schools were so large they were situated outside the city. The School of Spirit Power, which we intended to study at, was a day’s journey west of the city, occupying an entire mountain. We planned to pay a visit there too, but only in a month; first-year students wouldn’t be admitted earlier, anyway. Unlike the ascension school of Tier Zero, or the Outer Tier, as it was called here, training in the First Tier lasted for at least four years. All students, regardless of their rank, attended the first year. Only students ranked Bronze and above advanced to the second year, Silver or Gold to the third, and only Gold-ranked students made it to the fourth year. If a student didn’t advance in rank, they had to start the year all over. The shopkeeper didn’t know what happened with the tuition fee, but I guessed it wasn’t reimbursed, and most likely such unfortunates had to pay again. After all, everyone loved spirit coins.

The Seekers’ quarter looked much nicer than in Tier Zero. It wasn’t really a quarter — just an inn with a tavern and a few shops. Strange Taoists lurked in the shadows, watching everyone who entered the tavern. Someone even used an artifact on us once, emitting a detection aura similar to the one we had been subjected to at the gates, but with a much smaller range. The treasure hunters’ spies seemed to thrive here. Mentor Guerlon called them scavengers — they preferred hunting Seekers to completing challenging tasks. They existed in Tier Zero, too, but there were hardly any Seekers there, and not much to take from them. But there were plenty here in the First Tier. The tavern housed five Golden-ranked apprentices and even a Warrior. Their greetings were grim and strained until we showed our plates to the bartender, who turned out to be the Warrior-stage Taoist.

“Seekers from Tier Zero?” The bartender's expression shifted from disgusted and wary to surprised. “How are there Seekers in Tier Zero? How did you manage to get plates at the Bronze rank?”

“We earned them as Diamond Candidates,” I replied, and silence fell over the tavern. The five patrons, each of whom was sitting on their own, suddenly turned into keen listeners, hanging on to every word.

“What brings such esteemed Seekers here? And where have you been all this time that you’re already Bronze Apprentices? Haven’t heard about registration, have you?”

“Registration?” I frowned. “This is the first time I’m hearing about Seekers needing to register anywhere. What’s with the new rules all of a sudden? And we haven’t been hiding. We left Tier Zero less than a month and a half ago to make it in time for training.”

“A month and a half, and you’re already Bronze Apprentices? We haven’t heard anyone tell tales as tall as yours here in ages.”

“It seems the esteemed Elder doesn’t believe my words. Very well, so be it. I’m not here to do any chest-thumping. I came to the Seekers’ quarter for weapons and clothes. The shops are closed, so I came to the tavern to ask where the owners might be. That’s all I request from the esteemed Elder.”

At that moment, a young Candidate approached the bartender, casting strange glances at us. He whispered something in the bartender’s ear, causing him to frown. I didn’t need to eavesdrop to know what it was about: Molly had incinerated the twenty-ninth would-be thief of my self-propelled carriage. The charred body of the unlucky thief was now sitting in my chair, and none of his three accomplices dared to approach Molly. I wouldn’t have minded, though, as the burnt thief had no artifacts, spirit coins, or anything useful. Just some scruffy bastard who’d tried to steal my Molly. She only killed in one scenario: when the uninvited guest’s both feet were on the pedals, and their hand turned the activation lever. In all other cases, Molly was harmless.

“Is that your carriage out front?” the bartender asked, his gaze finally settling on my spatial pouch. Only now did the Warrior-stage Taoist realize it wasn’t just a decoy but a fully functional artifact.

“Her name is Molly,” Vyllea replied. “Zander, are we going to stay here for much longer? I’m hungry. If the food is as good as the welcome, we should go somewhere nicer.”

“So, you’re the two Seekers in the red carriage from Tier Zero?” the bartender said. “The ones who’ve done more for Tier Zero in two years than the entire Wang family combined?”

“Clothing and weapons. Where and how can we get them?” Vyllea was getting tired of all this talk. It was getting late, and she wanted to rent a room and soak in a bath for the first time in what felt like forever to both of us.

The bartender’s gaze shifted to Vyllea.

“The head of the revived Seekers’ guild, the Golden-ranked Overlord Nurgal Lee, has set clear rules allowing Taoists to wear spotted clothing.”

“Can we see a copy of the rules?” I interjected, not allowing Vyllea to say too many unpleasant words to the Warrior-stage Taoist. I didn’t want to make enemies among the Seekers of the First Tier.

“Of course.” The bartender disappeared into the back room and soon returned with several golden sheets. The newly-minted emblem of the Seekers adorned it — ostensibly, a symbol of “freedom.” But the more I read the rules, the more I realized that freedom had nothing to do with Nurgal Lee’s plan to radically change the Seeker system. And judging by the fact that the document was endorsed by one of the Executors of Fate, the imperial officials fully supported him in this.

From now on, Seeker plates were issued not by clans, but by a special imperial service headed by Nurgal Lee. This significantly reduced the complexity of becoming a Seeker — now any useful Taoist could become one. But that was the only freedom mentioned in the document. All Seekers were now required to register with the guild, where they would be assigned a rank, from the first and lowest to the sixth and highest. The elevation stage of the Seeker no longer mattered — a novice was a nobody in the guild hierarchy, even if they were a Nascent God.

Why was registration required? Apparently, to receive assignments, among other things. From now on, clans would pass tasks that they didn’t want or couldn’t handle themselves to the Seeker guild. Tasks were divided by rank and given to active Seekers. You completed tasks, earned points, and gained the opportunity to increase your rank in the guild. The rank was marked on the Seeker’s plate and was uniform across all Tiers. Seeker clothing and weapons also depended on rank — the appearance of a Seeker was supposed to show their position in the guild immediately. The ragged clothes Vyllea and I had on were of the sort worn by first-rank Seekers, which was what we were supposed to become after registration.

Seekers could still close anomalies and battlefields, and be the first to fight beasts and demons, but there was one crucial difference from the previous rules — Seekers now had the right not only to defend themselves when attacked but also to attack those they didn’t like. They gained this right starting with the fourth rank, but it was clearly stated in the document and endorsed by an Executor of Fate. Heavens, Nurgal Lee had turned Seekers, who lived for freedom, into a managed herd of adventure-seeking Taoists! Guilds, registration, ranks, assignments… It wasn’t just nonsense — it was something a lot worse.

Vyllea was sorting through the papers with me, and judging by her face, she was ready to explode with anger. Nurgal Lee was proposing that we became not just servants, but slaves of the guild, jumping through hoops for each assignment to raise our rank. There was only one thing to do — turn around and forget about entering this establishment. They couldn’t take our plates away — the Phoenix clan’s leader had issued them with the emperor’s approval, so Nurgal Lee as well as any Executor of Fate could shove their rules where the sun didn’t shine. We were still Seekers whether the guild recognized us or not.

However, something about the documents struck me as odd. I reread them and noticed a small passage stating: “This document consists of six sheets and one appendix.” We had been given six sheets of Seeker rules, but after checking them again, I realized there was no appendix. This was strange: according to Huang Lung’s books, appendices often contained extremely useful information.

“There’s an appendix missing,” I said, looking at the bartender. “The text is incomplete.”

“The appendix is only for Seekers of the sixth rank.”

“Does it say that explicitly?” I asked. “That it’s not to be shown to anyone below the sixth rank?”

For a moment, the bartender let his anger show, and his aura nearly overwhelmed Vyllea and me. We both started bleeding from our noses. The other Seekers muttered discontentedly; although they were all Golden apprentices, they were affected, too. I glanced around — apparently, everyone here was above the first rank. Their clothing looked quite decent.

“I want to see the appendix,” I insisted firmly, turning back to the bartender. “If it doesn’t explicitly state that only Seekers of the sixth rank can see it, it should be made available to us as well.”

This time, the bartender restrained himself and disappeared into the back room again. Vyllea and I urgently needed to unlock our energy cores; otherwise, people like him would always try to treat us this way and flaunt their power whenever things didn’t quite go their way.

“Here.” The bartender almost threw the document on the table. “It’s not included with the rest of the pages because it’s useless to everyone!”

I studied the document. It listed Seekers who were immediately given the sixth rank due to their appointments to executive positions. One representative from each clan, plus several dozen people from the central region. Notably, it included Nurgal Lee himself. He’d moved on — having failed to make a career within the clan, he must have decided to join the imperial officials. Cunning old bastard.

“Zander!” Vyllea gasped as I cut my palm and pressed it to the list. The bartender smirked, reaching for the documents, but froze when I placed the plate against the golden sheet. The space between the sheet and the plate glowed brightly, and then the number 6 appeared on my plate. The highest Seeker rank, allowing me to ignore everyone. The rank of ultimate freedom. Nurgal Lee had carried out the Nameless One’s order and, apparently, had managed to include three ordinary Taoists while forming his new guild — namely, yours truly, Vyllea, and mentor Guerlon. Technically part of the Seeker guild, but not beholden to anyone. A cunning old bastard indeed.

“Sixth rank?” Now the bartender was genuinely impressed. “Damn, who are you?”

Instead of answering, I nodded to Vyllea, and she repeated my actions, registering with the Seeker guild. The same bright light added the number 6 to her plate.

“Clothing and weapons,” Vyllea reiterated, hanging her plate back around her neck. “Where and when can we get them?”

“Also, since we’re now high-ranking guild members, I’d like to use this opportunity to sell everything we’ve gathered during our journey through Tier Zero and the First Tier. Darling, you don’t mind getting rid of the junk, do you?”

Vyllea merely snorted, showing she didn’t care. Meanwhile, the projection in the spatial anomaly immediately began piling all the unnecessary stuff into a large heap. Weapons, useless herbs, armor, various boxes, and bottles — everything we didn’t intend to use, but found hard to throw away because it was acquired through hard toil.

“Is a junior Seeker ignoring his senior in rank?” I reiterated, fully aware that the bartender couldn’t have sixth rank, even if he were the head of the Seeker guild in the First Tier. He might have the fifth rank at best, which would make him feel almost like the emperor himself here. A Warrior in the First Tier had everyone around him tiptoeing and looking up to him, and then a couple of scruffy newcomers showed up, whose names were listed in the guild’s foundational document, all of a sudden. He didn’t even know about Seeker Guerlon yet — our mentor had no tolerance for such games, especially after having spent some time as Nurgal Lee’s “guest.”

“And something to eat while we wait,” Vyllea added, placing herself at the nearest table. I joined her, realizing it was a good idea as I tried to process what had just happened. In effect, Seekers no longer existed. Clan leaders were only too happy to offload the responsibility of issuing plates, and Nurgal Lee, freed from the temporal anomaly at last, was setting up a new order — which suited the imperial officials perfectly. If it weren’t for the appendix that mentioned our names and clearly stated that sixth-rank Seekers had the right to disobey even the guild leader, I would never have signed the document with my blood. Seekers without freedom… And most had accepted the new rules, submitting to the Overlord… It was unpleasant to realize, but I felt we might soon have to return the plate to the clan. We just needed to figure out how to protect ourselves from attacks by leading houses in various Tiers, who believed that Taoists without ties to a clan or house had no right to exist. Maybe we should form our own clan? I definitely needed advice from a knowledgeable Taoist, and I thought I knew just the man — the librarian of the First Tier. But dressed as I was, I wouldn’t be allowed into the palace of House Soth again, no matter what the Nameless One may have told them.

“What do you want to appraise and sell?” An elderly Taoist in mottled clothing sat down with us. Like the majority of Seekers, he was a Golden apprentice. Frail and somewhat awkward, with a thick, snow-white beard and equally long white hair, he might evoke pity in anyone who didn’t see his inner essence. My personal ranking of Golden Apprentices with the most meridians just got a new leader. I took the time to carefully examine the Taoist and count his meridians — two hundred and thirty-five. He was the strongest Golden apprentice I had ever seen. The thickness and density of his meridians also commanded respect — this old man was an actively practicing Taoist. If we fought, I doubted that Vyllea and I, with our current set of techniques, could win. Even the meridians enhanced by Master level power wouldn’t help. It suddenly dawned on me that this frail old man could dispatch us like children without breaking a sweat. Unexpectedly even to myself, I stood up and bowed.

“Greetings, Elder. Thank you for finding the time for us. I am Seeker Zander of the sixth rank. This is Seeker Vyllea, also of the sixth rank.”

Vyllea merely frowned but stayed put. She hadn’t bowed to a Warrior-stage Taoist, so why should she bow to some apprentice? In the spatial anomaly, I immediately listed the elevation stages of all the Taoists we interacted with. Incidentally, despite the bartender’s stage, he had just over a hundred meridians — half as many as this old man.

“What an interesting start to our conversation,” the old man chuckled. “And a pleasant one, I must admit. You might even say it’s the right way to address me. Seeker Yeezy of the fifth rank at your service, senior Seekers. May I see your plate?”

I removed my plate and handed it to him. He almost bit into it, even scratching the number six with his fingernail to verify its authenticity.

“Well, look at that, a genuine sixth rank. Such young prodigies… Even the emperor himself had a hand in forming these plates. Quite astonishing. I never thought I’d see Seekers like you. So, what did you want to sell?”

“I’m afraid there won’t be enough space on the table.” I assessed the pile of various goods Vyllea had prepared.

“Unload it in that corner, then,” Yeezy quickly suggested, pointing to an empty corner of the tavern. The distance was considerable, but something told me it wouldn’t be right to walk over there. Once again, an inexplicable premonition told me it would be wrong. So I had to get creative, moving the exit from the anomaly to the corner and pulling out all the junk. The pile was impressive. But, quickly as it appeared, it vanished just as fast. Yeezy remained seated and, as far as I could tell, hadn’t even looked in that direction.

The old man closed his eyes and sat silently for a while, examining our loot in his own spatial pouch. Soon, he produced six House Soth rings worn by the cultists who had come to the village of Itarik.

“Who were the idiots wearing such low-grade counterfeits?”

“Cultists. Today, Vyllea and I handed the deputy of the Querancy cult over to the Nameless One. The rings and almost all the items had belonged to the servants of our prisoner.”

“‘Almost’ doesn’t mean ‘all,’” the old man smirked, pulling out the body armor worn by one of the Taoists from the Tiger Clan’s group. The snarling maw was unmistakably indicative of its origin.

“The Heavens have generously paved our way with fools who thought themselves lucky scavengers. And here comes another one. So, a carriage is just standing there, bothering no one, and someone risks their life to try to steal it? Can they be called smart after that?”

The young candidate ran to the bartender again, whispering that Molly had reached thirty would-be thieves. The boy didn’t know the number, but the fact that Molly had killed two fools in less than half an hour surprised me. Wasn’t once enough?

“Well, senior Seeker, I won’t beat around the bush. Everything you’ve given me is junk, and tainted by cultists at that. It’s even dangerous to melt it down. I can offer you eight hundred spirit coins for everything. No more.”

“Accepted.” I didn’t intend to haggle. Eight hundred coins for what I was planning to discard was more than I expected. It was still half of what I’d spent on Vyllea’s lingerie and the auction pass, but it was best not to dwell on that. Eight hefty pouches appeared on the table. It seemed everyone in the First Tier was used to dealing with such pouches without even opening them.

“If I understand correctly, you’ll start your studies in a month?” the old man asked unexpectedly. “How about spending this time usefully and profitably? I have a job that would be perfect for Seekers of the sixth rank. How would you like to earn three thousand spirit coins quickly?”

I wanted to nod immediately, but the old man’s sly expression didn’t sit well with me. And I had a feeling his proposal wouldn’t either, even though we’d have to agree to it. Three thousand spirit coins were not to be scoffed at in any scenario.
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Chapter 13

“ZANDER, DO WE REALLY need to go through with this?” Vyllea asked gloomily, pressing into the passenger seat. Molly stood near the main entrance to the palace of House Soth, and my girlfriend didn’t want to get out of the carriage.

“Three thousand spirit coins,” I reminded her, jumping onto the pavement first. Our formal and two everyday outfits, as well as the jians specially crafted for our hands, would only be ready in a week, so we still looked like ragged villagers. “Or, better yet, two sets of lingerie.” I translated our potential reward into new units. “I noticed white and black sets in the store. I’m sure the white will look even more stunning on you than the red.”

“Oh, stop making things up,” Vyllea grumbled but couldn’t help breaking into a satisfied smile, imagining herself in new clothes. “Fine, let’s do this quickly.”

Molly vanished, hidden in the anomaly, and as, we approached the doors, we were already expected. Our old acquaintance, one of the majordomo’s assistants, looked at us without disdain. I didn’t understand how he managed to conceal a gleeful grin, for it was clear this pompous servant was bursting with pleasure. No one had understood what had happened yesterday. First, a ragged pair had showed up at the gates, and then a Nameless One had come to them. We had spent nearly an hour under the protective formation blocking the passage through the palace, and then everyone had left. Almost silently, except for the strange phrase from the Nameless One. The situation seemed to have settled, but then in the evening, an old order in the Seeker guild flared up brightly, and two names appeared on the golden sheet: the very ragged couple from earlier — Seekers Zander and Vyllea. Considering what the job was and how our previous visit to the palace of House Soth had ended, news of the accepted order spread through the palace like lightning.

And here we were. To be honest, I didn’t want to go at all. When the sly old man had explained the nature of the task, only the understanding that he was much stronger than Vyllea and me both kept me from giving him a good slap. Just for daring to propose such a thing to us. But with each passing moment, the idea began to seem not as bad as it initially appeared, especially after I remembered the palace of House Soth and everything I had seen in it with my spiritual vision.

“The Seeker guild is ready to carry out the order to repair the sewer system and clean the sixth level beneath the palace of House Soth,” I said, handing over the golden sheet detailing the job. We needed to descend to the lower levels, eradicate all the creatures that had taken residence there, fix the leak in the sewers, and restore the level to its normal state. Nothing too complicated, at first glance. But when you started thinking about the task, inconvenient questions arose inevitably. For instance, if the sewer was leaking, did that mean the level could be flooded? Could the stench on the sixth level be so bad that it might kill us? Did restoring the level to normal mean somehow cleaning all the filth and scrubbing the floor until it shone? There were many questions, but the main oddity was that House Soth didn’t want low-ranking Seekers handling this “important” and “responsible” job. It would damage the house’s reputation and honor. Their request stipulated Seekers of at least the fourth rank, and it turned out there were only two such Taoists in the First Tier: the bartender, a fourth-rank Seeker, and the appraiser, a fifth-rank Seeker. The job had a one-year deadline, which was due to expire in a week. House Soth had even set the payment for the job at thirty spirit coins. The rest of the sum was provided by the cunning old man, who would have had to accept the order anyway — the guild couldn’t refuse an order from the house that governed the First Tier. It would be a blow to the reputation Seekers were just starting to build.

When I naturally asked why House Soth didn’t send regular servants to handle the problem, the cunning old man squinted and replied to the effect that no one would be interested in paying servants bonuses for hard work and worry about their subsequent cleaning when they could dump it all on the spineless Seekers, who would gladly rush to do any job.

We wouldn’t be left without support — Yeezy would provide special waterproof clothing that could be discarded afterwards. We’d get tools for pipe repairs, thirty huge barrels to store all the sewage from the floor if any, rags, mops, and so on — anything we needed, as long as we agreed to the cleanup. This order was very important for the Seeker guild’s status, and the frail old man was extremely reluctant to do it himself.

Vyllea was about to voice her thoughts on the matter, but I stopped her and pointed to the golden sheet. “It says here the payment is thirty spirit coins. I need a contract for the remaining amount.”

“A Seeker doesn’t trust another Seeker?” Yeezy even stopped stroking his beard.

“The only Seeker I trust is sitting to my right, barely restraining herself from walking out. This job is not only degrading, but also a direct insult to Seekers. You understand that well, which is why you haven’t done it. House Soth wants to humiliate us by showing that our guild is only good for cleaning their messes. And they’ve set a payment to match. Even servants don’t get paid this little. So no, esteemed Yeezy, I don’t trust you. Until we sign our own contract, my signature won’t appear on this sheet.”

“Zander, what the hell is this about cleaning? I’m not going down there!” Vyllea had the good sense to voice her outrage from within the anomaly.

“When we were in the palace, my spirit vision revealed all the underground levels. There aren’t six levels — there are at least seven. But I couldn’t see the seventh; my spiritual vision was blocked.”

“Ancient metal?” Vyllea perked up at the mention of something that could be profitably sold.

“Most likely. We need to be careful in selecting our tools. They must include metal shears, chisels, and hammers. I don’t want to clean the House Soth’s filth any more than you do, but I see no other way to get the spirit coins we need for the auction. Even if we go hunting beasts, we won’t collect so many essences in two months.”

“Why do you even want to go to this auction?”

“I have no idea. Maybe they’ll have some red hairpins for my favorite girl?”

“We could always sell the millenarian plants. We have almost two hundred of them. Zander, I don’t want to go into the sewer!”

“We’ll need those plants ourselves. Last time I found an ancient plate, beneath it was the bone of a creature from the inner circles. It helped me greatly in my elevation. If there’s something similar below, and I see no reason why there wouldn’t be, we could start building our energy core! Then no arrogant guard at the gates will be an obstacle to us anymore.”

“Heavens, Zander, you can be so infuriating at times!”

“A contract between us?” The frail old man fidgeted in his chair. “No, Zander. Seekers must trust each other. Otherwise, what kind of Seekers are we? Here are three thousand spirit coins. They’re yours once you sign.”

One by one, pouches appeared on the table until there were exactly thirty.

“Let’s make it three thousand and thirty spirit coins for this job,” Yeezy decided. “What do you say now? Will you accept the job? If you do, settle into a room — it will be free of charge, of course, as well as this meal. Tomorrow morning, I’ll bring all the necessary tools for the job.”

“I have a condition.” I listed the tools we’d need to cut through a plate of ancient metal. It looked sturdy, but could be easily bent and cut with an ordinary knife. If not for its ability to block techniques and energy, it would be the most useless metal in our world. Just to be sure, I closed my eyes again, recalling the energy map of the dungeons underneath the palace of House Soth. Six levels, about ten creatures, all of them Bronze Apprentices. Nothing too difficult. However, a large section of the floor was inaccessible to me, whereas in other areas I could see solid stone from several feet away. It was definitely an ancient plate, and getting to it was worth the effort.

So this morning Vyllea and I found ourselves in front of the palace majordomo’s assistant, who was suppressing a satisfied smirk most admirably. He already knew what job we had signed up for, as did the entire palace.

“Follow me.” Our guide even pulled out a perfumed handkerchief to cover his supposedly aristocratic nose, though he was nothing but a servant of the Tier’s ruling house. The first two underground levels were well-maintained. Wide staircases led down, there were people everywhere, and everything looked neat and tidy. The descent to the third level was guarded, and the guard, a Warrior stage Taoist, spent some time examining the golden sheet, and even checked our plates before opening the door. This precaution made sense as soon as we descended to the third level, which contained cells with prisoners. The place immediately felt strange to me — the cages were made of hollow steel tubes filled with ancient metal. Spirit vision barely penetrated inside, allowing us to see the prisoners, but they couldn’t use any techniques. Moreover, each prisoner wore a collar much like the one mentor Guerlon had made me put on Vyllea over six years ago, the day we first captured her, tearing her away from her meal.

We were closely watched to ensure we passed nothing to the prisoners. Among them, I saw a couple of Warriors, though most were golden apprentices. The fourth level was similar to the third, but the entrance to the fifth made me tense up. It was not only sealed shut, but also stuffed with rags. I even noticed several pungent herbs meant to mask the stench escaping from behind the barrier. The door was opened, and our guide dramatically pressed his perfumed cloth to his nose. A strong odor of filth hit us, though it was nothing compared to the stench of a dead cultist. Vyllea grimaced but didn’t back down. I pulled out several lanterns to light the way. It was dark below.

“From here on, you’re on your own!” The guide clearly didn’t want to descend with us. “You need to find and fix the problem, then clean up the sixth level. You’ll find the passage yourselves. You have a week to complete this task. Heavens, hurry up — otherwise, this stench will spread throughout the palace! Close the door! Close it! You have a week, Seekers! Either you complete the assignment of House Soth or admit to your staggering incompetence.”

Bright lanterns illuminated the space, though I could see perfectly well without them. The level was small, with only a few rooms. It was a technical floor where all the palace’s utilities converged. Judging by the state of the pipes, they hadn’t been replaced since the building’s construction. While I examined our surroundings, Vyllea changed into work clothes. The outfit provided by Yeezy was quite interesting — thick, stretchy, waterproof, and covered us from head to toe. Even our hands were concealed. Yeezy called this artifact creation a “waterproof jumpsuit,” and said it was designed to protect us from unpleasant substances. I changed into mine, storing my clothes in my inventory, and then we began to explore the fifth level. The stench and clogged ventilation made it hard to breathe deeply, turning this into an additional training session for us. Going on one breath per minute was something mentor Guerlon had long tried to teach us, but somehow never succeeded. Perhaps, he should have placed us in similar conditions — right now, the thought of breathing more frequently didn’t seem too tempting to me. It seemed our stern mentor had been much softer on us than House Soth.

We found the malfunction in the room with the descent to the sixth level. A large pipe running from the ceiling had broken due to age, and instead of directing its contents away from the palace through the pipe system, it dumped everything onto the floor, which then flowed down to the sixth level. Vyllea swore colorfully and elaborately within the anomaly — only a few steps were free of the foul sludge. The sixth level essentially didn’t exist anymore.

The sly old man Yeezy had clearly known what the malfunction was — he had provided us with suitable pipes and even showed us how to work with them. Thus, fixing the issue didn’t take much time, although we had to jump out of the way a few times — the palace of House Soth didn’t stop using its sewer system just because two Seekers were down there. The palace residents didn’t care that we were working below. Once we installed the pipes and secured them with special clamps, Vyllea looked at the mess with disgust. We had thirty huge barrels and several buckets to fill them. I extracted the first barrel — it was so large that Vyllea and I could easily hide inside it. I threw the barrel down the passage unhesitatingly, where it sank with an unpleasant sound. The spatial anomaly worked perfectly, and soon the first haul appeared in our field — a huge container filled to the brim with foul sludge. In the anomaly, however, there was no smell or time. The barrel and its contents functioned as a single entity. Nothing dripped or spilled — and, most importantly to Vyllea, nothing left any stains. I retrieved the barrel, setting it at the entrance to the room, and Vyllea’s projection meticulously checked every blade of grass in the storage area. Everything was clean.

“Remember, Zander, if a single drop gets on my plants, I’ll kill you!” Vyllea’s projection warned me, and then the unpleasant part of the job began. The sixth level was even smaller than the fifth — there were only two rooms. It seemed to have been built for the specific purpose of collecting all sorts of filth. Each barrel significantly reduced the amount of sludge, and after filling twenty barrels, we were able to descend. We had to deal with the creatures — about ten frogs that had somehow survived there. They even used techniques, shooting something akin to Spirit Arrows at us. We had to hunt them down.

“You realize all this won’t fit in the remaining barrels, right?” Vyllea, submerged up to her chest in the foul substance, came closer to me. “We already have twenty filled, and we’ve only pumped out a third.”

“I have an idea how to fix this. Move back to the stairs.”

It was a challenge to remain on the sixth level. The air barely reached down here. After Vyllea got out of the sludge, I grabbed one of my spears, knowing I’d have to part with it since Vyllea wouldn’t tolerate a dirty object in the spatial anomaly, and drove the blade into the ancient plate I was standing on. My spiritual vision couldn’t penetrate beyond the plate, and I couldn’t step far enough to the side to look beneath it because the walls were in the way. But if there was an item from one of the inner tiers beneath the plate, it would transform all the sludge into dark dust, which would be much easier to handle.

I cut out a circle, pried up the plate and barely managed to step aside towards Vyllea to avoid plummeting down along with the foul sludge. Something impossible was happening: the contents of the sixth underground level seemed to have found a new home and disappeared into it very rapidly. In a few minutes, the level was completely clean. I went up and poured a barrel of water from the fifth level to rinse the floor. All of it vanished downwards, leaving no residue.

My spirit vision still wasn’t working, so I had to approach the hole. What I expected wasn’t there — there was no higher-tier item to pulverize everything around it with its energy. As I got closer and looked inside, I nearly coughed. The palace of House Soth had a seventh level, as it turned out, accessed by a small staircase. It wasn’t even a full level — just a descent ending in a twisted dance of shattered mirrors, with a blue circle glowing beneath them. The seventh level of the Soth house palace contained a hidden blue-rank anomaly. Judging by how long it had been concealed, it was at least Master-stage.

I poured a few more barrels of water down to clean the sixth level. The dirty water flowed into the opening and vanished into the anomaly. Vyllea didn’t sit idle in the meantime, either — she was widening the passage and pulling the ancient metal plate out of the floor and walls. It wasn’t as large as we’d hoped, but still extended about three feet into the walls, so I had to help her pry it loose and free it. Once several pieces of bent, dirty, but very valuable metal were in the spatial anomaly, the passage to the seventh level was finally cleared.

“Shall we try?” I nodded toward the anomaly. “What does your heart say? Does it feel like feeding yet?”

“No, it’s not ready yet. All it can do is protect us from golem attacks and lead us to the crystal. We mustn’t touch anything except the plants. Just like with the anomaly I absorbed. Hey, where are you off to all of a sudden?”

“To make a barrier against unexpected guests,” I grinned, placing barrels filled with filth to block the passage to the fifth level. If anyone tried to come down here, they’d have to deal with the smelly barricade first.

“We’ll leave them in the anomaly, right?” Vyllea asked hopefully.

“Why would we?” I reread the job description and showed the golden sheet to Vyllea. “It says we must clean the sixth level. We’ve done that. House Soth has made a mistake they’ll have to fix themselves. There’s nothing here about hauling everything we’ve removed away from the palace. All we’re required to do is clean the sixth level. And fix the pipes, which we’ve done as well.”

“You mean to leave the barrels here?”

I cracked a wicked grin. “Trust me, Vyllea, your man knows how to get back at bastards who get snooty with him. Let’s go see what this anomaly is about.”

When we entered, fresh air hit our noses, allowing us to take deep breaths. The surrounding lakes of filth didn’t bother us. The anomaly was a small, dense forest area. We’d seen this setup before. We found ourselves in a clearing where all the filth from the sixth underground level had ended up. But it hadn’t just spread out in unsightly puddles — it had turned the small clearing into a graveyard of golems. Builders, warriors, even an architect — the creations of the ancients all lay on the ground lifeless. Occasionally, a spark flickered across their bodies, making them twitch. I noticed a dark motionless spot in the forest — the anomaly contained a master-stage golem. The blue color of the anomaly indicated it was impassable for Taoists of our and even the next Tiers. A Master, or preferably an Overlord, would be required to destroy everything and everyone, break the crystal, and take the egg. But this approach worked for those without any ancient devices beating in their chest. Vyllea approached the fallen golems without fear and, placing her hand on their bodies, listened to what her heart was telling her.

“They’re alive, but paralyzed. The crystal’s creations had no protection against flooding. Let’s go! Don’t touch them, or the master will wake up. Plants… yes, you can collect them. Are there any?”

Were there any plants here? I scanned the area with my spirit vision again, barely restraining myself from running to the nearest power spot. A millenarian lotus grew just a few feet away, surrounded by equally valuable millenarian chamomiles. There were an unbelievable number of the latter. It took me several hours to circle the entire area. Another four hundred millenarian plants were added to the two hundred I had collected in the previous anomaly in my inventory. These plants were well beyond the millenarian threshold — several chamomiles looked completely unfamiliar to me, meaning I had never seen such flower heads before. The book given to me by Clyed Feng didn’t mention them, either, as if no one had ever encountered them before. Perhaps the book didn’t cover all the stages of plant development.

“Wait.” I stopped Vyllea, who was about to descend into the underground part of the anomaly. Based on what I saw, there were four underground levels, two of which were occupied by a base of the ancients. With mechanisms and valuable artifacts.

“Zander, we cannot touch anything. The master is right above us. He’ll become aggressive as soon as we step off the stairs.”

“The aura doesn’t pass through ancient metal,” I reminded her and took out the cut plates. Securing one at the entrance, I propped it up with an empty water barrel, making the passage nearly airtight.

“Now we’re ready,” I said, satisfied with our makeshift barrier. “Let’s see what treasures await below without worrying about the master waking up.”

“My heart says no,” Vyllea sighed. “It shows that there are warrior-stage golem beasts on those levels. They’ll destroy us with their aura as soon as we step off the stairs. This plate won’t hold them. They’ll tear through it in seconds.”

“Fine, we’ll descend,” I sighed, looking wistfully at the empty corridors. The first two levels were just stone caves — the builder golems hadn’t had time to cover them with metal over the years. The third and fourth levels were much more interesting: standard lit corridors that spirit vision couldn’t penetrate.

Vyllea went down to the fifth underground level of the anomaly, while I lingered near the fourth. I didn’t sense any danger on this level. All the danger came from the powerful golems above. Here, on the last level of the anomaly, it felt safe.

“Zander…” Vyllea returned, realizing I wasn’t with her.

“Remember how it was with your set? I need to do this.”

“We’ll die,” she stated simply.

“Sooner or later, we all die,” I replied with mentor Guerlon’s words. “But if we don’t check this level… Vyllea, I don’t know why, but I have a strong feeling we need to go there. Help me.”

This time, we had to work hard by using all the tools and pipes Yeezy had supplied. We blocked the passage, clamping the pipes together, stuffing in various spears to make the structure sturdy, and finally propping everything up with several ancient metal plates. We had used up about half the plates we had retrieved today, but I didn’t regret it. When I secured the structure with a huge filled barrel of filth, the tingling between my shoulder blades even disappeared. The golems’ aura and techniques would be useless; they’d have to break through by sheer force, which would take a while. We’d have enough time.

“Ready? Let’s go! Quickly! Use Steps!”

The space trembled as we stepped off the spiral staircase. A noise came from above, goose bumps running down my spine at the sound of tearing metal, but it was still far away. The tingling wasn’t painful yet. We sped through the winding corridor until we reached a small room. There were no ancient mechanisms we had hoped for — just a small pedestal. On it stood a cage containing a skeletal animal. Alive! What shocked me the most was the intelligence in its eyes. This wasn’t an animal in the usual sense — it was a sentient, self-aware being, trapped in a cage for an unimaginable amount of time and somehow kept alive by the strange whims of the ancient anomalies.

“That’s… that’s a red panda! My mom told me about these — they’re messengers of the ancients!” Vyllea gasped when she saw the prisoner. Without thinking about the consequences, she rushed to the cage and brought her jian down on the small padlock. The lock clanged, and my girl found herself without a weapon. I didn’t repeat her impetuous move, instead examining the space. A small golden key hung on one wall, as if to mock the poor creature. Spirit vision showed nothing dangerous, so I carefully took it and approached the cage. The little animal clearly understood my intention — it was shaking the cage with impatience. But I hesitated to free it immediately; spiritual vision showed a black smeared shadow instead of energy movements. Whatever this red panda was, it was at least at Master level. If I opened the cage, it could crush us with its aura. The creature didn’t like our delay. It even let out a fierce little squeak.

“I need guarantees that you won’t kill us when the cage opens. I don’t know who you are or why you were imprisoned here. I know one thing: you were hidden very well. We’re very lucky to have stumbled upon this anomaly. If you understand me and can guarantee you won’t attack us, move to the far wall of the cage.”

The creature growled and squeaked again, clearly displeased, but complied with my demand. With a deep breath, I placed the key in the lock. A bright flash occurred, and the pedestal was empty. The cage, the red panda, and the golden key had all vanished. However, something did remain. Where the panda once sat, there was now an egg. It was the heart of the anomaly — but this one was quite unusual. It contained no energy. There was no time to rejoice or grieve — the sounds of breaking metal were getting closer, and the tingling between my shoulder blades was turning into incredible pain. The Master stage architect golem was breaking through, determined to complete its mission. Tossing the strange creature’s gift into my inventory, I grabbed Vyllea’s hand, and we dashed towards the exit. Just in time! The golem beasts had nearly destroyed our barrier. As we reached the staircase, the sharp claw of one golem pierced through the ancient plate as if it were paper. The hole was small, but the Warriors’ aura still affected us, causing bleeding. The barrel had saved us — even the golem beast couldn’t move it.

“Run!” I shouted, rushing down the stairs. When we reached the room with the crystal, we heard the sound of breaking boards from above. The defenders had broken through our barrier. The warriors’ aura began to envelop us, and before it could finish us off, I kicked the anomaly control crystal. The space flickered, and Vyllea and I found ourselves on the seventh underground level of the palace of House Soth, with the Master stage blue anomaly heart pulsating with energy at our feet. As Vyllea bent down to pick up the valuable item, I pulled out the red panda’s gift.

“We’re not going anywhere today,” I said, showing the creature’s gift to Vyllea. “Focus and remember everything your mom told you about fire pandas. What creatures could possibly lay eggs with the fire element?”
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Chapter 14

“ARE WE GOING TO DO THIS right here?” Vyllea looked around and grimaced. She didn’t like the place.

“When we go up, we’ll be greeted by Warrior stage Taoists. There are far too many of them in the palace. Each one will try to overwhelm us with their aura and try to demonstrate they are better than us in every way. Washing off the dirt from our bodies is no problem, but washing away the stain on our honor is a different story. If it can be washed off at all.”

“You sure know how to be infuriating,” Vyllea muttered, but then asked, “Standing up?”

“I’m not lying on this floor, even in a protective jumpsuit. Come here and forget where we are. Focus on the sensations. It’ll hurt a little.”

“What are you planning?” Vyllea asked, alarmed.

“I want to elevate us both to the Silver rank of the Apprentice stage. It’s been a long time since the last time, and our bodies should be ready for the breakthrough. And when, if not now? Enough talking. It’s hard enough to breathe here as it is.”

Vyllea approached me, resigned to the inevitable. Our jumpsuits squished unpleasantly as we connected, but I liked that they tried to distract us — it was a good reminder to never forget our concentration training. I set aside the strange red panda’s gift, which Vyllea knew little about other than pandas being somehow connected to the ancients and featured in demon legends. It went on a separate shelf in my personal inventory. It wouldn’t be useful to us for a long time, and it would be useless completely if our element wasn’t fire. However, I knew a Taoist coming to Hardes soon who worked with precisely this element. He’d definitely figure out what it was and why it didn’t burn us. So we focused on the egg from the blue Master-stage anomaly.

Vyllea and I each had eleven open meridians in our current state, which corresponded to the Bronze rank of the Apprentice stage. To advance to the Silver rank, we needed to open thirty meridians, most of which should extend towards the right hand and abdomen. I activated the conjunction and stabilized four energy flows. Then I positioned the heart of the captured anomaly where we could both focus on it. Normally, I’d eagerly carve energy channels in our bodies during conjunction — that was the main purpose of the exercise. But we were in a different situation this time, so instead of twisting energy around two nodes I drew a thick bundle of power from the anomaly’s heart and, removing the block from Vyllea’s heart with my red energy, connected her heart to that of the anomaly.

Vyllea jerked as if struck by lightning as she let out a long groan of pain. But I managed to contain the raging energy vortices, preventing the conjunction from tearing apart. Images flashed before my eyes, warning me in no uncertain terms that I was making a mistake and should disconnect the hearts immediately, as Vyllea’s organ wouldn’t withstand the strain and would explode. Yet I didn’t trust these images. There was a wonderful and inexplicable feeling that told me I was doing the right thing. Instead of following the heart’s demands, I added more energy to the channel between it and the egg, turning the flow into a full river. Vyllea’s heart couldn’t handle such a torrent of power and had to act to survive.

What could an ancient creation do? Try to eliminate the source of its pain and suffering. How? By flooding it with energy — especially since there was far too much coming in. Vyllea’s heart sent all the excess my way, aiming to destroy the offender who ignored all warnings, namely, me. But the small spinning core between our bodies eagerly absorbed everything Vyllea’s heart sent my way. This wasn’t pure Qi energy from the source. It was processed energy, and it felt pleasant to our conjunction — the same energy that had once created the core itself.

The system stabilized. A powerful stream of energy flowed into Vyllea. Her heart, no longer sending me warnings, accepted the flow and somehow altered it before sending it to me, hoping to burn me. The frenzied energy core eagerly absorbed everything it received. This continued for quite some time. I even started to think I had made a mistake and my plan wouldn’t work. But then I felt a change, struggling to maintain the conjunction and stop the overwhelming force pouring into Vyllea. Her heart continued to thrash for a while, but my attention was fully focused on the beautiful bright shimmering sphere of pure energy.

No longer receiving free energy from Vyllea, the sphere began to draw it from the surrounding space. Interestingly, it didn’t absorbed all the energy. Only about a quarter of the incoming energy went into our core; the rest was deemed unfitting or useless. However, this news couldn’t overshadow the joy of realizing that our conjugated meridians would now regenerate on their own! This process would be managed by the energy core, which had already started sending energy into the depleted threads, restoring their strength.

We had activated the energy core! Our conjunction had advanced to the Warrior stage!

“Calm down. We have succeeded with your help. Are you badly hurt?”

Vyllea’s heart was reluctant to respond. Amazingly, it seemed to sulk over my actions! It acted as if it were alive and had its own consciousness. But finally, it communicated: the heart needed to absorb the anomaly as soon as possible — within two months, or it would start causing trouble.

“What changed? A few hours ago, you didn’t want to absorb anything.”

The images that appeared before my eyes made me ponder, and I think even the heart itself was puzzled. It first displayed the familiar sequence of raunchy images. The current level of enhancements to our energy core had unexpectedly reached twenty units, whereas a few hours ago, it was only at eight! The jump was astonishing, and it seemed the heart didn’t understand why it had happened, either. It was filled to the brim, and the working range of our conjunction with Vyllea was now a full hundred feet. Everything was so perfect it felt almost ominous. Such excellent results usually came with a catch. And there it was: the heart of the blue Master-stage anomaly, a source of immense power and a valuable item worth several hundred thousand spirit coins, was living its final moments. Nearly all its energy had been used to activate our energy core and upgrade Vyllea’s heart. The energy remaining in the egg would only be good for performing simple tasks. Repeating this process would be impossible.

“Rest now. I’ll take care of the bodies.”

Carefully enveloping Vyllea’s organ with the power of my heart, I decided to finish off the heart of the blue anomaly by channeling its energy into the formation of nodes. These were the most challenging to create. However, those challenges were now behind us. The energy core of our conjunction had somehow supported me in forming the seventy-fourth, seventy-fifth, and even the seventy-sixth nodes. I didn’t dare to create more — this was already too much for one session. I bound them with conjugated meridians. Next I wanted to start laying real meridians, but I couldn’t, since the heart of the blue anomaly had evaporated. The powerful source had become completely drained of energy, leaving Vyllea and me with only eleven real meridians. We remained the same insignificant Bronze-ranked Apprentice Taoists independently.

Returning to the energy flows, I began to calm them down. The energy circulating between Vyllea and me actually felt a bit intimidating. I had never managed to create such thick ropes of energy during any of our conjunctions. I had to work hard to dissolve the power into our internal organs, which resisted the changes. Both mine and Vyllea’s bodies were reluctant to adapt to the new conditions. The energy we had generated thanks to the Warrior core required significant physical transformations. The bodies didn’t want to change, but they had no choice. I assumed that maybe not on the first, and perhaps not even on the fifth, but surely by the tenth conjunction, our organs would have to yield and adapt. This was not great news. It meant that we’d only be able to continue forming real nodes and meridians after the conjunction stopped causing us pain.

I felt I had reached my limit — my body needed some additional push for further development, but I lacked the experience, knowledge, and resources necessary for that push. I’d have to stick to my usual method, which was acting on intuition and dealing with the consequences as they arose.

As I opened my eyes, I realized that dealing with the consequences would not be something for the distant future, but an immediate necessity. The world had changed once again. When I advanced to the Apprentice stage, the world had become filled with colors, sounds, and scents I had never noticed before. Now, with our conjugated energy core, another wave of changes washed over me. The world displayed new hues, even here on the fifth underground level of the palace of House Soth. Scents became more intense, making it impossible to stay near the barrels of sewage. Even my vision had altered, almost allowing me to see in the dark. The changes weren’t fundamental — we were not true warrior-stage Taoists yet — but there was a clear understanding that we needed to reach the next stage of ascension. The differences between an Apprentice and a Warrior were colossal.

I stored all the barrels in my inventory, removing the active source of the stench. Breathing became easier. There was a clear sense of where the breeze was coming from, and with some effort, I could even distinguish faint hints of the kitchen in its notes. My sense of smell had improved. Vyllea stood next to me, her eyes wide with amazement as she processed the overwhelming sensations. I didn’t interrupt her, focusing instead on our available techniques: Spirit Armor (also known as a shield), Spirit Arrow, Power Burst, Ramming Strike, Steps, Support, Healer’s Touch, and Spirit Wall. Our repertoire was unimpressive, to put it mildly. It was almost embarrassing. Showing up at the Ascension School with such a set of techniques would either make us a laughingstock or get us killed by those who had devoted more time to their personal development instead of repairing sewers. I urgently needed access to the librarian, but I realized there was a minor problem. What I planned to do would deny us access to the palace of House Soth. However, I couldn’t avoid doing it if I wanted to retain any self-respect. Therefore, we needed to meet with the librarian before I could carry out my plan.

“We need to change,” I suggested to Vyllea, starting to peel off the suit stained up to my chest. It was a convenient thing, I had to admit. I would definitely have to acquire a few more from Yeezy. You never knew where the Heavens might throw you; it was best to be prepared. I had to use the remaining water to clean the area near the doors to the fourth level — the barrels had been leaking considerably, and I didn’t want to change just to step back into the filth. Finally, satisfied that everything was clean, I began pounding on the closed door.

They didn’t open it immediately. My spirit vision showed that they had first summoned our guide, who had then gone to prepare a scented handkerchief for himself and probably take a power nap for an hour or two immediately afterwards due to the strain, and only after that did he deign to come down for us. At one point, I even considered breaking down the door and freeing the prisoners to punish his tardiness. What stopped me was the realization that we still didn’t have warrior techniques. We had to wait. Finally, the sound of the lock turning was heard, and fresh air rushed into the fifth level. It was definitely hard to breathe down here.

“Have the Seekers finally admitted to their incompetence?” The assistant manager's voice dripped with venom. “Honestly, no one expected you to last here for five days.”

“The seekers wish to report that the task has been completed,” I replied. Five days? Our conjunction had lasted that long!

“What do you mean, ‘completed’?” The servant was stunned.

“The pipe has been fixed, and the sixth level is clean. You can inspect it yourself. The Guild of Seekers always fulfills what it undertakes. We wish to finalize the assignment now, if it’s all the same to you.”

“But… Where… How…” The assistant manager was unprepared for this. Looking around, he finally managed, “It’s still dirty here!”

“Please indicate the part of your request where it states that the seekers are required to clean the fifth and sixth levels to a shine?” I pulled out the golden sheet and handed it to the servant. “Repair and ensure unrestricted access to the sixth level. This has been done. Will you be inspecting it?”

“I see no point in doing it!” the assistant manager finally spoke up. “There are servants for this kind of thing! Follow me and try not to touch anything! We don’t need you to make the place even dirtier than it is!”

Well… It looked like we’d have to postpone visiting the library and getting new techniques. House Soth was to blame for having such stuck-up asses in its employment. Glancing at the guards and prisoners, I decided they already had it hard enough without my interference, so we passed through the fourth and third levels fairly quickly. But once we reached the second underground level, which was brightly decorated and actively used, I began to execute my unpleasant plan. Unpleasant for the locals, that is, but not for me.

“We’ll wait here for the inspection to be completed and the task to be registered as completed,” I said, stopping near the descent to the third level, indicating that I wouldn’t go any further.

“You!” The assistant majordomo was more than satisfied with this. He pointed to a servant who was cleaning a nearby statue. “Here are the keys. Go down and check the completion of this task. Get to it!”

“Yes, sir!” The servant bowed, taking the golden sheet. The guard at the door didn’t obstruct him, and soon the servant hurried back. “It’s clean! The sixth floor has been cleaned up, and the pipes have been fixed!”

“And where is the content?” the pompous peacock was stunned. “Where did you put everything?”

“Has the task completed?” I nodded towards the golden sheet in the assistant manager’s hands. “The Seeker’s Guild wishes to close the request and receive payment for the completed work.”

“That’s impossible! You couldn’t have done all that in five days!”

I remained silent, waiting for his decision. To proceed with the next step, I needed his signature on the document. Fortunately, the arrogant little man was eager to get rid of us — his signature appeared on the task sheet, and the document vanished. A few minutes later, it reappeared in my hands along with a small pouch of spirit coins. The signature of the palace majordomo was there, as he had approved the assistant’s signature. A copy of the document likely went to the Seeker’s Guild, confirming the task’s completion. Now I could proceed with my plan.

“The junior asked where we put everything? I’m afraid there was an issue. The request in my hands doesn’t say that seekers are allowed to remove the property of House Soth from the palace. Whatever that property may be. To avoid angering the Heavens and breaking the law, we are returning what belongs to House Soth.”

As I spoke, five barrels of foul-smelling contents appeared near me.

“On behalf of the Seeker’s Guild, I apologize for attempting to remove House Soth’s property from the palace. As an apology, I will leave these containers here. Completely free of charge.”

“Remove this immediately!” The assistant majordomo started to scream, but suddenly fell silent and collapsed to the floor. So did all the nearby servants. By all the rules of this world, we should have also collapsed — no Bronze Apprentice had the physical or mental capacity to withstand the heavy aura of a Warrior Taoist. The guard standing at the entrance to the third level had spoken. He clearly didn’t like what we had done.

“Does the esteemed Warrior wish to show aggression towards Seekers of the sixth rank?” I said in a tone like that of mentor Guerlon — cold, almost metallic. A sword appeared in my hands, and daggers appeared in Vyllea’s.

“This needs to be removed.” The guard nodded towards the barrels. The fact that we were still standing didn’t seem to bother him much.

“These belong to House Soth. We don’t have the right to touch their property.”

“I have to stand here until the end of the day. They won’t remove the barrels right away. Want to get back at them for the humiliating task? That’s your right. Move this mess to other rooms and leave it there. Over there are the servants’ quarters, and there are the assistants’ offices. The majordomo’s office is a floor above. What do you need the barrels here for? They won’t cause much of a commotion here, and it’ll be easier to clear them from such a wide space.”

“Reasonable.” I quickly stored all five barrels in the spatial anomaly, and the warrior’s aura disappeared. The people around began to breathe again, though most were unconscious, including our guide. It didn’t take long to move the barrels. I left three in one corridor and three in another. More than that wouldn’t be necessary for the upper floors.

When we were ready to ascend to the first underground level, the assistant majordomo was already sitting up, shaking his head. The guard at the door had used healing to revive him. Vyllea didn’t bother being gentle and grabbed the now-disheveled man by his belt, dragging him like a sack. Thanks to the Warrior’s advice, I didn’t leave all the barrels in the open space. That would have indeed made them easier to clear out. I entered the corridors, placed two or three “gifts” there, and then returned.

I left the last two on the first floor and, feeling quite satisfied, headed for the exit. Vyllea dropped our guide and walked beside me. The servants avoided us like the plague, not daring to interfere with our departure. It seemed like our entrance to this palace was permanently barred.

As we left the plaza in front of House Soth’s palace, I watched with undisguised glee as chaos erupted. Everyone was in an uproar — even the Warriors didn’t remain indifferent. I memorized our guide’s energy signature and observed as he was summoned before five Warrior-level Taoists. They were likely some of the heads of House Soth — their energy signatures were unfamiliar to me. It got to the point where the guard from the second floor came up and joined the confrontation with the five leaders. I couldn’t see how it ended, as we soon drove out of range of my spirit vision. Soon, a faint prickle indicated that House Soth had realized who had caused the mess in their palace and had sent a pursuit after us.

This was entirely expected — it would be foolish to assume they would forgive such impudence. My initial plan was to speed through the streets, scattering people and trying to escape the city as quickly as possible, but a satisfied grin spread across my face when I scanned the city again with my spirit vision. It seemed the Heavens were on our side today. Instead of racing through the streets and scaring the capital’s residents, I made a few turns and, finding myself on a busy street, pulled into the center, forcing an oncoming self-driving carriage to stop. The driver and passenger were now just a few feet away from Vyllea and me.

The driver of the carriage we had stopped formed two sigils without a word and sent them our way. I knew perfectly well what they did, so I didn’t interfere or dodge. I couldn’t imagine a Taoist who could evade a technique used by a Silver-ranked Overlord, anyway.

“Only Bronze Apprentices?” Mentor Guerlon’s voice was tinged with disappointment as it filled the carriage. He was revealed to be the driver. Next to him sat the sullen red-haired Darna, who, despite her status as a full absolute, had only achieved the Copper rank. She had managed to open only five meridians over the two months that we hadn’t seen each other.

“Unfortunately, we had to divert our attention from our ascension for a while, Mentor. The Querancy cult deputy was very reluctant to meet the Nameless One, and we had to drop everything to explain to that idiot follower of the blood path that the meeting was essential. The clan’s interrogators were painfully short of work, and someone like him would be extremely useful for developing their skills. So we remain at the Bronze rank, but we will address this oversight as soon as possible.”

The pain in my back was no longer just a prickle — it felt like a spike had been driven right between my shoulder blades. My spiritual sight showed three Taoists of the Warrior stage rapidly approaching from the direction of House Soth’s palace, and they would arrive in mere seconds.

“Mentor, allow me to make a bold request — please cast a Spirit Shield over us. Three Warrior Taoists are coming to kill us, and we sadly lack the techniques required to defend against them.”

“You’re still Seekers,” Mentor Guerlon stated without considering my request.

“We are,” I managed to reply before the ground beneath Molly exploded. House Soth’s representatives had arrived.
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Chapter 15

“IT SEEMS YOU DON’T FULLY GRASP the depth of the current situation.” Mentor Guerlon’s voice was cold and metallic. It frightened everyone, but to me, it was so familiar that I could barely hide my satisfied smile. I never thought I would miss this stern Taoist so much. He was sitting in a chair courteously provided by the staff of House Soth’s palace. At his feet lay three still-living Warrior-stage bodies, out cold. When the ground exploded beneath Molly, Spirit Armor had already been placed on Vyllea and myself by the mentor. Molly was impervious to the Warriors’ techniques, but she still soared a few feet into the air. Fortunately, we had special straps that secured us to the carriage. That was where the street conflict had ended. The Warriors reached Molly, only to be promptly and, most importantly, neatly tied up by Mentor Guerlon. We had to explain everything to him, including why Vyllea and I continued to wear our spotted clothes. After throwing the three immobilized Taoists into his carriage, the mentor followed us.

The bartender’s face became an impenetrable mask when the number six appeared on Guerlon’s plaque as well. He was confronted by three Seekers of the sixth rank. Considering there were only fifteen of us in total, this day would be etched in his memory for years. Right after passing through the Seeker’s quarter, we headed to the palace of House Soth, and that was where we currently found ourselves. Darna stood to the right, Vyllea and I to the left, and the three immobilized Taoists lay at our feet, while the mentor stared at the five heads of House Soth standing a few feet away.

“Three representatives of House Soth have attacked Advisor Acryn’s daughter in the heart of the First Tier's capital in broad daylight. By sheer luck, I was nearby, which is the only reason she is still alive. Otherwise, I believe House Soth would have ceased to exist about thirty minutes ago. Naturally, I cannot help wondering whether these three fools were acting on their own, or following someone’s instructions. I have tracked their path — they came at us from the palace with great speed, undeterred by anyone. So the insanity option is out. However, it’s not within my authority to ask questions — that’s what the inquisitors are for. I believe it’s time to invite them to the First Tier. Asking questions concerning clan matters is their responsibility.”

The five men standing opposite Overlord Guerlon turned pale simultaneously. The entire High Council of House Soth was present. There was no single ruler — decisions were made collectively by majority vote. However, there was a chief among them — a gray-haired Taoist who no longer looked young, although you wouldn’t have called him old. The man looked about fifty, but I had long since stopped judging Taoists’ ages by their appearance. This Taoist could be anywhere between fifty and five hundred and fifty. Age bypassed those on the path to immortality, especially upon reaching the Warrior stage. He appeared majestic, maintaining his posture and not bowing his head to anyone, confident in his righteousness and managing to hold Mentor Guerlon’s gaze. I even felt a certain sympathy — his was a straightforward and honest face of a capable ruler. His strength was not personal but the strength of his House. He lifted his golden hem and knelt, extending his hands before him.

“Elder, my name is Amid Soth, a Bronze Warrior. Together with my brothers, I have managed House Soth for seventy years. Elder, a monstrous misunderstanding has occurred: our warriors did not attack Advisor Acryn’s daughter, but rather these two Seekers who hid behind Lady Darna Feng. Driven by vengeance, the warriors misunderstood the situation and will be severely punished for it, but they had no malice or intent to harm Lady Darna Feng — I swear it by the Heavens! Elder, the true culprits stand to your left!”

“As I said, inquiring about the advisor’s daughter is not my responsibility. However, I am interested in everything concerning these two young Taoists. It so happens, junior, that this pair of Seekers have been my personal apprentices for six years now. Am I to understand that House Soth wished to kill my personal apprentices?”

“Personal apprentices?” Amid Soth almost stumbled but managed to regain his balance.

“I always thought I spoke clearly, junior,” Mentor Guerlon stated. “What crimes have my personal students committed? Why is House Soth so enraged that it sent three Copper Warriors to destroy two Bronze Apprentices? Doesn’t that strike you as overkill? Why didn’t the entire palace follow them? The whole capital? The entire First Tier? Maybe hiring assassins would be wise, too? After all, such a formidable force has challenged the authority of House Soth — two Bronze Apprentices. I asked a question, junior!”

Mentor Guerlon was a master at controlling his aura — the entire quintet of House Soth’s leaders collapsed to the floor, while we, mere Apprentices, didn’t even feel the pressure. It lasted only a few moments. Amid Soth had no intention of intimidating Mentor Guerlon, unlike Hurikki Wang in the Tier Zero. Back then, Hurikki had threatened that attacking a great Taoist like him would lead to trouble with the clan. This time, no one mentioned such threats because the clan might actually be in trouble. After all, Darna Feng was indeed the advisor’s daughter, and House Soth’s representatives had attacked her.

Amid Soth stood up, dusted himself off, and recounted a sorrowful tale of malevolent Seekers who had treacherously exploited House Soth’s trust and caused a monstrous catastrophe. His story was so convincing that, for a moment, I almost believed him. He painted Vyllea and me as the worst villains of this world who had betrayed the trust of a great House of the First Tier. Mentor Guerlon listened silently to Amid Soth’s account before turning to me.

“Apprentice Zander, I’d like to hear your version of events.”

I eagerly obliged, starting from the beginning — a year ago, House Soth had placed an order worth thirty spirit coins, detailing specific requirements. We had fulfilled the assignment and finalized it, as documented, returning all of House Soth’s property, distributed across three floors of a building. We didn’t know who owned what and feared making a mistake.

“Junior, I’d like to see the order.” Guerlon’s tone brooked no objections. Receiving the golden leaf, Mentor studied it for a while before turning his gaze back to Amid Soth. “Which part of this order did my personal students fail to fulfill or distort? I am willing to personally correct any of their shortcomings.”

“The order was completed in full, Elder.” Amid Soth proved why I liked him — he could take a hit.

“In that case, junior, let’s return to my original question: what crime did my personal students commit to warrant sending three Warrior stage Taoists to eliminate them?”

“That was my impulsive decision, Elder.” Amid Soth chose to take the blame, deflecting Overlord Guerlon’s anger from the clan. “I was informed of the incident, and without understanding the situation, I sent three available relatives to punish those I believed had wronged House Soth. These Taoists acted on my orders.”

The other clan heads stood with their heads bowed, as if they weren’t even there. This quartet of House Soth’s council members didn’t sit well with me. Amid Soth, on the other hand, did. He was an honest and righteous Taoist, or so my intuition told me.

“Apprentice Zander, the floor is yours.” Mentor Guerlon didn’t even turn my way.

“I have no grievances against the great House Soth,” I said, looking Amid Soth in the eye. I added “great” deliberately. “Elder Amid Soth acted as any ruler should — he defended his house. The fact that his servants had delivered incorrect and unchecked information to him is not his fault. Nor is it his fault that the manager filed an order in such a way that twenty barrels filled with filth are now in the palace, polluting the air. If Elder Amid Soth had to attend to every minor detail and control his subordinates, even ten immortal lives would not suffice. I want to add that, as a sixth-rank Seeker, I am glad House Soth chose the Seekers’ Guild to fulfill their order. I hope for further productive cooperation and that all future orders to Seekers will be personally approved by Elder Amid Soth.”

“Temporary Apprentice Darna, your turn.”

“I have no grievances against House Soth,” Darna spoke for the first time since our meeting. I had started to think Mentor Guerlon had cut out her tongue to keep her quiet, but it turned out she had learned humility. Astonishing!

“Well, that settles it, then.” Mentor Guerlon rose from his chair, extended his hand, and three fire serpents shot out, reducing the prisoners at his feet to ashes. “Next time Junior Amid Soth decides to act impulsively, he’ll have to send someone more intelligent to carry out his will. Only fools would use explosive techniques near a Silver Overlord. I have no grievances against House Soth. I did not search the pouches of the deceased. They are yours.”

With these words, Mentor Guerlon retrieved three trophies from his spatial pouch, placing them on the chair. The fire was so intense that not only the bodies, but also all artifacts were incinerated. I assume Mentor Guerlon had already decided what to do with the prisoners, which was why he had taken their pouches. Sometimes, they held more value than their owners.

“Junior, now that we’ve settled this misunderstanding, I trust our rooms in the palace are still ours?” Mentor Guerlon looked at Amid Soth, who nodded, confirming my suspicion that Mentor Guerlon had been living here in the palace all along. That’s why the Nameless One knew our mentor wasn’t in the capital.

“I also need a room for my personal apprentices for the next three weeks. Apprentice Zander!”

Since Mentor Guerlon was looking straight ahead, I had to walk around to face him. This was the side of my mentor I didn’t like. His expression and tone promised nothing good for me. My suspicions were confirmed.

“Adhering strictly to the order’s terms is commendable, but I am displeased with your actions. If servants offend you — kill them and demand to deal with others. If you cannot kill them, accept your weakness. Polluting the palace where your mentor resides is unacceptable. I find your behavior unworthy of a true Seeker. You will be punished. I will think about how to do it, but for now, you must remove all your ‘gifts’. Junior Amid Soth, is there a place in House Soth’s palace where twenty barrels of filth can be stored?”

“No, Elder, they need to be taken outside the city.” The head of House Soth, as I will refer to this Taoist, was visibly taken aback. After the demonstrative execution of three Warrior stage Taoists, he hadn’t expected any semblance of justice, much less that Overlord Guerlon would force me to clean up the mess I had created.

“Knowing Apprentice Zander’s special fondness for the letter of the law, I request that you prepare a document granting him the authority to remove House Soth’s property from the palace grounds and dispose of it at his discretion. Draft the document in such a way that no cunning Apprentice can exploit a loophole or claim ignorance about the ownership of each barrel, thus ensuring he understands his right to remove them. How much time will you need for this, junior?”

“To work out all the details, I need a day, Elder.” Amid Soth’s lips tightened at the thought of the barrels remaining in the palace for another day.

“I expect them tomorrow. Meanwhile, as a temporary measure of punishment, I request you assign my Apprentice an escort. I believe these barrels can spend a day in his spatial pouch. This will serve as a valuable lesson. When you create a mess, be prepared for it to turn against you. Apprentice Zander, do you understand?”

“Yes, Mentor.” I bowed, hiding my irritation.

“And what exactly do you understand?” Mentor Guerlon persisted.

“That I should have killed the arrogant servant who refused to let me through to the portal when I brought the living Deputy of the Querancy cult to House Soth’s palace. I admit my mistake, Mentor. Next time, I’ll resolve the issue with force from the start.”

“You’ve understood everything correctly,” Mentor Guerlon nodded and left the room. Whatever followed no longer concerned the Overlord.

“Elder, can I fulfill Mentor Guerlon’s order on my own, or will I be assigned an escort?” I asked, turning to Amid Soth. Emotions churned within me, eager to burst forth, but reason held them in check. I managed to maintain an outward calm, even though Vyllea’s heavy breathing suggested she might explode. Not only were we being forced to clean up after ourselves, but we also had to store twenty barrels in our spatial anomaly for at least a day! They didn’t soil or stink, but they certainly marred the overall look.

“I’ll kill that bastard! How could he? What a setup!” Vyllea’s projection in the anomaly vented. I didn’t interfere, letting her blow off steam. The fact that she wasn’t saying it aloud was a huge achievement, in my view.

We weren’t allowed to go alone. Soon, servants rushed into the room, under whose vigilant supervision we toured the three affected floors. One consolation was that the mentor didn’t say I had to eliminate the mess completely, so Amid Soth immediately sent a dozen servants with rags and water along with me. The barrels disappeared as they scrubbed the floors clean. Everyone worked diligently. Among those running with rags, I even spotted our old acquaintance the assistant majordomo. Stripped of fine clothes and trinkets, he was indistinguishable from the ordinary servants. Strangely, he didn’t dare lift his head to look at us with disdain again.

After the last barrel was removed, we were taken to a spacious guest room on the second floor of the palace. Calling it a room felt like an understatement. The vast space was divided into several sections, including a private dining room, bedroom, reception area, and an incredible bathroom with an artifact bath. I felt out of place amidst such luxury. I was used to living in a tent and not in the kind of opulence where even sitting on the couch seemed intimidating as it appeared more valuable than the entire Tier Zero and its inhabitants.

Mentor Guerlon arrived a few hours later. We had barely finished our bath. Darna wasn’t with him — my spiritual sight showed she was in the neighboring guest room, currently enjoying the bath. Wrapped in a robe kindly provided by the servants, I looked at my clothes with dismay. Even the bathrobe looked far nicer than our own mottled robes, faded and torn in some places, despite the reinforcement sigil on them.

Without a word, Mentor Guerlon set up a protective formation, but as my spirit vision revealed, it was the familiar Master-stage formation and not something of the Overlord stage. This spoke volumes. In the two and a half years since our separation, although the mentor had become a Silver Overlord, he hadn’t yet acquired the techniques matching his new level.

“You made us clean up the barrels like some servants!” Vyllea attacked immediately. Even the bath hadn’t calmed her down. The mentor looked at the enraged demon for a while, then grinned and looked at me.

“Zander, explain the current situation to her.”

Again?! How was I supposed to know the current situation? I’d only just emerged from the dungeons after five days, and had spent the period preceding that Heavens knew how far from the capital! What was it with these games of “guess the mentor’s thoughts so he can tell you that you misunderstand everything”? It was so infuriating! But I kept these thoughts to myself. Taking another look at the flag forming the familiar construction, I pointed to the sky.

“I won’t lie; I have no idea what Mentor Guerlon expects from me right now. I’ll just say what I think. First of all, he still uses Master-stage techniques. The artifact forming the protective formation has traveled with us through the demon world. As did the jian on his belt. The mentor had Darna foisted on him so that he could train in the spirit of Seekers, but when we met, he was wearing a regular Taoist’s robe and not a Seeker’s. What does this mean? The Phoenix Clan has once again changed its plans for Darna. In three weeks, she will go to the school of ascension, and Mentor Guerlon will leave the First Tier.”

“That doesn’t explain why he’s made us clean up the barrels!” Vyllea interrupted, but I felt like I was onto something.

“Au contraire, that explains everything. After we’d explained the situation with the guild, Mentor became a sixth-rank Seeker — someone with the authority, granted by the Executor of Fate to do whatever he wishes. He could even destroy House Soth entirely if they dared to look at his students the wrong way. But once he leaves, his protection will disappear, too. What I did was irrational. The thing with the barrels was an impulsive act caused by pure emotion and, as unpleasant as it is to admit, it was a huge mistake. We had planned to escape the capital and cloister ourselves in the school of ascension for four years, anyway, but House Soth wouldn’t forget the insult. Even though we became conjoined Warriors, we don’t yet have any corresponding techniques. We only have the protection Nurgal Lee had given us, but we need to learn how to use it. Ultimately, if Mentor left things as they were, we would have ended up with a serious, vengeful, and very powerful enemy in the form of the First Tier head of House Soth. Even though strong opponents temper Seekers and make them stronger, it’s foolish to challenge the Heavens. They are mighty and powerful too — aren’t they a worthy enough opponent? So, Mentor Guerlon has showed that we have a protector who can easily destroy three Warrior-stage Taoists who’d attacked his students, but he is also a wise protector who punishes those same students for their mischief. He even mentioned assassins, suggesting that House Soth might hire them against us, which they, of course, will never do now. That would be a blow to their reputation. So now I have to walk around with twenty barrels of filth in my spatial pouch for a whole day, and only the Heavens know if the contents will spill out. I bet House Soth will delay the document for as long as possible. Ah, the document!

A smile crossed my face as I realized what gift Mentor Guerlon had actually given us. Depending on the text, we might have the right to remove nearly the entire palace of House Soth.

“So it turns out that if House Soth holds a grudge against us, it won’t be as bad as before. They might even let us into the library, and we need nothing more than that.”

“Why do you need the library?” Mentor asked.

“The Nameless One recommended it as the ideal place to acquire Warrior stage techniques. We have to get them from somewhere, right? You can’t buy them in shops, and it seems to me it will be even harder to find them at the school of ascension than it was to find the cultists’ Deputy.”

“I’d like to hear more about that. As for your explanation, there’s something I have to tell you: when I learned of your foolish act, I felt a long-forgotten sense of shame. What you did was puerile and asinine. Some insignificant servant has offended you, and you’ve decided to take it out on the whole palace? That’s not just disgraceful — it’s an admission of your own weakness and powerlessness. Killing someone who mocks you and being ready to answer for your action is a deed worthy of a Seeker. Groveling and trying to explain yourself while demanding passage to the portal is disgraceful, and the Heavens will surely punish such behavior. Perhaps they already have. I have a feeling you’ve hit a barrier.”

“A body barrier,” I admitted. “Before we formed the conjoined energy core, each new node had been incredibly difficult to achieve. But now, those difficulties are over.”

“They are just beginning. Your conjoined energy core has pushed you forward, but it didn’t break the barrier. You might open ten, twenty, maybe even thirty more nodes, but you’ll still hit a barrier that will be an order of magnitude harder to break. I suspect that regular training won’t help you anymore. From here on, your body’s development will need to come through pills. Not the ordinary ones made by hacks in the First or the Second Tier. You’ll need golden body pills from the Third Tier, preferably the Fourth. Only with the power contained in those pills will you be able to progress further.”

“And, judging by your tone, you don’t have such pills,” I concluded.

“I don’t just lack access to golden pills; I don’t even have a single recipe for them. Such things are the secrets of houses, clans, and ascension schools. Only the chosen few are privileged enough to know them. The pills themselves cost so much that no ordinary Taoist could ever hope afford them. I’ll think about what could be done about it, but I’m already convinced that without golden body pills — and, possibly, golden mind pills for Vyllea — you won’t advance far. Now, tell me about the cultists and how you managed to capture their deputy.”

The story didn’t take long — our clash with the cultists was quite brief. However, when I mentioned the altar, our mentor frowned, but remained silent, likely saving the question for later. Once I finished, I took the deputy’s spatial pouch from my belt.

“This was left to us by the Nameless One. He said it’s full of nasty stuff we mustn’t use, but he’s left it to test our resilience. Honestly, I have no idea what’s in it. I haven’t even looked inside yet.”

“So, the barrels, the altar, and your red cart are stored elsewhere?”

“They are. We use a secret technique of the Silver Heron School for that end,” I replied, keeping my eyes on the mentor. “It’s called a personal inventory.”

“I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Mentor Guerlon said, remaining perfectly calm as if we were discussing the weather. I could never achieve such a level of control.

“Like most living beings,” I said, and pulled out the book written by Huang Lung before his death. “Read this.”

The mask of calm didn’t waver, even as Mentor Guerlon set the book aside an hour later.

“Who else knows about your discovery?”

“Clyed Feng, a personal student of Huang Lung. He has since changed his surname to Feng and is one of the Nameless Ones responsible for Tier Zero.”

“May I see the library?”

Instead of answering, I materialized four bookshelves, from which I previously had access to only two shelves. I hoped that as a Warrior stage, Huang Lung would grant me more.

“So, it seems the Heavens themselves wanted us to find that millenarian lotus,” Mentor Guerlon said, beginning to examine one of the books that had been inaccessible to me. It appeared to be intended for the Overlord stage. After returning it to the shelf, he spent some time studying the spines of various manuals, guides, and even personal diaries before returning to his chair.

“That’s not all, Mentor. As you correctly said, the Heavens have brought us together right after we completed House Soth’s order. Down below, on the sixth level, we’ve found an anomaly. Vyllea and I managed to retrieve this from it.”

I placed the egg left by the strange red panda on the table. This time, Mentor Guerlon’s mask of calm shattered — his eyes widened.

“This is something related to the fire element. I believe the Heavens have intended this item for you, but it came to us. However, I’d like to understand why it doesn’t affect Vyllea and me.”

“This…” Mentor’s voice trembled. He cleared his throat. “This item, students, is not related to the fire element. It’s not related to any element, in fact. It lacks energy, which is why it doesn’t harm you. I read about this egg in an ancient manuscript. Neither I nor any Taoist I know has ever seen it in person. This egg is called the spirit core seed. One can use it to become a Nascent God.”
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Chapter 16

“I SEE,” MENTOR GUERLON LEANED BACK in his chair. “A shutter as in someone capable of absorbing energy, like an energy vampire from the third tier? Clyed Feng is right: such knowledge should not be spread around. Even though the Tiger Clan supposedly uses such techniques actively, although I have serious doubts about it. Such an ability should be guarded more fiercely than clan secrets — you can use it to reduce any Taoist to an ordinary person and place them fully under your control. I want to see how it works. Absorb one of my meridians.”

Mentor Guerlon extended his hand to me. He had completely forgotten about the vast library of precious books surrounding us. The legacy of the Silver Heron School seemed trivial compared to this. After I handed Mentor the egg, which turned out to be a spirit core seed, it felt like all my barriers fell away. Just as I once had with Clyed Feng, I explained everything we had encountered to the Silver Overlord, including the situation with Vyllea. The Mentor even approached her and tried to detect the foreign organ through direct contact. It didn’t work — the energy from my heart shielded the ancient device so well that it appeared as an ordinary organ even to a Silver Overlord. When I lifted the block, the mentor’s mask of calm cracked again — he allowed himself a chuckle and a shake of his head. At this level, the protection was perfect. How it would evolve remained to be seen. Still, the Nameless One had said nothing about seeing the ancient device, either.

I didn’t argue with Mentor Guerlon, especially since I wanted to see if my method worked on Overlords. I no longer needed to touch Vyllea to work with energy, so I placed my palm on the Taoist’s and closed my eyes. A vivid image appeared — two hundred and fifty-six meridians filled with incredible power, an energy core the size of my head, an equally enormous elemental core glowing with fiery hues, and a small, barely noticeable spirit core linking the center and both cores. It looked so small as if it had just been formed. I believed the egg we had given to the Mentor just moments earlier would help develop this tiny thing into something more significant.

Once again, I scanned all the meridians, nodes, and cores with my spirit vision, memorizing their structure, location, and connections. I focused on the most distant meridian in the right leg, considering it the least important. The power within this energy channel far exceeded anything Vyllea and I possessed. I reached out towards it, feeling my hands burn. The pain was so real that I growled, but then I unexpectedly felt direct contact with Vyllea. She sensed that I needed help and ensured physical contact. The four streams of conjunction flared with such force that my concentration nearly slipped — it had been a long time since I’d last used conjunction with just two contacts. However, the pain in my burning hands subsided — I heard Vyllea growl, but it was too late to back down. I gripped the mentor’s meridian and pulled it towards me. Slowly, despite significant resistance, the energy began to follow my will.

I didn’t send the thin burning thread towards Vyllea’s heart. The color of the energy I was drawing from the mentor closely matched what her heart produced, so I merged the mentor’s meridian directly with our rotating energy core. The way it started to jerk almost made me stop what I was doing. I had to imagine extra hands surrounding the energy core keeping it within its bounds. The tension was so immense that I tasted blood. It seemed I had overestimated my capabilities. The Overlord stage Taoist’s power was several orders of magnitude higher than what our bodies could handle. Our energy core absorbed the energy from the mentor’s meridian, but the latter didn’t even begin to deplete. It seemed as infinite and powerful as the anomaly egg. The core’s tremors intensified — it was destabilizing. Too much energy was entering it at once. I needed to expend it somehow, so I started forming nodes in both myself and Vyllea simultaneously.

In addition to the nodes, I began forming three meridians at once! One conjunction meridian between two new nodes, and two real meridians cutting through the energy channels in our bodies. I needed to use as much energy as I could to lessen the load on the energy core.

A new wave of pain hit. Vyllea groaned beside me. A treacherous thought crossed my mind — I could stop the energy absorption and admit defeat to the Overlord — but then a refreshing wave swept through my body, clearing all the pain away. A similar wave passed through Vyllea, and it took a moment for my overexcited mind to realize that Mentor had used healing on us. Two new nodes flared, three meridians glowed brightly, and the energy core started trembling again.

Now, with a clear understanding of how to proceed, I had no intention of stopping. When the last bits of energy from Mentor Guerlon’s meridian wrapped around the energy core, I released his hand and began stabilizing the conjunction, gradually dispersing it within our bodies. My eyes opened, but I felt the room spin. I was lucky to be sitting, since there was nowhere to fall. Vyllea, on the other hand, couldn't stay on her feet and collapsed on top of me. The chair gave way, and the two of us hit the floor. I had no strength to resist. My head buzzed, and my stomach felt like it was trying to digest itself over and over.

“Welcome to this challenging world, Silver Apprentices,” came the pensive voice of Mentor Guerlon. Silver Apprentices? I focused, assessing the results of my work, as I had lost consciousness at some point and my actions had become automatic. Twenty-two new nodes, bringing the total to an astounding ninety-eight. Ninety-eight conjoined meridians with a new structure that seemed much stronger than before. I checked all the channels — they had gained an additional inner layer that wasn’t there previously. A wave of realization washed over me: until now, I had been creating conjoined meridians with the power of a Master because that was the maximum energy available to us. Now, it seemed, they had all been upgraded to the power of an Overlord! How many spirit stones would I need to absorb to restore even one meridian? Or how many anomalies would Vyllea’s heart have to consume?

The energy core had also changed — it was now half the size of the massive sphere within the Mentor. What amazed me the most was that we now had twenty-two new real meridians in our bodies. Vyllea and I now each had thirty-three meridians, automatically elevating us to the Silver rank of the Apprentice stage. These meridians had the same structure as the conjoined ones, holding an energy volume comparable to that of an Overlord! How was this possible?

“You need to eat. Ten days of continuous energy work have exhausted your bodies. Can you sit up on your own, or do I need to seat you like children?”

Vyllea growled as she started to rise. Her hands shook, and she wobbled, but she managed to overcome the weakness and sit up. Standing was out of the question for now. I tried to replicate her effort but failed; my muscles refused to move. I heard a rustle, and Mentor Guerlon loomed over me. Grabbing me by the chest, he easily lifted me off the floor and placed me in the nearest chair. He then moved another chair next to me and extended a hand to Vyllea, offering her assistance to sit down. She growled again, sounding more like a tiger. She stood briefly before collapsing into the chair; her legs couldn’t support her.

Mentor Guerlon produced a plate and a spoon from his hands. Without hesitation, he sat next to me, scooped up some food with the spoon, and held it to my mouth.

“Can you at least open your mouth, or do I need to chew for you too? Your bodies had reached the point of exhaustion, then broke past it, trampled on the remains, and rushed forward. The only remedy that will help you now is food. Lots of food. But you won’t be able to eat by yourselves for a while. So open your mouths and swallow quietly. This applies to the freedom-loving demons, too.”

Vyllea didn’t argue. She didn’t have the strength to communicate, even in the spatial anomaly. She silently opened her mouth, allowing the mentor to feed her like a baby. A spoonful for her, a spoonful for me, and so on. After the first plate came the second, then the third, and the fifth. By the seventh, I began to feel my strength returning. I could even clench my fists.

“That should be enough for now,” Mentor said, setting the plate aside. Only then did I realize that it was the same dishware I had experimented on while creating artifacts. It was nice to know that Mentor hadn’t discarded it after all these years. I should gift him something better. “Twenty-two meridians in ten days. I must admit, I didn’t expect such a result.”

“What about your meridian?” I asked, trying not to think about the fact that ten days had passed. During conjunction, time often seemed to move impossibly fast, as if it were in a hurry.

“My meridian?” Mentor chuckled. “I no longer have my 256th meridian. It’s gone, and I believe it to be beyond recovery. You have absorbed it entirely. I’ll have to remember how they form and open a new energy channel for myself. The neighboring meridian is also depleted, but restoring it won’t be a problem. However, I can’t do that in the First Tier — it requires too much power, and my energy core is half empty.”

Mentor’s calm recounting of the toll my actions had taken on him made me uneasy. I had absorbed half of his energy core? Destroyed a meridian? But I didn’t disconnect it from the nodes! Or at least I thought I didn’t. To be honest, I didn’t remember all the details, even with my mental absolute’s capacity for total recall, which had simply shut down during the absorption of such a massive amount of energy. It required too much concentration to avoid being incinerated by the immense power flows.

“Let’s start with the downsides. Your channels are excessively large for Apprentice stage Taoists. I suspect that while you’re in the First Tier, the energy from your meridians will gradually dissipate. After all, there’s less energy in the surrounding world than inside you. We need to wait a few days to confirm this, but if I’m right, you’ll need to find a way to replenish yourselves — the energy of the First Tier will be insufficient. If your meridians deplete, restoring them will become extremely difficult. For now, demon amulets used for traveling in Tier Zero might suffice — they block energy expenditure successfully enough. However, they only last a week — two at most. Ideally, you need to find an energy source and constantly recharge your meridians. I have a red-rank energy egg for the Apprentice stage. It’s useless to me now, but I fear it will be useless for you, too. Your meridians, as I understand, far exceed the Apprentice level.”

“I have the coordinates of an unguarded red anomaly of the Master stage,” I said. Mentor’s news was troubling.

“There are one and a half weeks before your studies begin. Can you reach the anomaly and return in time? Do you need help?”

“We can make it, no help needed. The Nameless One said the anomaly was new, with no plants inside. Since he gave it to us, there’s nothing valuable in it. The builder golems haven’t even constructed a single floor. We’ll just descend, take the egg, and start drawing energy from it. Mentor, are the demon amulets for Tier Zero suitable for the First Tier? They seem useless to me.”

“Then you need to find suitable amulets. Don’t forget there’s a Taoist named Orimel Soth living nearby, and he’s the demon coordinator in the First Tier. There’s likely a wormhole somewhere nearby, and probably more than one. You need to find and close it. While you were struggling to survive, I prepared a detailed guide on how to seal wormholes.”

Mentor placed a small notebook on the table.

“Here’s everything you need to know about wormholes, as well as the methods for detecting and destroying their seeds. You can put the Silver Heron library away. While waiting for you, I studied everything I didn’t know before.”

It didn’t take long to hide the bookshelves — I didn’t even have to get up. Mentor just grunted and warned, “Don’t do that in front of others. To store an item in a spatial pouch, a Taoist needs direct contact with the item. Any manipulations from a distance can raise questions.”

“Direct contact? The trader Yeezy, a fifth-rank Seeker from the First Tier, hides items from a distance without any worries. Mentor, don’t start with the ‘what does this tell you?’ phrases,” I said, noticing his look. “If Yeezy can do that, and he somehow achieved the fifth rank, it means he’s no ordinary Taoist. We should be cautious around him and keep our distance without showing our abilities.”

“Why do I feel this obvious thought only came to you now and not when you first met him?” Mentor Guerlon couldn’t resist commenting. “In any case, it’s too late to change anything. If he is someone’s eyes in the First Tier, information about you has already spread. You’ll have to deal with that on your own. Let’s move on from the negatives. I hope I don’t need to explain why you shouldn’t leave witnesses when absorbing energy this way?”

“Clyed Feng described what would happen if someone found out about our ability very graphically.”

“As I said, I’ve never encountered such people, but the process of energy absorption isn’t unique. The simplest example is black anomalies that block techniques. Energy evaporates from meridians in such places, causing Taoists to experience intense hunger. The Executors of Fate can create special anomalies where they place those sentenced to death, making them suffer unimaginable pain before dying. You and Vyllea should avoid such places because of your conjunction energy. I suspect that in a zone with blocked techniques it wouldn’t just evaporate, but disappear entirely, forcing you to start your development from scratch. Don’t forget about ancient weapons. I’ve encountered special blades that completely ignore the defenses of Apprentice and even Warrior stage Taoists. Such items are supposed to be handed over to the clan immediately. If anyone finds out you possess something like that, you’ll be hunted. Ancient weapons are too dangerous in skilled hands, not just in battle. Some experts might figure out how ancient devices work and create sigils based on them. Like the ones you used on needles for Tier Zero assassins, for instance. Lastly, there’s a variety of vampire bat in the Third Tier that feeds on energy. They attack at night and consume energy instead of drinking blood, which is how they get their nourishment. I think your ability is somewhat similar to theirs. You could even consider this your unique path to ascension — the path of the vampire bat. You definitely need to develop it, striving to absorb energy instantly, and not over ten days in a state of complete unconsciousness.”

“It’s unlikely I’ll ever have the chance to deplete the meridian of a Silver Overlord again while being just an Apprentice,” I said.

“When a Taoist says ‘it is unlikely,’ the Heavens laugh and send them new trials,” Mentor Guerlon remarked philosophically. “In any case, your potential path of ascension is extremely intriguing. Few can deplete an opponent’s energy in battle while restoring their own. You’ll need enemies to test your path, and it’s fortunate you chose the School of Spirit Power. It’s the favorite ascension school of the Tiger Clan. Their students will come from even the western part of the empire because their own schools might not have enough places. According to the school’s rules, killing during duels or competitions isn’t punished. If a Taoist wants to advance in ascension, he must be prepared to face stronger opponents. Then he must either kill, submit, form a group capable of resisting the strong, or die. Loners don’t survive in ascension schools unless they are from the leading houses of the inner tiers. Darna, for example, will be protected during her study at the School of Spirit Power by the instructors.”

“Are you suggesting we hunt down students, absorb their energy, and kill them?”

“Suggesting? I’m stating as much outright and insisting that you do exactly that! You must absorb the power of Tiger Clan students and, after depleting them entirely, kill them. You won’t even have to look for enemies — they will find you. Two Seekers, disdainful of groups and unwilling to bow to the strong, are an ideal target for anyone with delusions of grandeur. Now let’s deal with the cultists.”

“Don’t forget about the corpses!” Vyllea, having eaten her fill, was almost asleep during our conversation. It exhausted her. But as soon as cultists were mentioned, she perked up to defend her inventory.

“Corpses?” Mentor turned his gaze to me.

“Two cultists. One was a rather nimble Golden Apprentice with two hundred meridians. I still don’t know how we managed to kill him — his techniques were far superior. If not for the knives that penetrate defenses, I don’t know what we’d do. He has a spatial pouch and several artifacts, which I didn’t touch. I wanted to show them to you and ask for your help in examining them. The other is the apprentice of the cultists’ deputy. He didn’t have a spatial pouch, but he did have artifacts. We’d like to understand what they do, too.”

“Let’s start with the cult deputy’s spatial pouch. Take out everything that’s inside. I’m curious to see what the Nameless One found so distasteful.”

The answer came quickly: blood pills, vials of blood, several sets of torture instruments, blood-sucking artifacts, and a book in which the Overseer detailed the process of making blood pills and extracting blood from agonizing victims. It even described which tortures were best for overcoming body barriers, which for mind barriers, and which for soul barriers. The cultists meticulously structured information about torture to ensure not a drop of power was wasted. What shocked us most was that all the tools were designed for children. This was evident from the shackles, holding platforms, straps, and the tools themselves. Each new item I pulled out filled me with unprecedented disgust. It was fortunate I didn’t have to touch them. I emptied the entire contents of the spatial pouch. If I could, I would have burned the inside of the artifact to ensure not the slightest trace of its previous owner had remained.

“Zander, these stones and coins must not go into our inventory,” Vyllea said, nodding towards the twenty pouches of spirit coins and about fifty golden-ranked Apprentice stage spirit stones.

“You’re a demon,” Mentor Guerlon said, looking seriously at Vyllea. “You should have some affinity with the path of blood. Why so much hatred?”

“Demons absorb the essence of others — demons or humans — without reveling in their suffering. This… This is plain wrong. It shouldn’t exist. They don’t absorb essences — they take blood. And they prepare it in advance, charging it with agony, suffering, and pain. Plus, they stink worse than a sewer!”

Two fiery serpents shot from Mentor Guerlon’s hands, consuming the cult deputy’s items and turning them into dark ash. The heat was intense, but I refused to look away. I wanted to see every trace of the cult vanish. I even changed my mind about examining their artifacts — they felt tainted. Vyllea was the first to react — both corpses appeared on the floor, immediately spreading a stench. The fiery serpents quickly dealt with the source. The floor scorched and cracked in several places, but the Silver Overlord didn’t seem to mind. First, it wasn’t his palace, and second, it wasn’t his room. He wouldn’t have to explain to the representatives of House Soth why we decided to start a bonfire in the middle of the palace.

“Good decision, students. The Nameless One knew there would be nothing in this pouch to shed light on the Cult Leader’s identity. These creatures hide even better than wormhole coordinators — often in places where they are least expected. Always in the midst of a crowd. Always among the highborn. Sometimes even heads of clans or houses. Dangerous, wise, and strong opponents. Never underestimate them. I believe this will be a perfect conclusion to your stay in the First Tier — to find the wormhole coordinator and the Leader of the Querancy cult. The inquisitors won’t be able to extract a name from the deputy. He simply doesn’t know. Enough talking — you need to head to the anomaly. Without its heart, you won’t survive in the First Tier.”
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Chapter 17

“WHAT DO YOU think?” Vyllea asked, smiling at her reflection in the mirror.

“You’re stunning!” I said, swallowing hard. It seemed we’d soon be enhancing our energy core multiple times. The familiar girl, whom I’d seen in countless forms, had transformed into a captivating beauty, capable of overshadowing even Earis. The ceremonial attire of sixth-rank Seekers wasn’t just luxurious — it exceeded all my expectations. It could rival even Amid Soth’s robes! That went for both my outfit and Vyllea’s.

“You should say that more often.” Vyllea reluctantly tore herself away from the mirror and returned to the fitting room to change into her traveling dress for sixth-rank Seekers. It differed from the ceremonial attire only slightly. A few accessories, ribbons, and pins… Otherwise, even in this dress, one could enter any palace without fear of looking underdressed.

“Words like that need to be earned,” I said, catching a knife flying towards me. I threw it back without hesitation, simultaneously using a Ramming Strike. Vyllea got thrown to the far end of the fitting room, but the protection held. Her eyes turned blood-red, and she instinctively clenched her hand, summoning her jian, but I hadn’t bound it yet! The new sword, which was lying nearby, remained inert to its owner’s call. The demon growled, losing touch with reality completely, and charged towards me, kicking and screaming. This time, I was the one sent flying, but I used Ramming Strike again mid-flight, pushing Vyllea away from the weapon. She was suddenly beside me, snarling and muttering something unintelligible, likely some demonic curse, pummeling me with her fists, and almost breaking through my defenses. I had no intention of giving up and used Steps, aiming for the opposite wall and spreading my arms first. The technique worked as intended, and I was transported to the wall, but a furious Vyllea was standing in my way. The impact didn’t dampen her fighting spirit one bit. She already had a knife in her hand — the kind that ignored Apprentice level Spirit Armor — and its blade pressed against my neck, piercing it by a few millimeters.

“You’re still too weak,” Vyllea hissed, pressing the knife, forcing me to tilt my head back.

“But now I can see that there’s no woman in two worlds more stunning than you,” I said. Furious, with her hair flowing and her chest heaving, my girl looked so irresistibly alluring that anything you’d wrap around her would look insignificant compared to what was inside.

“Alright, I’ll forgive you today.” Vyllea removed the knife and turned to the tailor, who looked as though he had turned into one of his mannequins. He didn’t mention how we nearly wrecked his workshop, fearing the wrath of sixth-rank seekers.

“We need mannequins for our ceremonial outfits and chests for the jewelry,” Vyllea demanded. “I can’t let such a luxurious dress go without… Oh! Zander, why didn’t you say anything?!”

Vyllea used Steps to disappear into the fitting room. What I failed to mention was that during our fight she had only been wearing her exquisite red lingerie, which highlighted her refined figure. She had already taken off the ceremonial dress, but hadn’t yet put on the one meant for traveling, deciding to throw knives at me instead. I never thought a woman’s body in some pretty lingerie could be such a feast for the eyes and so profoundly stir both mind and body. The desire to kick the tailor out of his workshop was so strong that I would have done it if it weren’t for the escort waiting for us outside. But we had to get somewhere and dispose of the barrels with their unpleasant contents first. The document granting me the right to do so had been rewritten several times. At first, Amid Soth specified a particular date, but when we didn’t leave the dome, a new date appeared. Then another. After having to redo the document eight times, he got tired of putting dates on it. When Mentor Guerlon demanded the document “immediately,” it was too late to make corrections. So now we had a golden artifact granting us the right to remove anything from House Soth’s palace at any time, without consequences or demands from House Soth to return the stolen items. Judging by Amid Soth’s face, he understood perfectly well the mistake he had made, but couldn’t oppose the will of a Silver Overlord.

I decided to bind the weapons in a calm setting. Changing one weapon for another took about five minutes if you knew what you were doing instead of the usual thirty. The Seekers’ weaponsmiths had offered their assistance, but after my conversation with Mentor Guerlon, I had no desire to share our secrets anymore. The fact that we could endure the binding without being strapped to a chair or screaming our lungs out in the process could reveal too much about us. The jians pleased me — the base items for them came from the Second Tier, so the blades had three enhancements: returning to their wielder’s hand, durability, and reinforcement. According to the weaponsmith, the last symbol allowed dealing significant damage to both spirit and regular armor, which intrigued me. Regular armor? What was the point when Taoists used techniques? The answer had made me think: from the Second Tier onwards, Taoists, especially those who fought demons, wore composite armor in addition to their standard robes. That included breastplates, helmets, bracers, and even high boots. Such protective gear was made by Third-Tier armor smiths. It incorporated elements made of ancient metal and provided substantial protection against direct techniques. A hypothetical spiritual arrow from a Nascent God would be powerless against simple armor made from ancient metal. Of course, armor imposed certain restrictions on one’s use of techniques, Qi energy recovery, and mobility, but even these drawbacks didn’t outweigh the ability to withstand techniques. This was why inner-tier Taoists didn’t abandon swordsmanship or hand-to-hand combat skills. When techniques failed, a well-placed punch to the nose could always resolve the issue. Another downside to this armor was its cost. It contained ancient metal, which was prohibitively expensive in itself. The price of such a breastplate began at ten thousand spirit coins, which made such items affordable only to wealthy Taoists. There were none like that in the First Tier.

To dispose of the barrels of filth, we had to travel about six miles from the capital to an abandoned quarry where sand was once mined. My spiritual sight showed nothing interesting or useful around, so I materialized the entire unpleasant load about fifteen feet away. The barrels fell into the quarry, and we were already gone before the stench began to spread. We had to return to drop off our escort. The servant sent with us was initially very tense, pressed into his seat, and seemed afraid to breathe, but by the end, he felt quite relaxed, enjoying the speed and smooth ride of our Molly.

The anomaly pointed out to us by Clyed Feng lay to the west of the capital — fortunately, in the same direction as the School of Spirit Power. We wouldn’t have to return to the capital, which deprived me of the chance to talk to the librarian, but techniques were the last thing on my mind now. Our mentor was right. All day long, as we dealt with weapons, clothing, and barrels of filth, the energy level in our meridians steadily dropped. Slowly, but too steadily and purposefully. My preliminary estimate was ten days for the complete depletion of our thirty-three meridians. Even though their energy could be restored through conjoined meridians, the ratio was one to one. If we didn’t find a suitable energy source within three to four weeks, our meridians would become depleted. I wasn’t even sure if the time was right for us to become Golden Apprentices. That would mean an additional seventeen meridians to feed. We must have displeased the Heavens somehow for them to impose such limitations on us, I thought to myself.

We stopped at a store to replenish our supplies of food and water, and then sped out of the capital. This time, no guard at the gates dared to stop us — we followed a piece of the bartender’s advice, and Molly now flew the banner of the Seekers with the number 6 in the center. It was another innovation from the guild master — he claimed that everyone should understand that high-ranking Seekers were approaching from a distance and make way in due time. The guild should be feared and respected, after all, and not to be trifled with. I would have liked to speak with the shrewd old man Yeezy before leaving the capital, but the trader was nowhere to be found in the Seekers’ quarter.

It was believed that the journey from the capital to the School of Spirit Power took a day. Perhaps that was true — the wide road was quite crowded with simple carts and groups of people, all getting in each other’s way, which brought the overall speed nearly to a standstill. In reality, the mountain where the school was located was only eighteen miles away, a distance we covered in a couple of hours, traveling slightly off the main road. Molly allowed us to ignore minor obstacles like bumps or potholes.

The mountain of the School of Spirit Power commanded respect. It was huge, reaching up to the very Heavens, with a snow-capped peak and surrounded by a high wall reinforced with protective seals. Every three hundred feet all along the wall stood towers manned by guards or even students, judging by the fact that some were only Bronze Apprentices. Apparently, one of the duties of the students was to patrol the area. This was quite odd, since the wall was part of a large formation covering the entire mountain with an invisible dome. Whoever had created it was a true genius — my spirit vision couldn’t penetrate more than ten feet beyond the outer wall, as if another, even larger wall began immediately behind it. However, the school’s defenses didn’t block normal vision, allowing a clear view of the countless buildings on the mountain slopes. The School of Spirit Power, one of the four ascension schools of the First Tier, was truly enormous. I couldn’t even imagine how many people studied here — certainly orders of magnitude more than in the Tier Zero school.

Aspiring Taoists wishing to enroll in the School of Spirit Power were not yet allowed within the walls. Classes would begin in a month, and they would start admitting newcomers in two weeks. Then the school’s mentors would determine who was worthy, dismiss everyone deemed useless, and assign everyone to various groups. Vyllea and I were already students, so all we needed to do was arrive before the start of classes and register for the elite class.

Next to the school’s outer wall sprawled a huge tent city, where future students of the ascension school resided. Many of the tents, which looked quite opulent, bore the flags of the houses of the Tiger Clan. There were improvised arenas where Taoists trained or sparred with each other — not just students, but their escorts as well. The cunning townsfolk had set up shops, a market, and even bathhouses. There were hordes of people standing in lines everywhere, and I could bet the prices for services were twice as high as those in the center of the capital. I even noticed several trios of guards maintaining order, each led by a Copper-ranked Warrior stage Taoist.

Now I understood the difference between the Warrior ranks. It depended on the number of opened meridians, which I found noteworthy. As soon as a Taoist formed an energy core, they became a Copper Warrior. Upon reaching one hundred meridians, they were recognized as a Bronze Warrior. Then came a huge gap — Silver rank was awarded to those who opened two hundred energy channels. A Golden Warrior was a Taoist with an energy core accompanied by two hundred and fifty-six meridians, meaning they could begin understanding their element.

Judging by what I saw, some aspiring students had even organized a small tournament with spectators, judges, and bets. Everything was just as it should be. Future students were likely already forming groups, identifying allies, rivals, and those to be wary of or attack first. It was the law of the jungle in all its glory. Kill to avoid being killed. We had no desire to get involved with that crowd, so I steered Molly slightly to the side, circling the ascension school’s mountain at a wide radius. We sped on without stopping until Earis set, and when it became difficult to continue, we made camp.

However, we didn’t really get a chance to rest. Vyllea suddenly frowned.

“Zander, my heart indicates there’s a yellow anomaly about six miles away from us. But it’s strange. The anomaly appears and disappears. It suggests consuming it.”

“Let’s see what kind of strange anomaly it is,” I agreed. My enhanced vision helped me distinguish outlines even in the encroaching darkness. It was hard to believe there would be an unclaimed yellow anomaly so close to the ascension school, but who said we had to enter it? We could scout and check it out, and if it turned out to be under the protection of the School of Spirit Power or House Soth, we would leave. Clashing with either of them over a useless yellow anomaly right now made no sense whatsoever. We needed to become stronger first.

Six miles were next to nothing for Molly, even in almost complete darkness. We didn’t turn on the headlights so as not to attract unnecessary attention. The area was populated, with rice and wheat fields everywhere, reinforcing my suspicion there might be guards nearby. And indeed, soon enough, Taoists on their way to immortality appeared within the range of my spirit vision. However, what I saw made me stop — something was very off.

The anomaly Vyllea’s heart detected wasn’t there. The people I saw flickered in and out of sight, carrying boxes filled with energy-saturated items. Not plants — those were unmistakable. Those were more likely ordinary stones, golem parts, or other items one could find inside an anomaly. They were loading these boxes onto a wagon with two extremely skittish horses — one person had to hold them to keep them from bolting. The loading process seemed to be wrapping up. But it wasn’t the strange behavior of the people or the invisible anomaly that made me stop.

What really caught my attention was the presence of animals running around the people without causing any harm. The animals had no artifacts on them, while the people were covered in artifacts — weaponry, clothing, amulets, and even rings, which weren’t very popular among Taoists since they got in the way during battles.

As soon as they finished loading the boxes, the strange Taoists disappeared under a protective formation. The animals followed, calming the horses. They stopped fidgeting entirely. The protective formation was so strong that if it weren’t for the wagon and horses, I wouldn’t have thought anything was there. Soon, a human emerged, and my breath caught — it was a Copper-ranked Warrior. The previous people I had seen were Silver and Gold Apprentices. The warrior held a strangely familiar artifact — I began to recall where I had seen such an energy structure before, but didn’t have to dig too deep into my memory. The artifact flew from the warrior's hands, splitting into four parts that embedded themselves into different parts of the wagon. A protective formation began to form, and soon the boxes vanished, hidden by the strong defense.

Then, two more people appeared, throwing grass or hay onto the wagon — my spirit vision failed to make out the details. They formed a large pile that was hollow, but only a few living creatures would be able to see inside of it. And I doubted any of those roamed the First Tier habitually.

The wagon with the hidden loot inched forward slowly. There was a country road nearby that led to the main highway, so the wagon would soon speed up and disappear from my spirit vision.

“We need to kill them all and take everything for ourselves! We can handle the Warrior!” Vyllea was, as always, inclined toward a radical solution.

“Not today, I’m afraid,” I said, pressing the pedals, and Molly moved forward, only to veer off the road immediately. We drove into a wheat field — tomorrow, some farmer would curse the Heavens, but I couldn’t lose track of the wagon with the loot. Nor could I get closer than a mile. I didn’t want anyone to find out we were nearby.

“Zander, explain! Why are we running from a fight? And why are we leaving the anomaly?” Vyllea fumed, not getting what she wanted.

“The animals running around the people and the horses getting so agitated… The energy structure of the animals is the same as that of lower demons, and at this distance, their scent wouldn’t reach us.”

“Are you saying they’re demons?” Vyllea asked, her anger dissipating at the news. “Why are they moving so calmly through the tier? Taoists would definitely sense our scent, just as we can smell any human in our world.”

“Each of them has unfamiliar artifacts of some sort. What if they somehow block the scent and alter their appearance? Let’s assume I’m wrong. If these are just smugglers hiding a yellow anomaly under a protective formation, and the animals are just dogs, then we know exactly where the anomaly is. We can follow them to where they unload their goods, where there’ll likely be other crates as well, and then we can help ourselves to all their loot. We can deal with the anomaly later when we return to the ascension school. Now, if I’m right, and they are demons who have taken over an anomaly, here’s what we have to consider: your world doesn’t have such things — only training grounds. Anything obtained from our world’s anomalies would be valuable among your kind. This fake hay wagon is slowly but surely heading toward one of the wormholes. We have plenty of time before classes start — we can afford to spend two weeks on this. We don’t even need to close the wormhole right now — just finding it will be enough. We can come back prepared. I’ll master the Warrior stage Shield, and we’ll find some offensive techniques, and then no wormhole in the First Tier will be safe from us. By the way, this is the First Tier — your home isn’t far from here. Want to visit your world?”

“You sure know how to annoy me!” Vyllea pouted but then smiled. “I’d love to see my mother’s face when I tell her I’ve become the main wife of a human. Alright, you’ve convinced me — we won’t kill anyone now. Let’s see where they’re taking our crates.”

Our crates. Vyllea had already claimed them mentally, of course! I had to recall the days when I could go without sleep for several nights in a row. The wagon with the loot from the anomaly moved frustratingly slow. The two farmers driving it looked like ordinary First-Tier residents. They didn’t even have the tan typical of demons. I confirmed this when I passed the wagon to avoid trailing it the whole time. It started to feel like they might be smugglers and not demons, but it was too late to back out — Vyllea wanted to see what was in those crates.

They made their first stop two days later, concealing themselves behind a protective formation in the woods. Farmers using a protective formation… Yeah, right. We settled nearby, but I couldn’t sleep because Vyllea woke me every half hour to check whether “her crates” had moved. They finally started moving just before dawn, and traveled non-stop for two more days. The only stop they made was to change horses at a village along the way. Time was slipping away — even though we were heading west, we moved so slowly that I started to worry we might run out of time. Either we’d miss the student enrolment ceremony, fail to explore the anomaly, or never find out where the strange farmers ended their journey.

A week passed. Our meridians were depleted by two thirds, so we had to replenish them through our conjoined meridians. Our energy core drew power from the surrounding world, but it was clearly insufficient to restore even one conjoined meridian. I thought we may have overdone it. Even Vyllea was on the verge of giving up — a week of idleness was driving her crazy. We decided that would be the last day we followed the wagon. We’d attack the very next morning to speed things up and make sure we achieved all our goals.

Earis was almost touching the horizon when the wagon suddenly veered off the road into a small forest. It was unremarkable, blending into the landscape. The fake farmers moved through the trees for a while, then reached a small clearing and vanished. A week without sleep had taken its toll on me, so it took me a moment to realize what had happened. I stared at the empty clearing through my spiritual sight, expecting to see the wagon. Then it hit me — it was a protective formation! We had reached our destination!

The answer to whose formation it was came a couple of hours later — a group approached the clearing. One person and five animals, all Golden Apprentices. It felt like déjà vu, but this group passed within half a mile of us, and the distinct smell of death and blood hit our noses. Vyllea even looked blissful as she inhaled what must have been familiar scents. The group vanished under the protective formation, and I slowly backed Molly away. I had learned everything I needed to know. Now I understood where the yellow anomaly and the hidden wormhole were. I would return, but only after I had become stronger. The Heavens didn’t need reckless dead heroes. They needed strong, wise, and dangerous Seekers. And a red anomaly of the Warrior stage should help us with that.
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Chapter 18

A GIRL IN A CAMOUFLAGED SUIT leaping out of a fast-moving self-propelled wagon on a narrow road in a dense forest, somehow managing to draw her daggers mid-air, is certainly a sight to behold! A graceful jump, followed by a beautiful flight, and an equally spectacular crash into a tree caused by the unforgiving nature of inertia — I stood there clapping my hands mentally. What Vyllea could have been thinking at the moment of the jump remained a total mystery to me. In my opinion, she wasn’t thinking at all — her mind shut off as soon as a striped figure flashed through the trees. I knew there was a Silver-ranked beast running around the forest, but I never imagined it would be a tiger. The result was a broken tree and a body lying next to it. All I managed to do was cast Spirit Armor on the crazed girl, as she didn’t seem to engage her mental capacity in any way at all. So the impact didn’t break all her bones, but it did knock her out pretty well.

I had to repeat her act of madness and also jump out of Molly. But instead of diving into the forest, I jumped up, letting the wagon pass under me. It would crash into a tree and stop, not even getting a scratch. However, Vyllea, who was just starting to get up and shake her head, could definitely end up with some scratches — the tiger sensed that we were of the same rank, so it wasn’t planning on running away. It was hungry, and a couple of bipeds in such a remote place would make an excellent meal for it.

The tiger didn’t stand a chance. When deciding to attack bipeds, it was essential to consider whether they might retaliate. What were these strange creatures doing in such a remote area, where there were no cities or villages? The barrier to Tier Zero was already looming on the horizon, indicating how far west we had come. The more we traveled here, the more questions I had about how the Nameless One even knew about this anomaly. What was he doing in this part of Tier Zero? Although, was it really him who had found it? This was definitely something to ask Clyed Feng whenever he would show up next.

As I dragged Vyllea to the half-dead tiger, I slashed the beast’s chest open with my jian, opening its rib cage. Vyllea emitted a guttural growl as she plunged her hands into the already dead animal. The meridians had gone dark, so Vyllea was limited to the essence — a small orb that had replaced the beast’s core. Her body shuddered as if from a spasm of immense pleasure, then relaxed. The Silver Apprentice beast was too weak for Vyllea — there was no need to initiate conjunction. The energy flows within her stabilized quickly and settled into her internal organs. At this moment, Vyllea resembled the strange boy from the Tier Zero ascension school who followed the beast path — his energy structure was also chaotic. The energy of the tiger spread throughout her body, matching her rank, almost hiding the meridians and nodes from me. Vyllea was just an energy blur to me now, just like the weird boy from back then. Or like the conjoined couple from the Tiger Clan who had overindulged on beasts before competitions, hiding their energy structures. All this hidden business… I needed to study the beast path, I decided. Since representatives of the Tiger Clan would be at the School of Spirit Power, and the beast path was popular among them, I would doubtlessly encounter Taoists following this ascension path. Moreover, I needed to understand why Vyllea lost her mind every time she saw a tiger. Even though she hadn’t fed since Tier Zero, she still needed to learn control. How did others manage? Or didn’t they? Again, I found myself desperately lacking the necessary information.

Molly had stopped further down the road, having knocked down a tree. I had to store the wagon in the inventory and then return it to the road. Judging by the tall grass growing all over it, the road hadn’t been used for a long time. Nevertheless, it was a road, which disproved my earlier assumption that we were in complete wilderness. This wasn’t just trampled grass; it had once been a proper road that saw heavy usage, but now the thoroughfare lay abandoned for some reason. Plus, the Nameless One knew about an anomaly in this area. What did that tell me? Just that I didn’t have time to investigate every mystery! Almost two weeks had passed already, and we still haven’t reached the place indicated by Clyed Feng — my hunting skills and perfect memory suggested we needed another day of travel at our current speed. Even in the best-case scenario, we’d arrive at the ascension school a week before classes started, and wasting time on demons or vaguely-specified locations in the western part of the Phoenix Clan’s First Tier was hardly a smart move.

Vyllea lay with her eyes closed, seemingly asleep. She appeared at peace. I lifted her carefully and placed her in a seat, strapping her in. We used to go into conjunction to stabilize the energy after absorbing a tiger only recently, which would take us out of reality for a day. We didn’t have that luxury now, so I let Vyllea handle the absorbed energy herself. If she couldn’t manage a tiger matching her own rank, what was the point of pursuing the beast path? She’d have to switch to herbs and root extracts.

Without the map, I would never have guessed there was anything valuable hidden in this part of the First Tier. I had to carry Vyllea through the dense forest — Molly couldn’t navigate such thick undergrowth. I moved more with the aid of teleportation techniques than by walking. Eventually, my spirit vision revealed a chaotic swirl of energy, and a weight lifted off my shoulders — the anomaly was indeed where the Nameless One had indicated. There was no one else around. I disregarded the lower-ranked beasts as potential obstacles to claiming the anomaly — they were in mortal fear of us. A red anomaly, dangerous and capable of destroying any Apprentice who fancied themselves a great conqueror of anomalies, lay before us. I laid Vyllea onto the ground and yawned. Exhaustion had caught up with me after these two weeks — I hadn’t had a proper night's sleep. Constantly pushing forward to have time for searching took its toll. I’d found this place so quickly relying on my spirit vision rather than my hunting skills. Without it, I would have headed to the cliff twelve miles away instead.

I set up a protective formation and didn’t even bother to get my sleeping bag. I just lay down on the ground next to Vyllea and closed my eyes for a moment.

“Enough sleeping! Get up!”

Patience clearly wasn’t among Vyllea’s many virtues. She even kicked me, impatient as she was for me to open my eyes.

“Get up already! You’re so annoying! I prepared a bath!”

A bath? That news did make me open my eyes. Earis had already been high in the sky, pleasantly warm. The forest scents broke through our rather middling protective formation, reminding me of home — air like this was impossible to find in the city. Raising my head, I saw our portable bath — an enormous artifact tub that heated the water. Unlike the mentor's artifact, this one didn’t filter the water, so it had to be changed after each use. Seeing I was awake, Vyllea jumped into the tub and stretched blissfully.

“Get in! There’s enough room for both of us.”

I didn’t need a second invitation. The sight of her naked body revived my spirits, and within moments, I was at the other end of the tub, enjoying the perfectly warm water. Not hot, but not cold either. I closed my eyes scanned the area with my spiritual sight just in case. There was nothing unusual. No one had attempted to approach us while I rested. The same energy structures I remembered from earlier were still in place — except for the anomaly.

It was gone!

I opened my eyes and turned sharply. Where the shattered mirrors once shimmered, there was now nothing at all — no mirrors and no circle beneath them. I glanced at Vyllea, but she had submerged herself up to her head in the water, clearly trying to transform into an amphibious frog. It was alright — I could be patient. I checked my inventory just in case — the anomaly egg wasn’t there. Finally, Vyllea surfaced and looked at me with an inexplicably guilty expression. And in order for my demon to feel something remotely resembling guilt, the trespass must have been enormous. I suddenly wanted to curse. Maybe even scream. I realized what had happened during the moment I had closed my eyes…

“You’ve eaten it up just like that,” I said, letting all the world’s disappointment fill my voice.

“You were asleep, and I woke up and decided to help you. You always walk through anomalies like you own the place, anyway. Besides, Clyed Feng said there were no plants here. The heart had led me to the crystal, and then… Zander, it just happened. But now we know that absorbing the crystal makes the heart develop slower than absorbing energy like you did back then. The heart has promised not to destroy anomalies again. Anyway, now we have a hundred and eight feet of conjunction and twenty-three opportunities to do something pleasant.”

“Given that it was one hundred feet and twenty times before.” I tried to speak calmly, but my voice still sounded like a groan. “That anomaly was supposed to be our energy source for the next six months until Clyed Feng would bring us some more sources of sufficient strength. Do you see the meridians? They’re only a quarter full! We’ll have to reset the conjoined channels again.”

“There’s no need for that!” Vyllea regained her fighting spirit. “The heart showed that it can restore everything. Come here — I’ll prove it to you.”

I wasn’t in the mood to dive into the sweet world of love, but it was impossible to stop Vyllea. Since I didn’t listen, she came to me herself. The tub nearly tipped over, so we had to get out onto the blanket I had laid out beforehand. Gradually, my body began to respond to the touch of my cunning sweetheart, and we started to get serious. When the sweet explosion happened and Vyllea’s heart released energy, it flowed not only into the energy core, but into our meridians as well. A very satisfied Vyllea laid her head on my chest, allowing me to comprehend what had just occurred — every meridian was filled to the brim.

Alright. We had twenty-three opportunities for restoration — or, rather, twenty, considering that we’d already used one, and that we couldn’t completely deplete the heart, or Vyllea would die. Twenty restorations every ten days equaled almost six months of life. This was about half of what I had hoped to gain from the anomaly’s heart, but it was still better than nothing. Way better, in fact! Our conjoined meridians could charge the real energy channels twice, and after I got intimate with Vyllea, everything would be restored! So, we’d stay alive for at least a year and a half rather than six months! Moreover, any acquired anomaly egg could further advance Vyllea’s heart by several levels, increasing the number of unions and making it stronger. I wished we hadn’t learned this information at such a high cost — the heart of a red-tier warrior stage anomaly could have been sold for a price that would have allowed us to buy out the entire auction due to take place in a month and a half. Still… it made no sense to worry over things that couldn’t be changed. We needed to draw the right conclusions and move forward.

“Let’s get ready, you hothead. We still have a week and a half to get to the School of Spirit Power at a slow crawl. Classes will begin before too long.”

“So you admit I acted right?” Vyllea tried to look serious, but a satisfied smile broke through her mask.

“Of course you did,” I nodded. “But instead of being patient and devouring a yellow anomaly, you’ve eaten a red one. If we had sold it, we could have afforded to order an entire house made of the same stone that lines the palace of House Soth. Now we’ll have to settle for a small shack, and I’m not even sure we can afford that, given the current state of our finances.”

“Zander, don’t try to scare me!” Vyllea flared up.

“I’m not scaring you — just explaining what we’ve lost. So next time you’ll have a better understanding of who truly owns your body and whether it’s you or your ancient heart. Because right now I have a strong suspicion it’s made you its servant.”

“One more word from you, human, and you’ll regret it!” Vyllea’s jian jumped into her hand, but she hadn’t pointed it at me yet. I stood up and dressed, ignoring the weapon, and, after emptying the tub, stored the latter in my inventory. Vyllea lay on the blanket, still frowning. My words had touched a nerve, but admitting I was right would be out of the question for her. Only servants or slaves admitted to their weaknesses. And she was neither!

I nodded toward the massive solitary rock towering over the landscape.

“We don’t have much time, but I want to climb to the top and take a look around. I can guarantee an incredible view of the First Tier from up there. Are you coming with me, or are you going to stay here on the blanket and brood?”

“So you’re not mad at me?”

“Is there any point in being mad? I’ve married you for who you are, with no plans to change or fix you. So let’s accept the fact that we don’t have the anomaly anymore and move on. Making the right conclusions from what happened, of course, right? Get up, you little glutton!”

“I’m not a glutton!” Vyllea pouted, but then smiled. “Alright, you’ve convinced me — I’m not going to stay mad at you. So what if I’ve cleared the anomaly for you, and you’re still unhappy? Let’s see what you want to show me.”

Vyllea dressed quickly. We threw our things into the inventory, took each other’s hands, and sprinted toward the rock, using the conjunction meridians. Moving with full contact was much more efficient: it consumed just a single meridian charge instead of two. We jumped without stopping for nearly twelve miles. The Steps technique carried us forward only a hundred and fifty feet at a time, so it took almost four hundred uses to reach our destination. Four hundred! An insane number, but it reduced the energy in the meridian by only two thirds. It was astonishing. The difference between A Master’s and an Overlord’s energy channels was staggering. It wasn’t just about quantity — it was also about the power with which the techniques were used. I needed to test what our harmless Ramming Strike would do to Apprentice-stage Taoists. Would it just send them flying, or turn their insides to mush as well, despite their spirit armor?

“Shall we?” I squeezed Vyllea’s hand. I couldn’t stay mad at this silly girl for long. So what if she devoured a Master stage red anomaly. Easy come, easy go. Meanwhile, imperial officials would be more diligent, rooting out the altered and searching for ancient devices. Maybe some governors, or even lords of various cults, would be among those they investigate. Querancy wasn’t the only one, after all. Let the Executors of Fate work harder. The more attention on the First Tier, the less lawlessness. Though lawlessness seemed to be the only constant in this world of ours, anyway.

Support plus Steps — I decided to use a new meridian, allowing the energy core to restore the previous one, just in case. I couldn’t even imagine how long it would take to accumulate enough energy to fill one overlord’s meridian in the First Tier. The rock turned out not to be as vertical as it had seemed from afar. It resembled a giant staircase — wide ledges alternating with vertical ascents, which then gave way to more ledges, and so on. The summit was at the tenth such “step.” We used the Support and Steps techniques, finally climbing to a place that most likely had never been reached by any humans before us.

Before us lay the vast green expanse of the First Tier. The barrier that prevented Qi from leaking into Tier Zero was visible perfectly well from over here. Green forests, fields in the distance, rivers, several huge lakes — all this beauty went by unnoticed by me. On the other side of the rock, about a quarter of a mile below, lay a large platform with gentle slopes. And it was not empty!

The rocky terrain no longer blocked my spiritual vision, allowing me to study the ledge thoroughly — it was a large training ground where several hundred beings were training. Some meditated before spiritual stones, others practiced jian and spear techniques, and still others engaged in hand-to-hand combat. All those training were apprentices of various ranks. Walking among them were beings at the warrior stage, correcting mistakes or giving advice. In one of the buildings, I even spotted a dark figure. Someone at the Master level, if not higher! But the most disturbing revelation was the special stone structure in the form of an arch in the middle of the training ground. And it wasn’t empty — there was a rift. A wormhole!

“Demons,” Vyllea whispered as the scent of her home world reached her nose. She was right: the trainees here were demons. But they were being trained by humans — more precisely, Taoists! And judging by the flag above the main building, these Taoists were from the Tiger Clan!

I continued to examine the training base. There were no roads. This meant the demons provided all necessary supplies. Training in close proximity to an abundance of spirit stones, no less. Were the demons planning to abandon their path for that of the Taoists? Why? What were they doing here?

A sudden sharp pain between my shoulder blades made me grab Vyllea and drop behind some rocks. I even crawled further away from the edge of the cliff. It didn’t help — the pain only grew stronger with each passing moment. Realizing that I might be making a foolish decision, I jumped to my feet and, signaling to Vyllea, used Steps to move away from that place. For a moment, the pain lessened, but then it returned with full force. We had to run, even if I didn’t understand why!

Vyllea let out short exclamations as we used Steps to get from one ledge to the next. The sensations were quite peculiar — my stomach clearly didn’t like what I was doing. But my instincts told me that this was the only way to save us. The rock receded behind us, but I didn’t stop until we were a few away. Only then did the pain between my shoulder blades disappear, and I was finally able to look back. A wave of energy was rushing toward us from the direction of the demons’ secret training camp,. It was the same kind of aura as at the gates of the capital or among the scavengers who studied the seekers. But the aura I saw now far exceeded all reasonable limits. It felt like it was being used by a Nascent God stage Taoist at the very least! The aura stopped some two hundred feet short of reaching us. It then rushed back to inform its owner about the uninvited guests. From what I saw, even the massive rock didn’t hinder this aura — the energy effortlessly vanished into the stones.

“What was it?” Vyllea finally asked, wanting to know why we had fled from the cliff so quickly.

“Someone very powerful has sensed our presence, but didn’t know our exact location. I saw a black figure in the camp — either a Master or an Overlord. If their aura had touched us, they would’ve immediately sent someone after us. I don’t think we’d be able to escape from a Master.”

“There was a wormhole? The second one in the First Tier?”"

“There was. We need to warn the Phoenixes about what the Tigers are doing here. Even though we’ve ventured far west, this is still Phoenix Clan territory. Why the Tigers feel so confident here is a big question. And why are they training demons? And not just training them, either, but teaching them Taoist skills — teaching them to absorb the energy of the surrounding world and form nodes and meridians without consuming other beings’ focal points. I suggest we don’t take any risks and get out of here. There’s a chance that the one who’d sensed us will expand their aura even further. We definitely don’t want to get caught by these folks.”

“Agreed. But we’ll come back here, right?”

“Only with support from Clyed Feng or mentor Guerlon. Although I’m afraid we won’t catch mentor here: it’ll take us a week and a half to get to the School of Spirit Power, and he’ll already have handed over Darna and returned to his own affairs in the fourth Tier. So, only Clyed Feng. Also… Your hand!”

I squeezed Vyllea’s hand, starting a frantic race again as the pricking in my back resumed. Whoever it was who’d sensed us wasn’t willing to accept defeat. They decided to scan the area around the mountain more thoroughly. The pain in my back intensified, but about six miles from the mountain, it suddenly vanished. We had left the range of their abilities. This wasn’t just an aura — I saw no energy movement. So what was it? Spirit vision with a six-mile reach? Was that even possible? If so, this base wasn’t guarded by just a Master or even an Overlord. This base was protected by…

The thought that hit me nearly broke my concentration. This base was protected by what they called ninjas! Those strange Taoists in black clothing that covered their entire bodies. Scouts and assassins from the Tiger Clan! This may have been unverified information based more on my hunch than on the actual state of affairs, but I felt I was right. This base was guarded by a ninja. And now there was one question that could overturn our entire future: did Clyed Feng know about this base and its guardian? And if he did, why did he send us here, anyway?
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Chapter 19

“WHERE DO YOU THINK YOU’RE going?! Get in line! Who do they think they are?! Guards, this is outrageous!”

Vyllea and I walked forward with confidence, ignoring the shouts of the gathered crowd. There was a line in front of the gates of the School of Spirit Power, and it stretched for what seemed like miles! The tent city was gone, replaced by an empty lot. I looked around carefully and didn’t see a single flag from the Tigers or the leading houses of the inner Tiers. In fact, the future students standing in line looked rather unremarkable — as far as my spirit vision could see, there wasn’t a single Taoist above the Copper rank of the Apprentice stage. If the tent city had housed the elite, these were its complete opposites. They were the bottom feeders — weak and useless, but eager to change their situation. For that alone, they deserved praise — they hadn’t given up, and patiently waited their turn to take the entrance exams. Judging by the fact that no one was stepping out of line or forcing their way into the school, rule-breakers were punished. Just like now. We were about a hundred feet from the gates when a group of guards led by a Copper-ranked Warrior, blocked our path.

“Two Sixth-Rank Silver Seekers lost?” the Taoist asked. I even bowed in greeting to the elder. I didn’t expect him to address us without any aggression. What struck me more was how efficiently the guard’s artifact worked. The rank of Seeker was displayed on our robes, but the updated rank of our Ascension Stage was still relatively unknown. The speed at which the artifact’s energy formed the identification seal was impressive. Small radius, sure, but very quick. I wanted one of those. I really needed to find a few free days to read the books written by Huang Lung for Taoists at the Warrior stage! I was sure I’d learn a lot from them!

“Elder, we are here to begin our studies. We don’t need to take the entrance test.”

“And why do you think that, juniors? Perhaps you even have papers confirming your right to pass freely?”

“Yes, Elder. We do have such papers.” I handed over the documents we had received more than two years ago in the Zero Tier. The date on the papers indicated that we had finished our studies just a few months ago.

“Well, I’ll say! Elite class, tuition-free. But it says here the document is issued to Diamond Candidates Zander and Vyllea. Yet I see Silver Apprentices, and it’s been just over two months since the document was issued.”

“We’re just geniuses, Elder,” I said without false modesty. “Though it’s not indicated anywhere in the document, it’s still a fact we have to live with. Can we proceed, or do you have more questions?”

“Now I do, geniuses,” the guard smirked as he returned our documents and stepped aside. The murmurs in the crowd of aspirants grew louder. Who were these people? What was this nonsense? Throw them out! Nothing we hadn’t heard in this world before, in other words.

It took us only ten days to reach the School of Spirit Power. We didn’t make any detours or stops, so we arrived well ahead of the deadline — three days before the student enrolment ceremony. Just before reaching the school, I transferred energy from the conjunction meridians to our real ones, restoring their integrity. No matter how much I wanted more, Vyllea and I could now only get intimate with each once every thirty days. But we couldn’t do it any less often, either. This was a necessary but very pleasant duty, without which we would simply die.

The gates to the Ascension school were open, but they were blocked by a table with two Taoists sitting at it. Those aspiring to become students approached the table, signed a contract, placed six pouches of spirit coins in front of them, and then moved to a third Taoist standing nearby. They were subsequently examined with an artifact, given a basic spirit stone if they didn’t have any of their own, and asked to demonstrate any technique of their choice. Those who couldn’t handle this simple task returned to the table, where they were refunded five pouches. The cost of the aptitude test for the school was one hundred spirit coins. I immediately wondered about the cost of tuition, but I overheard a conversation between two guys who hadn’t started studying yet. The first year of tuition cost five hundred spirit coins. If a Taoist failed in their studies, the cost of the second year in the first course doubled, increasing to a thousand. This was the financial incentive for all the talentless individuals who had somehow gotten into the school to push themselves. As for the rejects — well, the best school in the first Tier didn’t need weaklings. There were three other Ascension schools where they could prove their strength and earn a name for themselves.

The Taoists sitting at the table looked repulsive to me at first glance. As Bronze Apprentices, they clearly belonged to the same ilk as the assistant majordomo at House Soth’s palace. Assigned to such a "responsible" task as admitting submissive students, they reveled in their authority. They didn’t like the signatures, the spirit coin pouches could be cleaner, or the appearance was untidy. They looked at the students as though they were a herd of sheep. Even though most of them were indeed like sheep — for only sheep would voluntarily stand in a massive line, hoping that in the remaining three days they might reach the school gates and pass the test. But even this fact didn’t justify the behavior of those in charge. They were the face of the School of Spirit Power, and should have been showcasing its grandeur and power, not its pettiness and scorn.

“Where do you think you’re going, juniors?” Sneered the one on the right. I silently placed our two papers granting Vyllea and me the right to study before him. The Taoist pushed them away without even looking, with an expression of extreme contempt on his face as if we had offered him something filthy.

“Get in line, juniors!” His voice dripped with contempt. “Otherwise, you won’t pass the tests!”

“You didn’t even look at the papers,” I said in an icy tone.

“Papers?” The Taoist swiped our documents off the table with a sharp motion. “There are no papers! You’re not enrolling this year, juniors! Next!”

I looked at Vyllea and sighed heavily, recalling mentor Guerlon and his last lesson. Bending down to pick up the documents, I resigned myself to giving up our right to attend the School of Spirit Power and used a Ramming Strike. I’d been wanting to see what a simple technique could do when used with the power of an Overlord. I figured now was the perfect time.

The obnoxious Taoist got thrown thirty feet back and lay there motionless, a pool of blood forming beneath him slowly. The stool he had been sitting on splintered into pieces, and the table toppled, causing the second clerk to squeal like a slaughtered piglet. The hopeful students recoiled from us as if from lesser demons, and a squad of guards quickly appeared around us. A Warrior pressed the blade of a jian to my neck, but my Spirit Armor held for now. The commander didn’t press further, as neither Vyllea nor I moved, standing in place, waiting for those with enough authority to deal with us. I ignored the blade and turned to the second clerk, who was shouting at the top of his lungs.

“Inappropriate behavior towards an Elder must be punished harshly. Such is the law of the jungle. This examiner fancied himself an Executor of Fate, treating future students with disdain, for which I have punished him. Now that he’s incapacitated, will you review our documents, or do we need to deal with you as well?”

The pressure of the Warrior’s blade increased, and I felt it start to cut through the spirit armor, but I didn’t flinch. I had made my choice. If a servant offends you, punish him and be ready to face the consequences. Mentor Guerlon taught us as much. Begging, pleading, and threatening was how servants acted. Not Seekers. Better to not attend the School of Spirit Power than allow oneself to be treated in such a manner. Judging by how Vyllea clung to me, she felt the same way.

Soon, three mentors from the School of Spirit Power arrived at the gates. All were Golden Warriors, each wearing an artifact around their neck that blocked energy hunger. The First Tier was considered the foundation for ascension, so the School of Spirit Power was extremely meticulous about the mentors imparting wisdom to the younger generation. The mentors immediately divided their roles, without consulting each other. One dealt with the admissions, conducting the tests personally. The speed of processing documents tripled, even though only one clerk remained. The second approached the body lying on the ground and stored it in a spatial pouch, demonstrating that a Ramming Strike delivered with the power of an Overlord was lethal to a Bronze Apprentice, and then began questioning the guards and the prospective students nearby. The third, who was looking the most dignified, approached us. The guard commander lowered his jian and stepped aside. It wasn’t his place to argue with a Golden warrior.

“Sixth-rank Seekers.” This Taoist seemed well-informed about the new guild and understood the colors permitted for each rank. “I’d like to see your plaques, juniors.”

I handed my Seeker’s plaque to the mentor, mentally granting him permission to take it. There was no need to say such things out loud. Vyllea did the same, though I had reminded her to give him permission to examine the plaque personally. The last thing we needed was a dead mentor from the ascension school on our hands. For the meantime, at least.

“So, you’re the young prodigies who’d won the Candidate tournament? You were supposed to arrive at the School of Spirit Power a week ago, juniors.”

“That information wasn’t in any document we had received, Elder,” I replied, not even thinking of pulling out the now-useless papers. Clearly, they knew us well here.

“How could you have it? Everyone with the right to enter my class was given that information during the final exams of the Tier Zero schools. But you weren’t there. Isn’t that strange, juniors?”

“A Seeker isn’t just about the spotted clothing and plaque, elder. The position also involves certain obligations to the Heavens. Whether in Tier Zero, where we had to deal with the consequences of House Wang’s negligence, or in the First Tier. Oddly enough, things are just as chaotic here, and on a much larger scale, too.”

“House Soth has already announced throughout the Tier that they handed over the living Deputy of the Querancy cult to the Nameless Ones.”

“Leaving out the altar, which they didn’t even know about. The Heavens will judge them, Elder. Thumping our chests to claim the title of the cult’s destroyers is pointless and foolish. The Heavens wouldn’t like it. Besides, these are matters of the eastern part of the First Tier, elder. I’m talking about the chaos happening right under the nose of the School of Spirit Power. The very same chaos that forced us to delay. Less than a three hours’ ride from this great ascension school there is an unrecorded yellow anomaly, the stage of which we haven’t yet determined. But the most interesting part isn’t the anomaly itself, but the fact that it’s covered by a protective formation, and a few very crafty Warrior level demons, along with a pack of lesser ones, are extracting everything of value from it. All this is transpiring just a three hours’ self-propelled wagon ride away from the School of Spirit Power, elder. If that isn’t chaos, what is?”

“Zander, why?! We were supposed to destroy it ourselves!” Vyllea flared up.

“It’s useless to us — there’s no suitable energy there. But something tells me that now is the perfect time to share this information. They won’t find the wormhole anyway.”

“What an interesting and, above all, provocative statement.” The Golden Warrior’s eyes narrowed. “And are you ready to back up your words with something more substantial than a mere assertion of the School of Spirit Power’s weakness, Seeker?”

“If I understood the elder’s question correctly, he’s asking if a sixth-rank Seeker would hand a yellow anomaly over to the School of Spirit Power? This Seeker certainly cannot do that. The right to destroy such places is granted to us by the Executors of Fate. But as a student of the ascension school, I’d be happy to share this information and even show the exact location to you.”

At that moment, the mentor who was questioning the witnesses approached the elder who had not introduced himself. The only thing I could gather was that he was either the curator, or one of the mentors of the elite class who knew all his students by name. An interesting energy construct appeared — it was definitely a technique. It was activated by thirty-two meridians and an energy core, forming an impenetrable dome around the user that blocked sound. I had never seen such a complex technique before, but I immediately had a great desire to study it. It was similar to a protective formation, but without the need to set up a physical perimeter with stakes or the more common flags. The sequence of meridian and energy core activation imprinted itself in my memory, so now I just needed to try it out. Theoretically, I could replicate techniques without having to learn them from scrolls. I only needed to understand the activation mechanism, the exact amount of energy required from each meridian, and the point of release. It might not work immediately, but it should eventually. I just needed to test it. Wait a minute! Who was the fool here? Zander, that’s who! The technique the teacher used required meridians I didn’t yet have. And as far as I understood, I wouldn’t have them in the coming years. So, I wouldn’t be able to replicate it — conjunction meridians didn’t have a fixed attachment. Without the technique scroll and a detailed study thereof, nothing would come of my efforts. However, I would be able to memorize the techniques of regular Apprentices quite well. I had three dozen real meridians for that. But who needed Apprentice-stage techniques when there were their Warrior counterparts to master? I just need to figure out where to get them.

“I’d like to see this anomaly with my own eyes, first-year elite class students.” The elite class curator, whom I’ll refer to as the mentor for now, finally deactivated his technique. Apparently, his colleague’s report had satisfied him completely. “They’ll bring a self-propelled carriage soon, and we’ll take a ride.”

“If the Elder doesn’t mind, we can use ours.” Molly appeared beside me. The crowd of eager applicants to the School of Spirit Power buzzed with excitement. Not only had they never seen such beauty as our Molly, but the fact that she appeared out of nowhere had also caused confusion. A spatial pouch for those wanting to join the first-year class of the School of Spirit Power? Who were these people, and what was going on?

The curator turned to his two colleagues.

“Ensure continuous admission. The groups need to be fully formed by the end of the day. If the dean needs me, tell him I’ve gone outside the school walls with two students. If they’re right — and I see no reason to doubt the words of sixth-rank Seekers — I’ll have to deal with another problem the heads of our faculties allowed to happen.”

Without any further questions, the elite class curator climbed onto the seat behind us. Not the driver’s seat or the passenger seat — he took the guest seat. At that moment, I realized this Taoist was someone we could deal with, so I examined him more closely. He appeared older than mentor Guerlon. While Guerlon looked around twenty-five to thirty, this Golden Warrior seemed about thirty to thirty-five. His long black hair was tied with several ribbons, and the fact that the wind didn’t dare touch it indicated its unnatural origin. Brown eyes and a well-proportioned face might have made him look like most Taoists, but his slightly flared ears and the peculiar shape of his nose, resembling an eagle’s beak, made him stand out. The mentor wore a beautiful golden robe with a black belt, and the emblem of the School of Spirit Power — a pair of jians against an oak tree — adorned his chest. This Taoist was wrapped up in spirit armor permanently, which corresponded to a level of the Warrior stage not yet accessible to me. Judging by the number of artifacts he carried, he could probably give the demons we were about to visit a good run for their money and then some. He also had a spatial pouch hanging from his belt, indicating the artifacts were valuable and frequently used.

Molly accelerated so abruptly that we were pressed into our seats. I had a feeling we couldn’t afford to delay, especially after the elite class curator publicly called the School of Spirit Power deans incompetent. This Taoist was as crazy as Vyllea and me! Except he didn’t wear spotted clothes.

I managed to fit everything into two hours — when you knew the location precisely and understood that time wasn’t on your side, you went as fast as you could. I didn’t invent anything new and decided to test how good the demons' formations were. Clyed Feng, a Nascent God stage Taoist, had entrusted us with Molly. It was highly likely Molly had been crafted in the central region and the protective formations set up by weird demons in the first Tier wouldn’t pose a greater threat than a blade of grass from Tier Zero. The tree Molly had knocked down in the forest didn’t leave a single dent or scratch on her. I knew exactly where the protective formation was, so I charged into it at full speed, covered in spirit armor just in case. A flash, a deafening crash, and we landed on a fairly large platform with two tents, a latrine, and broken mirrors floating above a burning yellow circle. The protective formation was utterly destroyed by our carriage. The specific smell of death hit my nose — the demons hadn’t bothered to mask it under the formation.

Everything that happened next took only a few seconds: our passenger suddenly disappeared from Molly and reappeared in the middle of the tents. The techniques he used were familiar to me — mentor Guerlon often employed them as well. Two slabs imbued with power crashed down onto the tents, flattening them and everything inside. Judging by the blood spray, someone had been hiding within. Five lower demons, initially stunned by the brazen intrusion, quickly regained their composure and howled, but the school mentor paid them no attention — he vanished into the anomaly. It became apparent that the main enemy forces were located there.

“Vyllea, the creatures are yours.” I jumped off the carriage and dashed toward the filled crates. The demons hadn’t been idle and had already gathered a substantial pile of loot for transport through the wormhole. I had no doubt Vyllea could handle the pig-like creatures at the Apprentice stage without breaking a sweat. Once I finished hiding everything that emitted any energy, the curator emerged from the anomaly. He looked calm and wasn’t even out of breath. He surveyed the scene and said,

“Everything retrieved from the anomaly shown to me by my class students belongs to the School of Spirit Power. You did well to gather the loot, but don’t forget to turn it in when we return. I assume I don’t need to specify that I will check what you submit, and if anything is missing, I will be greatly disappointed in my students?”

“So perhaps we should hand everything over to you now?” I asked. It was unpleasant, but not fatal. As I noted, the crates contained nothing critically important.

“Students must understand that taking initiative means carrying it through. So, you’ll handle the transportation of resources since you started their collection. Also, take everything here, including the bodies. It will be useful for other first-year students to build resistance to the lesser demons’ poison. And it’s best to familiarize themselves with their physiology using hands-on material. Don’t forget to retrieve the bodies and tools from the anomaly. Oh, and one more thing. Getting acquainted with the School of Spirit Power’s quartermaster is a valuable experience for students of all grades. Don’t neglect it — under usual circumstances, even class monitors aren’t allowed past the third assistant. I’ll arrange for him to personally receive all the loot from you. I assume ten minutes will be enough for you to clear everything here? I’ll set up a protective formation in the meantime. From now on, this is property of the School of Spirit Power.”

All we could do was suppress our disgruntled grumbling and follow the orders. I unloaded all the crates from the inventory and started packing them into the spatial pouch, which was still empty, just in case. We needed to put something in there to avoid any questions from the inspectors about why we were running around with an empty storage. The anomaly turned out to be quite standard — a forested area with several underground levels. There was no architect golem, so the anomaly was not only standard, but also useless. A yellow Apprentice stage anomaly. All it was good for was teaching students to kill beast golems. There were quite a few of them here — I found about twenty creatures on the surface and around a hundred on the first underground level. The builder golems hadn’t yet laid it out with Qi-blocking metal. It became clear why the elite class curator had gotten so taken with this place — it was an ideal training ground for students. A few hours away from the mountain, a low Ascension stage, and nothing deadly. That was likely why he decided to introduce us to the supposedly useful quartermaster.

Vyllea couldn't resist and took out three beasts that came running at the noise. Three spirit stones went into our inventory, and the golems themselves into the spatial pouch. The demons had come here precisely for these creatures — all the crates contained their bodies and parts. It was indeed valuable loot, but for us Seekers, it was useless. I didn’t want to spend half my life turning golems into usable items like self-propelled carriages. Selling them on the open market wasn’t an option, either, and I had no desire to deal with black traders who didn’t mind working with cultists. Amusingly, the smugglers led by the Seeker weaponsmith in Tier Zero didn’t consider themselves black traders. I learned the term from him.

“A reward for winning the tournament?” The curator nodded at Molly when we finished collecting.

“More like a gift from the Clan for proper behavior after the tournament. They wanted to give us a simpler carriage as a reward. This one, according to the Nascent God stage Taoist who had conducted the binding of the artifact, will even be able to fly in the third Tier — if I have enough strength, that is.”

“Nice transport. Why Molly?”

Instead of answering, I looked at Vyllea. She blushed for a moment, but then brushed off the embarrassment and declared,

“That was the name of my first and favorite toy. My mother had burned my toy and forbade me from naming any toy that name to punish me for a misdeed. Disobedience was punished by severe whipping — to the point of needing healing. I pretended to comply, but carried that name in my heart my whole life. Until I married Zander. Now my mother wouldn’t dare raise a hand against me! I’d tear it off at the shoulder!”

“Husband?” The curator looked at me and then at Vyllea with interest. “Then why don’t I see any marriage bracelets?”

I frowned and delved into my memories. My mother and father wore some gold bracelets, but I always thought they were mere decorations and not the symbols of a bond.

“Is that a necessary attribute to be considered husband and wife?” I asked. “Vyllea and I had decided on everything two years ago. What’s the point of all these bracelets and ceremonies if our intent is strong? Or is that not enough anymore?”

“For you who have decided it for yourselves, that’s more than enough. But for society, you are Seeker Zander, a man, and Seeker Vyllea, a woman. Two Taoists of different genders who, by the rules of the School of Spirit Power, must live on opposite sides of the mountain. The teachers and staff closely monitor that students dedicate all their attention to studying and Ascension and not flirting with the opposite sex. Some mentors even believe that separate classes should be introduced, as at eighteen, boys and girls think of how to attract the attention of someone they like more than they do about their studies. Without marriage bracelets you won’t be housed in the same dorm, even though you are conjoined Taoists.”

“You know about that, too?”

“I know everything about my class students that helps me organize their education properly. For instance, I see you have a body barrier. Vyllea has a mind barrier. We will work on that. What is your current level of conjunction?”

I didn't answer immediately, staring into the eyes of the elite class curator for a long time. My intuition, as it was with Amid Soth, told me this person could be trusted. Yes, I didn’t even know his name yet, but I was greatly impressed by his mannerisms, his speech, and his demeanor. He resembled mentor Guerlon in some ways. He looked slightly older, and those ears and nose… No, he didn’t look like mentor Guerlon at all. Nonetheless, I made my decision quickly. Lord Nurgal Lee could clearly see our conjunction. Apparently, those who studied this subject could see our capabilities well. It was foolish to hide the obvious. Perhaps this would also be an opportunity to learn new information about conjunction to improve it further. Personally, I was troubled by the low level of mental cold. It felt like a mental barrier still existed and was holding us back. Even though I was a mental absolute, this barrier seemed to be preventing me from further developing my spirit vision. A mile was nothing compared to what the ninja had demonstrated. He could likely see all protective formations, too. They were entirely inaccessible to me, which was a problem that needed to be addressed urgently. How many such hidden anomalies or wormholes were there in the first Tier? I needed to see them all!

“We are Copper Warriors. To reach the Bronze rank, we need to form two more nodes, but we’re currently facing problems. We’ve hit a barrier we cannot overcome yet. We need time.”

“The division of Warriors into ranks is quite arbitrary,” the Taoist said thoughtfully. “In reality, Warriors have only two ranks: the initial, when you obtain the energy core, and the final, when you finish forming the last meridian. The gradation was invented because of techniques and their requirements for specific meridians. How do you plan to address the bracelet issue?”

“We’ll go to Hardes, visit any shop that sells jewelry, and buy everything we need.”

“That’s a perfectly valid option, but I have another proposal. As I mentioned, some very influential teachers at the school believe that Ascension schools should be separated, with separate dorms and classrooms for boys and girls. I consider this to be utter nonsense, and I have repeatedly told as much to the headmaster. But the deans’ influence is too great to ignore. Killing a representative of the Alchemy faculty will adversely affect your relationship with that faculty’s dean. The same goes for the Artifact faculty’s dean, his closest friend. These two Taoists are the main opponents of mixed-gender education, and are highly-respected and influential figures in the school. You can make the safe assumption that they already dislike you and will do everything to prevent you from continuing your studies at the School of Spirit Power.”

“Preventing our studies is a euphemism for ‘killing,’ right?” I clarified.

“You understand me correctly. But they won’t act overtly. Lowering themselves to deal with first-year Silver Apprentices is beneath them. A hunt will begin for you. Both deans are from the Tiger Clan, so you’ll have to view all Tigers as potential enemies, even if they smile and try to befriend you. The Tigers prioritize their clan, and the deans are cunning schemers who know how to turn a crowd against someone specific.”

“Zander, I lost the thread at ‘another proposal.’ Can you clarify what they want from us?” Vyllea, barely stifling a yawn, made it clear just how riveting she found this conversation. She spoke out loud so our companion could not miss it. The Taoist frowned — he was clearly unaccustomed to such disregard from students.

“The elite class curator proposes that tomorrow or the day after, we hold a formal ceremony at the School of Spirit Power to officially don marriage bracelets. This will allow us to live in the same house instead of being separated by the mountain.”

“I’m in! I even find a suitable dress for the occasion!” Vyllea’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

“But the Elder also mentions that if we do this, we’ll anger two deans and a huge army of students from the Tiger Clan. Everyone will suddenly want to get in our way, strike from the shadows, stab us with poisoned needles, challenge us to duels, ambush us in quiet places, and, basically, do everything to stop us from being a thorn in the side of two amazing deans.”

“And that’s all? So we have the prospect of living together offset by the need to deal with a bunch of worthless Tigers and equally worthless deans? Isn’t the answer obvious?”

“It is.” I shifted my gaze to the elite class curator. “Elder, what do we gain from killing a bunch of self-proclaimed Tiger ninjas swarming the School of Spirit Power in the first Tier of the Phoenix Clan, aside from marriage bracelets that we have little personal need for?”

“Now I see true sixth-rank Seekers.” For the first time since we met, a smile appeared on the Taoist’s face. “I am Hars Soth, deputy dean of the meditation faculty and curator of the first-year elite class. I will handle all problems arising from your reckless behavior at school. And I sincerely hope that the curators of other classes, including the senior ones, will become regular visitors to my office, complaining about two unruly students. It’s time to show the Tiger Clan that the south of the Empire does not belong to them. Are you with me?”

“The bracelets must be nothing short of exquisite!” Vyllea announced by way of answer. “If the jewelry isn’t spectacular, I’m not putting it on my wrist!”

The next books of the series!

Law of the Jungle (Book 5)

Law of the Jungle (Book 6)

End of Book Four
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If you like our books and want to keep reading, download our FREE Publisher's Catalog, a must-read for any LitRPG fan which lists some of the finest works in the genre:

Tales of Wonder and Adventure: The Best of LitRPG, Fantasy and Sci-Fi (Publisher's Catalog)

New!

Cooldown (Unfrozen Book #1) LitRPG Series

by Anton Tekshin

Gates of Thunder (Loner Book #1) LitRPG Series

by Alex Kosh

Nullform (Book #1) RealRPG Series

by Dem Mikhailov

The Cub (The Bear Clan Book 1) A Progression Fantasy

by Vasily Mahanenko

The Crow Cycle Book #1 LitRPG Series

by Dem Mikhailov

Volper (Alpha Rome Book 1) LitRPG Series

by Ros Per

Second Shot (Fantasia Book #1) LitRPG Series

by Simon Vale

Isle of Destiny (A Buccaneer's Due Book #1 LitRPG Series)

by Igor Knox

In the System LitRPG Series

by Petr Zhgulyov

The Range LitRPG Series

by Yuri Ulengov

Small Unit Tactics LitRPG Series

by Alexander Romanov

World of the Changed LitRPG Series

by Vasily Mahanenko

The Alchemist LitRPG Series

by Vasily Mahanenko

Invasion LitRPG series

by Vasily Mahanenko

Neue Versionen (in Deutscher Sprache)!

Survival Quest: LitRPG-Serie

von Vasily Mahanenko

Sehr geehrte Leserinnen und Leser, die ersten beiden Bücher der Reihe wurden von Lubbe herausgegeben und sind im Handel und bei Amazon erhältlich.

Leider hat der Verlag beschlossen, die Serie nicht weiter zu übersetzen, und wir haben uns entschlossen, dies selbst zu tun.

ALL BOOKS BY VASILY MAHANENKO:

The Way of the Shaman LitRPG Series:

Survival Quest (The Way of the Shaman: Book #1)

The Kartoss Gambit (The Way of the Shaman: Book #2)

The Secret of the Dark Forest (The Way of the Shaman: Book #3)

The Phantom Castle (The Way of the Shaman: Book #4)

The Karmadont Chess Set (The Way of the Shaman: Book #5)

Shaman's Revenge (The Way of the Shaman Book #6)

Clans War (The Way of the Shaman: Book #7)

The Hour of Pain (The Way of the Shaman Bonus Story)

The Way of the Shaman Comic Book:

The Way of the Shaman. Step 1: The Beginning: Volume One

The Way of the Shaman. Step 2: The First Day: Volume Two

Dark Paladin LitRPG Series:

The Beginning (Dark Paladin Book #1)

The Quest (Dark Paladin Book #2)

Restart (Dark Paladin Book #3)

Galactogon LitRPG Series:

Start The Game (Galactogon: Book #1)

In Search of the Uldans  (Galactogon Book #2)

A Check for a Billion (Galactogon Book #3) LitRPG series

Invasion LitRPG Series:

A Second Chance (Invasion Book #1)

An Equation with One Unknown (Invasion Book #2)

World of the Changed LitRPG Series:

No Mistakes (World of the Changed Book #1)

Pearl of the South (World of the Changed Book #2)

Noa in the Flesh (World of the Changed Book #3)

The Alchemist LitRPG Series:

City of the Dead (The Alchemist Book #1)

Forest of Desire (The Alchemist Book #2)

Tears of Alron (The Alchemist Book #3)

Isr Kale's Journal (The Alchemist Book #4)

Tartila Mine (The Alchemist Book #5)

The Bear Clan LitRPG Series:

The Cub (The Bear Clan Book 1)

The Wizard (The Bear Clan Book 2)

Short Stories:

You're in Game!

(LitRPG Stories from Bestselling Authors)

You’re In Game-2

(More LitRPG stories set in your favorite worlds!)

New Release!

Please meet our new author! Kaitlyn Weiss writes in the genres of romantic fantasy, urban fantasy and fantasy adventure. You can download her first book for free on Amazon: Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1).

Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1)

by Kaitlyn Weiss
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In order to have new books of the series translated faster, we need your help and support! Please consider leaving a review or spread the word by recommending Law of the Jungle to your friends and posting the link on social media. The more people buy the book, the sooner we'll be able to make new translations available.

Thank you!

Want to be the first to know about our latest LitRPG, sci fi and fantasy titles from your favorite authors?

Subscribe to our New Releases newsletter!

Be the first to know about new LitRPG releases!

Visit our

Facebook LitRPG page

to meet new and established LitRPG authors!

Tell us more about yourself and your favorite books, view new book covers and make friends with other LitRPG fans!

More LitRPG news and discussions at fellow LitRPG group

GameLit Society!

Follow the latest LitRPG news on Twitter!

Till next time!
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About the Author

Vasily Mahanenko is a fantasy and sci fi author and one of the original founding fathers of the new genre of LitRPG - the MMO-based fantasy and sci fi. His debut novel The Way of the Shaman series took literature by storm in 2012.

Vasily dipped into his college-days insider knowledge as a hardcore gamer in order to create a believable world of the virtual-reality MMO game. His bestselling series combines fiction and video games, telling the story of Shaman and his friends stuck in the ruthless reality of Barliona. He used his more than ten years' experience as an ERP implementation project manager to approach his writing in a well-organized manner, working to a strict schedule, a set of deadlines and even a budget. The entire body of Vasily's works to date is available on Amazon now, with new books adding as he comes up with new fantasy worlds and stories.
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